
‘The 1988 famine was a dress rehearsal for Darfur. Many of the same groups and
persons who benefited from the famine Keen describes are benefiting from the crisis
in Darfur today; many of the same constraints that prevented an effective
international response then still impede action now… For these reasons The Benefits
of Famine is as relevant to understanding the ongoing war in Darfur as it is to
understanding the recently ended civil war.’ – Douglas H. Johnson, author of 

from the Foreword to this first paperback edition

Reviews
‘…the most comprehensive and convincing account to date of how a famine is created
and why. It sets a standard for analytical cogency and empirical investigation that has
rarely been equalled in this field.’ – Alex de Waal in Development and Change

‘…the book is extremely important. It reaches conclusions that seem eminently
supported by its argument and evidence and that, in many ways, run counter to the
preconceptions and practices of those engaged in relief at the policy level…In
addition, the book also helps to illuminate the complexity of the politics and ethnic
violence of the Sudan, which is much more intricate then the simplistic media coverage
in the West usually suggests…he is surely right to believe that dispassionate analysis,
taking into account that there are beneficiaries as well as victims, is a step forward in our
understanding of famine and, thus, in our ability to prevent it or ameliorate its effects.
He deserves our thanks and admiration for having the strength to write this book.’ 
– James Cobbe in Studies in Comparative International Development

‘David Keen’s important book brings famine and famine relief into the forefront of
concerns in international politics and contributes to the debate about humanitarian
intervention. He argues that to see famine as a disaster, whether of a natural or an
economic kind, is to accept an agenda set largely by those who benefit from the
famine process. In a similar way, treating the ‘humanitarian’ sphere as separate from
the political plays, unwittingly, into the hands of the exploiters…Keen’s
study…clearly calls into question what is taken as self-evident in famine studies and
puts forward a new and challenging analysis.’ – Jenny Edkins in Political Studies

‘Keen has done a marvellous job of exposing powerful local, national, and
international actors who have variously manipulated the famine tragedy in the Sudan
to serve their narrow self-interests…The unusual strength of this book is the way in
which the author has skilfully demonstrated how different regimes in Khartoum
exploited Western security perceptions in the region for their own political and
strategic ends. Amidst Cold War politics, aid donors feared that linking relief aid with
progress on peace negotiations and human rights, might have produced a backlash
against their vital security interests in the region. This belief encouraged Khartoum to
define unilaterally the relief problem and how to solve it and, in due course, to pass
judgment on its own effort.’ – Choice

‘This thoroughly researched and well-written book is essential reading not only for all
who deal with famine relief and disaster management but also for students of public
health, the social sciences, and rural development. The lucid and coherent discussion,
free of jargon, repetition, and doom, provides interesting reading of an inherently
complex subject.’ – The Lancet
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Preface

MY FIRST field trip—to Khartoum and Darfur—was in June to August 1987.
This self-funded research provided important background information on
conditions in the north, and helped highlight the degree to which relief
operations were vulnerable to political manipulation at the local level. I
returned to Sudan in October to December 1988, close to the height of the
famine. As a research consultant with Nexus Evaluations, UK, my main brief
was to investigate the famine in southern Sudan, southern Darfur, and
southern Kordofan and the effectiveness of international efforts to relieve it.
I was also responsible for investigating the efficacy of aid to the west under
the Western Relief Operation, something that yielded important insights
about the relationship between the two sets of relief operations. I was able to
interview a range of officials, aid staff, and “ordinary” Sedanese in southern
Kordofan and southern Darfur, including many people from Bahr el Ghazal.
I also conducted interviews with aid staff, government officials, and
displaced people in Khartoum. I have drawn extensively on a wide range of
secondary written materials available in England, as well as a range of aid
agency documentation from British, Irish, and French Non-Governmental
Organizations (NG0s) in particular. My research also benefited from a visit to
UN headquarters in New York in the summer of 1990.

Famines accompanying civil war present particular obstacles to research.
At the time when I visited camps in southern Kordofan in late 1988, people
from Bahr el Ghazal were prepared to be interviewed only inside their huts
(and sometimes only at night), where security guards could not see them.
The killing of five people inside the Muglad camp in April 1989 was evidence
that people’s fears were justified. Those who spoke to me were nevertheless
determined that their stories be heard. This book draws on their accounts
and written evidence to document a human disaster that was never fully
acknowledged at the time, and is already being forgotten.

Pointing out a number of specific massacres of Dinka in southwestern
Sudan but downplaying the general devastation of the Dinka, a Sudan
specialist at the U.S. Foreign Service Institute has written:

A cynical observer might consider this situation an acceptable level of low
intensity violence because of the long-standing tradition of sporadic tribal war-
fare between the Dinka in southwest Sudan and the adjacent Rizeigat and
Messiriyah tribes. In this context, even the occurrence of three unusually large
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massacres of Dinka in March, August and September [1987] was not entirely
surprising, although they were dutifully deplored by both parties. The term
“acceptable level of violence” could not be used to characterize another event
that left deep psychological scars among many [the writer then refers to the
SPLA’s shooting down of a civilian airliner at Malakal] (Bechtold 1990, 589–90).

It should hardly need to be said that there was nothing “acceptable” about
the catastrophe that befell the Dinka in 1986–1988. The misinformation
surrounding the famine at the time helped to make this catastrophe
possible—and it is important, after the event, to recognize the enormity of
what happened, to attempt a candid analysis of how this catastrophe was
generated, and to wonder how similar catastrophes might be prevented.
Sudan remains subject to human-made famine. Finding ways to address this
continuing human rights disaster remains an urgent task.

1993, Oxford

x P R E FA C E
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Foreword
to the First Paperback Edition

The Ethiopian and Sudanese famines of the 1980s inspired a global
humanitarian movement in Band Aid and its successors. Responding to what
they saw as a lack of political will in the governments of developed nations,
Band Aid mobilised world opinion behind providing a technical solution to
famine in affected countries. This solution was apolitical, and in a television
programme about Band Aid’s achievements, for instance, UK viewers were
shown a Band Aid technician repairing broken down vehicles for the
Sudanese army in Darfur, in order to get famine relief there “moving”. Band
Aid was not alone in seeing famine as a crisis of supply and logistics. The
relief programmes of the eighties focused on reversing nutritional deficits
with food aid and food-for-work projects, and the 1992 American
intervention in Somalia was presented as a technical solution to open up
relief corridors and distribute relief supplies.

David Keen’s The Benefits of Famine was one of a number of academic
studies emerging from research in the eighties that analysed famine in more
complex terms. It describes a moment when the nutritional and technical
approach came up against the hard political realities of famine in the Sudan.
Here were famine victims who were not among the world’s marginal poor,
but were in fact a relatively prosperous people whose very prosperity made
them vulnerable to attack. Famine was not just a product of climate change
but could be politically manufactured. There were those who benefited from
famine, as well as those who suffered, and the chain of benefits linked local
militias to the elite in the nation’s capital, and to international markets. There
was no apolitical, neutral, solution to the Sudan’s famine.

The book was well received in professional circles and had a significant
impact on policy and scholarly debates, especially the contentious “greed not
grievance” theory. Had a paperback edition been released soon after initial
publication, even more would have benefited from The Benefits of Famine,
and none would have benefited more than those working in the Sudan’s
famine relief industry. Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS), which was set up in
the wake of the 1988 famine and ran for some fifteen years, was dominated
by traditional methods of predicting food deficits caused by natural disasters,
but failed to address the political causes of the famines it attempted to
relieve. In my experience in OLS, relief interventions into the non-
government held areas were never a product of reports from the field, but
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were instead the outcome of tortuous negotiations over what the government
in Khartoum would allow to be delivered. Many field workers in OLS
understood the political constraints imposed on them, but how much better
would it have been if persons at all levels of the UN and NGO hierarchies
could have had the opportunity to read this book and adjust their own
strategies?

The war-induced famines described here are now history, but this book is
still needed. In many ways the international community has a more
sophisticated understanding of the political dimensions of famine than it had
in the early 1980s. We would not now expect to see any “Live 8” money being
used to repair Sudanese army vehicles in Darfur, for instance. But as Keen
notes in his new introduction, there are still those (including some in the
UN) who have not learned the lessons of the recent past and see Darfur
primarily as an ecological, not a political, crisis, reinforcing primordial ethnic
divisions. The 1988 famine was a dress rehearsal for Darfur. Many of the
same groups and persons who benefited from the famine Keen describes are
benefiting from the crisis in Darfur today; many of the same constraints that
prevented an effective international response then still impede action now.
The focus on the technicalities of relief has often diverted international
attention away from a realistic strategy for ending the war. For these reasons
The Benefits of Famine is as relevant to understanding the ongoing war in
Darfur as it is to understanding the recently ended civil war. It is still, in the
words of one reviewer in 1994, “essential reading”.

Douglas H. Johnson
Oxford
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Introduction
to the First Paperback Edition

In the thirteen years since it was first published, this book has sadly not
become irrelevant. It tells the story of a terrible famine in the late 1980s; but
the links it describes between famine, exploitation and counter-insurgency
have not changed significantly; nor has a shameful degree of international
inattention to the violence at the root of subsequent famines and to the
Khartoum government’s role in this violence. 

Beginning in 1983, the Sudan government tried to get control of
insurrection in the south by harnessing discontent among Baggara herders
from the west of Sudan and by giving some of them arms and immunity from
prosecution when they were encouraged to attack people from the Dinka
ethnic group in the south—the main supporters of the rebel Sudan People’s
Liberation Army (SPLA). These attacks led to terrible famine, which was
deepened when government officials and profiteering merchants largely cut
off the south from international relief. Those relief trains that did get through
carried large quantities of arms and ammunition—provoking rebel attacks
that were then cited as the reason why relief to the south was at such a low
level. International aid donors tended to play down the blocking of relief and,
more generally, the government’s role in creating famine among its own
people. Donors frequently emphasised the “tribal” nature of the violence. 

One reason for letting Khartoum off the hook was donors’ desire to play
up the effectiveness of their own response. Another factor, in the twilight of
the Cold War, was that Western governments were courting the Sudan
government as an ostensibly friendly and democratic buffer state between
Qadhafi’s Libya and Communist Ethiopia. A third factor was oil, which
encouraged the pursuit of good relations with Khartoum even as the Sudan
government was forcibly depopulating oil-rich areas of the south.

During the 1990s, the end of the Cold War and the growing worries about
Islamist extremism and terrorism made for a different strategic context. The
government’s role in stirring up conflict in the south was increasingly
highlighted, and significant famine relief to the south was institutionalised
within the UN system (with the reluctant agreement of Khartoum) under
Operation Lifeline Sudan. But sporadic famines still continued in the
south—in part because Khartoum was extending its divide-and-rule strategy
to nurturing conflicts within the south. Also contributing to suffering was the
willingness of the UN and international donors to soft-pedal on abuses as the
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price of securing “humanitarian access”—access that, crucially, did not
extend to SPLA-held areas of the Nuba Mountains, which were blockaded by
the government throughout the 1990s. Other problems hampering relief
included underfunding, inadequate monitoring of relief and of human rights
abuses, diversion of relief by the SPLA and its relief arm (the Sudan Relief
and Rehabilitation Association), and government restrictions on relief
flights.1 There was an especially severe famine in Bahr el Ghazal in 1998. 

Particularly in relation to southerners displaced into the north, an air of
unreality continued to hang over relief operations. The aid world was buzzing
with fashionable talk about a “relief to development continuum”, and this
translated—in Sudan and elsewhere—into a strangely persistent belief that
war and displacement might even be an opportunity for development if only
the recipients of relief could be somehow “weaned” off their dependency on
relief.2 This discourse was all the more troubling because very often even the
most basic emergency needs were not being met.3 Meanwhile, vulnerability
assessments in the south tended to neglect the vulnerability arising from
wealth (and dispossession), and this reflected the common view—subject to
critical scrutiny in this book—that poverty lies at the root of famine.4

The January 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) between
Khartoum and the rebel SPLA/SPLM (Sudan People’s Liberation Army
Movement) represented a major breakthrough for Sudan—and a major
success for international governments. But the CPA is no simple panacea. 

One problem is that the implementation of this peace agreement is
proving very tricky. Indeed, where violence has served important economic
and political functions rather than simply being irrational (a point that comes
up repeatedly in this book), implementation of a peace process can be
expected to be fraught with difficulties. Members of the ruling National
Congress Party (NCP) recognise that elections which the CPA has scheduled
for 2009 would probably oust them from power, and many in the ruling elite
seem to harbour a fear that the planned self-determination referendum in
the south will lead to the loss of the south (and its oil). Already in July 2005,
the International Crisis Group was noting, “There are signs the NCP seeks to
undercut implementation [of the CPA] through its use of the militias (the
South Sudan Defence Forces, SSDF), bribery, and through the tactics of
divide and rule”.5 The peace agreement provides in effect for the elimination
of the SSDF (seen by the SPLA as having collaborated with Khartoum);6 but
SSDF fighters have not all gone away quietly, particularly as economic
opportunities continue to be scarce and Khartoum continues to show a
willingness to stir up trouble.7 Even more sinister is the possibility that
maintaining an emergency in Darfur may prove useful in delaying or
distorting the 2009 national elections and in protecting the economic
interests of the influential government security agencies (which include
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making money from oil, construction, and the service sector).8

A second problem is conflict within the north—most notably in Darfur.
One lesson stressed in this book, a lesson still insufficiently learned, is that
analysing Sudan in terms of a series of separate regions (“the south”, “the
west”, “the north”) is profoundly unhelpful. Just as grievances in the north
have historically fed into war and famine in the south, today grievances in the
west must be understood, in part, in relation to the north/south peace
process.

A near-exclusive international focus on Khartoum and the rebel SPLA has
tended to encourage a neglect of the interests of those northerners who
oppose the current government in Sudan, some of whom turned to violence
in an attempt to win the international recognition and place at the
negotiating table that has been accorded to the SPLA, for whom violent
resistance seemed at last to have paid dividends. Meanwhile, in eastern
Sudan exclusion from the SPLA/Khartoum peace negotiations led the Beja
Congress, a political group advocating federalism, to renew its call to arms in
mid-October 2003.9 The opposition more generally—in the form of the
National Democratic Alliance—was excluded from the north/south peace
negotiations, and the Comprehensive Peace Agreement allocated only 14
per cent of positions in the national and state executive and legislative
branches to the northern opposition (compared to 52 per cent to the
National Congress Party [NCP] and 28 per cent to the SPLM).10 With
regional inequalities feeding strongly into political opposition in Sudan,
opponents of the current regime have included Muslims who hoped
(wrongly as it turned out) that common religion could be a basis for common
citizenship, as well as northerners who fear they will now have no option but
to become part of an Islamic state, particularly if the south secedes.11 To a
significant extent, a divide between “Arabized” groups and those still
adhering to non-Arab cultures has taken precedence over any religious
divisions, with the latter increasingly aware that their religion has not
protected them or earned them a share in development.12

It is worth noting that this is not the first time that a military government
in Sudan has made peace in the south and entered into a political alliance
with former rebels at the expense of rival political forces within the north:
General Nimeiri pursued this tactic in 1972, but the north/south Addis
Ababa peace agreement of that year did not provide a lasting solution. A key
reason was the continuing discontent of northern groups who had been
excluded from power (and whose discontent was eventually redirected by
Nimeiri and his successors against the south).13

Within the north, one significant grievance focuses on the years of neglect
by a Central Nile ruing elite in Khartoum, whilst a second focuses more
specifically on the loss of access to land (by both smallholders and
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pastoralists) as a result of the expansion of Sudan’s large semi-mechanised
farms.14 A 2006 Coalition for International Justice report referred to Sudan’s
long history of land-hungry and damaging mechanised farming and observed,
“In agriculture, as in other aspects of its policies, the NIF [National Islamic
Front, forerunner of the ruling NCP] has implemented policies that are,
broadly speaking, similar to those of its predecessors, but more aggressive,
more virulent and more hurtful to rural communities”.15 A long-standing
pattern of rewarding political supporters with mechanised farming
concessions has been continued by the NIF/NCP, with Upper Nile, Blue
Nile and Southern Blue Nile among the most affected areas.  

If political divisions within the north underline the dangers of analysing
conflict as “north/south” or “Muslim/Christian” (on the lines of Samuel
Huntington’s “Clash of Civilizations”), the point has been reinforced by recent
violence in Darfur, where the victims as well as the perpetrators have been
overwhelmingly Muslim. This book brings out, at an earlier stage in the
evolving conflict, the importance of economic and political agendas and the
dangers of misrepresenting the conflict as “religious”. If binary and cultural
frameworks continue to impede understanding of (and effective intervention
in) a complex and shifting war, some of this misrepresentation remains
functional. It is not just that “ethnic conflict” continues to provide an alibi for
Khartoum; in addition, framing the Darfur conflict as “Arab versus African”
helps Khartoum to appeal to a wider international constituency that links
“Arab” with victim status.16

Meanwhile, stirring up ethnic conflict has allowed a variation of the
colonial tactic of “divide-and-rule”—whether in the 1980s or today. Prime
Minister Sadiq el-Mahdi, who ruled from 1986 to 1989, did not trust the
Sudanese army and built up the Arab murahaleen militias as a counter-weight.
President Omar el-Beshir, who took power in 1989, built up the Popular
Defence Forces (successors to the Arab murahaleen), again seeking a
counter-weight to the army. His regime was successful in using ethnic ten-
sions to divide the southern rebels and it has now achieved a similar feat in
Darfur.17

In Darfur, the Sudan government has orchestrated and facilitated
widespread atrocities, encouraging janjaweed militiamen to attack rebels
and civilians, providing effective impunity for such attacks, and even
engaging in aerial bombing to support the attacks.18 Once more, pastoral
groups in the west (notably, camel-herders, some of Chadian origin) have
been mobilised against ethnic groups (this time, as noted, their fellow
Muslims) who have been seen as supporting rebellion.19 As in the 1980s, the
famine process has served important economic functions, for example, in
vacating coveted and fertile land. Again, those victimised have often been
those who previously controlled fertile land (notably, in Darfur, the Fur). The
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looting of livestock in Darfur seems to have been well organised and even
premeditated (often with military involvement).20 “Protection” payments
have been extracted by militias,21 and relief operations have again been
profitable for certain traders: purchase of grain within Sudan for shipment to
Darfur has lined the pockets of Nile Valley merchants and large-scale grain
farmers, with both of these groups being key constituents of the Khartoum
regime.22 Even oil should not be discounted as a possible factor in the recent
large-scale displacement; areas coveted by Japan, China and American-
turned-British businessman Friedhelm Eronat include parts of northern,
western and southern Darfur that have been devastated by Khartoum and
allied janjaweed militias.23 Significantly, as in the 1983-85 drought-led
famine, which preceded and fed into war-driven famine further south, the
humanitarian needs of Arab pastoralist groups have been relatively
neglected; yet many of these people have actually suffered as a result of the
current conflict and have not been involved in the attacks.24 As in the 1980s,
it is dangerous simply to label one group as the “baddies” without any real
understanding of the process by which they came to be “bad” (or, more
precisely, violent). Comparison with Chad underlines this point: whilst a
focus on Sudan suggests that the Zaghawa are primarily victims oppressed by
certain Arab groups, a focus on Chad gives a very different picture. Roland
Marchal shows how many Arab groups there were driven into Sudan when
dispossessed by the southern movement of Zaghawa, who have had strong
ties to the Chadian government; the Zaghawa are victims of impunity in
Sudan but beneficiaries of it in Chad.25

Part of the point of manipulating ethnic tensions is avoiding direct blame
or recrimination. In Darfur (as for almost two decades in Bahr el Ghazal),
Khartoum has tended to deny that it has responsibility for, or control over,
aggressive militias. One International Crisis Group report noted of Darfur: 

A tribal militia can wipe out an entire village … and the government can
plead innocence, even as it creates the conditions for the militias to
operate by giving impunity, supplying weapons and ammunition, deploy-
ing police who do nothing to stop attacks and co-ordinating between the
militias and the state government.26

Unfortunately, the renewed emphasis on “ancient ethnic hatreds” has been
embraced by some international actors.27 US Deputy Secretary of State
Robert Zoellick told an audience at Khartoum University in November 2005:
“It’s a tribal war, that has been exacerbated by other conditions, and frankly, I
don’t think foreign forces ought to get themselves in the middle of a tribal war
of Sudanese”.28 Zoellick’s career does not seem to have suffered as a result: in
June 2007, he was confirmed as the new President of the World Bank.

The room for manoeuvre towards better policy outcomes is narrowed
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when lines of authority are obscured or when Sudan is misleadingly labelled
as a “failed state”. As Sudan expert John Ryle noted in August 2004: 

In 2002, in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal (to the south of Darfur), after years
of international condemnation of the abduction and enslavement of local
people by Murahaliin militia groups—and years of denial of official
involvement—raids on villages ceased when the United States stepped up
diplomatic pressure on the Sudanese government. Claims that the
Janjawiid are beyond government control are similarly unconvincing. It is
clear that, when it wants, the government can call off the dogs of war.29

Given the will, the same effect could be achieved today. Indeed, the Inter-
national Crisis Group has noted that ever since Bashir’s military government
seized power in 1989, “when the government has been the target of serious
pressure with a specific objective, it has modified its behaviour”.30 One key
step would be a clear and specific threat to Sudan’s oil trade and future oil
investments. Another would be tough and targeted sanctions against those
senior government officials who are most responsible, including sanctions
against the companies owned and controlled by them.31 Yet the UN has held
back from trade sanctions, and even targeted sanctions have been weak—
sending a correspondingly weak message. The EU has resisted imposing its
own oil sanctions or targeted sanctions, while US and UK foot-dragging on
“smart sanctions” contrasts with attempts to stop flows of finances to al-
Qaida.32 In May 2006 the UN did impose sanctions on four mid-level Sudanese
actors—two rebels, one government military man and one government-
aligned janjaweed militia leader. Yet no one senior in Khartoum was targeted,
and most of the fifty-one referred to the International Criminal Court have
not been targeted for sanctions. In May 2007, the US government did impose
sanctions on thirty-one companies, mostly those owned or controlled by the
Sudanese government. But in general the weak international response has
undermined any public stance against the Darfur atrocities from the US or
UK, and Khartoum, more often than not, has taken comfort in the (friendly)
private contacts whilst ignoring the (critical) public statements.33

Unfortunately, Khartoum’s gift for divide-and-rule applies externally as
well as internally. A senior aid official involved in Darfur commented: “The
international community has totally mishandled the Darfur situation. Its
divisions have allowed the Khartoum government to play governments off
against each other.”34 Weak international action has not only encouraged the
persistence of attacks on civilians in Darfur but has allowed Khartoum to
block the deployment of a UN peacekeeping force, with international peace-
keeping responsibilities in effect offloaded onto an underfunded African
Union.

Helping to undermine the international response to Darfur has been the
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“war on terror”. It seems the sins of one’s friends are quickly forgiven—
whether in the Cold War context of the 1980s or in today’s “war on terror”.
Although Sudan was condemned by the US in the 1990s for supporting
terrorism, if anything Osama bin Laden’s period of residence in Sudan seems
to have helped convince the US of the necessity of securing information and
cooperation from Sudan. Cooperation between Washington and Khartoum
over intelligence for the “war on terror” has been growing closer.35 Sudan’s
cooperation with the US increased dramatically after 9/11 and has included:
giving access to banking and other details relating not only to bin Laden, who
lived in Sudan from 1991 to 1996, but also to other al-Qaida operatives;
detaining militants on their way to join the Iraqi insurgency from 2003; and
acting as the “eyes and ears” of the CIA in relation to Islamist groups in
Somalia. Sudan’s intelligence chief Major General Salah Gosh, accused by
US Congress members of directing military attacks against civilians in
Darfur, was flown to the US in an executive jet by the CIA to further what US
officials have publicly hailed as increased cooperation in the “war on
terror”.36 Meanwhile, the US government pressed the UN not to include
Gosh on the list of people who should be subject to sanctions.37 In March
2006, Gosh secretly visited London to meet senior British officials.38

Significantly, the “war on terror” may also have eroded the West’s ability to
put moral pressure on Khartoum. Particularly in the Arab and Muslim world,
Western powers lost a great deal of credibility when they bypassed the UN in
launching the 2003 Iraq war. So too, as UN Special Envoy to Sudan Jan Pronk
observed after his expulsion by Khartoum, did the UN itself.40 When the
Sudan government has been condemned by the US and UK over human rights
abuses in Darfur, the human rights abuses at Abu Ghraib have provided
Khartoum with a convenient (if spurious) rebuttal.

Also undermining the international response to Darfur—as earlier during
famine in Bahr el Ghazal in the south—has been oil. China has tended to
oppose firm action over Darfur within the UN Security Council, and this
stance cannot be understood in isolation from China’s heavy investments in
Sudanese oil production, notably in the contested Western Upper Nile
region. In general, China has been seeking to expand and diversify its sources
of oil in line with China’s rapid domestic growth. The French/Belgian
company TotalFinaElf has a large and rich oil concession in the south (block
5); operations there were suspended in 1985 and TotalFinaElf would like to
resume production. This may help to explain why Paris has also tended to be
rather soft on Khartoum over Darfur, notably while the north/south peace
deal was being negotiated.40 Meanwhile, the US has been demonstrably
concerned to diversify its oil sources,41 and the links between George W.
Bush’s regime and the oil industry are famously close. Restricted by US
sanctions imposed in 1997 (and by Sudan’s presence on a US list of countries
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supporting terrorism), Washington has had to stand by and watch China take
the lion’s share of Sudanese oil, a situation that many in the US would like to
reverse. The International Crisis Group noted cautiously, “The Khartoum
government should be given no reason to believe that it can deflect either
Europeans or Americans by holding out lures of future oil and other
commercial deals.”42

A third factor in the weak international reaction to abuses in Darfur,
already briefly alluded to, was a reluctance to criticise Khartoum during
delicate negotiations over peace in the south. While these worries were
understandable, the price has been very high. Khartoum was able to play on
fears that it would walk away from the north/south peace process if too much
pressure was applied over Darfur.43

If reducing the Darfur crisis to “ethnic hatreds” has muddied the waters,
so too have attempts to portray the crisis as essentially a local, ecological
conflict. It is true that the expansion of farming has combined with drought
and government neglect to cause discontent among many herders.45 This has
been a factor in the violence, as earlier among the Baggara. In a Guardian
article on Darfur, Jonathan Steele went so far as to argue that “this was not
genocide or classic ethnic cleansing”, adding that “Darfur was, and is, the
outgrowth of a struggle between farmers and nomads…”45 Yet in reality the
government’s role in orchestrating violence and stirring up ethnic tensions
remains as critical and destructive as ever.

One major difference between the current crisis in Darfur and the late
1980s famine should be noted: much more of the emergency relief has
actually got through to needy people, and this has helped to limit mass
mortality from starvation and disease among displaced people. That said, the
humanitarian intervention displays harrowing continuities. For one thing,
the humanitarian response was significantly delayed and impeded by
Khartoum.46 For another, humanitarianism continues to serve as cover for
weak political pressures and for a failure to use the economic leverage of the
international community. The International Crisis Group noted in 2004,
“The U.S. is still fixated on getting humanitarian workers into Darfur, a
worthy but insufficient objective.”47 In addition, the international focus on
AMIS (African Union Mission in Sudan) peacekeeping efforts seems to have
reduced political pressure on the Khartoum government.48 Meanwhile, the
international humanitarian community has often claimed to be providing
“protection by presence”—potentially another “false solution” to the crisis as
the level of protection that aid workers’ presence has provided has often
been very limited. Inhibiting factors here have included a desire to keep aid
workers (especially international aid workers) away from the most dangerous
areas, the frequent use of relatively inexperienced field officers, a reluctance
to work alongside government actors (with ICRC being an exception), and,
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most importantly, the willingness of the Sudanese government brazenly to
sponsor widespread attacks on civilians despite the large-scale presence of
aid workers in the area.49 In an interesting paper, Sara Pantuliano and Sorcha
O’Callaghan have noted that in Darfur, “There is a general perception that
some organisations have been re-fashioning their traditional assistance
programmes in protection language because they have detected that
protection is a new funding fashion.”50 As in earlier crises, the various UN
agencies have lacked a common advocacy strategy while political analysis has
often been weak.51 The end result, for all the talk about “a responsibility to
protect”, has been that aid agency workers have found themselves in a
position remarkably reminiscent of the 1980s: as Gérard Prunier put it, they
have been “first in the line of fire with no political back-up”.52

Nor should the impressive overall level of relief delivery to Darfur
obscure the fact that, as in the 1980s, delivery to rebel-held areas has tended
to be low. UN Special Envoy Tom Vraalsen acknowledged towards the end of
2003: “Delivery of humanitarian assistance is hampered by systematically
denied access. Khartoum authorities claim there is unimpeded access but
they greatly restrict access to the areas under their control while imposing
blanket denial to all rebel-held areas.”53 Under these circumstances, the
large-scale humanitarian aid to Internally Displaced People’s (whilst
necessary) risks “locking in” the forcible displacement effected by Khartoum
and its janjaweed allies. At times, Darfur’s Sudan Liberation Army (SLA)
rebels have threatened to block relief coming into rebel-held areas from
government areas, citing concerns that relief was being manipulated for
military purposes. Aid workers have spoken privately of aid convoys being
used as part of the military strategy of the government, and of the increased
risk of rebel attack that this has implied. 

During the 1990s, a reluctance to intervene in the former Yugoslavia and
Rwanda led to great caution in the use of the word “genocide”, a label that
brings with it an obligation to intervene under the 1948 UN Convention on
the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide. Yet the US government
happily declared “genocide” in Darfur in the summer of 2004, and then did
almost nothing about it; following the US-led invasion of Iraq, this reinforces
the impression that the George W. Bush regime does not regard inter-
national law as binding. 

This book’s emphasis on the economic functions of war and famine fed
into a growing body of literature that emphasised the importance of
economic agendas in civil wars—a literature that has encouraged a trend
towards restricting wartime trade in “rogue commodities” by “rogue groups”,
whether in Liberia, Sierra Leone, the DRC or Angola. Perhaps the best
known author in this field has been Paul Collier, who drew on The Benefits of
Famine in an early publication on the topic54 and who subsequently took the
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statistically derived emphasis on “greed” to what many have seen as an
unhelpful extreme.55 Stimulated in part by Collier’s work, the relative impor-
tance of “greed” and “grievance” in civil wars has been hotly contested. In the
context of this debate, The Benefits of Famine can be seen as a relatively early
exploration of the interaction of greed and grievance, showing, for example,
how greed (or, more accurately, the violent pursuit of economic agendas)
may be fuelled by grievances (including those arising from an uneven and
discriminatory development process) and how greed may flourish in a war
originally driven, in large part, by grievances. 

More generally, this book emphasises the complexity of civil wars and the
importance of not taking expressed aims (among local actors or outside
interveners) at face value. It underlines the dangers of assuming that the aim
in a war is to win. Perhaps most striking in this connection was the prevalence
of militia attacks on civilians that predictably radicalised them, attracting
support for the rebel SPLA even from groups that had previously stood aloof.
(Today in Darfur, government-supported militias have increasingly preferred
to attack civilians rather than attacking armed rebels, again predictably
radicalising civilians.)56

I have further explored the idea that that war is not necessarily about
winning in subsequent books, namely Conflict and Collusion in Sierra Leone
(James Currey/ Palgrave, 2005), Endless War? Hidden Functions of the “War
on Terror” (Pluto, 2006), and Complex Emergencies (Polity, 2007). 

The Benefits of Famine expresses a good deal of scepticism about the
motives of diverse actors engaged in “famine relief”. Some of these
arguments can prove dangerous in the wrong hands. Indeed, critiques of
international aid may at times have offered a convenient excuse for not
providing international relief at all; in the late-1990s, the British government
justified low levels of relief to southern Sudan on the grounds that it was
“fuelling the war”—certainly, a rather simplistic hijacking of academic work
on the subject.57 Despite such dangers, it is hoped that mapping the actions
of diverse actors contributing to famine, and to flawed relief operations,
provides some lasting instruction for students, for the general public, and for
those involved in humanitarian interventions. Certainly, the need for
attention to Sudan remains urgent: in June 2005, the combined networks of
CNN, Fox News, NBC, MSNBC, ABC and CBS ran 55 times as many stories
about the trial of Michael Jackson as they did about the genocide in Darfur.58

Equally striking is the continued danger of assuming that the presence of a
(manipulated) relief operation somehow makes up for the underlying (and
largely unaddressed) political violence.
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