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10 worst famines in history have left indelible marks on human civilization, highlighting
the fragility of food systems, the impact of climate change, and the consequences of
political decisions. Throughout history, famines have resulted from a combination of natural
disasters, war, economic mismanagement, and colonial exploitation. This article explores
ten of the most devastating famines, examining their causes, consequences, and the
lessons learned.

1. The Great Famine (1315-1317)

The Great Famine of 1315-1317 struck Northern Europe, particularly affecting England,
Ireland, and parts of France. This famine was primarily caused by a series of harsh winters
and excessive rain, which led to crop failures across the region.

Causes

- Prolonged wet weather resulted in poor harvests.
- Livestock diseases reduced meat and dairy availability.

Consequences

- It is estimated that over 7 million people died due to starvation and related diseases.
- The famine led to social unrest and contributed to the decline of feudalism.

2. The Irish Potato Famine (1845-1852)

The Irish Potato Famine, also known as the Great Famine, was a catastrophic event that



resulted from the failure of the potato crop due to blight. The potato was a staple food for
much of the Irish population, and its failure had dire consequences.

Causes

- The introduction of the potato blight (Phytophthora infestans) devastated crops.
- British colonial policies exacerbated the situation by prioritizing exports over local needs.

Consequences

- Approximately 1 million people died from starvation and disease, while another million
emigrated, leading to a significant decrease in the population.

- The famine fostered a lasting resentment towards British rule and significantly impacted
Irish identity.

3. The Bengal Famine of 1943

The Bengal Famine of 1943 occurred during World War Il in British-ruled India. This famine
was largely attributed to wartime policies and mismanagement by the British government.

Causes

- Poor harvests due to wartime disruptions.
- Government policies that prioritized military supplies over food for the local population.

Consequences

- An estimated 2-3 million people died as a result of starvation and related diseases.
- The famine sparked significant political unrest and contributed to the Indian independence
movement.

4. The Chinese Famine (1959-1961)

The Great Chinese Famine was a result of the Great Leap Forward, a campaign initiated by
the Chinese Communist Party aimed at rapidly transforming China into a socialist society.

Causes

- Agricultural policies focused on collectivization led to inefficiencies and crop failures.
- Poor weather conditions compounded the effects of mismanagement.



Consequences

- Estimates suggest that between 15 and 45 million people died from starvation.
- The famine had lasting impacts on Chinese agricultural policies and governance.

5. The Ethiopian Famine (1983-1985)

The Ethiopian Famine of the mid-1980s was one of the most publicized famines in history,
drawing international attention to the plight of famine victims.

Causes

- A combination of drought, civil war, and government policies.
- The Derg regime's focus on military spending neglected agricultural needs.

Consequences

- Approximately 1 million people died, and millions more were displaced.
- The famine led to increased foreign aid and the establishment of humanitarian
organizations.

6. The Russian Famine (1921-1922)

The Russian Famine of 1921-1922 was a result of the Russian Civil War and the policies of
the Bolshevik government.

Causes

- War-induced agricultural collapse and grain requisitioning by the state.
- Poor weather conditions led to crop failures.

Consequences

- An estimated 5 million people died from starvation and disease.
- The famine prompted international relief efforts, including assistance from the American
Relief Administration.

7. The Sahel Drought (1968-1974)

The Sahel Drought was a severe climatic event that affected the Sahel region of Africa,
leading to widespread famine across several countries, including Niger, Chad, and Mali.



Causes

- Persistent drought conditions drastically reduced food production.
- Economic and political instability hindered effective responses.

Consequences

- An estimated 250,000 to 1 million people died due to starvation and malnutrition.
- The famine underscored the need for improved agricultural practices and drought
management.

8. The Korean Famine (1994-1998)

The Korean Famine occurred in North Korea following the collapse of the Soviet Union and
the loss of economic support.

Causes

- Economic mismanagement and reliance on a centralized economy.
- Natural disasters, including floods and droughts.

Consequences

- Estimates suggest that between 240,000 and 3 million people died from starvation.
- The famine led to significant changes in North Korea’s agricultural policies and increased
reliance on international aid.

9. The Yemen Famine (2016-Present)

The ongoing famine in Yemen is one of the most severe humanitarian crises in recent
history, exacerbated by conflict and economic collapse.

Causes

- A protracted civil war has disrupted food supply chains and agricultural production.
- Blockades and economic sanctions have limited humanitarian access and assistance.

Consequences

- Approximately 16 million people are currently facing severe food insecurity, with millions
at risk of starvation.
- The famine has led to widespread malnutrition, particularly among children.



10. The Somali Famine (2010-2012)

The Somali Famine was a complex crisis resulting from a combination of drought, conflict,
and political instability.

Causes

- Severe drought conditions devastated crops and livestock.
- Ongoing conflict hindered humanitarian efforts and access to food.

Consequences

- An estimated 260,000 people died, with half of them being children under the age of five.
- The famine highlighted the need for international intervention and improved crisis
response mechanisms.

Conclusion

The 10 worst famines in history illustrate the critical intersection of environmental
factors, political decisions, and social structures in shaping food security. Understanding
these historical events is essential for developing effective strategies to prevent future
famines. Addressing the root causes, including political instability, economic disparity, and
climate change, remains vital in ensuring that such tragedies are not repeated. The lessons
learned from these famines must guide future policies and actions to safeguard against
what is ultimately a preventable human crisis.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Famine of 1315-1317, and what
caused it?

The Great Famine of 1315-1317 was a period of mass starvation in Northern Europe caused
by a series of bad harvests due to excessive rain and cold weather, exacerbated by the
social and economic conditions of the time.

How did the Irish Potato Famine of 1845-1852 affect the
population of Ireland?

The Irish Potato Famine led to the deaths of approximately one million people and caused
another million to emigrate, drastically reducing Ireland's population and altering its
demographic landscape.



What role did colonial policies play in the Bengal
Famine of 1943?

Colonial policies, including wartime grain requisitioning and the prioritization of exports
over local needs, contributed significantly to the Bengal Famine of 1943, which resulted in
the deaths of an estimated 2 to 3 million people.

What were the main factors behind the Soviet Famine
of 1932-1933?

The Soviet Famine of 1932-1933 was primarily caused by the forced collectivization of
agriculture, poor harvests, and the state's heavy grain requisitioning policies, leading to
widespread starvation in Ukraine and other regions.

What was the impact of the Chinese Famine of
1959-1961 during the Great Leap Forward?

The Chinese Famine of 1959-1961, a result of the Great Leap Forward policies, led to the
deaths of an estimated 15 to 45 million people due to starvation, making it one of the
deadliest famines in history.

How did the An Lushan Rebellion contribute to the
famine during the Tang Dynasty?

The An Lushan Rebellion (755-763 AD) caused widespread disruption and destruction in
China, leading to agricultural collapse and famine that resulted in millions of deaths during
the Tang Dynasty.

What was the role of drought in the Sahel famine of
1973-1974?

The Sahel famine of 1973-1974 was significantly exacerbated by severe drought conditions
that affected food production across the region, leading to widespread starvation and the
deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.

What were the effects of the Ethiopian Famine of
1983-1985 on the global community?

The Ethiopian Famine of 1983-1985 drew international attention and humanitarian
assistance, leading to a significant global response, including the famous 'Band Aid'
concert, highlighting the need for food security and aid in crisis situations.

What lessons have been learned from the famines in
history regarding food security?

Lessons learned from historical famines emphasize the importance of sustainable
agricultural practices, the need for effective government policies, the impact of climate
change, and the necessity of international cooperation in addressing food insecurity.
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