
History of Disasters 

Facing Famine 

Famine has been a constant companion of humanity throughout history. The physical and 

emotional trauma it wreaks is comparable to war, affects all parts of the society and can impact a 

population for generations. As a result is has always been a key event of history writing. Famine 

events have been framed as founding myths of national histories, legitimate reasons for 

revolution and as epochal turning points in historical developments.  

At the same time famine events challenge disciplinary boundaries. They occur at the interface of 

nature and society. Famines possess an external biophysical side that govern the availability of 

food and an internal societal side that organizes the access to food. Their devastation often 

results from the interaction of environmental and social factors. As a result famine studies have 

always been at the heart of research debates on human-environment-entanglements. With the 

projected rise in extreme climatic events, this old topic is now back on the agenda.  

Students interested in this field can study a range of famine events from the Great Famine of 

1315-22, the Irish Famine of 1845-48, the political famines in 20th century Russia and China to 

the post-WWII famines of the developing world. They can engage with questions such as:  

- What are the causes of (a specific) famine? Are they social, natural or socionatural? 

- Why do they occur so frequently in history and why did some affected societies fail to 

adapt?  

- How did people perceive, respond and cope with famine? Are there specific 

‘ecologies/economies of survival’  

- Did famines initiate political, technological or scientific changes? 

- What was their role in state-building?  

- Are there differences between old (natural) and new (political) famines, and why do they 

persist?  

- How have famines been appropriated in national, international and environmental politics? 

NB: The proposed themes are only meant to illustrate a range of possible topics. Students are also 

encouraged to bring in their own proposals and interests. 


