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Famine and foreigners: Ethiopia since Live Aid

The terrible 1984 famine in Ethiopia focused the world’s attention on the country and
the issue of aid as never before. Peter Gill was the first journalist to reach the
epicentre of the famine and one of the TV reporters who brought the tragedy to light,
and in this book tells what happened to Ethiopia in the 25 years following Live
Aid. Maria Kuecken finds that Gill does great justice to this ever-pertinent issue by
illuminating a complexity of confounding factors through a digestible narrative and
plenty of poignant anecdotes.

Famine and Foreigners: Ethiopia Since Live Aid. Peter Gill.
Oxford University Press.

Find this book: 

Against  a backdrop of  weather shocks and volat ile food prices, the
word famine is cont inuously banded about when describing current
food security crises in the Sahel and Horn of  Africa. Yet the near-
constant declarat ion of  famine with requisite foreign intervent ion
does lit t le to put an end to these episodes. To f ind out why, long-
t ime journalist  Peter Gill examines the dynamic between famines
and foreigners in Ethiopia. A primary target for the blame is
Ethiopia’s polit ical leadership, and the foreign actors who share
responsibility in support ing it : governments, journalists, NGOs.

Gill himself  is a foreigner entrenched in Ethiopia’s story. He retraces his steps back to the ground
zero of  Ethiopia’s 1984 famine, Karem, juxtaposing his past experiences with present-day
interviews. To the Western world, emaciated children have been the faces of  Ethiopia since the
incept ion of  Live Aid, and it  was more of ten the media, not the monitoring organizat ions, that  rang
the alarm for a food crisis. When Gill asks a young student if  famine will come again, the student
notes, “eighty per cent of  our people live in rural areas and almost all of  them depend on rain-fed
agriculture to live. They only have one harvest in a year. So if  the rains are bad, then there will be a
problem.” Indeed, Ethiopia’s obstacles to a food secure future include unalterable geographic
characterist ics and slow-changing social norms on reproduct ion, qualit ies exhibited in many parts
of  the developing world. However, the real problem is polit ical in nature.

From interviews with government of f icials, aid experts, economists, and, most important ly, normal
Ethiopians, Gill weaves anecdotes together with historical narrat ives to convey his main point . As
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he quickly makes clear, the t rue cause of  Ethiopia’s food woes derive f rom a history of  autocrat ic
regimes and the foreigners who support  them are, at  the very least , complicit  in their act ivit ies. In
the run-up to the 1984 famine, a military junta called the Derg went on a rampage against
secessionists. Having claimed control of  the country af ter oust ing Haile Selassie (and, ironically,
accusing him of  ignoring famine), the Derg ut ilized their military rule to come down hard on their
opposit ion. A government of f icial went so far as to say that the manipulat ion of  food supplies
played a key role in their f ight  against  dissidents. Government programs also at tempted to forcibly
‘volunteer’ for resett lement farmers who might be sympathet ic to their opponents’ schemes in
other regions of  the country, though this did as much damage or more than food shortages
themselves.

Careful to note the West ’s insincerity in decrying famine while doing nothing to curb the inf luence
of the polit ical regimes in both the past and present, Gill also highlights the government ’s
hypocrisy in allowing “the famine-that-nearly-was in 2003” af ter so many promises of  never again.
Though current Ethiopia Prime Minister Meles Zenawi now emphasizes the humiliat ion of  poverty
as reason for its eradicat ion and, to be fair, incurred few deaths f rom food insecurity in 2003,
government policies cont inue without properly addressing food security issues. Instead, many
resources have been pumped into electoral int imidat ion (with hefty claims of  f raud), revamped
resett lement schemes, and cont inuing conf lict  against  neighbors Somalia and Erit rea. This
autocrat ic bent makes it  dif f icult  for foreign actors to def ine their role. And, for much of  Ethiopia’s
history, this role has been complicity. Foreign governments and aid agencies were implicated in
Ethiopian af fairs via dealings with the government and, thus, allowed themselves to be
constrained by the government ’s agenda.  At  present, the debate for aid organizat ions is whether
to work around the exist ing regime, in order to cont inue helping those in need, or to pull out  of
Ethiopia ent irely to visibly demonstrate their condemnat ion of  government act ions and violat ions
of human rights.

Gill’s account best serves as descript ive, not prescript ive. In his f inal chapters, he introduces the
Chinese as signif icant actors in Ethiopia, undertaking massive infrastructure projects in
transportat ion and telecommunicat ions. As the Chinese do not form part  of  the t radit ional
“foreigner” block of  major aid donors, they treat Ethiopia as “much more than the poverty-stricken
basket case of  Western image.” He also concludes with a descript ion of  Jef f rey Sachs’ hot ly
debated Millennium Villages Project  which seeks to eradicate extreme poverty at  a village level and
injects large sums of  money to do so. Though admit tedly the MVP in Ethiopia of fers a “mixed
picture of  the fortunate and unfortunate,” these elements seem included by way of  an alternat ive
to the exist ing dynamic of  uncondit ional aid and polit ical support . While they emphasize the mult i-
faceted and evolving nature of  food insecurity in Ethiopia, the addit ion of  these pieces does lit t le
to present a pragmatic alternat ive of  how Ethiopia might move forward.

Indeed, as Gill repeatedly emphasizes, the ult imate path to alleviat ing Ethiopia’s fears of  famine, in
line with Amartya Sen, clearly relies on polit ical changes. Though he could stand to be slight ly more
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crit ical of  Zenawi, and, in part icular, Zenawi’s act ions toward food security versus broad-based
descript ions of  autocracy,  Gill paints a nuanced picture of  Ethiopia’s situat ion that demonstrates
how polit ical will (or lack thereof) exacerbates exist ing geographical and social roadblocks. By
mixing past with present, he provides an element of  path dependency that illustrates both the
depth and circular nature of  food security issues in Ethiopia.

Most important ly, the reader realizes that, despite aid agencies’ televised pleas for food aid
donat ions, there is no simple solut ion to famine. In this work, Gill does great just ice to this ever-
pert inent issue by illuminat ing a complexity of  confounding factors through a digest ible narrat ive
and plenty of  poignant anecdotes.
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