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         History 388


Famine results from the working of the economic system in allocating the ability of people to acquire goods.  Famine cannot be explained by a simple relation between food supply and population.  Most people are convinced that the basic cause of famine is not poverty but a failure of food supply relative to the population.  A localized famine is commonly thought of as resulting from a local failure of crops that is not mitigated by importing food.  Countries where hunger is widespread are frequently blamed for allowing excessive population growth.
Individuals are forced to use as many tactics as possible to try and offset the losses that are sustained in famine.  Selling assets is a main strategy in reducing famine.  The most common sales are in livestock, while household assets, gold, land, charcoal and trees are other products used to gain a profit.  Migration is reported as the main work-related strategy, including rural and urban migration, seasonal and daily wage labor, work on state or private farms, and hiring out children as herders or domestic servants.  Seasonal labor migration for harvesting and coffee picking is a normal strategy and usually intensifies under famine conditions.  Irrigation is new and limited to a few locations, and there is rarely a sufficient water supply.  Reduced consumption and meal frequency and changes in diet is another main strategy when dealing with famine.  In cereal cropping areas, this means a change to vegetables and pulses, primarily cabbage and potatoes, as well as low-status foods.    

It is frequently stated that, if individuals and populations obtain sufficient calories from their usual diets, protein adequacy is assured. This generally true statement often leads to a false conclusion. All societies that have survived have found a way to supplement the protein of a cereal or root staple with other foods that improve the quality and quantity of protein in their usual diet. However, when societies or individuals, for economic or other reasons, are not able to obtain the complementary protein sources on which their adequate diet depends, high morbidity and even extinction ensue. Wherever individuals cannot obtain their usual diets because of poverty, war, civil disturbance, or natural disaster, attention to dietary protein becomes crucial.
