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Abstract

Famine mortality is preventable by government acaod yet some famines kill. According
to Amartya Sen, regime type matters: no famine wsitnificant excess mortality has ever
occurred in a democracy. We take issue with thierdenistic claim and start by discussing
four cases, in which excess mortality has occudespite central democratic governance. We
develop a political theory of famine mortality, whi postulates a relationship between de-
mocracy and famine mortality that is both probahkiti rather than deterministic, and alto-
gether more complex than the Sen hypothesis. Builthe ‘selectorate’ models of political
responsiveness, we show why it can be entirelytipally rational for a government, democ-
ratic or not, to remain inactive in the face ofgugtal famine mortality if action would lead to
greater loss of political support to the governmidaain inaction. We derive the testable hy-
potheses that famine mortality is possible in denragies, but likely to be lower than in autoc-
racies. Moreover, a larger share of people beiferedd by famine relative to population size
together with large quantities of internationaldaaid being available will lower mortality in
both regime types, but more so in democracies. Ypotheses find empirical support in a
cross-country time-series analysis of famine mibytah non-developed countries over the

period 1972 to 2000.



1. I ntroduction

Modern famine scholarship regards famine mortagyentirely preventable by governments.
If so, the question is why in the ®@entury alone between 70 and 80 million people may
have died in famines (Devereux 2000: 7). In thiscla we study why governments some-
times fail to prevent excess mortality from faminAsartya Sen, probably the best-known
scholar of famines, has postulated a simple detestid relationship between regime type
and the prevention of famine mortality: ‘...one oétremarkable facts in the terrible history
of famine is that no substantial famine has eveuwed in a country with a democratic form
of government and a relatively free press’ (Serdi®d). We are, of course, not the first to
have questioned the validity of this claim (Keer®4&; de Waal 2000), but we go much fur-
ther than these critics of Sen. First, we discassame detail four cases, in which famines
have resulted in excess mortality despite the passef a democratic government. Second,
we develop a political theory of famine mortalibat leads to the result that famine mortality
in democracies is possible, but likely to be lowan in autocracies, and that the mortality
difference between democracies and autocraciemigngent on the share of people affected
by famine relative to a country’s population sized an the level of international food aid
available. Third, we subject the theoretically ded hypotheses to an empirical test.

Our theory builds upon the ‘selectorate’ modelgalitical responsiveness (de Mesquita
et al. 2003). In brief, we argue that governmengsy mationally fail to act against famines

when the political costs of action are higher thia@ political gains. We thus describe the

! We employ a mixed-methods design. We use quabtattudies to cast doubt on Sen's

deterministic theonandto generate ideas for an alternative explanatfdaraine mortality. We then

generalize these ideas, provide a micro-foundatiahtest the hypotheses derived from our theotetica
model using quantitative methods on a much brosaeple. See King, Keohane and Verba (1994) on
valid inference, George and Bennett (2005) andi€att al. (2004) on case study design, Seawright

(2002) on ‘theory testing’ based on qualitativeiges.
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government’s response choice in the wake of a farttireat as a typical dilemma. On the one
hand, the government will lose political supporit ifemains idle. Those members of the ‘se-
lectorate’ (that is the group of people who canod®othe government’s leadership), which are
directly or indirectly affected by the famine, plpessibly some unaffected bystanders, will
withdraw or reduce their support for the governmént the other hand, however, a govern-
ment’s action helping those affected by famine corea cost to unaffected members of the
selectorate in the form of, for example, higherdiqwices or taxes. In other words, govern-
ment action against famines means that the unatfdtave to pay for ‘bailing-out’ those af-
fected by famine. If governments anticipate tha ¢inoup of unaffected people within the
selectorate will reduce political support for thevgrnment by more than the group of the
affected will increase political support, governisemay decide to remain inactive. We do
not argue that political inactivity is likef/Rather, we argue that political inactivity is pess
ble and — indeed — there is a political rationakibd it when it happens.

Importantly, our argument is that both democraeied autocracies face the trade-off just
described, which explains why famine mortality @sgible in democracies as well. Differ-
ences in famine mortality between democracies amaceacies stem from different reactions
to this trade-off and different kinds of policiesed, which follow from differences in the size
of the selectorate. Given the small size of thedetate in autocracies, autocratic govern-
ments may well find it support-maximizing to usegtted transfers that shield the small af-
fected group of the ruling elite from the directlandirect consequences of famine. Such tar-
geted transfers leave those people affected byngnhbiut outside the selectorate, vulnerable
to the mortal impact of famine. In democracies stacheted transfers are not feasible due to
the larger size of the selectorate, unless theestiaaffected people is very small. Democra-

cies are therefore more likely to use policies textefit all affected people, not just targeted

In fact, we will see below that famine mortaligya rare event.
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transfers for a few; and the bigger the share fdcefd people to the total population, the
more such policies become necessary to preventolopslitical support. Both democracies
and autocracies can employ international food aitbwer the political costs of government
action because people affected by the famine cdrelped without major (short-run) costs to
those unaffected. However, democracies are moetylio channel international food aid to
all affected people, whereas autocracies are liteelgppropriate large parts of the aid to the
private benefit of the small selectorate, leavingse outside the selectorate again vulnerable
to the mortal impact of famine.

Our probabilistic political theory of famine moiitgl differs from Sen’s deterministic
claim and leads to the expectation that famine afigrtin democracies, whilst likely to be
lower than in autocracies, is still possible. Farthore, democracies act more decisively than
autocracies with policies aimed at preventing hénom all people affected by famine the
larger the share of affected people to the totgupadion and the higher the level of interna-
tional food aid available. These hypotheses fingpsut in our empirical test of famine mor-
tality in a cross-national time-series analysisaodample consisting of 130 non-developed
countries over the period 1972 to 2600.

The remainder of this article is structured asofei: The next section briefly reviews
theories of famine and Sen’s deterministic claimttoa link between regime type and famine
mortality in particular. We then discuss evidenant four cases in which democratic gov-
ernments have either spectacularly failed to ameress famine mortality (Irish potato famine
and Sudan in the late 1980s) or have acted, buate@nd too little to fully prevent mortality
(Indian provinces of Bihar and Maharashtra). Wetiome by developing our political theory

of famine mortality. The hypotheses derived from theory are then subjected to empirical

3 The developed countries of Northern America, \WiestEurope, Japan, Australia and New

Zealand are food donors, not recipients.
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analysis. We conclude by indicating areas for i@search and by identifying policy impli-

cations following from our analysis.

2. Famine Mortality and Democracy: A Review of Previous Arguments

The field of famine studies is not one of greatsmsus among scholars. In fact, there is
widespread disagreement about most relevant issudading the very definition of what
constitutes a famine (Devereux 1993; Howe 2002; élawd Devereux 2004). Whatever the
exact definition, it is important to distinguishniane, which according to Sen (2001: 160)
involves ‘a sudden eruption of severe deprivationd considerable section of the popula-
tion’, from problems of general malnourishment andemic hunger.

Putting it bluntly, one can distinguish between if@entheorizing before and after Sen.
Early explanations treated famines as the inewetabhsequence of a sudden decline in food
supply (Devereux 1993, ch. 4). A good example isvBr and Eckholm’s (1974: 25) verdict
that ‘a sudden, sharp reduction in the food suppbny particular geographic locale has usu-
ally resulted in widespread hunger and famine’.id¢atly, though not always, the fall in food
supply was seen as being caused by persistent lusyutpods and other natural calamities.
Famines had the notion of an unavoidable exogeslbosk, an act of nature. Aykroyd (1974
1) portrays a common cause for famine as followso ‘years of poor rainfall may be fol-
lowed by a third year without any rain at all. dtthen that famine makes its appearance...’.
Nnoli (1989: 170) in a similarly deterministic amgevitable fashion regards a prolonged
drought as leading to famine. Combined with thetMadian concern that populations have
the tendency to outgrow the ‘carrying capacity’tioéir land (Malthus 1798), the threat of
famine is easily summarized as ‘too many mouthstaadittle food’ (Aykroyd 1974: 5).

Second generation explanations contested this ¢mhplaim that famines are beyond hu-

man scope. Amartya Sen is not the only represeptafisuch theories of course, but the most
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prominent one (see, for example, Sen 1976, 19835;10réze and Sen 1989, 1990). The fa-
mous opening sentences of his bookRwverty and Faminegroclaim: ‘Starvation is the
characteristic of some people rfmving enough food to eat. It is not the characterisfic o
therebeingnot enough food to eat.” (Sen 1981: 2, emphasaiginal). It follows that food
shortage may be a necessary but not a sufficietitton for the outbreak of famines. What
really matters are entittements (the command oved and non-food commaodities), not food
availability as such. Famines happen when groupedividuals experience entitlement col-
lapse and are no longer able to buy sufficient artsoaf food.

Famine theorizing after Sen has contested manyctspeSen’s writings. In fact, the rec-
ognition and admiration his work has received atbe wider social sciences is only rivaled
by the criticism, opposition and, at times, furyhdas encountered as well (see, for example,
Rangasami 1985; Bowbrick 1986; de Waal 1989, 18@£&n 1994a, 1994b). It would be far
beyond the scope of this article to survey andcatiyy engage with the detailed controver-
sies? Much of the criticism has concentrated on how Séahtitlement failure’ theory is
seemingly ill-equipped to explain the modern catdielated famines of sub-Saharan Africa.
In these conflicts entitlement collapse might stpbly, but it often occurs through extra-mar-
ket violent appropriation, what some call ‘assan#fer’ (Duffield 1994) or ‘asset-stripping’
(de Waal 1993), whereas Sen stresses entitlem#dapse within the rule of law and func-
tioning markets.

Interestingly, these critics do not doubt Sen anézB’'s contention that ‘all famines in the
modern world are preventable by human action’ &adl large-scale famine mortality must be
due to ‘some massive social failure’ (Dréze and 8880: 47). In other words: public action
can reduce or even avoid famine mortality, for egl@min the form of free or subsidized pro-

vision of food, the creation of (temporary) empl@mhand income opportunities for affected

4 Others have done so to some extent (see, forggaRavallion 1997 and Devereux 2001).
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people, the control of epidemics and the provisibhealth services. Indeed, Sen (2001: 175)
believes that famines are ‘so easy to preventithatamazing that they are allowed to occur
at all'. This agrees with the belief advanced oy, dxample, von Braun et al. (1998: 2) that
‘famine is largely a function of institutional, agizational, and policy failure, not just one of
generalizable market- and climate-driven productiaiture’ (emphasis in original), with
Devereux’s (2000: 27) assessment that ‘faminesrdeecause they are not prevented: they
are allowed to happen’ as well as with de Waal@@® 18) argument ‘that any government
can, if it so desires, take effective measure®tolat famine’.

In numerous writings Sen argues that famines ihvielt be prevented if governments act
responsively. In his view, all democracies are oespre governments. Thus, he comes to the
deterministic conclusion that ‘there has never be&damine in a functioning multiparty de-
mocracy’ (Sen 2001: 178). According to Sen, demactaaders respond to the threat of a
famine because they have to win elections and pabéic criticism. Since political survival
of autocrats does not depend — at least not tedh®ee extent — on mass support, autocrats are
less likely to respond adequately to the thredaofine mortality. The mechanism that Sen
sees at work is that in democracies the governimsdaotced by public opinion to act: ‘With a
relatively free press, with periodic elections, amith active opposition parties, no govern-
ment can escape severe penalty if it delays presenteasures and allows a real famine to
occur.’” (Sen 1990: 50)

In our view, Sen correctly highlights the importanaf politics and policies. But his ar-
gumentation ‘overshoots’ in two respects. Firs§ teterministic prediction — democracies
never experience famines — fails to convince osarlanspection. And second, his functional
logic of famine prevention — democratic leaderd alivays prevent famines — lacks a serious
microfoundation. As Bhagwati (1995:59) has putS3en’s precise argument (...) is too sim-
plistic and fails to persuade.’ In the next sectime confront Sen’s deterministic prediction

with four cases that all show the possibility ofnfae mortality in democratic regimes and
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that illustrate that democracies react in rathenglex ways to the threat of famine mortality

that calls for a serious effort at theorizing timk lbetween regime type and famine mortality.

3. Democracy and Famine Revisited: Empirical Evidence from Four Cases

Four famine cases highlight the fact that Sen’smeiistic claim is overly deterministic and
that government response is less straightforwaad ths theory would imply: the Irish potato
famine 1845-1850, the two famines in the Indianvprees of Bihar in 1965-1967 and Ma-
harashtra in 1972-1973 and the famine in Southadain 1988. Let us briefly discuss these
four cases in turn.

Though no official records exist, the Irish potémine was undoubtedly highly mortal,
which is not contested by Sen or his co-author Br&stimates vary (as in most famines), but
typically range between 500,000 and 1,000,000 fardeaths. Another two million people or
so left Ireland and migrated to the US. In ordebtimg the Irish case in line with Sen’s hy-
pothesis, one needs to argue that Ireland wasulpéc to democratic rule in those years.
Indeed, during the potato crisis, Ireland was moinalependent country. However, it was not
a colony either. Rather, the country formed p&merhaps involuntarily, of the United King-
dom of Great Britain and Ireland. Sen (2001: 17®nawledges this by saying that Ireland
‘was distinguished in being part of the Britishelslitself’ from other parts of the British Em-
pire.

Tony Blair, when he was already British Prime Miars was clearer in accepting the
UK'’s political responsibility for the Irish faminéThe Famine was a defining event in the
history of Ireland and of Britain. It has left desgars. That one million people should have
died in what was then part of the richest and rposterful nation in the world is something

that still causes pain as we reflect on it todayose who governed in London at the time
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failed their people through standing by while apcfailure turned into a massive tragedy. We
must not forget such a dreadful event.’ (cited ind@ly 2002: 1).

The polity dataset gives a polity score of +3 te thK, which suggests the country was a
semi-democracy, but quite plausibly democratic ghoto qualify for Sen’s hypothesis.
Though proportionately underrepresented and the et of the UK with an administration
resident in Dublin castle, Ireland did send pcddikticepresentatives to Westminster. Moreover,
the press was relatively free and indeed printaderaus reports of the evolving humanitar-
ilan catastrophe in Ireland. Yet, the governmentandon and its official representations in
Dublin, the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland and the Gl8ecretary for Ireland, responded too little
and too late. Indeed, the Treasury spent only omji mostly in the form of loans. The total
value of spending on the famine was about threeepérof government spending during the
period, or 0.3 percent of the country’s GNP (O @rd889/1995: 49). The government cer-
tainly could have done much more.

Many observers hold the Corn Laws — high impoiiffsaon corn that aimed at protecting
the English farmers from world market competitioresponsible for the fact that Ireland did
not import grain on a large scale, which could hamaced the failing potatoes. Even though
the UK parliament decided to repeal the Corn Lawsthe 18' of May 1846, it was only
partly intended to help the starving people indnel and must also be seen in the light of an
ideological conflict between free-traders and prbomists in the parliament (Kinealy 2002).
Moreover, the bill suggested to phase-out the Camis over a three-year period. The effect
that imports had on the British food market therefcame too late and too slow for the
starving population in Ireland.

It is clear that the parliament in London was respale for Ireland, that Ireland must be
considered a constitutive part of the UK, that the was a semi-democratic country with a
relatively free press and yet the government'sarsp came too late and was insufficient to

prevent large-scale famine mortality. Thus, Setast that democratic governments will act
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responsively in the presence of sufficient mediegecage, does not seem to apply to the po-
tato famine. Sen (2001: 173ff.) invokes ‘culturhémation’ between the British and the Irish
as the main cause for the British failure to preévka famine, citing Joel Mokyr’s verdict that
‘Ireland was considered by Britain as an alien amdn hostile nation’ (cited in Sen 2001:
173).

Sen’s response to the famines of Bihar and Mahaeshbased on a different logic. Here
the undeniable fact is that India was an indepeindt&te and democracy at the time. As
Besley and Burgess (2002: 1416) have observeda‘liscan important case study for testing
the political economy of responsiveness. It is hdama large vulnerable population (...). In-
dia is a federal democracy, and popularly electate ggovernments play a key role in relief
activities. There is a relatively free and indepamdoress (...).” Sen himself regards post-in-
dependence democratic India as a fine exampleidéeee in favor of his deterministic claim
and he insists that India, which was prone to nsswere famines with large-scale mortality
during its colonial period and before, has notenfl a major famine since 1947: ‘The last
major famine in India took place before independensz. the Bengal famine of 1943, in
which about 3 million people died. Since then theage been a number of threats of severe
famine (e.g. in Bihar in 1967, in Maharashtra ir739in West Bengal in 1979, in Gujarat in
1987), but they did not materialize, largely dugtblic intervention.” (Dréze and Sen 1989:
8). Sen therefore argues that large-scale famiralitg has been prevented by and because
of democratic government in both Bihar and Maharash

Yet, on closer inspection the devil lies in theadletin his single-authored contribution to
their co-edited volumes orhe Political Economy of Hungebréze (1990) is somewhat more
cautious in his assessment. Noting substantialsdioood production, food availability and
calorie consumption, he addresses the issue ofsexoertality. He regards officially pub-
lished data on registered deaths as the leastialieg| particularly for assessing changes in

mortality. According to these data, there was exgmsrtality of 1 and 3.5 deaths per thou-
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sand people in Bihar in 1966 and 1967, respectiv/@lgese unimpressively small numbers
nevertheless suggest an excess mortality in thené&ndden years of up to several hundred
thousand deaths, given a population at the timmwghly 50 million. Dyson and Maharatna
(1992) regard the official total mortality data laghly deficient and therefore conclude that
substantial excess famine mortality cannot be deduftom these data, but can also not be
excluded as a possibility. They regard the regesténfant mortality rate as more reliable and
find that this mortality increased more in the Bildlistricts most affected by the drought,
which provides some indirect and tentative evidefoceexcess mortality. Dréze (1990: 59)
comes to the conclusion that even if the officiartality data are questionable, ‘one thing is
clear: there is precious little evidence to supploet self-congratulatory statements that have
commonly been made about the Bihar famine, e.geXueptional mortality was recorded” or
“no one died of starvation”.’

A detailed study provided by Brass (1986) also shtvat democratic response to the Bi-
har famine has been far from straightforward. ladtef doing everything they can to relief
the famine impact, the relevant political actorsed the crisis to gain advantage or prevent
harm in their relations with each other’ (Brass @:9853). Initially, the central government
refused to accept the severity of the crisis anprtwide assistance because the state govern-
ment was regarded as incompetent and out of falempite both being run by the Congress
party. The state government itself refused to decdastate of famine before the elections in
November 1967 and famine was declared only aftegléction defeat by a new government.
India’s central government did provide assistamcthe end and ca. 2.5 million tons of food
aid, mainly from the United States, was shippeBit@r that prevented an even higher loss of

life. But, if the estimates of excess mortalityidgrthis famine discussed above are correct, it

> Singh (1975) reports higher mortality rates stillfamine years, but Dréze (1990) notes

internal inconsistencies in Singh’s estimates.
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is clear that this response came somewhat tooaladewas insufficient to prevent famine
mortality entirely. The Bihar famine highlights tvypooblems of democratic response to fam-
ine: A famine becomes easily politicized, which tamder rather than help immediate famine
response as politicians get caught up in theirtipslrather than concentrating on famine re-
lief, and a central government will be reluctantrédistribute domestic resources to famine
victims if the affected population represents oalgninority of the electorate and is not deci-
sive for general elections. Fortunately for the ifsgrvictims in Bihar, the central Indian gov-
ernment could draw upon generous external assiestanc

Available excess mortality estimates for the Mabklna famine are similarly imprecise
as those for the Bihar famine. While Dréze remakegptical whether the Indian government
managed to avert the Bihar crisis, he is by farepwsitive about government response to the
Maharashtra crisis. In Sen and Dreze’s (1989: 12éw: ‘There is, indeed, very little evi-
dence that any of the usual signs of famine deweeldp a significant extent in this event —
whether ‘starvation deaths’, increases in mortakthes, nutritional deterioration, land sales,
or migration to other states.’ Indeed, Sen and ®1@889: 68) and later Dreze (1990) alone
perceive Maharashtra as a success case of govarmtenention: ‘The impressive success
achieved at the time by the government of Maharashtpreventing a severe drought from
developing into a famine by organizing massive pulorks programmes.’ Yet, Dyson and
Maharatna (1992: 1330) find a positive correlatimiween the crude death rate and the de-
cline in cereal production across Maharashtra'#ridis. They thus conclude ‘there can be no
doubt that there was substantial mortality durihg Maharashtra drought — at very least
70,000 excess deaths’ (Dyson and Maharatna 19%2))1@ne has to keep in mind, however,
that Dyson and Maharatna’s data are noisy sincg ¢aenot control for famine-induced mi-
gration between Maharashtra districts and betweendvashtra and neighboring Indian

states.
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When Sudan experienced a third interlude of denticcgavernment since independence
with a fairly free press over the period 1986-8@, ¢xpectation following Sen’s deterministic
claim is that the government would do everythingsrnpower to prevent famine mortality. In
fact, the exact opposite was the case. The ceydrs@rnment allowed and encouraged cattle
and other raids by armed militia on the economychktter off ethnic group of Dinkas in
Southern Sudan, which made them vulnerable to faniMoreover, it allowed the Sudanese
military and militia groups to employ famine asteategy in its warfare against the rebels in
Southern Sudan and frustrated and blocked relfeftef How many people died as the con-
sequence of war-related famine? Devereux (2000@ss@2650,000 people based on Harden’s
(1993: 169) estimate. Devereux (2000: 33) himsetés that the estimate is difficult to ver-
ify, but Keen’s (1994a) detailed and fieldwork-bdstudy, while avoiding estimates of ag-
gregate mortality, leaves little doubt about sufisah excess mortalit.Similarly, de Waal
(1997: 93) calls it ‘the most severe famine in Suslanodern history’.

While there were representatives from the Soutthenparliament in Khartoum, which
raised the famine issue in parliament, it was unablmobilize public opinion and unite the
democratic opposition for its cause. The pressmaisly focused on issues and conditions in
the North, with little interest in famine in the 8b. The government was extremely con-
cerned to keep food prices low in the North andnd around Khartoum in particular, so as
not to upset its voters. In a country marked byietstrive, the South simply had no political
clout in the North. In addition, the government ditit could to mislead the public about the
extent of famine and its efforts to contain it. §kvas helped by some Southern representa-
tives subscribing to the governmental line andh®y counter-productive role that the largest

Southern rebel group, the Sudan People’s Liberationy (SPLA), played by obstructing

6 Prendergast (1991: 49) even states more tha@@Damine deaths in 1988-89.
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relief efforts and itself engaging in warfare tastthat exacerbated the famine (African Rights
1997: 98f.).

To our knowledge, Sen does not directly engage thighparticular famine in Sudan. He
is less neglectful of famines during Sudan’s nomaderatic periods of government. For ex-
ample, in Sen (2001: 183) he writes: ‘In variousysyésSudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, several of
the Sahel countries and others provide glaring @kasnof how badly things can go wrong
without the discipline of opposition parties and tlews media.’ In fact, the Sudanese famine
of the late 1980s demonstrates just how badly thaamn go wrong with and despite the disci-
pline of opposition parties and the news media.

These four cases run counter to Sen’s claim bedheyeshow that famines and substan-
tial famine mortality can take place in democratigimes. While each single case of ‘democ-
ratic famine’ already casts doubt on the determmisgic of Sen, together these four cases
arguably are sufficient to demonstrate that Seetemhinistic claim is wrong. Perhaps more
importantly, these cases also illustrate that pukhiowledge of a famine is not sufficient to
stimulate government counteraction, even in denooesa Ample evidence has been provided
showing that the governments in London, New Delid &hartoum knew of serious food
shortage in the far-away provinces and districtsl, e governments did not respond ade-
guately. Case studies such as the comprehensig lspuBrass (1986) suggest an explanation
of why democratic governments may allow a famindéwésome mortal. The Indian govern-
ment was mainly concerned with the effect anti-faanmeasures could have on the popula-
tion in the politically pivotal parts of the countiThe same holds true for Sudan and the UK
during the potato famine. The Sudanese governmaastmore concerned with losing popu-
larity due to a price increase for food in Khartotimn with helping starving people in the
Southern parts of the country. The UK’s governnteriayed a liberalization of the food mar-

ket to avert fierce opposition of the politicalhffluential English farmers.
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These four cases also allow us to identify two munin requirements for a good political
theory of famine mortality: First, it needs to beolpabilistic, not deterministic. In other
words, a theory of famines needs to provide argusnemy famine mortality is possible in
democracies, but likely to be higher in autocraci&scond, a good theory needs to spell out
the conditions under which governments are morel\liko take action and needs to argue
why democracies respond differently from autocrmaieder these conditions. In the next
section, we develop such a theory, which due t@esmanstraints has to be confined to a

relatively brief argument.

4. I nactivity or Famine Prevention? A Political Explanation of Famine Mortality

If governments can, but need not, avert famine atioytthen the question is: what induces
governments to prevent famines from turning mortaifme have argued that scholars of
famine need to move beyond the language of ‘fajlareakdown and disaster’ (Edkins 2002:
15) and instead tackle the question of who benéfits) famines and in whose interest do
famines happen (Keen 1994a, 1994b; Edkins 2002)b@leve that asking the ‘cui bono?’
question is the right one. However, to us the golegb ask is not so much who benefits from
the deliberately induced and wanted destructivecesfof famine on the affected people. In-
stead, the more relevant question is who benetita jovernmental inaction and its failure to
prevent famine. In other words, why do some pdllticinfluential groups benefit from gov-
ernment inactivity in the wake of a famine and vene the beneficiaries of government inac-
tivity? The first question asks for the benefitsatdors that deliberately cause famine mortal-
ity, the second question asks for benefits to actioat inhibit governments from preventing
famine mortality. While the questions may appeanilarr, they are in fact quite different.

To be sure, we do not deny that famine is sometusesl as a weapon for the deliberate

killing of people, be they ethnic minorities or gkl groups. For example, while the famine
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that engulfed Ukraine, the northern Caucasus, hedower Volga River area in 1932-1933
resulted from the policy of forced collectivizatio@onquest (1986) argues that Stalin im-
posed even stronger procurements (up to 45% olidineest) on Ukrainian peasants than on
other farmers of the Soviet Union to fight the sgaationalistic and anti-collectivist tenden-
cies, knowing well that many Ukrainians would per{€onquest 1986). More recently, the
former Ethiopian foreign minister in Mengistu’s aatatic government told the U.S. chargé
d’affaires David A. Korn in December 1984 that ‘tbes a major element in our strategy
against the secessionists’ (Korn 1986: 137). Fewldvoome out with similarly frank admis-
sions, but there are cases where governmental andjovernmental political actors have
used famine as ‘a cheap weapon of mass murder'’c{M&003: 252).

Yet, the use of famines for the deliberate deswnobf political or ethnic groups is typi-
cally confined to autocratic regimes, often of th&litarian kind. In fact, with the possible
exception of the Sudanese famine in the late 1988%now of no case in which democratic
regimes have used famine as a weapon of mass mideh more often, democracies have
stayed inactive despite clear signs of a dawnimgirfa or have started prevention too late,
thus allowing some famine mortality to occur. Een Sudan, even those highly critical of
the democratic government in Khartoum at the ticknawledge that ‘there is no evidence
that a deliberate program of Southern genocide puasued at the top of Sadiq el Mahdi's
government. What is more likely is that the morad political logic of the war as interpreted
in Khartoum created a space where such near-gaalanimtives and practices could flourish.’
(African Rights 1997, 97). Also, as we have pointed above, the Khartoum government
feared upsetting its voters in Northern Sudan \ghdr food prices were it to prevent famine
mortality in the South.

In order to explain why democracies sometimes egpee some famine mortality (and
autocracies even higher mortality), a politicalahemust therefore tackle the much more

interesting and challenging question of why goveenta might fail to prevent famine mor-
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tality. We seek to provide an answer to this qoestiithout distinguishing between autocra-
cies and democracies from the onset. Instead, rgunent is based on and draws from stan-
dard political-economic models of political respeesess (dubbed the selectorate theory, see
de Mesquita et al. 2003). In brief, selectoratethigerceives political responsiveness of a
government as a function of the size of the setatato total populatidnand of the size of
winning coalitioff within the selectorate relative to the size of$kkectorate. As de Mesquita
et al. (2003: 26) have argued: ‘Political surviiglput at risk whenever leaders lack the re-
sources to maintain the support of the essentigddra.’ In what follows we will show how
selectorate theory allows us to examine how théigall incentive structure influences the

probability of famine prevention and famine mottali

Rational Political Inactivity

Famines almost never hit entire countries. The ifaraines in history all took place in more
or less clearly defined regions of the countriestand was a part of the UK, the Soviet fam-

ine mainly affected the Ukraine, the Indian famidexussed above affected the provinces of

! “We define the selectorate as the set of peojles& endowments include the qualities or

characteristics institutionally required to chodbe government’'s leadership.” (de Mesquita et al.
2003: 42) The authors then go on to discuss hdeeaship, personal properties, wealth, gender and
age, and constitutional characteristics of thetpalefine the size of the selectorate (ibid: 42-51)

8 “The winning coalition is defined as a subseth#f selectorate of sufficient size such that the
subset’s support endows the leadership with paliffower over the remainder of the selectorate as
well as over the disenfranchised members of théegot (de Mesquita et al. 2003: 51) For our
argument, the size of the winning coalition is @dder importance and even de Mesquita et al. (2003:
51-55) argue that the winning coalition is typigaihe size of selectorate divided by 2 plus 1 actor
However, they point out that in majoritarian syssgmuith abstention) the size of the winning coatiti

is often smaller and they suggest it to be onetfoof the selectorate, because “the prime-minister
needs support from one-half of his or her constitsieeach of whom needed support from one-half of
his or her constituents in order to be elected’5§). Note that the authors ‘individualize’ theesiaf

the constituents here — a claim that they do noy@m through the book.
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Bihar and Maharashtra, the Sudanese famine ofatkelB80s only the Southern parts of Su-
dan and so on. The Great Chinese famine is pedageptional in this respect as at least 12
(of 28) provinces showedignificant excess mortality (National Statistics Bureau China
1990)? Most other famines affect only a subgroup of tbeiation either because the food
shortage does not affect the entire country orit-dbes — is caused by an uneven distribution
rather than a lack of food.

At first glance, it would seem that governmentd @ailvays act to help those members of
the selectorate that are directly or indirectlyeatéd by the famine, as otherwise they will
withdraw or reduce their support for the governméftdreover, it is plausible that some unaf-
fected bystanders will also reduce their suppartrfactive governments if the fate of famine-
stricken people enters their utility function. Teeare multiple ways in which a government
can help those affected by famine. For examplegtheernment can buy or requisition food
from domestic markets in unaffected parts of thentxy and re-distribute it to affected parts.
The government can also open up protected domfestit markets to allow food imports. It
can provide affected people with the economic méagly food either by financial transfers
or by creating temporary public employment.

If helping those affected by famine were costléssn all governments would act against
all threats of famine mortality at all times. Urtianately, whichever way the government
takes to help people affected by famine, therdwsys an economic cost to some people un-
affected by the famine. If the government buysftieel on the domestic market, food prices
inevitably rise so that the consumers in the ucédfd parts of the country become worse off.
Confiscation and opening up protected domestic fow@dtkets hurt agricultural producers.

Buying food abroad, financial transfers and creptimassive temporary public employment

o See Lin and Yang (2000) for an analysis of exeesdality based on this data source. See

also Li and Yang (2005).
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all cost public money, which has to be financecdhlgher taxes or public debt. The benefici-
aries of government inactivity are therefore th@stoners and taxpayers in unaffected re-
gions, which would suffer from higher food priceslfor higher taxes, or agricultural produc-
ers, which would suffer from opening protected dsticefood markets. As a consequence, if
the government acts to help people affected byrfamt will inevitably lose some support
from either the expropriated owners of food, petssdarmers, the land oligarchy, or the con-
sumers and tax-payers. Thus, the government’s popuin unaffected regions is likely to
decline.

Rational governments, which seek and depend otigadlsupport, will therefore face the
following trade-off: On the one hand, ignoring anfae that affects a certain share of the
population will lead to the loss of political suppof those affected plus those who care
strongly about the affected people without beirfgaéd themselves. On the other hand, tak-
ing action to help those affected by famine willdeto the loss of political support by those

harmed by government action or, equivalently, mséhbenefiting from government inaction.

The Role of International Food Aid

Yet, our theory is still incomplete, because so V& have ignored a potential exogenous
source that seemingly can provide governments withay to mitigate or even solve this
trade-off: international food aid. Internationabtbaid often makes up a significant part of the
total food aid that famine-ridden regions receiver example, during the Bihar famines ap-
proximately 2.5 million tons of grain were shippedthe affected regions, which was about
half of the amount requested by the regional gavemt. As Paul Brass (1986: 259) has ob-
served, ‘virtually all grain provided to Bihar blyet central government came from the United
States.’

Typically provided by international donors in tharh of grants, food aid from abroad

channeled to famine-stricken regions will prevesssl of support by affected people (and their
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unaffected supporters) without immediate econorogtto others, thus preventing loss of
political support to the government by unaffectedme’® With food help from international
donors, governments can distribute food to thespafrthe population most severely affected
without significant effects on food prices and famdilability in unaffected regions. In other
words, food aid allows the government to win poétisupport from the affected parts of the
selectorate without needing to fear a decline ppsut from unaffected parts of the selector-
ate. Simple arithmetic suggests that this effecintdrnational food aid increases the prob-
ability that governments will act to significantigduce famine mortality.

Yet, our model also suggests that governments wetéain conditions have an incentive
not to propel the food grants they receive direttdlyhe affected parts of the population. If the
famine already has generated externalities, whnchaten the government’s popularity in
regions unaffected by the famine, governments nig@gtdparts of the additional food supply
to unaffected regions. While this policy may beerpteted as misuse of international food
aid, the political logic directly follows from thepportunistic model of famine prevention
discussed above: if governments maximize theirtipali support by mainly focusing on the
famine’s effect on the unaffected parts of the pafon, then there is an incentive to use food

aid for fighting the externalities of the faminghar than the famine itself.

10 We stress the word ‘immediate’, as it is of ceurgell known by now that even ‘free’

international food aid often comes at a cost inldimg run. For example, it can depress domestid foo
production and make the recipient country dependenexternal donors, undermining their own
national capacity and leading to dependency andoddmpation (de Waal 2000; Barrett 2002).
However, there are two reasons why these costsridifely to enter the government’s calculus. First,
they pertain more to the effect of continuous depeie on the provision of food aid in the form of
what is typically called program and project foad éClay and Stokke 2000) rather than the short-
term influx of emergency food aid to prevent famimertality. Second, the costs are clearly of a more
long-term nature, too long indeed for most govemmimeto worry about. In the short term,

international food aid provides an easy and chempaut of the trade-off described above.
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Thus, even if the international community providesd aid, governments may still have
an incentive to propel the lion’s share of the ke resources to recipients who do not suf-
fer from under-supply of food. This implies thabtbaid alone is not sufficient to ensure an
immediate and fully responsible reaction from tllwegnment. Only if the availability of re-
sources is accompanied by a political incentivacstire that prompts governments to direct
resources to the affected, will famine preventioracsufficiently large scale occur.

The Importance of the Size of the Selectorate

Importantly, our theoretical argument so far hazcpeded without recourse to distinguishing
between democracies and autocracies. In fact, gieeahat the basic trade-off that govern-
ments face when contemplating acting against farekists in both types of regimes. We
argue that variation in political response to thee&t of famines between democracies and
autocracies does not result from systematic diffegs between democracies and autocracies
per se, but from the different sizes of their resipe selectorates. In general, we can say that
the selectorate in democracies is large, whileuto@acies only the members of a (possibly
broadly defined) elite constitute the selectorau is thus much smaller.

This has important consequences on the way in wdeohocratic as opposed to autocratic
regimes respond to the threat of famine and the &frpolicies they are likely to adopt. As de
Mesquita et al. (2002: 581) have summarized thegorty: ‘Our main deductive predictions
relate to the quantity and quality of public poligsovision. In particular, because democrats
rely on large winning coalitions, they must provig®re public goods.” As Plumper and
Martin (2003: 29) have put it: ‘If political parfation is severely restricted, governments
rationally choose rents as an instrument to buytipal support. With growing democracy,

however, the provision of public goods becomes name more efficient in ensuring that the
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government remains in poweér.Empirical evidence for these claims is summarizgd.ake
and Baum (2001).

What this means for the case of famines is thétafsize of the selectorate is small as in
autocracies, then it might be support-maximizing tftee government to shield the affected
members of the selectorate from the direct andeetliconsequences of famine by transfer-
ring targeted resources to them, which leaves tlaffseted people outside the selectorate
vulnerable to the mortal impact of famines. Membafrghe ruling elite in autocracies never
starve because the small size of the elite renti@asy to provide them with enough food
without great cost despite famine. Even if memlaérhe ruling elite suffer economic losses
because the famine damages economic life in tleetafd regions, the government can com-
pensate them for these indirect consequences ahéarh the size of the selectorate is large
like it is in democracies, however, then targetedigfers become infeasible unless the share
of population being affected by famine is very dm@lovernment action in democratic re-
gimes is more likely to take the form of policiésit benefit all affected people, not just those

that form part of the ruling elite, and the moretlse larger the share of affected pedple.

1 For an exhaustive characterization of equilibrisinategies, see de Mesquita et al. (2002) and

Hausken et al. (2004).
12 These differences between democracies and aatesrare reinforced by the influence of
special interest groups on the government (GrossaamdnHelpman 2001). By providing information
to the government, directing the government'’s #ttenin certain directions and — at times — buying
governmental policies, special interest groupsctligevernmental policies away from the preferences
of the otherwise pivotal individual. The influenoé special interest groups is related directlyhe t
differences in the reaction function of democra@es autocracies, because the smaller number of
voters — or the smaller size of the selectoraténiper and Martin 2003: 30-35; de Mesquita et al.
2003) — the larger in turn becomes the relativeuenfce of organized special interest groups on the
government. Since political influence in democradie more evenly distributed than in autocracies,
lobbies and highly influential individuals find iielatively easier to influence policies in autodesac

than in democracies. This increases the likelihobdjovernment inaction in autocracies for two
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Selectorate theory also suggests important diftexgin the way democracies and autoc-
racies use international food aid. Because demoaegimes are more likely to use policies
for the benefit of all affected people rather thargeted transfers to a small group of the rul-
ing elite, they are more likely to make (good) o$énternational food aid for the prevention
of famine mortality. Lavy (1992) finds no systencagvidence that international donors dis-
criminate against autocracies in the provisionoofdf aid in emergencies. However, democra-
cies are more likely to ask for food aid and allbw staff of foreign donors into their country,
thus maximizing the chance that food aid will bielyaand efficiently allocated to all affected
people. As pointed out in the previous section,rdection of the Indian government to the
famine in its state of Bihar was everything butigfintforwvard. However, once famine was
officially declared the government happily acceptedy large quantities of food aid and al-
lowed staff from foreign donors and internationegamizations to help in administering and
allocating the food aid. With the help of ‘the deated cooperation of the international com-
munity’ (Mayer 1974: 111) famine mortality was rmwevented, but at least contained.

Autocratic regimes, on the other hand, will regockign food aid and its donors with
suspicion despite the relief it can bring. They mu@re likely to hamper and obstruct foreign
aid intervention and will try to appropriate as muaf the rents from food aid for the ruling
elite to the detriment of the broader affected paper Contrasting the Indian experience of
the Bihar famine with that of North Korea providegase in point. Starting from the mid- to
late 1990s, famine has been a persistent phenomendarth Korea. Despite the reluctant

acceptance on the part of the North Korean govenhrteat the country faces severe food

reasons: First, while in principle the influenceioferest groups can work in both directions, it is
likely that those groups that lobby against govesniraction to prevent famine mortality are both
more organized and more powerful, e.g., farmer@rgdions benefiting from protectionist domestic
markets. Second, autocracies are likely to suppoéby groups in favor of government action such as
humanitarian and human rights organizations becthesse typically challenge the right of a small

elite to restrict the size of the selectorate gelft
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shortages, it decided to no longer accept intesnatifood aid in December 2065All pri-
vate aid groups were expelled. WFP was alloweadsome its operations half a year later in
May 2006, but the new contract does not allow thHePWo open offices outside the capital
Pyongyang and the operation will be much smallesipe than previous ones. Rather than
feeding 6.5 million people as before 2005, the operation is said to be down to feeding 1.9
million people!* At the same time, WFP will no longer have contover the storage,
transportation and distribution of food aid, whiefll be entirely in the hands of North Ko-
rean government officials.

Summary and hypotheses

In sum, we argue that both democratic and autacragimes face the trade-off between loss
of political support for government action and lagssupport for governmental inaction to-
ward famine. Democratic regimes are not immune feopolitical rationale that might induce
governments to remain inactive altogether or far ltng, which explains why famine mor-
tality can happen even in democracies. In facgniything democracies are more severely
exposed to the trade-off since autocracies in gi@can make those outside the selectorate
pay the costs of government action, whereas thigpisally not possible for democracies. If
democracies have lower famine mortality than awaices, then this can be explained by dif-
ferences in how they respond to this trade-off igitiee different sizes of the selectorate.
Stated succinctly, autocratic regimes might max@ieir support by compensating members
of the selectorate affected by famine via targétadsfers, leaving those outside the selector-
ate unprotected from the potentially fatal impafcfamine. The larger size of the selectorate
induces democratic governments to use policies lbatfit all affected people, not just a

small elite, and the more so the larger the shhedfected people to the total population. Of

13 World Food Programme press release. (http://mimorg/english/?ModulelD=137&Key=2092)

1 Associated Press. (http://www.msnbc.msn.com/iz29278/)
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course, even autocracies will have to eventuaBpoad to an increasing share of the affected
population by going beyond targeted transfers small elite, if only for fear of riots and re-
bellion that could undermine the regime. Importgntiowever, their reaction will always be
more targeted at the benefit of the small seletg#drean at the benefit of all affected people.

Furthermore, both democratand autocratic governments are more likely to help ¢hos
affected by famine if abundant international foadlia available and/or if a large share of the
population is affected by the famine. Food aid #m share of affected to total population
thus jointly determine the government’s responsirane threats and thereby indirectly also
famine mortality. The larger the share of affecpsbple to the total population, the more
likely are governments to act using measures thaéfit all affected people, not just directed
targeted transfers. Governments that exclusivedyinternational food aid provided by grants
to prevent famines no longer face the trade-offegoments face in contemplating acting
against famines. However, democratic governmermtsrare likely than their counterparts in
autocratic regimes to make good use of internatitowd aid to the benefit of all affected
people. The presence of international food aid alsceases the probability of famine mor-
tality prevention in autocracies, but to a lessdemt than in democracies, because the auto-
cratic government will direct a large share of thiernational food aid to directly and indi-
rectly affected members of the elite and a smalhare than their democratic counterparts to
the directly affected general population. For aiwey share of affected people, higher inter-
national food aid will lower famine mortality, batore so in democracies than in autocracies.
This suggests that a large ratio of affected imtligis to the total population and international
food aid are partly substitutes. When a largeresbéthe population is affected by the famine
and when international food aid is available, esatocratic governments will act against the
threat of famine mortality, and democratic governtaeven more decisively so.

Our theory of differential famine mortality in degracies and autocracies allows us to

formulate three hypotheses to be subjected to guireal test:
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1. Democracies can experience famine mortality,rbottality is likely to be lower
the more democratic the country.
2. Famine mortality is lower when international doaid is available and a large
share of the population is affected by the famine.
3. Democracies respond more elastically to the kameous presence of interna-
tional food aid and a large share of the populatieimg affected. Thus, the mortality
gap between democracies and autocracies incredsas both the share of the af-

fected population becomes larger and when morenatienal food aid is available.

5. Resear ch Design

While the four empirical cases lend support to thxoretical claim that democracies may at
times fail to effectively prevent famine mortalityyese cases were not meant to test our the-
ory. They were deliberately selected to cast dombSen’s deterministic claim and they may
also generate insights into the politics of famimevention. But for these very same reasons
they were sampled on the dependent variable asdptiohibits drawing any general infer-

ences from them. In this section we subject ounrtheo an empirical test.

Dependent variable

Famine mortality is notoriously difficult to estitea To our knowledge, there are only two
sources that provide estimates of mortality fortlaél major famines of the $@entury. One

is the Emergency Disasters Data Base (EM-DAT) plediby the World Health Organization
Collaborating Centre for Research on the Epidergiplaf Disasters (CRED), which contains
information on the occurrence and effects of mbent10,000 natural disasters since 1900.
According to the CRED, the database is compileahfivarious sources, including UN agen-
cies, non-governmental organizations, insurance peoms, research institutes and press

agencies’ \www.em-dat.ngt and is maintained and continuously updated bystiésf. The
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other source is a compilation of mortality estinsaft®m several mostly academic sources on
each individual famine put together by DevereuxO®0 a well-known scholar of famines.
We use EM-DAT as our main source because Deve@QB0) only lists famines with more
than 1,000 people killed, whereas EM-DAT also idelsi famines of smaller size, and use
Devereux (2000) only for the few cases in which BT refrains from providing a mortal-
ity estimate (5 out of 35 famines with positive tadity in our dataset).

EM-DAT formally distinguishes between “famines” afdtoughts” since not all famines
result from drought, but in EM-DAT droughts merdétym a sub-set of the broader famine
category. Hence we add drought and famine mortality dependent variable is the number
of people killed by both “famines” and “droughtsi a country-year, as reported by EM-
DAT, complemented by excess famine mortality estemaeported in Devereux (2000) for
famines in which EM-DAT does not provide mortalggtimates itseff> For simplicity, we
refer to this as famine mortality. Data availalildn our explanatory variables reduces the
number of famines with reported fatalities further35. No doubt, fatal famines are a rare
event. This renders estimation more difficult, bdvvanced estimation methods can deal with

the problem and still generate valid results, whiehdiscuss now.

Estimation technique

Our dependent variable is a count variable, in Wwhin the one hand counts above zero are
rare, but counts on the other hand can be fairlyelan these rare cases. This is just another
way of saying that the sample variance exceedsdhgle mean — and it does so by more
than a factor of 40. Accordingly, a negative binalmhodel is more appropriate than the

Poisson model. If we were to choose a Poissonlali$iion to estimate this data, the observa-

15 For two of the five famine mortality estimate&da from Devereux (2000), he provides a

minimum and maximum estimate of excess mortalitg bk the mean estimate, but we stress that

our results are hardly affected if one takes th@muim or maximum estimate instead.
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tions would be over-dispersed and the estimates lWezly to be biased. The negative bino-
mial distribution has one more parameter than thisden. This parameter is used to adjust
the variance independently of the mean. Thus, #uative binomial model avoids over-dis-
persion and allows unbiased estimates given thelgsamean and variance represent the
population mean and variance.

Yet, we do not use a standard negative binomialenlodt a variant of it called the zero-
inflated negative binomial model. This model is aximum likelihood estimator in which a
logit (or probit) equation is used to distinguisie functional form of the zeros from the func-
tional form of the non-zeros. To test whether adsad negative binomial model or its zero-
inflated variant is more appropriate, we perforrteel Vuong test, which is based on a normal
distribution, so that positive values above 1.7gesy the use of the zero-inflated model,
negative values below -1.7 point towards the ustn@fsimple negative binomial and values
between -1.7 and 1.7 are inconclusive. With no ptter, we find that the zero-inflated
model is more appropriate. However, our resultsaiaraubstantivelyunchanged if we use

the traditional negative binomial model insteadits of which contained in Appendix).

Main explanatory variables

Following our hypotheses, the main variables aénest are democracy, the number of people
affected relative to total population, and interoaal food aid. We use Freedom House data
on political rights as well as the polity2 variatitem the Polity project as our measures of

democracy® The advantage of the Freedom House source idttisatonceptually close to

16 There are two reasons why we built our polititedory of famine mortality on selectorate

models of political responsiveness and yet do et the so-called ‘wovers’ variable (W/S=size of
winning coalition divided by selectorate size) @néd in de Mesquita et al. (2003, 132-36). Fivst,

use the selectorate models to argue for differeptlitical responses of democracies and autocsacie
but our hypotheses are not formulated in termselgicsorate size (or winning coalitions). We thue us

standard measures of regime type. Second, to cempavers’, de Mesquita et al. transform selected
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the focus of our theoretical argument: “Politicglhts enable people to participate freely in
the political process, including through the rigintvote, compete for public office, and elect
representatives who have a decisive impact on @yinlicies and are accountable to the
electorate.*’ In contrast, the Polity project puts more emphasi®xecutive constraints and
on equal opportunity in gathering administrativeg®r joining a party’

Our theory suggests that democracies respond nfesgcally to the simultaneous pres-
ence of a large share of affected people to tatplufation and international food aid. The
number of people affected by a famine is taken fENiDAT and is defined as ‘people re-
quiring immediate assistance during a period ofrgerecy’. For the very few cases, in which
EM-DAT does not provide an estimate, we consulkedsources listed in Devereux (2000) to
establish the number of people affected. The nunolbgoeople affected was divided by
population data from World Bank (2004) to create #ihare of people affected relative to
population size. International food aid in tongefeals was taken from FAO (2004).

Given our theory, we are interested in the intéoaceffect between both variables and
specifically whether the coefficient of this intetian effect is higher in democracies than it is
in autocracies. We thus condition the interactitfiect between the population share affected

by famine and international food aid on regime tgoenmies (democracy vs. autocracy). If

components of the Polity IV scale — ‘legselec’ ®rand ‘xrcomp’, ‘xropen’, and ‘parcomp’, plus
‘regtype’ (Banks 1996), for W (see Stone 2004 falistussion). While ‘wovers’ is a useful measure
of political responsiveness, it assigns similaridentical values for countries that combine a large
winning coalition with a large selectorate on time thand, and countries that combine a small winning
coalition with a small selectorate on the otherch@ur theory suggests that governments with alsmal
selectorate use direct transfers to members o$dhectorate which are somehow negatively affected
by the famine and governments with a large selatgare much more likely to use broader channels
for the distribution of food aid. We therefore ndeddistinguish political responsiveness along with
the size of the selectorate — a task that ‘wowdws’s not deliver.

1 http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cim?page=358y2005 Last visited 25.June 2006.

18 http://www.cidecm.umd.edu/inscr/polity/polreg.htirast visited 25 June 20086.
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our theory’s predictions are correct then the doieifits of both interaction effects should be
negative and statistically significantly differeinobm zero, but the coefficient of the interac-
tion effect in democratic regimes should be sigaifitly larger in absolute terms than the one
in autocratic regimes. In other words, democraticegnments respond more elastically than
autocratic governments to an increase in the sblaegfected people for any given level of
food aid available (or, conversely, to an increiasavailable food aid for any given share of
affected population). We reverse the political tigmeasure from Freedom House so that it
runs from 1 to 7 and higher values mean more desmgciVe call regimes with a value of 5
or above a democracy (this is consistent with Foge#louse’s own categorization of coun-
tries as “free”). For polity2, which runs from —i®10, we call a regime democratic if it has a
value above 6. In both cases, slightly less thantbird of countries are democratic and the

two democracy dummies are correlated at r = .81.

Control variables

Our theory developed a specific causal contingelationship between democracy (size of
selectorate), share of the individuals affectedhgyfamine to the total population, and inter-
national food aid on famine prevention and faminartality. Such a partial model has the
advantage of being more focused and typically noorsistent than ‘washing list’ theories,

which aim at explaining a phenomenon in its enfir8ut partial explanations also have dis-
advantages. Most importantly, since they ignore esgotentially important determinants of

the dependent variable, they do not completelyrmféthe choice of an estimation model.

Thus, in order to test partial models, researchersd to include control variables to obtain
unbiased estimates. In our case, results woulddsed if we excluded variables that exert an
influence on famine mortalitgand if these variables are simultaneously correlatét whe

variables of main interest. Our choice of contrafiables seeks to minimize this bias.
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First, we include measures of rainfall and per teapgnewable water resource availability
relative to withdrawal in the inflation stage ofraestimation model. The idea is that abun-
dance of rainfall in a country renders it lesslijkdat the country would ever experience any
famine mortality at all. However, some countries eacess water via rivers and lakes that are
less vulnerable to lack of domestic rainfall (eEgypt’'s access to the river Nile), which is
why we additionally include the second measurectvhipproximates the abundance of avail-
able water resources of a country. Average yeailyfall in millimeters is taken from the
climate data set for political areas described itchll, Hulme and New (2002). Data on
water resources and withdrawal in cubic meterakisrt from WRI (2004)?

Second, we include four control variables in thgatie binomial stage of our estimation
model that can plausibly impact the level of matyalTo start with, we include population
size since countries of larger size might have dnghbsolute mortality numbers, all other
things equal. We need to log this variable, howebeicause famines hardly affect entire
countries. The larger a country gets, the smafleghe likelihood that the whole country is
affected. To capture both facets of the geograjtigroines, a log-linearized population vari-
able seems most appropriate. Second, we includelgdam density. Getting food aid to peo-
ple affected by famine is facilitated by dense papons. Third, we use per capita income in
constant US$ as a proxy variable for a country®mixand quality of infrastructure and ad-
ministrative capacity to deal with famines and pr@vmortality. Data are taken from the
World Bank (2004). Fourth, we use a measure ofrtansity of civil conflict taking place in
a country. In civil conflicts, food blockades am@etimes employed as part of the military
strategy of siege, agricultural production is d®gd as a counterinsurgency measure and
rural populations have been forcibly removed frdreirt land in Angola, Ethiopia and Mo-

zambique and many other places by both governmaniklrebel forces (Macrae and Zwi

Due to lack of time-series data, this variablpugely cross-sectional.
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1992; de Waal 1997). Accounting for civil conflictensity should also capture the cases in
which food is deliberately used as a weapon agaiistic or political minorities, which is
typically undertaken as part of general warfare. flamine is never used as the only weapon).
All of this implies that more intense civil confiicincrease famine mortality. As our measure
of civil conflict intensity, we rely on the UppsdRRIO ‘Armed Conflict Database’ (Gleditsch
et al. 2002¥° The variable codes conflict intensity on a scatenf zero to three, depending

on the number of battle deaths (minimum 25, maxinmouone than 1000 annual battle deaths).

6. Empirical Analysis
Table 1 displays our main estimation results. Mdde¢ports the results for political rights as

the measure of democracy, model 2 uses the Palitghle.

20 Note that we have adjusted the original data sii@hthe reference point for coding is whether

the conflict takes place on the territory of a doynA conflict is not coded for a country partiatng
in a conflict outside its own territory since sumnflict involvement is very unlikely to lead tonfiene

mortality.



Table 1. Zero-inflated Negative Binomial Estimaté$amine Mortality.

Model 1 Model 2
political rights -0.7681
(0.2487) **
polity2 -0.1526
(0.0751) *
civil wars 1.5420 1.7957
(0.5064) ** (0.5439) **
per capita income -0.0061 -0.0065
(0.0009) *** (0.0010Q) ***
population (logged) 0.8945 0.7947
(0.3519) * (0.4402) *
population density -0.9919 -1.1935
(0.3951) * (0.4247) **
food aid 0.0011 0.0003
(0.0015) (0.0013)
affected to total 119.58 114.75
populatiore aff/pop (20.41) *** (20.80) ***
food aid * aff/pop -0.1935 -0.1802
in democracies (0.0495) *** (0.0567) **
food aid * aff/pop -0.0472 -0.0437
in autocracies (0.0098) *** (0.0100) ***
intercept -8.0800 -8.4574
(5.9042) (6.8928)
annual rainfall -0.0009 -0.0008
(0.0003) ** (0.0003) *
net water availability 0.0035 0.0037
(0.0032) (0.0033)
intercept 2.0144 1.9533
(1.5024) (1.3754)
1/Inalpha 4.1227 4.2061
(1.2550) ** (1.3754) **
alpha 61.726 67.094
(77.465) (92.280)
-(pseudo-likelihood) 471.35 473.40
N obs. (=0 #0) 35/2364 35/2269
Wald chi? 322.53 *** 270.96 ***
Vuong 216 * 212 *

* = p<0.1 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001
Huber-White robust standard errors in bracketsimases with standard errors clustered on
ID give substantively identical levels of significze

Let us briefly discuss our choice of an estimatiwodel, before we come to the substantive
results. The Vuong test, which tests the zerodedlanegative binomial model against the
simple negative binomial model, is significantlyfeient from zero and positive for all mod-

els. The inflation stage component of our modethiss analytically warranted (the Vuong
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test), but we obtain very similar results if we aga this econometric complication and esti-
mate a simple negative binomial model (see Appdrdikligher rainfall lowers the likeli-
hood of a country ever experiencing any famine alibyt (abundant renewable freshwater
resources only matter in the negative binomial mjo#ée also included additional variables
such as annual changes in the available food-stndkhe ratio of hot deserts to the total size
of the country in the inflation stage. Again, tlesults proved to be robust.

Substantively, table 1 lends support to our hypsgee We find that democracy reduces
famine mortality significantly. This result is roktuto whether we operationalize democracy
as political rights (model 1) or as the polity2 iahte (model 2) variable (hypothesis 1). At
the same time, we also find that international fa@lreduces famine mortality if the ratio of
affected individuals to total population differgsificantly from zero in both regime types
(hypothesis 2). The larger the ratio of affectedividuals to the total population, the stronger
the life-saving effect of international food aidclhenes. This result suggests that governments
use food aid more effectively, when larger partshefcountry are affected. Most importantly
for our theory, the interaction effect of intermaial food aid and the share of affected indi-
viduals is much stronger in democratic than in atatic regimes (hypothesis 3). In fact, the
confidence intervals of the two interaction effes¢éver overlap. Accordingly, governments in
democratic countries are much more likely to effety fight famine mortality, if the famine
affects large parts of the population and inteorati food aid is available. To be fair, auto-
cratic governments also respond to famines if #meirie is widespread and international food
aid is available, but they do so to a much lesgteng. Specifically, our results suggest that

everything else being equal, democratic and auticogavernments reduce famine mortality

21 As concerns our main variables of interest, thiy difference is that the polity2 variable

becomes marginally insignificant, whereas the atBon effects remain significant and similar in

relative size.
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about equally if the share of the population in #gwtocratically ruled country affected by
famine is about four times larger than the shafamwine affected people in a democracy.

The coefficients of our control variables also hétve expected signs. While civil wars
tend to increase famine mortality, per capita ineosignificantly reduces the number of
famine deaths. More populous countries tend to ayleer famine fatalities, all other things
equal. Higher population density lowers famine ralast. It might seem surprising that the
ratio of affected people to total population onatgn is positive and significant, and that the
food aid variable on its own is insignificant. Howvee, with the interaction effects included,
these variables cannot be interpreted in isolatizstead, what matters is the total effect. Fig-
ure 1 nicely depicts the effect of increasing el of food aid for a given share of affected

people in both democratic and autocratic regifes.

22 Note that we display a representative exampleisfconditional effect. In this example, the

affected population is fitted at 16 percent of tio¢al population. The functions are estimated
employing the ‘exponential decay’ algorithm of GnigZ.0. Data points represent the values of the
interaction effect that we used for computing tlbeditional effects. We used Stata’s ‘margeff.ado’
written by Tamas Bartus. The values for all othariables we set to their mean levels to generate
famine mortality. Results are substantively idadtibut numerically different) if we start with a

higher or lower level of famine mortality.



36

1000000_
=
- \\
\\
800000_|]
. |
£
= 600000_|
‘S autocracies
- |
=
m
E 400000 | \ ™
5 1 -
o \ o
200000 | \democracies T
\\\\\ 77 777777777-
o Imrw,,,,,,,,,,, — -
0 1bo 200 300 400 500

food aid (1000 m etric tons)
Figure 1: The Conditional Effect of Food Aid on HamMortality in Democracies and
Autocracies (based on a ratio of affected to tptgbulation of 16 percent)
Observe, first, that famine mortality tends to teér in democracies than it is in autocracies.
This, of course, mirrors the negative sign of tleendcracy variable, but consistent with the
four cases that we discussed above, our modelgtsesignificant famine mortality rates in
democracies when food aid is absent. While in deawdes even moderate levels of food aid
prevent famines from becoming mortal, autocraceesdnmuch more international food aid to
prevent famine mortality altogether. Given our tesuhe relative difference between democ-
racies and autocracies in famine mortality thukighest when only a moderate amount of

food aid is available.

7. M easurement Error

The exact extent to which famines become mortalamnesntypically unobserved. In most
countries suffering from a famine, no governmerrey exists which registers the number of

deaths along with the reasons that ultimately chasath. Therefore, no one actuahyows
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the number of famine victinfS. Rather, the published numbers @stimatedfrom either
mortality data or from census data, which is céldcmany years, sometimes decades after
the famine took place. Both procedures give godunases of famine mortality, but the in-
formation we have available is not error-free.

There can thus be no doubt that the estimationtses@ have reported in the previous
section are based on the analysis of noisy dateb€leure, measurement error renders the
estimation less efficient, but — as long as thesueament errors are unsystematic and uncor-
related with the regressors — unbiased and conkisdé course, the asymptotic properties of
our estimates are of little relevance since wedwmaing with a very rare event. While we
certainly have a sufficiently large number of ‘z€rmm the dataset, the number of ‘nonzeros’
remains fairly small. We should therefore be materiested in the finite sample properties of
our model rather than in its asymptotic properties.

With ‘finite sample econometrics’ (Ullah 2004) kbikeing in its infancy, the most widely
used tool to explore the finite sample propertiegsiimators are Monte Carlo studies. We
therefore conducted a Monte Carlo study, which atsxploring the effect of measurement
error on our estimates. Specifically, we re-estedanodel 1 1000 times. In each re-estima-
tion, we multiplied the value of the dependent afale of approximately 15 percent of our
observation$' by a uniform random number of the interval [0.5]1which mirrors measure-

ment errors of up to 50 percent. Table 2 repodsstimmary results from this analysis.

23 Accordingly, the number of famine deaths is noteunt variable’ in the strictest sense.

Needless to say that the data we analyzed in #hequs sections still has the properties which make
estimation by count models appropriate and necgssar

24 To determine the ‘subsample with measurement’am® drew a second continuous uniform
random variable of the interval (0..1) and changely those observations for which the randomly
drawn parameter exceeded 0.85. Thus, on averageham®ed the dependent variable of about 15

percent of the ‘nonzeros’ in each iteration of MhE.
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Table 2: Summary Statistics of the Monte Carlo gsialtesting the Importance of Measure-
ment Error (based on model 1; 1000 iterations)

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
political rights -0.7665 0.0288 -0.8911 -0.6444
civil wars 1.5392 0.0533 1.2650 1.7660
per capita income -0.0061 0.0001 -0.0063 -0.0057
population (logged) 0.8943 0.0265 0.7287 1.0197
population density -0.9921 0.0503 -1.2420 -0.7513
food aid 0.0011 0.0002 0.0002 0.0021
affected to total population 119.42 2.11 109.92 125.28
food aid * aff/pop in democracies -0.1932 0.0045 .2005 -0.1729
food aid * aff/pop in autocracies -0.0471 0.0010 .0501 -0.0430

The Monte Carlo analysis reveals that our estimatesnoderately sensitive to measurement
error. The range in which the coefficients change tb the adding of measurement errors is
about as large as the standard error of the estirvidreover, the mean of simulated coeffi-

cients is very close to the estimated coefficiaported in table 1. Clearly, this exercise re-

veals that the results reported in table 1 aresbttumeasurement error.

8. Conclusion

In this paper we have argued that Amartya Sen’srdehistic claim — democracies never
experience famine mortality — does not stand ugctatiny. Our discussion of four cases has
not only shown that famine mortality in democradgepossible, but also that the response of
democratic governments is often complex and delagedell as subject to political support-
maximizing considerations. We have therefore dexadoa political theory of famine mortal-
ity that builds on the ‘selectorate’ models of poél responsiveness (de Mesquita et al.
2003). Our theory leads to testable hypothesesatigatery different from Sen. Both democ-
racies and autocracies can experience famine ntpifajovernments find that inaction is the
support-maximizing strategy. The larger size ofsbkectorate in democracies renders it more
likely that democratic governments will act withlipees that benefit all affected people,
whereas the smaller selectorate in autocraciegdaangeted compensating transfers to the

selected few, leaving the affected population @jdasulnerable to the potentially fatal impact
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of famine. Higher levels of international food aodjether with a larger share of affected peo-
ple to total population means that both democraares autocracies will do more to prevent
famine mortality because such aid mitigates theetiaff which support-maximizing govern-
ments face, but democracies will again use foodrace for the benefit of all affected people
than autocracies.

We have subjected our theory to an empirical tésfamine mortality in developing
countries over the period for which we have datalalle (1972-2000). The results lend cre-
dence to our theory and are robust to several @saimgmodel specification. Inevitably, a
caveat is in order. We do not claim that our quatitie data analysis is conclusive or should
be considered as an exhaustive test of our thétwwever, we believe that we cannot get
much further with the available data and with quanve methods. Future research must
analyze in more detail how governments in differ@mintries deal with the threat of famine
mortality and act to prevent it. As yet, publisheddence is rather sparse, unsystematic and
mainly focuses on the origins and consequencearoinkes rather than on governments’ res-
ponses.

Despite this caveat, we believe that our polititedory of famine mortality and the em-
pirical evidence presented suggest two importatitypaonclusions. First, if governmental
inaction can be a support-maximizing strategy ofegoments, then generous international
food aid can be a necessary condition for prevgritimine mortality despite abundant ag-
gregate food resources being available in the epumhis is because international food aid
allows governments to respond without incurringrsb@rm costs on the unaffected parts of
the population and thus potentially losing politisapport. In other words, donors interested
in preventing famine mortality should not necedgashy away from offering food aid to a
country experiencing famine even though the couh&y abundant food is already available
in the aggregate. Second, international donors teddal seriously with the fact that democ-

racies react more elastically to international f@d than autocracies for a given share of
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population being affected by famine. This does me&an that international food aid should
necessarily go preferentially to democracies. Rathgernational donors need to find ways to
maximize the chances that the international foadb&inefits all affected people in autocra-
cies, not just the selected few members of thegudilite. This is no easy task and provides
political scientists with ample opportunity to syutthe use of food aid in autocratic regimes

and the lessons to be learnt thereof.
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Appendix. Negative binomial estimate of famine mortality

Model Al Model A2
political rights -0.8264
(0.2287) ***
polity2 -0.0889
(0.0652)
civil wars 1.4900 1.2764
(0.4052) *** (0.4329) **
per capita income -0.0037 -0.0042
(0.0004) *** (0.0005) ***
population (logged) 1.4602 1.3797
(0.2814) *** (0.3042) ***
population density -0.1763 -0.4792
(0.3955) (0.4357)
food aid -0.0003 -0.0004
(0.0012) (0.0009)
affected to total 72.58 68.19
populatiore aff/pop (13.54) *** (13.80) ***
food aid * aff/pop -0.1180 -0.1189
in democracies (0.0285) *** (0.0332) ***
food aid * aff/pop -0.0220 -0.0199
in autocracies (0.0069) ** (0.0331) **
annual rainfall -0.0016 -0.0015
(0.0004) *** (0.0004) ***
net water availability -0.0156 -0.0162
(0.0057) ** (0.0046) ***
intercept -17.8548 -18.0573
(4.4261) *** (4.4098) ***
1/Inalpha 5.6729 5.7240
(0.1793) *** (0.1805) ***
alpha 290.89 306.14
(52.14) *** (55.25) ***
-(pseudo-likelihood) 472.97 474.74
N obs. 2399 2304
Wald chi? 787.98 *** 715.35 ***

* = p<0.1 *=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001
Huber-White robust standard errors in bracketsimases with standard errors clustered on
ID give substantively identical levels of significze




