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March 19, 2018: Sen & Drèze on Famines 

Normative, Analytic, and Empirical Dimensions 

Normative: We should stop famines. 

Analytic: Entitlement approach  

Empirical: Case studies. 

What Counts as a Famine?  

infographic-food-security-to-famine 

Famine: When people face a complete lack of access to food and other basic needs and 
experience mass starvation, death, and destitution.  

Characterized by: 

• More than 30% of population acutely malnourished.  
• Complete loss of means of earning income 
• <4 liters of water per person/per day 
• Extreme shortage of calories per person per day; access to 1-2 food groups 

Review 

Food shortage vs. Distribution  

Problem with Price Mechanism 

Problems with Direct Delivery  

Solutions 

Cash Support + Food aid combined  

Market-based solutions should not be ignored!  

https://www.oxfamamerica.org/take-action/save-lives/infographic-food-security-to-famine/
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Entitlement Approach  

Entitlements: “the set of alternative commodity bundles that a person can command in a 
society using the totality of rights and opportunities that he or she faces.”  

The approach “concentrates on the ability of people to command food through the use of the 
legal means available in society, including the use of production possibilities, trade 
opportunities, entitlements vis à vis the state, and other methods of acquiring food.” 

1.  View famine as individual entitlement failure  
2.  Focus on disaggregated impacts on individual sectors 

Question: What might be some limitations to entitlement approach? 

Limitations to Entitlement Approach?  

1.  Focuses exclusively on legal or social entitlement, thus neglects factors that determine who 
commodities actually distributed to.  

2.  “Ambiguities in specification of entitlements”  
3.  “while entitlement relations concentrate on rights within the given legal structure in that 

society, some transfers involve violations of these rights, such as looting or brigandage” 
4.  “people’s actual food consumption may fall below their entitlements for a variety of other 

reasons, such as ignorance,  fixed food habits, or apathy” 
5.  “focuses on starvation, which has to be distinguished from famine mortality, since many of 

the famine deaths—in some case most of them—are caused by epidemics” 

2–5 are noted by Sen himself in Poverty and Famines 

Famines and Democracy 

Why do Sen & Drèze think that famines don’t occur in a democracy?  

Contrast India post-1943 (Great Bengal Famine) and China 1958—1961 
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Objections 

Case 1: Widespread starvation in India. (Ex: desperate Kalahandi region of Orissa — 300 
starvation deaths/6 months)  

Response on behalf of Sen/Dreze?  

Case 2: Ethiopia  

According to Stephen Devereux, “conditions are ‘as bad as in 1984, when famine deaths were 
estimated at one million. Ethiopia was then ruled by a Marxist dictator. Today it is 
democratically governed, but as many as six million people remain dependent on food aid from 
abroad. ‘Having a free press and a democratic process is important for all kinds of reasons,' Mr. 
Devereux noted, 'but that doesn't address poverty and the conditions that lead to famine.' With 
the spread of laissez-faire economic policies, he added, governments have less ability to 'step in 
and provide food security.’” 

Response? 

Cognitive Biases in Democracies  

Examples  

How could we solve these?  

Epistemic Injustice  

Further Objections to Sen & Drèze (NYT) 

“The book (Hunger and Public Action) had little to say about the high rates of malnutrition, 
illiteracy and infant mortality that persist in India and many other democracies, and how they 
can be overcome.”  

Stephen Devereux: Sen and Drèze don’t deal with “big political questions.” ''For [them], public 
action consists of public works programs -- limited transfers to the poor to help them through a 
crisis. It's important to look more at fundamental reforms, like land reform.''  

T.N. Srinivasan: Need to focus on economic freedoms, not just political ones.  

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/dawit-ayele-haylemariam/the-cause-ethiopias-recurrent-famine_b_8019244.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/03/01/arts/does-democracy-avert-famine.html
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Discussion Questions  

002  

Emma — “Famines, Markets, and Interventions” 

1.  Last week we discussed Hayek’s defense of free markets. How are his arguments in favor of 
a free market similar or different to the ones put forward in this article about markets and 
intervention in the context of famines? 

2.  In the article, it discussed two types of transactions, those across regions and those that are 
intertemporal. How significant is this difference, and what is its effect on the overall 
argument of the authors? 

Arjun — “China & India” 

1.  China did not lack a delivery and redistribution mechanism for dealing with the famine but 
still resulted in intraregional and geographical inequality. Why is this?  

2.  How can we apply the key findings from China’s and India’s famine preventative measures 
to other countries facing famine and lack of political action? How could India’s ongoing 
issue of endemic undernutrition be solved?  

3.  Besides political democratization of China, are there other ways to mitigate China’s famine 
vulnerability? 

003  

Luke — “Famines, Markets, and Interventions” 

1.  Do you feel like private trade in famished areas is a sign of exploitation, even if it has been 
historically proven to drive down food prices in such areas? 

2.  Do you agree with the authors that cash-support is not mutually exclusive with direct food 
aid? 

Austin — “China & India”  

1.  The main argument presented here is that adversarial politics and open journalism work to 
create a rapid triggering mechanism to disaster in democratic countries, how does this 
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argument stand when comparing the United States’ policy response to climate change with 
China’s policy response? 


