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starvation v/as employed against the Bialran enclave. 

The filial balance of influence between the Fe

nd moderates appears to have favoured the .

Certainly the net result of negotiations over relief corriiors 

v.as consistent with their "oosition. Although, it could ;:e
«L -^fJ J

argued that, to the extent the Federal 'hardliners- imposed

acie oO cne .QiairanSj cney saootageci. tnemse-i-ves. _'Cr "one

fb.i^ure to achieve any agreement on relief corridors virtually

nsured the continuation of the nighttime relief airlift v/nich

ci -^ ~i c; r* r*, "* " "-^ "I" 't"'^"! <~* ^'Vi o 1"> oi'i 1 -" ^ ",~d^r 1ojaTr^ oo^'o •••••' r"! ^ ^ , -1 --. -" ----- U. u. J.o 1-' ^J ^IA U OiiJ_o» j. 11 1: Cicx.J/i.o ii-d.^ ildvo o^Cxlj sT-.o Lu_v.t _ /j. _ ^o.. _ .

military observer, that even if the relief shield \vere remove 

i~ ivas improbable that the Federal Air Force v/ould. be ac__e to 

cnec': ohe flovj of arms into iiiafra. They may have therefore 

ep~ced to at least minimize the mitigating effect of "cne relie

Responsibility for the failure of the belligerents to 

agree on relief corridors cannot, hov.'ever^ be YJholly attributed 

to tne FAG. For the Biafran regime vjas dominated by a group of 

'hardliners 3 v;hicn, like its Federal counterpart,, consistently 

subordinated humanitarian considerations to its pursuit of 

political goals. As St. Jorre put it: !: In Biafra there mere 

similar divisions. The hardliner-, led by Ooul-ivro., urged a ; 

of no compromise (as in peace negotiations): Food and relief 

supplies were unacceptable unless they came from sources a:.i 

through channels that had no connection with tae Federaj. Gcvernment7 y
i o

. St. Jorre, ou.cit.
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0 * - "• i r> "-i r* • *—1 "-. i/*\ 
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serious denial that the liafran leaders prefer the nresenu 

night to day flights partly because the food planes provide
p V

a convenient cover to arms planes.^

Considerations of the military significance of relief

v.-c inere e concluson of any agreemen on e de_very
i 

of relief supplies vjas the attitude of each of the belligerents

toward international intervention in the conflict.

ihe Biafran position on international involvement v/as 

sui:;zed up by Ojuknu in a speec.i made to the Consultative Assembly 

in September 1968: !; 0ur aim all along has oeen ~co delay t^o-

enemy until the vjorld conscience can effectively be areusec.
2L 

against genocide. ?; '' The nutritional crisis uhic^ became

^.pparent in uhe spring of 1966 preferred the rebels a reprieve 

from t^e failure v;hich had largely characterized their previous

j^iiJrJVL-' 8 -'!-.Q-Ig^l i 22 November 19c9 

Cited in St. Jorre, op^cg.t. , p
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attempts to engage international support for the Biafran cause. ^ 

It led to .recognition of the validity of secessionist objectives 

among a few of Africa 1 s leaders who were most concerned about 

the impact of the war on civilians. On April .13th, 1968 Tanzan­ 

ia's President Nyerere broke ranks with the rest of the OAU's 

leaders and announced formal diplomatic recognition of Biafra. 

Arguing that unity could not be forged by the force of arms,

25. Biafra had mounted both diplomatic and public relations 
initiatives following secession. The diplomatic offensive got 
off to a shaky start. A few hours after secession Biafran 
Radio announced that Ghana, Togo, Gambia, Ethiopia, and Israel 
had all recognized the legitimacy of the secessionist regime: 
a claim which was hastily denied by all the countries involved. 
(Cronje, op.cit., p.28?) Formal recognition of the justness 
of the Biafran cause was to prove an elusive quarry throughout 
the early months of the war. The most severe blow to Biafra's 
diplomatic hopes was delivered by her fellow African states in 
the OAU. Although the OAU was deeply involved in arranging 
peace negotiations between the Biafran and Federal leaders, it 
was clear throughout the war that the weight of opinion in the 
organization favoured the FMG. (For details see Cronje, op. 
cit., Ch.13). Eastern secession infringed two of the funda­ 
mental precepts underlying the OAU: first, the inviolability 
of the national boundaries of post-colonial African states; 
and secondly, non-interference-in the 'internal 1 affairs of member 
states. At the same time memories of the chaos and international 
derision which accompanied Katangan secession remained fresh 
in the minds of African leaders. Although a detailed cohipar- 
ison of the motivations of the secessionist regimes revealed 
only superficial similarities, they were closely allied in their 
revelation of the instability and inadequacy of political authority 
in post-colonial Africa. Perhaps the most important factor in 
determining OAU support for the FMG, however, was the existence 
of fissiparous strains similar to those of pre-war Nigeria in 
many of the OAU member states. Confronted with incipient or 
potential secessionist movements in their own domains, few 
African leaders were willing to support any challenge to central 
authority.

Biafra also enjoyed only limited success on the public 
relations front during the early stages of the war. As St. 
Jorre put it: "In the early days, the 'religious' war was 
played up. The Muslim Northerners, backed by the Arabs and the 
Russian anti-Christs, it was argued, were bent on a fanatical 
jihad against the Christian Easterners. But this made little 
mileage, its palpable fallacies - Gowon himself and two-thirds 
of his cabinet were Christians, while the bulk of the Federal 
Army was non-Muslim - soon being exposed. Deliberate mass 
starvation and genocide then came to the fore, the latter having 
the longest and most effective run." .(St. Jorre, op.cit., p.352).
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Nyerere said that "it seemed to us that by refusing to recognize 

the existence of Biafra we were tacitly supporting a war against

the people of Eastern Nigeria - and a war conducted in the name
?( of unity. We could not continue doing this any longer."

Both Nyerere 's reasoning and action were replicated less than

one month later when, on May 8th, Gabon recognized Biafra; an
P7 action followed within twelve days by the Ivory Coast and Zamoia.

This same period also saw concern about the plight of 

Eastern Region civilians mounting in Western Europe and North 

America. As Kirk-Greene put it:

Biafra had been gathering more and more support among 

certain classes of Britons and Americans. They were 

influenced by a number of factors. These included letters 

in the press from prominent churchmen, reports of the 

bombing of Mary Slessor hospital, apparently unsubstantiated 
accounts of the wanton killing of civilians, but above all 

the signal superiority of Biafra f s public relations agencies
p 0

in Europe and the USA.

As the spring wore on, and increasingly grim reports of the 

nutritional situation filtered out of the war zone, this rather 

diffuse anxiety began, Increasingly, to focus on the prospect of 

mass starvation in the East:

'Milk - not murder 1 , shouted a Daily Sketch banner head­ 

line. ! How can we sit and wait for a million innocent 

people to die? 1 asked a skeletal Biafran child from an 

OXFAM advertisement. 'Biafra: starving children don't 

care which General wins' proclaimed another poster. Con­ 

fronted with reports of a weekly death rate in the thousands, 

British public opinion now suffered the prickings of its

26. "'Why We Recognized Biafra' - President Nyerere" (Document AO. 
1/49) in Kirk-Greene, op.cit. (1971) Vol.2, pp. 211-213).

2?. See "Zambia Recognizes Biafra" (Document No. 155) in Kirk-Greene, 
op.cit. (197D Vol.2, pp. 220-221, also pp. 41-

28. Kirk-Greene, op.cit. (1971) Vol.2, p. 29.
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uncomfortable humanitarian conscience, suitably stirred
by the vigorous application of the swizzle-sticks of 

pqmass-media. 7

The dilemma confronting the Biafran leaders was how to 

translate this international concern, into a sufficient weight of 

world-wide affirmation of the justice and validity of Eastern 

autonomy to overcome Federal resistance to the disintegration 

of the Federation-^ ; and secondly, how to sustain international 

concern for the civilians in the war zone until the former 

objective could be achieved. It was the Biafrans' solution 

to this latter problem which blocked the establishment of mutually 

agreeable corridors for the transportation of relief supplies. 

The hawks who dominated Biafran policy-making saw that an un­ 

hampered relief operation would, by eradicating starvation in 

the enclave, almost surely reduce international interest in 

Biafra's struggle. So far as -they were concerned "the relief 

operation as it stood" - to use St. Jorre f s words - "though far 

from satisfactory in terms of saving lives at home, was doing 

Biafra a power of good abroad, publicizing its case and filling 

its coffers. A relief pact would have taken the steam out of

29. Kirk-Greene, op.cit. (1971), Vol.2, p.57.

30. It has been argued by some observers that Biafra's focus 
upon the international concern for starving Biafrans as a mech­ 
anism for the generation of political support was counter-prod­ 
uctive. Cronje, for example, asserted that "On the whole, the 
emphasis on suffering and the relief of it damaged Biafra's 
chances of gaining international recognition. The problem came 
to be regarded as a humanitarian rather than a -political dilemma; 
it was easier to donate money for milk than to answer Biafra's 
international challenge." (Cronje, op.cit., p.211) 'In a similar 
vein, the authors of The Other Side of Nigeria's Civil War noted 
that "Relief also functions as a political ideology. By pro­ 
viding the images through which the Civil War is seen - tribal­ 
ism, genocide, etc. - it shapes the way people understand the 
conflict. These images function to distort the problem and obscure 
the origins of the war. While they waken humanitarian impulses, 
they deaden political understanding." (Africa Research Group 
The Other Side of Nigeria's Civil War (Cambridge, Mass., 1970),~
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the first and dried up the second. 11 ^

Not surprisingly, the Biafrans did not articulate their 

objections to various proposed relief corridors in terras of

their desire to sustain a high-level of international concern
"52

for famine victims in the war zone. Therefore, a statement

that such an intention lay at the root of their policy can be 

no more than an hypothesis. The strength of such an hypothesis 

appears to be considerable, however, when the articulated ration­ 

alizations upon which the Biafrans based their rejections of 

relief proposals are compared with the impact of those rejections 

on the civilian population. Probably the best illustration of 

this disparity was to be found in the Biafrans 1 rejection of 

the relief agreement signed by the FMG and the ICRC in September 

1969- Biafra objected to the principle that the 'FMG could call 

relief flights down to Lagos for inspection if it wished. The 

Biafrans claimed that this threatened their security by making- 

it possible for FMG aircraft to 'tailgate* relief flights into 

Uli (even though the ICRC planned to eliminate this possibility 

by arranging for any flight called down at Lagos to fly back to 

Cotonou prior to heading for Uli.) To eliminate any chance 

of Federal treachery the Biafrans demanded a third party guaran­ 

tee. The ICRC responded the following day, asserting that the 

Biafrans had not spelled out the details of what they wanted in

31. St. Jorre, Q2.jci.t» , p.

32. Although, as the war drew near its end, there was apparently 
a greater readiness to admit the political rationale which lay 
behind their obstruction of relief operations. According to St. 
Jorre, Ojukwu told Lord Carrington in late 1969 that he had 
rejected the daylight flight schemes proposed in the summer and 
autumn of 1969 because of '"mainly political reasons. 1 " (St. Jorre, 
op. cit. , p

33- Times. 13 September 1969-
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such a guarantee, and that, in any event, such a matter was 

political and exceeded the ICRC's brief. ICRC spokesmen said 

all they could no was ask the Biafrans "'Do you persist in 

refusing the supplies of food and medicaments which are ready 

to go? 1 "-^ Biafra refused to budge, even to accept the written 

declaration of intent offered by the FMG.-^ Nor would the 

Biafrans accept Federal assurances that they would not use 

relief flights to cover a military operation when these were 

given to the American government.

All this time the death rate from starvation in Biafra 

was steadily mounting. As Norman Kirkham put it in a report 

from the enclave in November 1969 i

...the death toll among the children begins to mount 

again as Biafra reaches the end of an early harvest and 

prepares to reap the next early in the new year... It is 
impossible to convey in precise statistics the awful 

suffering in the worst areas... I am convinced that relief 
agency estimates of between two and three thousand deaths 
a day are modest. Many thousands more have little strength 
left and a few days without food would undoubtedly kill 

them, ,, , Church' agencies have been flying in recently up 
to 200 tons each night from Sao Torne but they estimate
that this must be increased by at least 300 tons to tackle

tn 
acute problems. '

It is difficult to escape the conclusion that Biafra ! s 

leaders were playing politics with their followers lives, counting 

on moral pressure from the outside to force Federal acquiescence 

in Biafran sovereignty. Among the various policies and percept-

34. Times, 16 September 1969-

35. Times, 23 October 1969.

36- Guardian, 18 November 1969.

37. Daily Telegraph. 22 November 1969.
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ions which comprised the politics of hunger Biafra f s manipul­ 

ation of international concern for its civilians was, however, 

matched in importance by another aspect of the inter-face between 

the belligerents and the international community: Federal 

hostility toward the international relief organizations which 

involved themselves in the conflict.

Federal antipathy towards the international relief agencies 

dated from the earliest days of their intervention on behalf 

of war victims. When the church-sponsored relief groups 

shipped cargoes on flights which were also carrying arms to 

Biafra, the FMG was outraged. As St. Jorre put it:

Arms kept Biafra going and it was well-known that, in 
the early days, the Churches had condoned the despatch 
of mixed cargoes to Uli. This poisoned relations between 
the Churches and the Federal Government throughout the

•zO

rest of the war,

Even the first flight made by the ICRC into the enclave caused 

resentment in the FMG, which believed that the rebels had taken 

advantage of its declaration of a two-day hiatus in Federal

air operations and had stepped up their arms flights into the
39 enclave.

As reports reached Lagos of a large-scale mobilization of 

resources for use in Biafran relief, Federal antipathy to the 

agents of this international concern waxed. When, in May 1968,

38. St. Jorre, op. cit. t p.2/fl.

39. Statement issued by the FMG in Lagos on 2? May 1968.
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the ICRC presented the FMG with the demand that "in accordance 

with the letter and the spirit of the Geneva Conventions, every 

facility be granted it [the ICRC] to have an extensive lifting 

of the blockade enabling the passage through of relief supplies" 

the FMG not only rejected the request but appended to its re­ 

jection an accusation that the ICRC was acting as a "tool of 

rebel propaganda".^° As the summer of 1968 wore on, Federal 

hostility intensified. On July 5th the FMG felt constrained to 

announce, in response to reports that the British government had 

succumbed to pressure from British relief groups, which wanted 

to use RAF aircraft to air-drop accumulated stores of food and 

medicine into the enclave, that "Instructions have been issued 

to the Nigerian Air Force to seek and destroy all aircraft which 

enter into Nigeria on missions not expressly authorized and 

cleared by the Federal Military Government."^ 1 . This announcement 

was followed on the 8th of July with a general castigation of the 

relief agencies for their pro-Biafran attitudes and disregard for 

Federal sovereignty:

Since Ojukwu and his gang began to play politics with the 

sufferings of the masses in the rebel held areas, several 

foreign relief organisations, particularly in Britain, 

have been trying to fish in troubled waters. They have 

foolishly exploited the problems created by the sick and 

hungry in the distressed areas to defy in a most annoying 

manner the authority of the Federal Military Government. 

They have not disguised their admiration for the rebels' 

continuing resistance to the Federal authorities even 

though they know it is this resistance that has brought

^°- Topical Red^Cross News, No.lO?b, Geneva. 31 May 1968- and 
Financial Times,29 May 1968. ' '

J»l. Lagos radio report, 5 July 1968 (BBC ME/2815/BA); and Times 
9 July 1968.    
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about the refugee situation which they now claim to oe 

interested in solving. The motives of these so-called 

humanitarian organisations have been clear right from the 
time they began to feature in our crisis. Their actions 
and public statements have demonstrated that they are not 

interested in seeing peace returned to this country. It 

is clear to us and to all impartial observers that the 
sole aim of these groups is to assist the secessionist 

forces in their criminal act of breaking up our country. 
They hope that after this disgraceful objective has been 
achieved, the way will be open for them to carry out a 
carefully hatched imperialist conspiracy to other African 
countries.

The origins of the Federal hostility to the relief agencies 

were multi-fold. Federal perceptions of the military signif­ 

icance of the relief operation, and particularly of the nightly 

penetration of the Federal blockade by a mixed fleet of ICRC, JCA, 

and arms flights, have already been examined. Of equal if not 

greater importance in determining Federal attitudes toward the 

relief operation, however, were the FMG's views on the general 

issue of international involvement in the Civil War.

If Biafra gaw international intervention as its last, best 

hope of securing independence, the Federal Government was equally 

strongly opposed to international involvement in what it saw as 

a domestic affair. From the earliest days of the war the FMG 

stressed the domesticity of the conflict. Immediately after 

the outbreak of hostilities the Federal government warned fellow 

members of the OAU that it would consider the diplomatic recog­ 

nition of Biafra a breach of relations. At the same time Gowon 

attempted to minimize the conflict between the Federal and 

secessionist regimes, referring to the outbreak of fighting as

. Lagos radio talk, 8 July 1968 (BBC ME/2817/B/2).
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Ifl a surgical police action and not civil war 1 ."^* For the

first ten months of the war international involvement was mini-
\s 

mized, with what intervention that did occur largely favouring

the FMG - for example, Britain and Russia's decisions to supply 

arms to the Federal armed forces. Things began to fall 

apart, however, in the spring of 1968. Recognition of Biafra's 

sovereignty by four African states, pressure in Britain to cut 

off the flow of arms to Nigeria^ , and widespread appeals for a 

ceasefire arrangement, all of these were indicators of the 

growing inclination on the part of the international community 

to intervene in the conflict.

Spokesmen for the FMG were quick to vent their antipathy 

toward any person or organization which articulated the inter­ 

national community's growing sense of unease about the impact 

of the war. For example: when Cardinal Heenan, the Archbishop 

of London, condemned the belligerents for the suffering they were 

causing among Eastern civilians, Federal spokesmen quickly re­ 

taliated with an attack on the Churches for their partisan­ 

ship in the conflict: "...neither the Church of England or the 

Roman Catholic Church is a pacificist organization. Their 

opposition to the war in Nigeria can only derive from their 

support for the break-up of the country... 11 ^ Its most vehement

. Kirk-Greene, gp_.cjlt. (1971) Vol.2, p. 3-

i|i|. Biafra was largely limited to the commercial market for arms 
(at least until the French intervened in Sept. 1968). For a detailed 
analysis of the arms trade during the war see Cronje, op. cit. , Chs. 
3, ^, and 12.

^5. For an illustration of strength of feeling in the UK about 
Britain's position as the chief armourer of the Federal armed forces, 
see the press reports of the special debate in Parliament in August 
1968. (These are collected together in the Press release GEN-285, 
issued by the Biafran Overseas Press Division, Geneva, 31 Aug. 1968).

k&. Cited in Kirk-Greene, op. cit. (1971) Vol.2, p.V7.
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condemnations, however, the .federal government reserved for the 

international relief organizations. This was largely determined 

by the evolving mode of international intervention in the conflict.

Rationalizing their timidity by referring to legalistic 

interpretations of the meaning of national sovereignty^ , most 

national or international bodies of an official nature avoided 

direct involvement with relief operations. Mindful of domestic 

outrage at the reported levels of civilian suffering in the war 

zone, they instead channelled funds and material to the unofficial 

organizations which dominated the transportation and distribution 

of relief aid for the enclave's population. Analyzing American 

policy towards the conflict and relief operations, Lee Auspitz 

noted:

Though the United States was in the forefront of nations 

when it came to taking credit for the success of the 
Nigerian ! showcase 1 it has seized on the present turmoil 

as an occasion to withdraw to a pious wringing of the 
hands. The new American posture was struck in an eloquent 
address by Under-Secretary of State Katzenbach in December 
1968. Katzenbach enumerated the reasons for America's 
helplessness in remedying the situation: its wisdom in not 
supplying arms to either side; its determination to pursue 

a humanitarian course; its firm belief that it could not 

be the policeman of the world; its reluctance to intervene 

in a situation that was essentially African. All of these 

self-imposed restraints made the United States powerless 

to act, though it would continue to provide relief, monies 

and to use routine diplomatic channels to hasten a settlement 

... The lesson of Vietnam was to let the Biafrans starve.

For an illustration of the debate over the meaning of sover­ 
eignty in the context of the Nigerian famine, see the discussion 
of Canadian relief policy in Brewin, A. and MacDonald, D. C:;.:.aaa 
and the Biafran Tragedy James Lewis and Samuel (Toronto, 1970)  , 
pp.130-133.
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The US was willing to deal with the situation through 

intermediaries but not to take a visible role on its own.

The consequences of this timorous official approach to the 

war and problems of relief were two-fold. The self-defined 

limits on official involvement in the relief operation circum­ 

scribed the effectiveness of efforts made by the relief agencies. 

Western governments provided all the material resources but none 

of the political power needed to effectively counter-act the 

impact of the nutritional crisis. The WCC summed up the problem 

in a statement issued in August 1968:

Governments generally have avoided their own responsibility 

by designating the Churches and other voluntary organizations 
as channels of this desparately needed relief, knowing very 
well that without strong Government and political action 
the Red Cross, the WCC, Caritas, and even UNICEF cannot 
deliver the food and medicine to the starving people. "

This point of view was echoed by Lee Auspitz:

Unfortunately, the available intermediaries are simply not 

equipped to exert any decisive pressure to stop the star- 

' vation. The favoured intermediaries of Mr. Katzenbach 
were the Organization of African Unity...for political 

aspects of negotiation and the International Committee of 

the Red Cross...for relief efforts. Both of these agencies 

have had severe difficulties in meeting the urgent demands 

of the situation... The ICRC, for its part, has sent Dr. 
August Lindt...as a go-between to negotiate for increased 
relief. But since any given proposal has military impli­ 

cations that seem to favor one,side or the other, Lindt's 

experience has not been very happy. Lacking.-the power base

48. Auspitz, L. "Biafra and the Bureaucrats: Anatomy of a Bloody 
Mess" gipon Forum 5 (2) 1969.

- Guardian .10 August 1968, p.7. .



that would enable him to threaten or cajole the two sides 

to accept his proposals, his diplomatic credit has become 

quickly exhausted in the recriminations on relief that are 

part of the propaganda war between Nigeria and Biafra. 
...If Mr. Nixon wants to get massive relief into Biafra 

he must recognize that this means anticipating political 

trouble with the Nigerians, possible objections from the 

Biafrans, and complications for Great Power diplomacy. 

It is the stubborness of these political forces that makes 

the present policy of dealing through conventional channels 

and intermediary agencies ineffective... the longer the

United States delays using its leverage the greater will
SO be the cost in innocent lives...

The second consequence of official Western policy toward 

the conflict and relief action was that the relief agencies wore 

made highly visible targets for Federal rancour. It was left 

largely to the unofficial relief organizations to exert pressure 

for Federal acquiesence in penetration of the blockade; and 

when efforts to conclude an agreement on relief corridors failed, 

the relief agencies were left to assume the full burden of 

Federal resentment of Biafran relief.

The relief agencies themselves were not, however, wholly 

without responsibility for the hostility with which the FMG 

greeted their activities. In some cases their endeavours appeared 

to be motivated by political partisanship. As St. Jorre noted:

[some of the agencies] went far beyond their humanitarian 

brief and made a bad situation worse by becoming active 

Biafran propagandists. This was most true of the Catholics, 

particularly Caritas, Africa Concern and the Irish Order 
of the Holy Ghost, which had more than a hundred priests

and nuns in Biafra. They did a tremendous job and saved 
countless thousands of lives but many of them were 'political

50. Auspitz, loc.cit



priests' who tended to become more Biafran than the 

Biafrans...

These pro-Biafran attitudes had complex origins. Their 

fundamental source lay in the relief agencies' committment to 

the principles and imperatives of humanitarianism. Their 

humanitarian fervour was translated into political support for 

Biafra largely as a result of the plausibility of Biafran accus­ 

ations of Federal genocide. When confronted with accounts 

(often exaggerated) of the atrocities visited on Ibos during the 

May and September riots, with reports of the slaughter of 

innocent Eastern civilians by advancing Federal troops, and with 

Federal intransigence on the question of relief corridors at a 

time when millions were reportedly starving to death in the 

enclave, many of the individuals and groups engaged in the pro­ 

vision of relief for the population of the war zone accepted the 

veracity of Biafran assertions that the future safety of the 

Ibos could be guaranteed only by Federal acquiescence in Eastern 

autonomy. As the African Research Group put it:, "Saving Biaf­ 

rans was difficult to distinguish from saving Biafra. The image

of genocide became...the catalytic impulse for the Biafran
'"52 

relief movement. ^

Not all of the apparent partisanship of the relief agencies 

was voluntary, however. The Biafran government's attempt to 

transform international concern into political intervention in 

its favour went beyond the construction of a propaganda campaign, 

which linked starvation in the enclave to a Federal policy of

51. St. Jorre, op.cit., p.251-

52. Africa Research Group, op.cit.



genocide, and the survival of Ibos to Eastern autonomy, ^ It 

carried on into a more sinister manipulation of the humanitarian 

fervour of the relief agencies. The Biafran leaders imposed 

conditions on the delivery of relief into the enclave which if 

accepted amounted to a de facto recognition of the sovereignty 

of the secessionist regime. The relief agencies, if they 

wished to carry out their humanitarian mission were forced to 

accept these conditions, even though in Federal eyes this gave 

their activities a definite flavour of partisanship.^^ For 

example: although the Geneva Conventions allow signatories to 

supervise the transport of relief supplies to their destination, 

Biafra refused to accept food or medicine which had come under 

Federal control. A number of relief agencies accepted the 

Biafran's objections and rationalized on this basis their dis­ 

regard of Federal strictures on the delivery of relief supplies. ^

Some agencies were much more vulnerable to this form of 

moral blackmail than others. The ICRC, for example, resisted this 

Biafran ploy. Although it based its activities on a humanitarian

53. For a striking illustration of all the integral components of 
this propaganda campaign, see the press release GEN-2^6 issued by 
the Biafran Overseas Press Division in Geneva on 29 July 1968.

. The involuntary nature of the apparent partisanship of the 
relief agencies was also recognizable concerning the question of 
a ceasefire. As Cervenka explained: "...the relief organizations 
vehemently supported the call for a ceasefire, which they SL,V; as 
the necessary pre-condition for carrying out a really effective, 
unimpeded, relief operation in the war-affected areas. This 
coincided with Biafra ! s call for a ceasefire, which was made for 
entirely different reasons. Biafran leaders assumed (probably 
quite rightly) that, once the Federal Military Government had 
agreed to a ceasefire, it would be almost impossible, in the face 
of public opinion, to resume fighting and^the existence of Biafra 
would therefore have to be accepted." (Cervenka, Z. The Ili^erian 
War 1967-197Q: History of the War, Selected Bibliography an.d^:)o cu­ 
rrents Bernard and Grae'f e "Verlag FUr Wehrwesen (Frankfurt am >Iai t:', "
1971, p

55- St. Jorre, op.cit. , p. 237



mandate - specifically, the role assigned it under the 

Geneva Conventions - the ICRC was impelled by considerations 

for its future acceptability as a neutral administrator of aid 

to victims on both sides of any conflict to confine its activities 

to those which were acceptable to the FMG. In the summer of 

1963, when pressure to get the large-scale airlift going was 

building up, the ICRC persistently attempted to restrain the 

impatience of other agencies at the slow - and in the end non­ 

existent - progress being made in negotiations over an agreed 

relief corridor. ' On August 13th Hella Pick reported from Geneva 

that Dr. Lindt was being forced to 'appease 1 agencies and govern­ 

ments which had donated money and supplies for the relief action. 

"He is also evidently trying to restrain the voluntary agencies

from going ahead with efforts of their own to break the blockade
56 and fly in relief planes."^ The Daily Telegraph of August

23rd, 1963 carried a similar report of dissension within the 

ranks of the humanitarians:

At the Geneva conference last week, I understand, Mr. 

August Lindt...was under severe pressure from donors 

and charity workers to rush supplies into Biafra by any 

means... Oxfam, Caritas, and the WCC favoured disregard­ 

ing the FMG... Mr. Lindt stressed the necessity for the 

ICRC to preserve its traditions of working with the per-

56. Guardian, 13 August 1968.



57 mission of governments.

Again, in 1969, following the collapse of the ICRC air­ 

lift in the wake of the FMG's destruction of the Swedish Red 

Cross DC-7, the ICRC resisted pressure to recommence its fligh 

operations without the sanction of the FMG. Its attitude.-was 

succintly summed up in the following report from the Times of 

September ifth:

The committee cannot, it says, do what their Cotonou

57. These differing interpretations of the relative values of 
neutrality and urgency underlay the failure of the churches and 
the ICRC to merge their air operations. There was, at least within 
the VVCC, a strong initial impulse toward cooperation with the ICRC. 
At its Assembly in Uppsala in July 1968 the WCC issued the follow­ 
ing statement: "We would once more like to explain that our policy 
in not operating from Sao Tome and in supporting the actions of 
the ICRC from Fernando Poo are mainly due to two facts: (a) For 
most African countries Portugal and its possessions in Africa are 
an expression of European colonialism and anybody who associates 
with them shows a lack of feeling for the spirit of freedom and 
independence of the new African nations, (b) We are in no position 
to prejudge the outcome of the hostilities in Nigeria but we aust 
recognize that we have also a large church constituency in the 
Federal Republic of Nigeria and it would be tragic if, at a time 
when hostilities have ceased, we would be unable to extend our aid 
for reconstruction and development to all communities affected by 
the war. In supporting the relief actions of the ICRC we believe 
that we are keeping the doors open." (Lloyd et al, op.cit. , pp. 6-7). 
Their contacts with the ICRC, however, soon dimmed the ardour with 
which the WCC pursued a connection with the Red Cross airlift. 
Lloyd asserted that: "Dr. Lindt made it clear that he and the Red 
Cross did not approve of the churches 1 effort to start an airlift, 
and that they were not interested in a joint venture. When the Red 
Cross finally did on July 31st, 1968 get clearance to fly to Biafra 
at night, they were not prepared to give the code signals and radio 
frequency to Captain Duch [the DANCHURCHAID flight operations chief] 
(Lloyd et al, loc. cit.) At the same time the ICRC's commitment 
to operating out of Fernando Poo, where its cargoes could be in­ 
spected by the FMG's consul, drove the church agencies and the 
ICRC apart. The government of Fernando Poo had placed a ban on 
ni^ht flying YJhich, with the Nigerian Air Force effectively restr­ 
icting access to Uli to the hours of darkness, limited the daily 
utilization of each aircraft to one round trip into the enclave. 
The church agencies, especially Caritas, were unwilling to accept 
such a restriction on their activities, and opted to establ 
their base of operations on Sao Tome, where no limits on 
hours existed. (Lloyd et al. loc. cit.)



pilots have been suggesting recently, that is hand over 

their aircraft and relief to another organization willing 

to fly in defiance of the Federal government. This, they 

think, would be as much an offence against their own con­ 

ventions as flying over Federal air space themselves with­ 

out permission... The ICRC are particularly sensitive about 

being involved in the political discussions that have been 

going on since the airlift stopped on June 5th. They are 

aware that their position of impartiality is in constant 

danger and one often gets the impression, when speaking to 

senior ICRC officials, that they fear Biafra could be the 
ruination of the Committee, which was founded in 1863, if 
they are not all very careful... A senior ICRC official 
told me: f \Ve dare not force this issue. People often do 
not understand that for the sake of people in dozens of 
other countries and possibly many wars to come, we must 
work with the agreement of both sides in their involvement. 
At the moment we are constantly in danger of losing our 

position in the eyes of many countries. We have limits 
and they are nothing to do with courage but with our own 

role.'

No such considerations restrained the church-sponsored 

groups active in the relief operation. Perhaps the strongest 

illustration of the attitudes which infused the participating 

members of the church-sponsored relief airlift came in the follow­ 

ing statement issued at a plenary session of JCA held in December 

1969. The statement was a direct response to doubts about the 

wisdom of continuing the 'clandestine' airlift which had been 

expressed at a WCC Assembly held one week earlier:

The organizations participating in Joint Church Aid all 

recognize that relief work has political side effects. 

This is true of relief work in Nigeria as in 'Biafra, but 

they do not see that they are left with any choice. Joint 
Church Aid has supported directly and indirectly all ini­ 

tiatives to establish more regular and effective alterna­ 

tives to night flights.



To stop the airlift now would not only have political 

consequences, but also result in the death of millions of 

innocent civilians. It would establish starvation not 

only as a legitimate weapon of war but also as a partisan 

tool in the hands of groups pursuing their own motives.

Concerned to follow the divine law which commands that 

above all we serve our neighbour in need we have no alter­ 
natives but to continue the relief work for as long as it 

is an effective means of alleviating the present suffering

It is difficult to assign blame or praise to either of 

these groups for their choice of policy regarding clandestine 

deliveries of relief supplies. As St. Jorre noted, the relief 

agencies were, in a situation in which no agreement could be 

reached on methods and routes for a mutually acceptable penetrat­ 

ion of the Federal blockade, confronted with the question:

Should relief agencies defy a sovereign government in order 
to save life and fulfil their humanitarian mission? The 
ICRC had opted for the path of legality, the Churches, less 
encumbered by sets of rules, precedents and international 
obligations, chose defiance... Given the Protestant and 
Catholic Churches' deep missionary commitment in Biafra - 

the most intensely missionized part of Africa - it is 

difficult to see how they could have acted otherwise. 
Their local interest dictated that they should defy the 

Federal government, whereas the ICRC's international respon 

sibility had, with a similar cogency, demanded that it
59 should be obeyed. '

Not all of the animosity between the FMG and the relief 

agencies was attributable to the voluntary or involuntary appear­ 

ance of partisanship on the part of the humanitarians. The 

agencies often unnecessarily antagonized the Federal authorities 

by casually disregarding Federal sensitivities. Some of the

58. Lloyd, et al., Appendix k

59. St. Jorre, op.cit., p.249-



relief groups which appeared on the scene in Nigeria/Biafra in 

the summer of 1968 were as notable for their propensity to drav; 

attention to themselves as for their contribution to the relief 

of starving civilians. As Kirk-Greene put it:

...it was not hard for some of the less experienced of the 
relief personnel to prejudice their position by mis-handled 
protocol, an inadequate grasp of ligistics, and sheer over- 
enthusiastic under-organization...the noisy attitudes of 
the international relief agencies, for all their honourable 
intentions, had much of the makings of provoking a conflict 
in their own. right.

What Kirk-Greene called the 'noisy attitudes' of the relief 

agencies reflected several disparate impulses. For example, 

many of the relief agencies were impelled toward publicization 

of their efforts by their need for contributions of financial 

and other forms of support. Voluntary aid agencies are constantly 

caught up in the problem of stimulating humanitarian reactions; 

and one of their most frequent approaches to solving this dilemma 

is a gross exaggeration of the severity and urgency of any given 

disaster situation. In the case of Biafra, pronouncements on the 

actual and prospective death rate in the enclave appear to have 

been inflated, and for just such a reason. At the same time 

the emphasis placed by many agencies on securing air as opposed 

to surface relief corridors reflected a desire to obtain a 

heightened public awareness of their endeavours - planes being 

loaded with blankets, medicines or other (often unessential) 

relief goods transmit a much greater (and more newsworthy) sense 

of urgency than does a ship plodding over the seas.

60. See, for example, press reports of a proposed evacuation of 
children from the enclave in the Guardian, 2i\ July 1968.

61. Kirk-Greene, Q-p.cit. (1971) Vol.2, pp.57-58.,



A second facet of the agencies' behaviour which irritated 

Federal sensibilities was the arrogance of some relief personnel. 

The most striking example of this was to be found in the character 

of Dr. August Lindt, the ICRC's chief of operations. Everyone 

who met, or had dealings with, Dr. Lindt was immediately struck 

by two characteristics: first the undoubted intellectual capacity
V

of the man; and secondly his equally forceful display of arrogance, 

St. Jorre's summary of Lindt was superb:

VJith tremendous energy he got the relief operation going, 
especially on the Nigerian side, secured the 'at your own 
risk 1 concession from the Federal government to fly into 
Biafra, and injected into the task a much needed inspirat­ 
ional spirit. But he was temperamentally unsuited to 
cope with the complex political subtelties of the crisis 
and the sensitivities of the belligerents... He flitted 
from side to side tirelessly arousing everyone's suspicions 
... He also tended to take the law into his own hands and 
some of his negotiating techniques were closer to those of 
a nineteenth-century mill-owner handling the labour than 
those normally associated with an ambassador who had served 
his country in Washington and Moscow. 'If he spoke to the 
Americans and Russians as he does to us, ' a Nigerian 
diplomat once complained to me... 'it's a wonder that Switz-

£\2
erland is still around- '

Although Lindt 's insensitivity was perhaps the more serious, 

considering the position he occupied, his disdain for the feelings 

of the Nigerians was matched throughout the Swiss and most other 

international contingents of the relief operation represented in 

Lagos. It is unclear to what extent this reflected sheer racial 

prejudice. Conversations soon revealed that there was a great 

deal of this- Most important- in determining attitudes toward the 

Nigerians, however, was the fact that they had been unable to

62. St. Jorre, op.cit. , p
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organize for themselves the assistance their own people required. 

This was taken as a general mark of incompetence and when re­ 

inforced by encounters with the unquestionable lethargy and 

evasion of responsibility typical of the lower levels .of the 

Federal bureaucracy, fostered a contempt for all Nigerians. 

Like the Chinese torture of a thousand slices, myriad small 

affronts to Nigerian pride and dignity finally resulted in bitter 

resentment of the presence of the offending relief agencies and 

the eventual demise of the international relief operation.

The cumulative consequence of all these irritations of 

Federal sensibilities - the growing involvement of the inter­ 

national community in the conflict, Biafran manipulation of 

international concern, and the tactlessness of some relief agencies 

- was an intensifying Federal hostility to the activities of the 

relief organizations. This reached a peak in mid-July 1968, 

when the FMG, "having taken just about all it could endure from 

some of the more 'where-angels- fear-to-tread 1 humanitarianists", 

summoned representatives of the relief groups to a meeting with 

Gowon, At this gathering all the relief agencies, but especially 

the representatives of Caritas and OXFAM, were cautioned against 

their "deepening political involvement." **

As relief operations actually got under way on a significant 

scale in August/September, 1968, and each side was able to sort 

out from the welter of rhetoric surrounding the question of 

relief the actual intentions of the other, tensions between the 

FMG and the relief agencies subsided to an extent. The most 

violent impact of Federal hostility to the relief agencies was

63. Kirk-Greene, op^cit. (1971), Vol.2, p. 58. See also the reports 
of talks on Lagos radio, BBC ME/2827/B/2 and ME/2831/B/2.
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not to be felt until the late spring of 1969 when the FI-IG, 

frustrated by events in the military arena, lashed out at the 

relief agencies. It appears that the event which triggered 

off this Federal attack was the sudden emergence of Joino Church 

Aid's former chief of air operations, Count von Rosen, as the 

leader of a series of assaults made by the Biafran Air Force on 

Federal targets during May 1969- Von Rosen's 'Minicon' aircraft 

only marginally altered the military balance - although, in 

conjunction with raids made by Biafran ground forces on oil 

prospecting camps in the Mid-West, Biafran air strikes on Federal 

oil installations did crimp the surging flow of oil revenues
r >

into the Federal war chest. ^ However, as another instance of 

undesirable international intervention in the conflict, they 

roomed large in Nigerian'minds.

Their smouldering anger and distrust of the international 

community re-ignited by von Rosen's intervention, the Federal 

authorities struck at that community's humanitarian agents, with 

which von Rosen had been so closely associated. On Play 27th 

the ICRC's chief delegate to Nigeria and Biafra, Dr. August 

Lindt, was detained by the Lagos airport commander, and although 

Dr. Lindt was released on the following day without any charges 

being laid against him, the FMG declared him personna non grata 

on June 1/fth, accusing him of political involvement in the cause 

of the Biafrans. The meaning of Lindt's.detention and expulsion 

was explained by Kirk-Greene:

...this [Lindt's expulsion] was the climax rather than

the cause of months of mounting irritation by the Nigerians

at the undeniable relationship (if not a causal link)

6^}. For a more detailed analysis of the impact of these combined 
air and ground attacks, see Cronje, op.cit.. pp.lij.8-157.



between relief supplies and the undreamed of protraction 
in the Biafran defense... Impatience with Western European 
susceptibilities was exacerbated by the connection in 
the Nigerian minds between Count von Rosen's threatening 
revival of the Biafran mini-air force and intolerable 
interference by humanitarianists in general. The under­ 
standable resentment of Nigerian opinion now found ex­ 
pression in further lambasting of these relief organizations 
by the Nigerian press, especially the ICRC, as being run 
by 'thoroughly discredited European humanitarians 1 and 
'hirelings of imperialism 1 and in the angry demands by 
student and trade union movements for the Government to 
remove its kid gloves and end the war forthwith. Dr. 
Lindt's subsequent condemnation of the rashness of the 
von Rosen exploits came too late to save the ICRC relief
co-ordinator or indeed the ICRC itself: it never regained

65 its position in Nigeria. ^

This attack on the leading representative of the ICRC was, 

however, pushed into the background by the Federal Air Force's 

destruction of a Swedish Red Cross DC-7 operating in the ICRC air­ 

lift on the night of June 5th. This action ushered in a new Fed­ 

eral policy toward relief flights which reflected a changed balance 

between Lagos' hardliners and moderates. The preceding tolerance of 

the relief agencies 'clandestine' night air operations ended. Though 

the moderates' commitment to seeking a mutually acceptable relief 

corridor was retained, it was apparent that a hawkish perception 

of the nature of relief operations was the dominant factor in

65. Kirk-Greene, op.cit. (1971), pp.117-118. Also see the 
Daily Telegraph, 10 June 1969 for a more extensive sampling 
cTjHthe expressions of hostility to the ICRC in the Nigerian 
press of this period.
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the new Federal policy. As a leader in the Times of 1 uu^y 

1969 summarized the Federal attitude:

The real change here is that in the past the Nigerian 
authorities have in some slight measure connived at relief 

operations to Biafra, arguing that their quarrel was v.'ith 

General Ojukwu and his supporters, not with the Ibos as a 
people. The Nigerians now put the relief agencies in the 
dock and ask them to prove that relief aid will not help the 
Biafran war effort.

Under these conditions the ICRC, ensnared in its long-terra 

commitment to an image of neutrality, had little choice but to 

halt its operations pending the successful outcome of negotiations 

over relief corridors. In an article in the Times of June 21st, 

1969, the ICRC was reported to have made it clear that it would 

1:0 longer allow either of the belligerents to exploit its activities 

for political purposes. Any resumption of relief flights to 

Biafra on the part of the ICRC would be, according to the ICRC 

spokesman, M. JacoAues Freymond, strictly subject to the full 

acceptance of guarantees and conditions by both sides. At the 

same time the ICRC's spokesman rejected charges made by Diallo 

Telli, Secretary-General of the OAU, that Red Cross officials 

were insensitive to the prerequisites of African sovereignty. ' 

M. Freymond said: "On the contrary, we have been extremely 

moderate in our relations with both sides." The fact that the 

ICRC had not replied to propagandistic attacks, M. Freyuiond 

continued, should not be interpreted as a weakness but rather 

as evidence of a desire not to provoke an open breach. The

66. For an illustration of the new balance in Federal policy see 
the text of Chief Enaharo's announcement on June 30. (''Federal 
Government Briefs Relief Organizations on its New Policy" (Document 
,\o.208) in Kirk-Greene op.cit. (1971), pp.^05-/f08).

67. See the report in the Guardian,19 June 1969.



ICRC was prepared to continue its activities for the sake of the 

civilian population, but would no longer tolerate the exploitation 

of humanitarian sentiment for political advantage.

Following a brief but virtually total collapse in relations 

between the FMG and the ICRC after the Federal government withdrew

from it the authority to coordinate relief operations in the
so

territory under Federal control , the quest for mutually accept­ 

able relief corridors was resumed with a new intensity, which 

reflected the gravity of the nutritional situation in the enclave

following the withdrawal of the ICRC's contribution to the
6Q relief airlift. ' A five-day hiatus in contacts between the

68. The Federal Government's action 
unprecedented outburst of indi£nati<
.president 01 T.ne lujrcu, n. ixiarcej. i\avi±jLe. me lUKU's representative 
at the briefing on relief agencies in Lagos had refused to subscribe 
to the joint communique issued following the meeting: President 
Naville reinforced this attitude toward the Federal initiative.

the joint communique issued following the meeting: President 
ille reinforced this attitude toward the Federal initiative, 
described it as 'a conscious affront to all the principles o

.vay 'one v;ou±d snow tne door to an unwortny servant 1 , ne asse 
that the ICRC was not in Nigeria to assuage the conscience of 
'cannon merchants 1 and "reminded 'some people' that not all t 
nptrnl in Ni/zerla could r.roduce sufficient deter/rent to wash
W U \^ !•*/ W V^V _J» *•* %^ dto » *• N^ •*« *b IV %^«rfk W •*• ^ .^b* rvr *vr* v •*» ̂ ^ ,** Mte »» V »* ^r v * «^^d» • ^ *h^ >v ^ V b* ^^ v^^c » M^ >*• ^. ̂ ^

in the Times, 2 July 1969 for these and other cited remarks from 
Naville's press conference of 1 July. Also see Document No.210 
in Kirk-Greene, op.cit. (1971), Vol.2, p.Jfll for ICRC criticisms

M * * I 1 - ^      ^ ^ ^B^ _ _ _ _  -1 -1 _   _ T _ .___ _L\

Naville*s press conference of 1 July. Also see Document No.210 
in Kirk-Greene, op.cit. (1971), Vol.2, p.Jfll for ICRC criticisms 
of the way the press reported Naville's debut).

69. According to a report in the Times the cessation of ICRC 
flights had fostered a recrudescence of mass starvation. Famine 
conditions were expected to reappear because the interruption of 
the airlift coincided with the annual occurrence of the hungry 
season. Also the population was more susceptible to starvation 
than a year before simply because of the hardships undergone in 
the intervening period. (Times, 25 June 1969. See also the report 
in the Times on the next day, June 26th.) These assessments of the 
gravity of the situation inside the enclave in June and July 1969 
Sere later questioned. M. Naville was reported to believe the 
food situation in the enclave was "much less disturbing" than most 
of the recent remarks made on this subject by relief officials in 
Geneva had indicated. Children were perishing of hunger but mass 
starvation had not yet begun, because of the trickle of food other 
agencies were continuing to move into the enclave. However, though 
the food situation f is not yet alarming 1 , Naville added that: "In a 
few weeks - and time is passing very quickly - the point will be 
reached where stocks are completely exhausted." (Cited in -che Times, 
18 July 1969. See also the report in the Times of 28 July 19697^
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ICRC and the FMG, ended when their representatives met together 

with spokesmen for the British government in London.?0 They 're­ 

established 1 relationships, with the result that on July 9th Pre­ 

sident Naville and a team of ICRC negotiators flew to Lagos for 

talks with Federal representatives. These negotiations resulted 

in an agreement between the ICRC and the FMG which provided, first, 

for the transfer of co-ordinating authority to the National Re­ 

habilitation Commission; secondly, for the continuation of the 

ICRC's traditional 1 activities; and finally for one liaison flight 

to be made into the enclave by the ICRC, but no other flights to

be undertaken by the Red Cross until a mutual agreement on relief
71corridors had been concluded. Relief negotiations in the summer

and autumn of 1969 proffered, however, no greater prospect of 

success than those of the previous year. Neither of the

70. See the reports in the Times of 7, 8, and 9 July 1969-

71. See Topic_al Red Cross News No.lSlb, Geneva, 25 July 1969 
for more details.
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belligerents had reversed its previous order of priorities 

regarding humanitarian and political considerations. Federal 

negotiators continued to insist on conditions which made their 

proposals on relief corridors unacceptable to the Biafrans. 

At the same time the Biafran leaders refused to abandon their

perception of the military and political advantages accruing to

72the obstruction of any agreement on relief corridors.

Nor had the intensity of Federal hostility to the inter­ 

national relief organizations changed. Although the ICRC 

restored a degree of cordiality to its relationship with the 

Federal government - largely as a result of its decision not to 

contest the prerogatives of sovereignty exercised by the FMG in 

its announcement of June 30th - relations between the FMG and

the Christian groups which sponsored the ongoing JCA relief
73flights remained strained. ^ In the end the sponsors of JCA -

^ least those affiliated to the World Council of Churches -

began to raise questions about the roots of this Federal animosity, 

At an assembly of the WCC held in Uppsala in December 1969, it 

was suggested within the Division on Inter-Church Aid, Refugee 

and World Service that Federal perceptions of the military and 

political benefits the Biafrans were deriving from the 'clandes­ 

tine 1 operations of the JCA might be accurate:

...should the Churches' major effort to meet this human 
need be the indirect means by which some governments are

72. For details of relief corridor proposals in this period, and 
both Federal and Biafran rationales for their rejection, see the 
Guardian 21 August 1969, the Times k and 15 September 1969, and 
the Guardian 1A November 1969-

73. AS was indicated by Joint Church Aid's vigorous rejection 
of attacks against it. (See "Joint Church Aid Rejects Anti- 
Huuianitarian Agencies Propaganda" (Document No. 216) in Kirk- 
Greene, pp.cit. (1971), Vol.2, pp.i|-26-^27.
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enabled to pursue their own ends and thereby achieve their
7kown goals... H

These doubts reflected three developments of significance 

for the future of the relief operation. The first of these was 

the growing concern among relief workers in the enclave that the 

protein crisis, which had been the chief cause of famine up to

the end of 1969, might be replaced in the immediate future by a
75carbohydrate emergency. ^ Secondly, there was a widening per-

.ception that the onus of responsibility for the failure to 

establish relief corridors had to be shared by the Biafran leaders; 

who had pursued their political objectives without regard to the 

suffering this caused the civilian population. This perception 

stemmed partly from the erosion of belief in the validity of the 

rebels' claims that the FMG was pursuing a policy of genocide. 

As St. Jorre noted, the themes of deliberate mass starvation and 

genocide had been in the forefront of the Biafran propaganda 

campaign since mid-1968- However, they began to lose credibility 

as a result of the physical evidence of large numbers of Ibos 

living in the Federal controlled areas, and the impact of reports 

by foreign correspondents and other observers on the status of
7£

Ibos living in Federal territory. The perceptible strength 

of the Biafran case waned also because of their persistent 

refusal to accept Federal concessions on the operation of air 

corridors which virtually removed any threat of a Federal assault

Ik. Lloyd et al., og± cit. , Appendix

75. See above Chapter Three.

76. St. Jorre, op.cit., p.352.
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along the relief corridor." As St. Jorre put it:

Throughout the protracted negotiations with the ICRC that 

followed [June 1969], it became evident that the Biafrans 
were as obstinate as the Federals on the two central issues 

of exercising their sovereignty over the despatch of relief 
supplies and protecting their military operations... The 

rigidity of Ojukwu's policy was shown by the fact that he 
never once tried to call the Nigerians' bluff - he could 

have, for example, accepted day flights for a short period 
without undue military risk - by agreeing to one of their 

proposed relief corridors. Politically it would have been 
an astute move since if Gowon had refused to play fair the 
whole world would have seen clearly who was at fault.

Finally, it had become increasingly obvious that the prospects 

of the Biafran Army winning a final victory were almost non­ 

existent. Nor had the Biafrans been able to convert either of 

the two great upsurges of international concern for the war's 

victims into a sufficient weight of international intervention 

to break down Federal resistance to the achievement of Eastern 

autonomy. In such circumstances the relief agencies, especially 

the Churches, had to consider the impact of continued defiance 

of the FMG on the future of their organizations in Nigeria.

77. These involved the Federal government's concurrence in 
ICRC plans to originate flights outside Federal territory, with 
inspection normally taking place at the point of origin under the 
auspices of an international team. The FMG would have had only the 
right to call down random flights to Lagos for inspection. And in 
cases where this occurred, the ICRC planned to order the plane 
back to Cotonou prior to carrying the cargo on into the enclave. 
The Biafrans rejected this plan on the grounds that it did not 
meet their requirement of a third force guarantee that the FMG 
would not 'tail-gate 1 relief flights into Uli. This objection 
became increasingly difficult to understand following repeated 
Federal pledges to the ICRC and the US government that it woulu 
not misuse the relief corridor. (See the Times ,15 September 1969 
for the basic elements of the disputed corridor plan).

78. St. Jorre, op.cit., p
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As a DICARWS statement put it:

...the Division expresses its deep distress at the ambiguous 

position in which,the tremendous effort has put Christian 
people, Churches and agencies because of its political side- 
effects.^^

These expressions of doubt came too late, however, to 

enable the relief agencies to reconstruct their relations with 

the FMG. (And in any event, Joint Church Aid rejected the 

WCC's idea that the relief operation might be counter-productive 

to the achievement of a cease-fire and the end of the Federal 

blockade.) Within only a few weeks of the WCC conference, 

Biafra's resistance was brought to an end and the Federal govern­ 

ment, "freed from any constraints on the expression of its feelings 

about the war-time activities of the humanitarian organizations, 

immediately barred those groups it deemed most offensive from any
O-i

further participation in relief operations.

This-was in effect the last act in the politics of hunger. 

To some observers the FMG's vituperative exclusion of the relief 

agencies which had participated in 'clandestine 1 relief was a 

sudden and unwelcome reminder of earlier suspicions that Federal

79. Lloyd et al., lo c.ci t.

80. In a statement issued at the 5th Plenary session of JCA 
it was asserted that: "The organizations participating in Joint 
Church Aid all recognize that relief work has political side 
effects. This is true of relief work in Nigeria as in Biafra, 
but they do not see that they are left with any choice... To 
stop the airlift now would not only have political consequences 
but result in the death of millions of innocent civilians. It 
would establish starvation not only as a legitimate weapon of 
war but also as a partisan tool in the hands of groups pursuing 
their own motives." (Lloyd et al'., log, cit.)

81. The agencies which were banned were Joint Church Aid, Caritas, 
Canairrelief£ Nordic Red Cross Societies, and all other agencies 
which had participated in unauthorized flights direct into the 
enclave. Aid from France, Portugal, South Africa, and Rhodesia 
was also rejected. (Times, 15 January 1970, p.l).
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trhetoric concealed a policy, if not of genocide, then at leas 

of callous disregard for the lives of the Ibo masses. These 

observers saw in the structural elements of the JCA operation, 

and especially in the presence of a fleet of vehicles and relief 

cadres based on Uli, the ideal means of saturating the Biafran 

redoubt with food and medicines. The FMG's insistence that 

relief supplies be moved into the area of the final enclave from 

its perimeter, rather than through its centre smacked, these 

observers believed, of a willingness to see thousands of refugees 

die rather than see any prolongation of the use of the strip

of widened highway which to much of the world symbolized Biafran
£? 

resistance. v

A definitive evaluation of the motivations underlying 

Federal policy on post-war relief is not possible. A strong- 

logistical argument can be made favouring the FMG's refusal to 

base the relief operation on Uli. Reports from relief workers 

who remained in the enclave up to the last days of- the war 

indicated that the logistical advantages to be gained from re­ 

surrecting the Uli based operation may not have been that great.

Vehicles, disappeared, or were in any event in very poor condition
O-z

prior to the collapse. ^ At the same time many of the relief 

personnel who had operated the distributive network had been 

evacuated out of the enclave just prior to its collapse. J^ Of 

greater importance, however, was the fact that the key objective 

of both the FMG and the relief agencies was to transcend, as

82. See the lengthy analysis which appeared in Time Magazine. 
26 January 1970-

83. See the report in the Guardian, 8 December 1969.

See the description of this evacuation in St. Jorre, op. 
pp.395-398.
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rapidly as possible, the emergency stage of operations and 

begin rehabilitation. In order to accomplish this it was 

vital that refugees return immediately to their homes. A 

relief operation based on distribution from the centre of the 

disturbed area would probably not have been as effective in 

encouraging these movements as one in which, as the refugees 

moved out of the final redoubt toward their homes, they were 

in fact travelling toward supplies of food and other relief 

materials located on the enclave's perimeter. ^

In the end, however, it is impossible to escape the con­ 

clusion that, regardless of the extent to which they coincided 

with logistical and/or nutritional criteria, political consider­ 

ations were the essential determinants of Federal policy with 

regard to post-war relief operations. Just as had been the 

case throughout the war, it was impossible to separate the 

question of relief from its political context. The war had 

been fought over the issue of Federal sovereignty in Eastern 

Nigeria. The government had sacrificed large amounts of blood 

and treasure in ensuring that the East remained attached to the 

Federation by more than the ties of geographical contiguity and 

a common heritage of colonial and post-colonial subordination.
V

It was hardly surprising then that the government's reaction to

85. The following passage from the Nigerian Red Cross's report on 
its activities during the Civil War indicates that such a percept­ 
ion may have contributed to the decision not to make Uli the centre 
of the relief operation: "During the last half of January 1970, 
great masses of people trekked from the crowded former enclave to 
their homes, many in regions more productive agriculturally. 
Probably more than a million people made this exodus, and the 
majority of them appeared to be in reasonably good nutritional 
state. Few workers in the field at that time saw any roadside 
deaths due to starvation. 'Open kitchens' were organized along 
major roads radiating from the former enclave to serve the home-bound 
travellers at each stop. Many of them were so anxious to get home 
that they preferred dry rations to cooked meals unless they had 
children with them." (Nigerian Red Cross, opA cit., p.11).
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the international hysteria which followed the final Biafran 

collapse was a rigid defense of its rights to call forward and 

accept only such aid as it deemed necessary and desirable. As 

St. Jorre's description of the mood of the FMG in the days 

following the collapse of the enclave showed, the politics of 

hunger proved as compelling in the post-war period as during 

the preceding eighteen months:

If the Nigerian government had opened its doors to tne 
humanitarians and foreign governments that were clamouring" 
to come in, it is possible that more lives would have been 
saved. But it does not necessarily follow... In any case, 
the Nigeriani'-s mood was far too bitter and xenophobic to 
think along these lines. To the Western world it seemed 
brutal and incomprehensible that the Federal government 
should slam the door. It was as if a poor country had 
suffered some natural disaster like an earthquake and then 
refused to allow anyone, including the International Red 
Cross to come to succour the victims - and all for some 
prickly and ridiculous notion of 'sovereignty'. The 
central fact, however, was that the relief situation at the 
end of the war could not be suddenly taken out of the 
context of the war itself; almost from the beginning relief 
had been inextricably mixed with the politics of the crisis 
and it was impossible to separate them overnight, especially, 
as it seemed, at the whim of the deeply mistrusted foreign 
humanitarians. Rightly or wrongly, Gowon and most Nigerians 
felt that the action of many of the relief organizations, 
particularly the Churches and the countries which supported 
them, had unjustifiably prolonged the war - hence the angry 
cry from Gowon, normally the mildest of men, about 'blood 
money 1 . Unprecedented foreign pressures, doubts and seem­ 
ingly endless criticism during the war had taken their toll 
on the Nigerians. The sudden and virtually bloodless end
came as a great relief to an emotionally and physically 
exhausted people. The internal reaction was not vindictive- 
ness, as many people had expected, but mercy and magna..a;:i':y. 
Nobody had ever believed them during the war, the Nigerians



163

complained, even when what they were saying was demon- 

strably true as, for example, the fact that more Ibos 

were eventually living safely on the i\igerian side of the 

line than hazardously in Biafra. Even with the war over, 
still the feeling of suspicion, the hectoring tone, the 

incredulity of foreigners, especially the whites of the 

West with their own ugly record of wars, brutality and true 
genocide persisted. There was also a political reason for 
keeping the foreigners out. Throughout the war it had 
been Gowon's firm policy to show the Ibos as a people that 
he had nothing against them personally. Turning over the 
whole relief operation to the Nigerian Red Cross, which 

incidentally had many foreigners working for it, was 
designed to prove to the defeated that the Federal govern­ 
ment did, after all, care for their welfare. Having won

Of

the war, Gowon was determined to win the peace.

Having assessed the origins and impact of the politics of 

hunger it now remains only to ask the question whether or not 

they were unique. So far as the elevation of political above 

humanitarian considerations is concerned, the Nigerians and 

Biafrans were hardly the first, and undoubtedly will not be the 

last, governments to pursue political objectives regardless of 

their cost in human suffering; although few, if any, previous 

relief operations had resulted in such acrimonious relations 

between the donors and recipients of relief aid. However, at 

least one observer later argued that there were likely to be 

extreme tensions between donors and recipients in any 'large 1 '

civil war:

...when viable civil wars occur, international relief 

agencies cannot remain pristinely non-political. If 

they try to ignore these tragedies, in effect they favour 

the stronger (usually the authorized) regimes. If they 

respond decisively to the suffering, they are for good

36. St. Jorre, op.cit., pp.



161*

reason almost certain to be identified with one of tne 

contesting sides and to be restricted or excluded by the 

other. The humanitarian aims of the relief organizations 

thus cannot insulate them from political involvement... 
As the events in Nigeria/Biafra showed, international 

relief processes in viable civil wars involve unavoidably 

political tasks being undertaken in an undeniably political
Oo

context. '

87. Davis, M. "The Politics of International Relief Processes 
in*Lar^e Civil VJars: An Editorial Comment" Journal of Developing 
Areas 6 (July 1972), p
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The objective in this final chapter of the thesis is to 

situate the Nigerian experience of famine and relief in relation 

to similar episodes of mass starvation elsewhere in the Third 

World; and to situate the study of acute hunger in the analysis 

of social change in that World.

On first consideration, the Nigerian famine appears to 

fall outside the general pattern of nutritional disasters in 

the Third World. Famine in Nigeria was an overtly political 

phenomenon. The disintegration of the civil order, armed 

conflict between the Federal and Biafran regimes, and the refusal 

of either government to subordinate the pursuit of its political 

objectives to the imperatives of humanitarianism, all of these 

contributed to the starvation of millions of Eastern civilians. 

Most nutritional catastrophes in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, 

however, have been triggered off by natural calamities, such as 

floods and droughts. Although these episodes of mass starvation 

have often been accompanied by the disintegration of pre-existing 

political structures, the relationship has generally been one in 

which mass starvation engendered civil upheaval rather thai: vice 

versa.

In fact, the origins of the Nigerian famine appear to 

have most closely resembled the propellants of mass starvation 

in Western society during the past 100 years. There famine 

has been closely linked to war and revolution, and to the use 

of starvation as a political weapon. From the siege of the 

Paris commune in 1&?0, right up to the blockade of Berlin in 

19^)8, Western men have displayed few qualms about the deliberate 

creation of famine conditions where political advantages could be

1. Consider, for example, the ouster of Haile Selassie in Ethiopia 
and the overthrow of Hamadi Diori in Niger.
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preaped from doing so.

The incongruity of the Nigerian vjith other Third World 

famines was, however, more apparent than real. Certainly the 

triggering events were wholly dissimilar; however, whether the 

catalyst was a natural or a civil disaster, both Nigeria and other 

famine afflicted societies in the Third World suffered the trans­ 

formation of disaster into episodes of mass starvation because 

of a common heritage of underdevelopment. At the same time, 

flaws in the organization and administration of relief have been 

a major determinant of the scale and duration of nutritional 

catastrophes throughout the Third World.

2. in the twentieth century, the Russian people have suffered 
the ravages of famine more severely than any other Western group. 
In each case, these famines have stemmed from civil disasters. 
See Fisher, L.S. The_..Famine in Soviet Russia^ Igl9-192;> Harper 
ex Row (New York, 1927); Dalrymple, D.G. "The Soviet Famine of 
1932-3V 1 ^ Soviet Studies kO (3) 196/t, pp.259-262; and Salisbury, 
H.E. The 900 Days: The Siege of Leningrad Pan Books Ltd. (London, 
197D.

3. The term underdevelopment as used here is meant to indicate a 
process as well as a state. The sense in which the term is used 
is succintly summed up in the following definition of 'dependence 1 
"...dependence is a conditioning situation in which the economies_
of one group of countries are conditioned by the development and 
expansion of others. A relationship of interdependence between 
two or more economies or between such economies and the world 
trading system becomes a dependent relationship when some countries 
can expand through self-impulsion while others, being in a depend­ 
ent position, can only expand as a reflection of the expansion of 
the dominant countries, which may have positive or negative- 
effects on their immediate development. In either case, the 
basic situation of dependence cause these countries to be backward 
and exp-oited. Dominant countries are endowed with technological, 
commercial, capital, and socio-political predominance over depen­ 
dent countries - the form of the predominance varying according 
to the particular historical moment - and can therefore exploit 
them and extract part of the locally produced surplus. Dependence, 
when, is based upon an international division of labour which 
allows industrial development to take place in some countries 
while restricting it in others, whose growth is conditioned by and 
subjected to the power centres of the world." (Dos Santos, T. 
"The Crisis of Development Theory and the Problem of Dependence 
in Latin America" in Bernstein, H. (ed.) Underdevelopment and 
Development: The Third World Today Penguin Books (London,"1973), 
p.76).
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In Chapter Three it was argued that the uneven modernization 

of Nigerian society made the population of the Eastern Region 

highly vulnerable to devastation by mass starvation. Production 

systems had been transformed only to the extent required by the 

capitalist nexus. As a consequence increases in productivity 

and incomes were small. Whatever improvements in productivity 

did occur were absorbed by the rapid growth of population, which 

had itself been triggered off by the infiltration of modern 

medical and social welfare concepts into Nigerian society. 

The net result of these developments was a general inability to 

generate either the food surplusses or the purchasing power which 

would have enabled the populace to endure an interruption of 

current production without severe privation. In fact, without

the development of palliative responses such as migration and
a

the cultivation of cassave, to the problems of overpopulation and

economic impoverishment it is likely that many inhabitants of the 

Eastern Region would have sunk into starvation even without the 

occurrence of a disaster which disrupted production. (Though to 

the extent that they were reversible, these palliative responses 

heightened the region ! s long term vulnerability to famine: they 

shifted part of the burden of support off the regional food 

economy and enabled population growth to continue unchecked.) 

The vulnerability to mass starvation engendered by the 

uneven progress of modernization in the Eastern Region of Nigeria 

has been widely reproduced elsewhere in the Third World. There, 

societies have been characterized by the retention of traditional 

production systems, low productivity, low incomes, high rates of 

population growth, and, inevitably in view of the other character­ 

istics noted, grinding poverty. The peoples of these largely 

agrarian societies have enjoyed only a limited capacity to produce
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food in excess of the immediate requirements of subsistence; 

nor have they been able to generate cash incomes of sufficient 

size to acquire large amounts of foodstuffs from the market. 

Although the actual degree of vulnerability to mass starvation- 

has varied widely throughout the Third World - being most pro­ 

nounced in those areas or societies such as the Eastern Region 

which have been under the greatest pressure from population 

growth - there is no question that it is directly related to 

the nature of the Third World f s connection to Western capitalism*

Malthus believed that famine resulted from the natural, 

absolute scarcity of subsistence resources: a scarcity caused 

by the inherent and ineradicable superiority of man f s reproductive 

over his productive capacities. This certainly appears to 

have been true during most of mankind's history. Prior to the 

industrial and commercial revolutions which, beginning in the 

18th century, transformed life in the West, virtually no society 

v;as immune to the ravages of mass starvation. In nearly all, 

the balance between the requirements for and production of sub- 

sitence goods was so tenuous, and societies 1 ability to redis­ 

tribute food stocks from surplus to deficit areas so limited, 

that any adverse phenomenon could propel a population, regardless 

of its wealth in non-subsistence resources, across the threshold 

of starvation. As Bhatia put it:

There was no direct relation between the economic con­ 
ditions of a people and their vulnerability to famine. 
Thus some of the most terrible famines known in world 
history occurred in ancient India, Egypt, China, Greece, 
and Rome at a time when these were economically the most

k. See McCleary, G.F. The Malthusian Population Theory Faber and 
Faber,Ltd. (London, 1953)V Chapter 3-
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advanced countries in the world.

The advent and fruition of capitalism and industrial 

production systems broke the 'cycle of deprivation 1 in the 

\Vest. Agricultural productivity was transfigured by the addition 

of capital goods to the factor inputs of land and labour v;ith
n

which Malthus was familiar.' At the same time., improvements 

in techniques of communication and transportation enhanced 

societies' capacity to transport both food and people from surplus 

to deficit areas. As a result Western societies were able, 

contrary to Malthus 1 beliefs, to sustain a rapid and massive 

expansion of population and still consistently produce significant 

quantities of subsistence goods in excess of current consumption 

requirements (even though those consumption requirements were 

greatly elevated as a result of widespread improvements in the 

nutritional status of Western populations). As Bhatia, yet 

again, put it:

...the whole tendency of the modern civilization was to

5. Bhatia, B.M. Famines_in India: A Study of some Aspects of the 
Economic History of India'~(lori50.-l943T Asia Publishing House 
(London, 196*3) > PP  1-2.

6. It can be inferred from Malthus 1 Essay on the Principle of 
Population that he believed there was a cycle of Tiuman deprivation 
"in wYich per capita consumption of subsistence goods was, because 
of the inherent disparity between birth rates and the rate of 
growth of output in labour-intensive agrarian societies, inex­ 
orably reduced to a level barely capable of sustaining human 
life. At this point men were highly vulnerable to the transform­ 
ation of any natural or civil disaster which disrupted normal 
supply and demand relations in the food economy into the "powerful 
and obvious check11 of famine - a famine which by reducing populat­ 
ion enabled per capita consumption of foodstuffs to rise until 
the perennial disparity between birth rates and the growth of 
output resulted, once again, in over population and the reduction 
of consumption rates to the point at which men were, yet again, 
highly vulnerable to famine. (See McCleary, op.cit.) .

7. See McCleary, op.cit., Ch.9 and 10.
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rear up intervening influences which rendered the relation 
of actual pressure to natural scarcity less certain, and 
less direct until the two terms, which were once convertible,

o
came to have very little connection with each other.

The material benefits of modernity were, however, largely 

confined to the populations of Western Europe and North America. 

The development in the West of the techniques and technology 

which made possible the consistent production of food surplusses, 

and the elevation of incomes to a level where consumers could 

command food supplies from surplus areas in order to make up 

deficiencies in local production, made little difference in 

the lives of most of the inhabitants of Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America. However, it is clear that,although the objective 

conditions of their lives may not have altered significantly as 

a result of the modernization of Western societj.es,the develop­ 

ment of V/estern capitalism did fundamentally alter the determin­ 

ants of those objective conditions.

The natural and absolute scarcity of subsistence resources 

in which Malthus believed was replaced by an induced and relative 

scarcity. This was largely determined by the nature of the 

Third World ! s nexus with Western capitalistic societies. This 

connection was largely exploitative. Third World societies 

experienced only a selective and partial modernization. Pro­ 

ductive systems were transformed only to the extent required to 

ensure the provision of the raw materials or other resources 

Western rnetropoli sought from the Third World. As these resources 

rarely included the staple foodstuffs of the producing country 

- the Western world having relatively rapidly reached a point 

at which its major agricultural problems involved the disposition

8. Bhatia, pp.cit., p.10.
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of surplus domestic production of staples - there was little 

incentive to foster the adaptation and transfer of high pro­ 

ductivity Western techniques of food production to the subsistence 

sector. Whatever modernization of the agrarian sector - and it 

must be remembered that these are societies in which a large 

majority of the population lives in rural areas and is engaged 

almost wholly in agricultural activities - occurred, v?as largely 

limited to the cash cropping export sector. And even in this 

sector, the major innovations introduced were more directly 

aimed at securing a wider participation in cash cropping than at 

improving the per capita level of productivity.

Food producing systems in most Third World societies 

remained mired in tradition. Neither external nor local markers 

for foodstuffs offered the degree of incentive required to 

foster the extensive adoption of new techniques. Indeed, the 

major force behind whatever improvements did occur in most Third 

World food economies was the pressure of rapid population growth. 

For if the imperatives of capitalism had constrained the diffusion 

of modern food production techniques in Third World societies, 

their connection with the West had resulted in the widespread 

introduction of Western medical techniques and social welfare 

concepts; with the consequence that infant mortality rates fell 

sharply at the same time that longevity rose dramatically. The 

net result - in the absence of concomitant economic developments 

which would have reduced the birth rate - was a rapid and massive 

expansion of population in most Third World states.

The vulnerability fostered by this uneven process of 

modernization has, over and over again, resulted in the trans­ 

formation of disasters which disrupt current production into 

famines. The experience of famine in Nigeria was unusual c«ly
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in the overtly political nature of the events which triggered 

off this transformation process. Other areas of the Third 

World displaying the same characteristics of uneven modernization 

or underdevelopment have suffered more frequently and with at 

least equal, if not greater,,severity from the ravages of mass 

starvation.

Consider, for example,the case of India. Based on his 

study of famines in India in the period from I860-19/f3, Bhatia 

concluded that the imposition of capitalistic imperialism on 

Indian society heightened its vulnerability to famine. The 

creation of the social, political, and economic structures of 

underdevelopment sapped the Indians 1 capacity to resist the 

transformation of calamity into famine. As Bhatia put it:

Under the new conditions famine ceased to be a natural 
calamity and was transformed into a social problem of 
poverty and dearth...the human and institutional factors 
were becoming more important than the natural calamity

Q
in causing distress and starvation.

Similarly, Mitchell saw India's vulnerability to famine as a 

product of her nexus with the West, and the resulting under­ 

development of Indian society:

In Western countries the growth of industries encouraged 
a rapid increase in population and provided for its support. 
In India, industrial development has been artificially 
restricted, and an increasing proportion of the people has 
been forced to depend on a primitive system of agricultural 
production, which, in turn, is less and less able to meet 
the demands placed upon it...

9* -~'^* Although - and for this observation the author is indebted 
-co Arnold Hughes - the colonization of India also engendered the 
growth of modern bureaucratic and transportation systems which 
facilitated the relief of famines when they did occur.

10. Cited in Brown, M. India Need Not Starve Longmans (London, 
, P-vii.
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Strangely enough, probably the most clear cut demonstration 

of the fact that in the modern epoch it has been the nexus with 

capitalism which has heightened non-Western societies vulner­ 

ability to famine involved an underdeveloped Western society - 

Ireland. The great potato famine which ravaged Ireland between 

1345 and I8*f9 appears to contradict the assertion that, in the 

period following the capitalist and industrial revolutions in 

the West, the triggers of famine have been confined to war and 

revolution. However, even in the case of the Irish potato 

famine, the nexus with capitalistic society - in this case, 

particularly with the United Kingdom - underlay the transformation 

of a natural disaster into a nutritional catastrophe.

The ostensible cause of the famine was the destruction 

of successive potato crops by a hitherto unknown form of blight. 

Closer analysis shows, however, that it was the poverty of the 

Irish people which converted the failure of the potato crops 

into a famine. rt lt would be impossible to adequately describe", 

stated the Devon Commission in its report made in 18^3> "the 

privation which they habitually and silently endure...in many 

districts their only food is the potato, their only beverage 

-.vater.. .their cabins are seldom a protection against the weather

...a bed or a blanket is a rare luxury...and nearly in all their
12 homes a pig and a manure heap constitute their only property."

In fact the pre-emptive position of the potato in Irish diets 

was a direct reflection of the impoverished state of the Irish 

masses:

11. For a fascinating and detailed account of the great Irish. 
-QO tat o famine see Woodham-Smith, C. The Great Hunger: Ireland 

-^ Hamish Hamilton (London, 1962).

12. Cited in Woodham-Smith, op.cit. , p. 2k.



...the existence of the Irish people 

wrote Woodham-Smith in his study of the Irish famine,

depended on the potato entirely and exclusively. The 
potato, provided it did not fail, enabled great quantities 
of food to be produced at a trifling cost from a small 
plot of ground... The potato was moreover the most univer­ 
sally useful of foods...it \vas simple to cook; it produced 
fine children; as a diet, it did not pall...neither meal 
nor anything else could replace it. There could be no 
question of resorting to an equally cheap food, no such
food existed. ^

^
The potato had not always so dominated life in Ireland. Its 

supremacy dated from the late 18th century. The extraction of 

agricultural surplusses by (mostly British) absentee landowners 

created such impoverishment among the agrarian labouring classes 

that they were forced to take up the potato as the staple of 

their diet. Their production of other agricultural commodities

- Ireland was a major producer of cereal crops - was almost 

v.'holly devoted to the payment of land rents, failing which there 

was no opportunity even to undertake the production of potatoes. ^ 

At the same time the potato proved itself such an excellent staple 

upon which to base life - being easily grown and highly nutritious

- that the population of Ireland underwent a rapid expansion
15 throughout this period. ^ Thus, when the first major failure of

< 
13. Woodham-Smith, op. cit. , pp. 35-36.

. Woodham-Smith, op. cit. , Ch.3- The impoverishing impact of 
extortionate ground-rents was, of course, not a factor of any 
importance in creating the Eastern Region's dependence on yams 
and cassave. There, it was a combination of soils and climate 
which pushed the starchy tubers rather than any other foods into 
the leading dietary role.

15. Ibid.
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the potato crop occurred in 1845, it fell upon a population which 

had expanded beyond the supportive capacity of any other crop 

grovm in Ireland, and which was, in any event, too impoverished 

to afford any food other than the potatoes, which most families 

produced for their own consumption.

The Irish potato famine was not, however - and in this 

respect its similarity to the nutritional catastrophe in Nigeria 

and elsewhere is striking - engendered solely by the interaction 

of the crop failures of 1845, 1846, and 1848 with the vulner­ 

abilities created by the underdevelopment of Irish society. 

The pincers of starvation which gripped Ireland's people in this 

period had another tong: the political considerations which 

inhibited efforts made to alleviate the suffering of the Irish 

masses. The political ideology of laissez-faire dominated the 

reaction of Ireland's masters. As Woodham-Smith noted:

...the behaviour of the British authorities only becomes 
explicable when their fanatical belief in private enter­ 
prise and their suspicion of any action which might be

T /*

considered Government intervention are borne in mind. 

Although the British government was unable to wholly avoid 

involvement in relieving the famine, its unshakeable commitment

to what Charles Trevelyan, permanent head of the Treasury during
17 the period, called the 'operation of natural causes 1 ' greatly

intensified the impact of the crop failures on the Irish people. 

As Woodham-Smith remarked:

...It has been frequently declared that the parsimony of 
the British government during the famine was the main cause 
of the sufferings of the people...Adherence to laissez- 
faire was carried to such lengths that in the midst of one

16. Woodham-Smith, op.cit. t p.54-

17. V.'oodham-Smith, op.cit., p.274.
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of the major famines of history, the government was per­ 
petually nervous of being too good to Ireland and of
corrupting the Irish people by kindness, and so stifling

i $ the virtues of self-reliance and industry.

Although such a rigid interpretation of the doctrine of 

laissez-faire has long since passed into a well-deserved oblivion, 

disaster-stricken Third World societies still suffer from the 

inhibition of ameliorative efforts. In Nigeria, for example, 

this phenomenon resulted in both the intensification and pro­ 

longation of the nutritional disaster. The belligerents 1 per­ 

ception of the military disadvantages accruing to unhindered 

relief operations; the Federal authorities' resentment of inter­ 

national intervention in what they saw as a domestic affray; the 

rebel leaders 1 manipulation of international concern for starving 

Biafrans; all of- these constrained the ability of the relief 

organizations to carry out their humanitarian mission.

Nigeria presented an extreme instance of the restriction 

of relief efforts for political purposes; however, other examples 

of the politically inspired limitation of the alleviation of 

mass starvation in the Third World are readily found. Consider,

for example, the case of the drought-stricken societies of West
1Q Africa ! s Sahelian region and the central provinces of Ethiopia.

The famine which ravaged these areas in the early 1970s clearly 

demonstrated not only that poverty is the chief mechanism involved

18. Woodham-Sniith, op.cit. , p.410.

19. The most detailed study of the Sahelian drought is contained 
in Sheets, H. and Morris, R. Disaster in the Desert: Failures of 
International_Relj.ef in West Africa's Drought Carnegie Endowment 
ToFTnternational Peace (Washington, DC, 1974). On Ethiopia's 
famine see "The Political Economy of Famine: A Case Study of 
Ethiopia" (Paper delivered by Abraham Kidane at the 1974 Annual 
Meeting of the African Studies Association, Chicago, 31 October 
1974). Also see "An International Perspective on the African 
Famines" (Paper delivered by Laurie S. Wiseberg at the 1974 ASA-USA
meeting).



177

in the transformation of disaster into mass starvation, but that 

the intensity and duration of episodes of extreme nutritional 

privation are largely dependent on the political impulses which 

condition relief efforts. In the Sudano-Sahelian famines 

(especially in Ethiopia) a major determinant of the suffering 

of the masses was the unwillingness of the local elites to call 

for and assist relief efforts. They were evidently afraid that 

to do so would both-'tarnish their image and undermine their local 

power base. In fact, they even displayed a readiness to utilize 

continued disaster conditions to secure personal financial or 

political gains.
V

Just as in the case of Nigeria, however, responsibility 

for the political restriction of relief connot be wholly laid 

upon the local elites. Of equal importance in determining the 

intensity and duration of the famines in both Nigeria and the 

Sudano-Sahelian regions was the inadequate response to these 

disasters on the part of the international community. In 

Nigeria the mode of international involvement, with the major 

donor states unwilling to intervene in the dispute except through 

intermediaries, impeded relief efforts. Although the inter­ 

national community did not stint in its provision of material 

resources for relief operations, the refusal of its leading 

members to act to break the political impasse over relief corri­ 

dors condemned thousands in the war zone to starvation. In the 

case of the Sudano-Sahelian famines,, the inadequacy of inter­ 

national response was perhaps more typical in its manifestation 

in that it combined both material and political shortcomings. 

In late 1973, for example, the Secretary-General of the United

20. See Wiseberg, op.cit.
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Nations urgently appealed 'for US# 30 million in cash for Sahelian
21 relief. Four months later only US# 4.6 million had been raised.

In Ethiopia the United States Government apparently connived at 

the f cover-up 1 of the famine in the central provinces. As 

Senator Kennedy put it in a US Senate hearing: "We [the US Gov­ 

ernment] did not want to expose it. We were not prepared to 

blow the whistle on it because of our relations with them [the 

Ethiopian government]. As a result a lot of people starved to 

death."22

The extent to which it will ever be possible to wholly 

eliminate political influences on relief operations is uncertain. 

In the first place disaster relief itself has an inherent political 

dimension. Davis stressed this in his evaluation of relief 

operations in a context of civil upheaval: "As the events in 

Nigeria/Biafra showed, international relief processes in viable 

civil wars involve unavoidably political tasks being undertaken 

in an undeniably political context." ** Even in those less 

politically frought situations where disaster originates in 

flood or drought, there is an inescapable political dimension to 

relief. It involves the introduction of relatively large 

quantities of material resources into impoverished societies: 

resources which can be utilized either in support of or to under­ 

mine the prevailing social structure. Secondly, relief aid 

differs from other types of aid only in its composition and the 

general urgency surrounding its delivery. So far as its other

21. Ibid.

22. Ibid.

23. Davis, M. "The Politics of International Relief Processes 
in Large Civil Wars: An Editorial Comment" Journal of Developing 
Areas 6 (July 1972), p.'"
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attributes are concerned the same proscriptions apply to emergency 

aid as to all other forms of bilateral or even multi-lateral 

assistance. So long as the provenance and destination of 

resources for use in relief is tied to national governments - 

and no major disaster can be dealt with solely from the unofficial 

resources available to voluntary agencies - both disaster aid 

and its administration will be conditioned by the political con­ 

siderations of both donors and recipients. Even the multi- 

lateralization of relief operations - in the sense that resources 

v;ould both flow from and be administered by a body such as the 

UN - would be unlikely to wholly remove the political constraints 

on disaster aid - witness the difficulties experienced by the 

UN in its relief operation in East Pakistan just prior to the 

1971 Indo-Pakistani war. In any event the benefits of enhanced 

political acceptability which might be achieved by widening the 

sponsorship of relief actions would probably be tempered by a 

diminished administrative flexibility and responsiveness.

Flaws in the administration of disaster aid already make 

a large contribution to the limited beneficience of relief 

operations. Relief agencies generally waste large amounts of 

 cime and resources. This stems partly from their rather startling 

ability to ignore the lessons of previous disasters; partly from 

their acutely inadequate knowledge of local conditions and 

customs in 'normal 1 times; and, closely related to the preceding 

point, partly from their failure to establish sensible criteria 

for the recruitment of staff. The most important flav.: s - at
!

least in the long term - in the organization of relief operations 

sterns from the fact that they are both organized and evalu^ed 

within a framework of \Vestern. precepts of efficiency and effect­ 

iveness. This inevitably involves the location of effective
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control in expatriate relief workers 1 hands. As a result 

current operations are often ineffective, and there is little 

improvement of local capabilities for dealing with future dis­ 

asters - the relief organizations, in effect, perpetuate them­ 

selves.

The only point remaining to "be made in this thesis concerns 

the relevance of the study of acute hunger to the general analysis 

of the processes of social change in the Third World. Any 

study of hunger could be said to approach the central meaning 

of human existence. In the final analysis, most of the history 

of the majority of mankind has revolved around the struggle to 

secure at least the minimum quantity of material resources 

required for subsistence. Even today, when most Europeans and 

North Americans enjoy an abundance of material possessions which 

enables them to live far above subsistence levels, the daily 

quest for sufficient food to sustain life remains at the centre 

of existence for the majority of the world ! s population. In 

fact, the possibility, or probability, that over the next few 

years millions of the peoples of Latin America, Asia, and Africa 

may fail in that daily quest is a spectre which haunts all of 

mankind today.

In the late 1960 f s it appeared that the development of 

high-yield strains of staple food plants would revolutionize 

productivity in the most famine-prone areas of the underdeveloped 

world. However, it is now recognized that the ' green revolution 1 

has not been wholly successful. ^ Countries such as India, 

which only a few years ago were bravely forecasting the rapid

2L\. See Griffin, D. The Political Economy of. Agrarian Change
Harvard University PressTCambridge," Mass., I97L\T for
a detailed assessment of the successes and failures of the Green
Hevolution.
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achievement of self-sufficiency in the production of foodstuffs, 

now find themselves at the head of the queue of nations attempting 

to stave off a nutritional catastrophe by procuring a share of 

the West's dwindling reserves of foodgrains. Belatedly, it 

has become apparent that there is no miracle cure for the in­ 

capacities of the food economies of Third World societies.

It was in recognition of the centrality of the problem 

of hunger in the Third World that the world's nations felt 

compelled to meet and discuss both long and short-term measures 

for the eradication of starvation in those societies in November 

1970. At this World Food Conference it was recognized that 

both famines and what Laffin has called 'normal 1 hunger are 

manifestations of the underdevelopment of Third World societies. 

It v:as asserted that the tenuousness of the balance between the 

production of subsistence goods and the subsistence requirements 

of Third World populations can be remedied only by attacking 

the fundamental conditions of underdevelopment which generate 

the imbalance between productive and reproductive capacities in 

the first place. It was argued that unless the nexus between 

Western capitalism and the Third World, which creates under­ 

development, is radically altered there will be no end to the
"2 *r

threat of famine for most of the world's population. '^ Thus 

the improvement of food supplies and eradication of acute hunger 

were established as key criteria for the judgement of the progress 

of social change in under-developed countries. The world 

community, finally and publicly, acknowledged its belief "chat in

a world of over-populated and underdeveloped societies hunger was,
26 once again, becoming the 'mainspring' of politics.

25. See the report on the World Food Conference in World : r ----::.<^.:.e
U 6,:.n.!5» 1975, pp. 15-24. Also the special Report in Time 
11 November 1974.

26. Cited in Brown, loc.cit.
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