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In many ways the Ethiopian famine of 1983–85 has served as a watershed with respect to 
humanitarian action. One of its lasting legacies has been the emergence of Band Aid and the 
subsequent increase in celebrity humanitarianism. A revisiting of the events of 1983–85 occurred 
in 2010 during a dispute in which it was alleged that a portion of the donations of Band Aid 
were spent on arms purchases. This paper takes this controversy as its starting point. It goes on 
to use the theoretical reflections of Giorgio Agamben to consider the dynamics that unfolded 
during the Ethiopian famine of 1983–85 and to analyse the underlying conceptualisation behind 
the emergence of Band Aid-type celebrity humanitarianism. The paper concludes with some 
wider thoughts on how the in essence antipolitical agenda of celebrity humanitarian action is trans-
ported into the everyday understanding of ‘African disaster’, resulting ultimately in the perpetuation 
of hegemonic control by the global North.
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Introduction
The Ethiopian famine of 1983–85 has been referred to as an ‘earthquake in the 
humanitarian world’ (de Waal, 1997, p. 106). It was not the first famine disaster that 
questioned long-held humanitarian convictions in the second part of the twentieth 
century—one need only recall events in Biafra in the 1960s and in Cambodia in 
the 1970s (Harrison and Palmer, 1986; Barnett and Weiss, 2008). But what is com-
monly referred to as ‘the Ethiopian famine’, a rather misleading term that suggests 
a homogenous phenomenon caused by the forces of nature (see de Waal, 1997), 
reshaped fundamentally the landscape of humanitarian action.
 The key long-term impact has been two contrasting dynamics: on the one hand, 
it was crucial in giving rise to a wider discourse that regards famine as a complex 
political emergency caused by government policies often coupled with warfare (Watts, 
1991; Macrae and Zwi, 1994; Oliver-Smith, 2002; Binet, 2005); and on the other 
hand, it gave rise to celebrity humanitarianism in the form of Band Aid and subse-
quently Live Aid, and has resulted in the continuous high-profile engagement of 
celebrities such as Bob Geldof (rock musician and founding member of Band Aid) 
with humanitarian action and the wider international development agenda (Richey 
and Ponte, 2008; Yrjölä, 2009). Instrumental in the birth of Band Aid was a particular 
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form of television-centred media coverage, leading more generally to an unprece-
dented extension of the humanitarian industry in which the media played a major part 
(Benthall, 1993; Franks, 2010a).
 In contrast to the nuanced understanding required by complex political emergencies, 
the joint forces of celebrity humanitarianism and media-inspired non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) fundraising campaigns rely on a simple narrative of natural disas-
ter that calls for compassion and apolitical commitment to alleviate suffering. This 
state of affairs has profound implications for how the general public comprehends 
disasters in other parts of the world and what pressures might be put on political 
leaders to act. The disjoint between the reality of a complex political emergency on 
the ground and a hegemonic understanding of famine as a disaster caused by natural 
calamity became topical again in March 2010 in relation to the very event behind the 
earlier watershed: the 1983–85 famine in Ethiopia. 
 In a BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation) World Service radio broadcast on 
4 March 2010, Africa Editor Martin Plaut reported that a substantial percentage of 
charitable donations was in fact used to buy weapons for the Tigrayan People’s 
Liberation Front (TPLF), the rebel movement fighting the central government in 
parts of northern Ethiopia (BBC World Service, 2010). The feature prompted immedi-
ate high-profile reactions spearheaded by Geldof who expressed his ‘rage at this [. . .] 
calumny’, accusing the BBC of outright lying and demanding the resignations of 
senior staff (Geldof, 2010). A senior BBC source subsequently told The Guardian news-
paper that the amount of controversy that ‘a relatively obscure documentary [that] 
didn’t even mention Band Aid’ had attracted came as a surprise ( Jones and Robinson, 
2010). The BBC programme itself had its own problems: it was largely based on 
the account of two former TPLF rebel commanders who subsequently fell out with 
the government of Prime Minister Meles Zenawi and now live in exile; and the 
percentage of money claimed to have been diverted to buy weapons was not substan-
tiated by evidence (BBC News, 2010; Vallely, 2010). 
 A ruling by the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 4 November 2010 in 
response to a detailed objection of the Band Aid Trust resulted in the Corporation 
broadcasting an apology to the Trust. It should be noted here that the Band Aid 
Trust’s complaint was only partly upheld and the apology largely centred on the fact 
that, ‘though unintended’, the programme gave the impression that Band Aid money 
was involved whereas the evidence presented did not relate to Band Aid specifically. 
In addition, the ECU stated that the extent to which some of the cited evidence 
came from a questionable source should have been made clear (ECU, 2010). Thus, 
neither the ECU ruling nor the Band Aid Trust’s complaint did in fact engage with 
the truth or otherwise of the claim that relief funds had been diverted—the main 
point of contention was the involvement of Band Aid funds plus the potential scale 
of such a diversion. 
 With the issue of the BBC apology the Band Aid Trust was publicly vindicated. 
Now forgotten were statements like that of former Band Aid Field Director John 
James (1985–91) at the time when the BBC programme was aired in March who told 
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the Daily Mail newspaper he would be surprised if no money had been diverted by 
rebel movements, an assertion that made Geldof concede it was possible that ‘some 
of the monies were mislaid’ (Brennan, 2010). 
 This paper analyses the controversy surrounding the original BBC feature in 
relation to the antipolitical conceptualisation of ‘the Ethiopian famine’ by the protago-
nists of celebrity humanitarianism and the wider functions of this conceptualisation. 
In addition, it contributes to a body of literature in the field of humanitarianism and 
beyond that makes use of Giorgio Agamben’s (1998, 2005) distinction between ‘bare 
life’ and ‘political life’ as providing an analytical context for locating values of life 
and death (Fassin and Vasquez, 2005; Sylvester, 2006; Ticktin, 2006; Barnett and 
Weiss, 2008). The paper argues that the tunnel vision of celebrity humanitarianism is 
focused solely on an understanding of human life as ‘bare life’ and thus is unwilling 
to comprehend human life in its holistic entirety. This has important implications 
beyond the narrow sphere of celebrity humanitarian engagement. 
 The remainder of this study is organised as follows: the next section introduces 
Agamben’s framework in more detail in order to problematise the proclaimed anti-
politics of celebrity humanitarian action. The subsequent sections outline the origins 
and conceptualisation of Band Aid and present the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine as a 
complex political emergency. Also outlined is how the same dynamics that under-
pinned the conceptualisation of ‘the Ethiopian famine’ 25 years ago still dominate the 
representation of disaster in ‘Africa’. The paper concludes with some wider thoughts 
on how the in essence antipolitical agenda of celebrity humanitarian action is trans-
ported into the everyday understanding of ‘African disaster’, resulting ultimately in 
the perpetuation of hegemonic control by the global North. 

 ‘Bare life’ and the antipolitics of celebrity humanitarianism
Humanitarian action is commonly perceived as having undergone a major shift in 
emphasis since the end of the Cold War. According to this discourse, humanitarianism 
was defined predominately until the late 1980s by impartial, and by definition apoliti-
cal, relief to those in immediate need due to conflict or natural disaster. Subsequently, 
humanitarian actors have aspired increasingly to transform simultaneously the struc-
tural conditions that endanger populations (Douzinas, 2007; Barnett and Weiss, 2008). 
At its most extreme, the post-Cold War humanitarian system is seen as an impor-
tant building block in a global system of governance aimed at securing a new world 
order based on capitalism and liberal governance (Duffield, 1998, 2001; Ticktin, 2006). 
It is argued here that this proclaimed shift can be better understood as a continuity, 
as ‘the changing same’ in the words of Gilroy (1994, p. xi), a reinvention of tradi-
tion. While proclamations of apolitical humanitarian action have always generated 
a certain type of hegemonic politics due to it being enacted as a moral imperative of 
compassion,1 this double function of humanitarian action comes to the fore in par-
ticular when looking at the specifics of celebrity humanitarianism.



Tanja R. Müller64 

 Agamben’s theoretical approach is particularly useful in understanding the dia-
lectics behind celebrity humanitarian action. It is based on the Greek distinction 
between zoë and bios to comprehend fully human life. Zoë refers to ‘the simple fact of 
living common to all living beings’ whereas bios is life qualified by the political and 
the social, the ‘way of living proper to an individual or a group’ (Agamben, 1998, 
p. 1). Hence, zoë is the ‘bare life’ all living organisms have in common whereas bios 
denotes the specific human characteristics of social and political beings.
 Humanitarian action in its pure form is based on a conceptualisation of human life 
as ‘bare life’. It is the suffering body that is the target of relief, compassion, or inter-
vention. This implies a reduction of human life in terms of ‘replacing the full political 
citizen with a bundle of basic needs and physical states’ (Barnett and Weiss, 2008, 
p. 201). Ultimately, humanitarianism makes its beneficiaries objects of charity rather 
than subjects under the law (Watts, 1991; Malkki, 1996). This is reinforced by the 
fact that humanitarian action is commonly the response to an emergency, or to what 
Agamben (2005) calls a ‘state of exception’. Important characteristics are the ‘sudden-
ness of an event’ that ‘requires immediate action’ (Fassin and Vasquez, 2005, p. 394), 
giving humanitarian action a high level of legitimacy owing to its foundation as 
action to save lives or to rescue victims.
 However, humanitarianism that has as its ultimate goal the narrow protection of 
biological life accords legitimacy to the quest of reinforcing a distinction between ‘bare 
life’ and ‘political life’. In doing so it allows for or actively promotes a recombina-
tion of both life forms at the end of which a ‘limited humanity is produced [. . .] by 
the politics of compassion’ (Ticktin, 2006, p. 35). Where humanitarianism takes over 
the space of political action, the state of exception has become the rule and zoë and 
bios enter ‘into a zone of irreducible indistinction’ (Agamben, 1998, p. 9), a zone where 
juridico-institutional and bio-political modes of power become one. Because ‘bare 
life’ is dependent on humanitarian compassion within the humanitarian space, the 
parameters of political and social aspirations ultimately become determined by the 
benevolent giver. It is such an understanding that negates any ambiguities of survival 
and cannot allow one even to contemplate the purchase of weapons as an appropriate 
course of action in a situation of widespread suffering.
 The rapid growth of humanitarian action since the mid-1980s has resulted in a 
widening of spaces of exception where objects of humanitarian intervention are 
exposed to the hegemonic agenda (see Sylvester, 2006). This agenda—based on a 
political ideology that aims to reconcile the ‘well-being of the West with the hardships 
of the global South’ (Douzinas, 2007, p. 11)—is created and transmitted in important 
ways by celebrity humanitarian action functioning as quasi ‘lenses of understanding’ 
(Marshall, 2006, p. 5) while at the same time playing a central role in the legitimi-
sation of the global capitalist system. Celebrity itself is a product of capitalism aided 
by the emergence of new mass media (Kurzman et al., 2007; Lewis, 2010). Celebrity 
humanitarianism in turn can be described as a particular type of ‘marketized philan-
thropy’ (Nickel and Eikenberry, 2009) that makes responsibility for social concerns of 
any kind a lifestyle choice and suggests that transformations of existing inequalities can 
be achieved through individual donations combined with consumption (Lewis, 2010).
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 A revisiting of the 1983–85 famine in Ethiopia with a focus on the emergence and 
trajectory of Band Aid and the subsequent rise of celebrity humanitarianism serves 
as a prime example in demonstrating how the proclaimed antipolitics of celebrity 
humanitarian action has resulted in a global understanding of inequality that empha-
sises charity over obligations. Ultimately, such an understanding reinforces a hegemony 
based on past colonial legacies and the accompanying moral economy. 

The origins and trajectories of Band Aid
Band Aid was the brainchild of Bob Geldof who enlisted fellow musician James 
‘Midge’ Ure in response to a BBC television report by Michael Buerk from Korem, 
one of the towns presented as being at the epicentre of the 1983–85 Ethiopian fam-
ine. The first of Buerk’s reports was aired on 23 October 1984. It commenced with 
the words: 

Dawn, and as the sun breaks through the piercing chill of night on the plain outside Korem, 
it lights up a biblical famine, now, in the twentieth century. This place, say workers here, 
is the closest thing to hell on earth. Thousands of wasted people are coming here for help. 
Many find only death. They flood in every day from villages hundreds of miles away, dulled 
by hunger, driven beyond the point of desperation (Gill, 1986, p. 91).2

 Buerk’s report, made all the more compelling by the camerawork of the late 
Mohammed Amin, was subsequently shown by 425 broadcasting organisations around 
the world to an estimated audience of 470 million people (Gill, 1986, p. 91). It has 
been called ‘the most famous and influential humanitarian recording in history’ (Vaux, 
2001, p. 52), a claim justified when one considers that it gave rise to the ongoing 
current of celebrity humanitarianism that has its roots in Band Aid. This makes it all 
the more important to look behind the conceptualisation of ‘the Ethiopian famine’ 
in this particular piece of media representation. 
 While it was this television report from October 1984 that stirred Geldof into 
action, it is important to note that Buerk as well as Western media audiences had been 
introduced to the famine in Ethiopia some months earlier. Back then, the BBC had 
learned of an ITV (Independent Television) documentary shot in Ethiopia by film-
maker Charles Steward called ‘Seeds of Despair’ to be screened on 17 July as part 
of an African Hunger Appeal. The BBC was to run its own appeal on the same day 
and realised it would be outdone in this ‘screening the famine’ competition without 
a dramatic piece of its own. At short notice, therefore, it dispatched Buerk and Amin 
to Ethiopia who shot their feature at the feeding centre of Wollayta, about a day’s 
drive south of the capital, Addis Ababa. Both appeals showed pictures of human 
suffering but were followed by nothing more than a short-term, albeit considerable, 
increase in charitable donations (Gill, 1986; Moeller, 1999). 
 When Buerk and Amin returned to Ethiopia to follow up on the famine story, they 
chose to go for one of the most destitute places: Korem. In normal times Korem, on 
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the border with Tigray, was a hamlet of some 7,000 people on the main road from 
Addis Ababa to Asmara, but by then it was the site of one of the biggest relief camps 
in Ethiopia, with an estimated 40–60,000 people or more (on numbers and their 
reliability, see King, 1986). To reach Korem in the midst of secessionist warfare was 
only possible with transport provided by World Vision, at the time a quite contro-
versial relief agency with suspected links to the United States Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) (Franks, 2010a). The resulting report, invoking the above-cited bibli-
cal metaphors and imagery, has become the symbol for what has been called the 
‘archetypical media famine’ (Moeller, 1999). Its imagery suggests that camps like 
Korem are part of the general scenery of Ethiopia since times immortal, whereas in 
reality the emergence of a camp is a ‘final degradation’, the end of a journey where 
all other means of survival have collapsed (Gill, 1986, p. 21). It is also interesting to 
note what the Buerk report does not show in order to be able to sustain the analogy 
with biblical times and the forces of God and nature: the viewer does not see the 
multiple rocket launchers that occupied parts of the plains of Korem, nor does he/
she hear the frequently encountered sound of Ethiopian fighter jets on their way north 
to bomb rebel positions (Vaux, 2001, p. 52).
 For the purpose of this paper what is important is that it was this essentialist expla-
nation of famine propagated by Buerk’s report that made Geldof and the Western 
world sit up and respond: famine as a result not of particular couplings of power 
and human agency but of natural (biblical) forces outside human control leading to 
final breakdown. In showing the ‘bare life’ of some of those who became victims 
on the plains of Korem and beyond—predominately women and children; hardly 
ever men who can be held responsible for failed politics more easily—the media and 
this BBC report in particular played the decisive role in transforming the abstract 
reality of multiple deaths into a dramatic story of individual suffering (Benthall, 
1993; Moeller, 1999). Geldof, as somebody in the business of celebrity and media, 
understood immediately that this direct gaze at destitute victims would elicit wide-
spread compassion and currents of charity, and it should come as no surprise that 
he became the most prolific campaigner for famine relief in Ethiopia. Being moved 
by the pictures of starving children from Korem, in no time he enlisted fellow 
celebrity musicians to produce a charity record. Only a little more than one month 
after Buerk’s report from Korem the Band Aid record ‘Do they know it’s Christmas’ 
was released (on 29 November 1984) and went straight to number one in the official 
singles chart. 
 The lyrics as well as Geldof ’s promotion of the cause as bringing relief to Ethiopia’s 
famine victims are symptomatic for the distortions of the dynamics behind the famine 
that nevertheless became important truth in everyday Western perceptions. In line 
with the biblical imagery of the original television report, Geldof called the famine 
‘the worst natural disaster mankind has ever seen’ (BBC News, 2010). The following 
lyrics from the Band Aid single (referring to Ethiopia), ‘where nothing ever grows, 
no rain or rivers flow, do they know it’s Christmas time at all?’, depicted an African 
landscape of destitution and conveniently ignored that, for example, Ethiopia is home 
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to the Blue Nile, one of the great rivers on the African continent. The Western 
gaze behind Band Aid and the ultimate ignorance of Ethiopian reality is immedi-
ately apparent in the title of the single, focusing on Christmas celebrations in the 
Western world, with disregard for the fact that Ethiopia follows the Orthodox 
calendar where Christmas is celebrated on 7 January and preceded by 40 days of 
fasting. Geldof himself featured as an agitated man on radio and on television in the 
run-up to the Western Christmas, demanding in an angry voice: ‘don’t go to the pub 
tonight, please stay in and give us the money, there are people dying now so give 
me the money’ (BBC World Service, 2010). One can hardly think of a more direct 
appeal focusing on the ‘bare life’ of helpless victims and their naked survival. Band 
Aid was in due course followed by similar initiatives in Canada, France, Spain, and 
the US, among other countries, and eventually by Live Aid, a concert of leading 
rock musicians held simultaneously at Wembley Stadium in London and the JFK 
Stadium in Philadelphia, PA, on 13 July 1985 and broadcast live across some 60 
countries. Band Aid and Live Aid raised altogether about USD 150 million for the 
famine relief effort in Ethiopia, an amount estimated to be higher than all previous 
celebrity causes combined (Huddart, 2005, p. 36).
 One reading of the emergence of Band Aid/Live Aid might suggest that the world 
witnessed an idealistic musician moved in a similar way as the general public by 
pictures of innocent suffering that should not occur in an age of plenty. Yet, already 
at the time and not only with hindsight, many of the underlying man-made features 
behind the 1983–85 famine in Ethiopia had been reported in critical media cover-
age (for a good compilation, see Binet, 2005). Geldof and those who participated in 
Band Aid/Live Aid chose instead not to question the conceptualisation of the Ethiopian 
famine as a natural calamity or to engage with its underlying causes. Instead, together 
with the majority of aid agencies, the focus was placed firmly on the fabulous success 
of the fundraising effort, giving the general public the gratification of saving the suf-
fering of the world with no challenge to their own lifestyle—apart from potentially 
foregoing a visit to the pub—or to global inequalities. This makes the Band Aid/
Live Aid project complicit in cementing a global order that reproduces the unequal 
relationship between benevolent charitable giver and otherwise helpless recipient (see 
Fassin and Vasquez, 2005).
 One should note here that some rock musicians chose a different route. The 
British band Chumbawumba, for instance, released a record in 1986 entitled ‘Pictures 
of Starving Children Sell Records. Starvation, Charity and Rock & Roll, Lies & 
Traditions’. It engages critically with the Band Aid/Live Aid agenda while at the 
same time focusing on the world capitalist system as a major determinant of recur-
ring famine and other disasters in the developing world (see Rodney, 1989).
 However, while the latter is mostly forgotten, the wider legacies of the Band 
Aid/Live Aid phenomenon and its underlying conception of humanitarian action 
are arguably more pronounced than ever, visible in their sustained affective appeal 
(Lousley, 2010). In the decades since the Ethiopian famine, the picture of Africa as a 
continent of suffering, as the archetypical place that requires charitable intervention 
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(Karnik, 1998), has been reinforced. The Band Aid representation of famine in 
Ethiopia has emerged more generally as a potent symbol of African collapse and the 
crisis of the post-independence project and, as such, confirms African exceptionalism 
(Watts, 1991), a quasi-permanent state of exception, and a need to alleviate suffering. 
Subsequent ‘humanitarian’ interventions have been—as was the case in Ethiopia in 
1983–85—determined not by African need but by a combination of aid agencies, the 
media, and high-profile celebrity humanitarian engagement whose protagonists can 
cast themselves ultimately in the role of altruistic saviours (Pottier, 2002). 
 Some optimistic observers point out that phenomena like Band Aid coupled with 
new communication technologies have led to a ‘global meritocracy of suffering’ where 
all deserving causes eventually attract international support—but this is clearly not 
the case and one could argue instead that, more often than not, the most potentially 
deserving causes are in fact most likely to remain forgotten (Bob, 2002, p. 36). This 
was equally true during the time when Band Aid emerged: partly in parallel with 
events in Ethiopia, recurring bouts of famine occurred in areas of Sudan from 1983–88, 
characterised in some places by the then highest recorded number of famine deaths 
in the world. This famine never made the news headlines partly because no relief 
camps comparable to Korem existed and it could not be depicted neatly as a natural 
disaster of biblical dimensions (Keen, 1994; Gill, 1986). What made ‘the Ethiopian 
famine’ conducive as a springboard for sustained celebrity humanitarianism was that 
victims could be portrayed easily with their ‘bare life’ or their biological survival 
at stake, rounded up in camps that are in themselves a potent symbol of the collapse 
of communities. That on the face of it made it easy for Geldof to claim that ‘morality 
[the moral obligation to feed the starving] is always above politics’ (Binet, 2005, p. 120). 
But, as the following section shows, the Ethiopian famine was a deeply political 
event and only a few international actors had the courage to respond to it as such—
thus making the decision of Geldof and his followers to sustain the narrative of 
natural ‘biblical’ calamity an informed choice with its own political agenda.

The Ethiopian famine as a complex political emergency
Chronic food shortages and periodic famine have a long history in Ethiopia in general 
and in its northern provinces in particular and often have unleashed wider political 
dynamics. In fact, the revolutionary government under Mengistu Haile Mariam partly 
came to power in 1974 in a contract against famine. The north-eastern province of 
Wollo suffered a famine in 1973 in which up to 100,000 people are estimated to have 
died (Baulch, 1987; de Waal, 1997). Then Emperor Haile Selassie not only sup-
pressed any reporting of the famine but also refused relief activities. News about 
the famine became widely known only after the screening of a documentary entitled 
‘The Unknown Famine’ by British journalist Jonathan Dimbleby on the This Week 
programme (Thames Television) on 18 October 1973. There is now widespread agree-
ment that this ‘unknown famine’ was highly instrumental in the collapse of the 
imperial government and the 1974 revolution—on the day Haile Selassie was deposed 
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Ethiopian television screened excerpts from Dimbleby’s documentary. One of the 
central tenants of the revolutionary agenda to remake Ethiopian society was thus 
the eradication of famine in the future. Far-reaching initiatives occurred, including 
the establishment of the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC), whose task 
was to examine the underlying causes of famine and its prevention, and a radical land 
reform that abolished the feudal tenure system in 1975 (Clapham, 1990; de Waal, 1997).
 Over time, the new Ethiopian leadership not only turned more autocratic but 
domestic political priorities coupled with the decision to follow the Soviet model 
of socialist development had detrimental consequences in particular for the rural 
populations of northern Ethiopia. By the early 1980s, the government had embarked 
on a programme of collectivisation and villagisation. An Agricultural Marketing 
Corporation (AMC) had been set up that through grain quotas in effect extracted 
food from rural Ethiopia and served as a disincentive to production. Restrictions on 
non-farm activities were put into place in relation to petty trading and migrant labour, 
removing important parts of the income of rural households (Hendrie, 1994; de 
Waal, 1997; Young, 1997). In addition, and following in the tradition of similar schemes 
by previous Ethiopian rulers, a resettlement initiative was introduced with the objec-
tive of moving people from the drought-prone, densely-populated northern regions 
to the vast, fertile central and southern regions of the country. 
 As a consequence of the above policies in the northern region of Tigray, the TPLF 
commenced an armed rebellion in 1975, following partly in the footsteps of a long-
standing secessionist movement in Eritrea that had waged armed struggle since 1961 
and was then led by the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) (Pool, 1980, 1998; 
Young, 1996). This resulted in a counter-insurgency campaign waged by the Ethiopian 
Army and Air Force in Tigray, Wollo, and Eritrea. That campaign, together with 
a combination of drought and exhausted soils, forced agricultural collectivisation, 
and government policies based on a (forced) resettlement programme, were behind 
the 1983–85 famine (Article 19, 1990; Brauman, 1986; Clapham, 1991; de Waal, 1997). 
Regardless of whether one believes war was the principal cause of the famine (like 
de Waal, 1997, p. 115) or mainly an exacerbating factor, the dynamics that resulted 
in famine as well as the modalities behind the belated humanitarian response were 
determined by the social engineering of the Government of Ethiopia (GoE) and the 
strategic interests of Western donor governments (Binet, 2005; Jean, 2008). 
 As early as 1982, the RRC and some Western development agencies raised an alert 
about a forthcoming famine in northern Ethiopia. By that time, the RRC had earned 
a reputation for competent analyses of the dynamics behind rural poverty and accurate 
famine warnings among experts on the ground (International Disaster Institute, 
1983; Harrison and Palmer, 1986; Article 19, 1990). Nonetheless, the RRC’s analysis 
was largely ignored for a number of reasons. Notably, Western governments felt 
Ethiopia continuously overestimated the need for food aid in order to foster its revo-
lutionary politics with Western resources. Programmes based on long-term develop-
ment, including famine early-warning systems run by the RRC but financed by 
Western aid, had to a large extent closed down in 1979 due to Ethiopia’s socialist 
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alignment (Gill, 1986). By 1984, when the situation had become much more severe, 
the GoE had its own reasons to delay a response to the impeding famine: the celebra-
tion of the tenth anniversary of the revolution in September 1984 that also saw the 
official creation of the Workers Party of Ethiopia (Clapham, 1990; Binet, 2005). 
 Only on 3 October 1984 was the existence of famine officially acknowledged by the 
government (Jean, 2008). The unprecedented international response that followed—
to an important degree a result of media reporting as outlined above—brought the 
political dynamics behind the famine increasingly into the open. 
 One of the first casualties of the influx of international aid was the RRC. What 
had been a highly respected and competent body in relief programmes for rural 
populations came under the direct control of the Derg,3 the ruling committee of the 
ruling party, and therewith a political tool of the central government for furthering 
its objectives. First and foremost among those aims was the resettlement from northern 
parts of Ethiopia to the south, with 1.5 million people targeted by the programme 
(Binet, 2005). It soon became clear that international food aid was instrumental in 
the forced resettlement that the GoE imposed on its own people. Food aid served as 
bait to lure destitute populations into camps from where they were put on to aero-
planes or into trucks (often commandeered from aid agencies) and resettled by force. 
Many are reported to have died in the process or arrived at their resettlement sites 
to face destitute conditions. By May 1985, an estimated 300,000 people had been 
resettled, and their survival was to an important degree dependent on aid deliveries. 
In addition, the GoE used food aid as payment for conscripted soldiers in the north, 
commonly known as ‘wheat militias’ (Clay and Holcomb, 1985; Brauman, 1986; Binet, 
2005; Cultural Survival, 2009; Franks, 2010a). 
 A number of articles about the use and manipulation of humanitarian aid for the 
above purposes appeared in the Western media in the course of 1985 (for a compre-
hensive overview, see Binet, 2005). The controversy reached its climax with the 
expulsion of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) in December 1985 due to its claim that 
it was no longer the famine that killed people but rather the enforced resettlement 
for which food aid was essential.4 Moreover, Dawit Wolde Giorgis, the former 
Director of the RRC, requested political asylum in the US, therewith at least indi-
rectly acknowledging the government’s role in the unfolding crisis. He subsequently 
published a detailed personal account of the politics behind the famine and the inade-
quate official response (Wolde Giorgis, 1989).
 Most other aid agencies decided not to speak out for fear that donations would 
cease. They remained ‘caught up in the fabulous fundraising of [. . .] the Band Aid 
movement’ that had changed fundamentally perceptions about charity (Franks, 2010a, 
p. 81). The picture transported by the fundraising was that of the innocently suf-
fering African, an image reinforced by Geldof ’s visits to refugee camps and feeding 
centres. While Geldof avoided being photographed with starving children, he used 
nevertheless the possibilities afforded by the media in full to give expression to a youth-
ful idealism as he walked—almost a Jesus-like figure—through groups of children. He 
ignored the fact that his visits were—like all foreign visits—highly stage-managed 
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by the Ethiopian authorities in order to convey a message supportive of the regime’s 
objectives (Clay and Holcomb, 1985; Harrison and Palmer, 1986, p. 131ff ). The late 
David Blundy, on assignment for The Times newspaper, reported that after Geldof ’s 
departure from the Korem camp in 1985, people were herded on to trucks by local 
government militias to be driven to resettlement centres (Binet, 2005). When articles 
appeared in the press in early 1986 that explicitly stated the misuse of Live Aid funds 
by the Ethiopian authorities, Geldof simply provided a written statement refuting 
any such allegations (see Binet, 2005).
 Some aid agencies eventually did acknowledge the more complex reality of the 
situation, but in a rather indirect way. As indicated earlier, parts of the famine-stricken 
regions of Tigray and Eritrea were controlled by two rebel movements: the TPLF 
and the EPLF, respectively. Both had a relief arm: the Relief Society of Tigray (REST) 
and the Eritrean Relief Association (ERA). Because the counter-insurgency strategy 
advanced by the GoE aimed to destroy peasant livelihoods and communities in 
rebel-held areas, the TPLF/EPLF strategy was based on a people’s war that linked 
military and political objectives with the survival and well-being of the peasantry 
(Silkin and Hendrie, 1997). By 1981, the so-called Emergency Relief Desk (ERD) 
had been set up in Sudan by NGOs connected to the liberation fronts and some 
church-based organisations to provide relief assistance to civilians in non-government-
controlled areas of northern Ethiopia via REST and the ERA. 
 As the latest controversy concerning aid money spent on weapons centres on REST 
that is where the focus is here, but much of what is said below applies equally to the 
ERA and the EPLF (see Firebrace with Holland, 1985; Duffield and Prendergast, 
1994; Green, 1994). The TPLF understood early on that famine was a major threat to 
the Tigrayan revolution. From 1984, REST, with the dual function of distributing 
internal resources and acquiring access to international humanitarian aid, issued 
relief appeals in order to allow affected people to stay in its territory rather than flee 
to Sudan, to maintain the revolution’s support base, and to enhance its legitimacy. 
NGOs working with REST acknowledged a highly sophisticated and effective 
system of locally controlled disaster management—the latter leading to a gradual shift 
away from the provision of commodities to the supply of cash (Hendrie, 1994; de Waal, 
2000; Milas and Latif, 2000). 
 As has come to light, some of the funds used by NGOs that were part of the ERD 
came from Band Aid /Live Aid. One could regard this participation as a shift away 
from conceptualising the Ethiopian famine in terms of bare life towards recogni-
tion of bios, the person in its totality. In reality, that has not been the case. Members 
of the ERD consortium were instead rather troubled when both liberation fronts 
subsequently thanked them for support in their struggle (Duffield and Prendergast, 
1994), ignoring the obvious fact that REST and the ERA were naturally deeply 
intertwined with the liberation movements as whose relief arms they served. What 
is even more telling (and disturbing) is that, even from the vantage point of today, 
Geldof and the main NGO actors of the time try to preserve the dominant reading of 
the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine as a disaster in which they succeeded quite spectacu-
larly in raising funds and helping the starving victims. 
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 This reading is upheld by Peter Gill (2010), a close observer of the events in the 
1980s. His latest book, Famine & Foreigners: Ethiopia since Live Aid, has as its explicit 
aim to answer the question whether ‘hunger (was) becoming history in Ethiopia’ (p. 4) 
and it may lay claim to being the main current work available on the subject of the 
relationship between Band Aid and Ethiopia. Its starting point is one of praise for 
the rock singers who came to the rescue of Ethiopia at the time of the 1983–85 famine 
and have subsequently potentially done more than charities, development workers, and 
politicians combined in their commitment to those who are suffering (Gill, 2010, p. 37).
 Gill goes on to provide numerous examples of how progressive GoE priorities in 
relation to recurring food emergencies have not received appropriate attention by 
donors of any kind when not accompanied by pictures of starving bodies. The book 
also gives a sympathetic hearing to the GoE’s arguably justified view that foreign 
charities are in many ways more interested in casting an image of Ethiopia as a country 
of famine to meet their own funding needs than in acknowledging the more com-
plex reality of Ethiopia as a modern nation (Gill, 2010, p. 226ff ). Thus, while Gill 
highlights the potential contradictions between GoE policies aimed at combating 
food insecurity and the agenda of major NGOs that, to an important extent, owe 
their present influence to the dynamics that followed Band Aid, he does not question 
whether this deeply ingrained connection between Ethiopia and famine in the minds 
of Western audiences might not be due to the way in which Band Aid/Live Aid has 
transported this image of the innocent sufferer from the 1980s into the present. 
 This leaves us to the consider in what way the dynamics that unfolded in the course 
of the ‘Ethiopian famine’ still matter, more than 25 years after the actual event. As 
the following section argues, the revisiting of the Ethiopian famine casts a more 
general light on how the dynamics of celebrity humanitarian intervention are geared 
towards a representation of the ‘African other’ as an object of charity rather than a 
subject of rights. 

The Ethiopian famine revisited
The controversy surrounding the BBC feature on the use of aid money to buy 
weapons provides important insights into the wider conceptualisation of celebrity 
humanitarianism. After the BBC’s apology was issued, a trustee of the Band Aid 
Trust commented that the report had damaged ‘the public perception of giving aid 
to relieve starving people’ (BBC News, 2010). This comment is informative of the 
Band Aid approach to humanitarianism. From the formation of Band Aid, Geldof 
used his new-found status as celebrity humanitarian to disqualify all questioning of 
GoE policies and to propagate a focus on deserving victims exclusively. This view 
was supported rather uncritically by most of the major aid agencies—whose staff on 
the ground might have been well aware of the rather more complex reality but who 
knew equally that fundraising works best when disasters are represented as natural 
calamities rather than as man-made (Binet, 2005; Franks, 2010b). In addition, becom-
ing associated with the Band Aid brand served as a ‘guarantee of celebrity’ for many 
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of the latter, a stamp of approval that this is a cause worth giving to (Richey and Ponte, 
2008, p. 713). 
 What nobody asked, though, including the BBC, was whether it would have been 
such a scandal if some of the money was diverted for other purposes than purchas-
ing food. It has now long been acknowledged that the distinction ‘between what 
constitutes political and non-political aid in the context of war is largely an externally 
manufactured one’ (Hendrie, 1989, p. 359). In the case of Ethiopia in 1983–85, when 
famine conditions started to develop in the north, the TPLF claimed repeatedly 
that food was available for purchase in nearby areas and that the problem was entitle-
ment to food not availability, a contention that irritated many aid agencies (Vaux, 
2001). At the same time, if famine conditions in northern Ethiopia were largely the 
product of the policy of the central government and its military campaign, arguably 
the overthrow of that government could be seen as a more sustainable solution to the 
famine than the provision of food aid. This was in particular the case because the 
rebel movements had come close to military victory before and only foreign inter-
vention in favour of the central government had halted their advances temporarily. 
The purchase of weapons in those conditions can be regarded therefore as an impor-
tant famine-fighting strategy.5 The TPLF leadership more generally had a vested 
interest in the well-being of populations under its control and the survival of the 
rural communities on whose support it depended (Young, 1997; Vaux, 2001; for 
information on TPLF mobilisation practices and dependency of its legitimacy on those 
practices, see also Segers et al., 2009). 
 This is not to deny that the EPLF and the TPLF acted as much in their own inter-
est as the GoE—in fact, what the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine has shown above anything 
else is that state and non-state actors can use famine actively to advance their own 
agendas (Keen, 1994).6 But the predominant interest of both rebel movements that 
depended for their own survival on the mobilisation of rural populations was to 
address the problems of the latter. The decision by some aid agencies partly funded 
by Band Aid donations eventually to provide REST with cash rather than in-kind 
donations could be seen therefore as a step towards recognising those affected by the 
famine not as pure victims, zoë, but as social and political beings, bios. However, the 
renewed controversy about what might have been bought with that cash—in spite of 
every effort by the agencies involved to supervise the actual purchase of food—reveals 
that acknowledging those affected by famine in their full humanity not simply as 
objects of charity was never part of the Band Aid agenda. In contrast, celebrity-inspired 
humanitarianism aims to define and enforce what is the morally right course of action 
as seen from the metropolis (see Yrjölä, 2009; Donini, 2010). In the case of Ethiopia 
in 1983–85, this resulted in a situation where the GoE received indirect support from 
the humanitarian industry for its famine-creating military strategies (see de Waal, 
1997) in return for access to famine-stricken people in places like Korem that attracted 
millions of pounds of donations and ‘changed the face of international fundraising’ 
(Huddart, 2005, p. 37). 
 Ultimately, as Geldof’s choreographed visits to Ethiopia amply demonstrate, celeb-
rity humanitarianism is as much about its own clamour and newsworthiness as about 
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the causes it supports. The 1983–85 Ethiopian famine has in many ways served as a 
mere backdrop for some rock musicians to recreate themselves as archetypical he-
roes or healers (see Huddart, 2005).7 Geldof ’s high-profile dispute with the BBC 
concerning its documentary exemplifies that what is at stake is the reputation of 
the ‘brand’ he is selling, which promises something like ‘if you donate to my cause, 
no money is going missing, and what you donate goes to those who suffer without 
hope of any help’. 
 The fact that those who endured the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine (and many com-
plex emergencies thereafter) are not only suffering bodies but complex human beings 
aspiring for freedom and effective representation within the state they belong to 
does not feature in the Band Aid strategy. Seen from this angle, the use of Band Aid 
donations by organisations such as REST and the TPLF to buy weapons can be 
described as an act of resistance against the ‘philanthropic imperialism’ (de Waal, 1997, 
p. 214) of Band Aid and its partner agencies. 
 Eventually the famine subsided and the rebel movements in Eritrea and Tigray, 
the EPLF and the TPLF respectively, overthrew the Mengistu government in 1991 
and Eritrea became an independent state in 1993. Since then, Ethiopia and Eritrea 
have experienced recurring bouts of food insecurity, at times combined with war-
fare, even if not on the same scale as the 1983–85 famine (Hammond and Maxwell, 
2002; White, 2005; Gill, 2010). In the 25-plus years since that famine, the focus of 
celebrity humanitarianism on zoë rather than on bios has not changed. Intriguingly, 
a recent Oxfam (2009) briefing paper entitled Band Aids and Beyond: Tackling Disasters 
in Ethiopia 25 Years after the Famine critiques the humanitarian approach to famine 
and disaster as still dominated by ‘band aids’ such as food imports and propagates 
an integrated disaster management approach. 
 Such an approach actually was present in Ethiopia after the fall of Haile Selassie 
in the early 1980s under the leadership of the RRC before it was taken over by the 
Mengistu government and used for its political ends (de Waal, 1997; Bishop and 
Hilhorst, 2010). Its early warnings in 1982 of impending disaster were, as outlined 
above, ignored by Western governments and aid agencies at the time. Instead, past 
decades have seen numerous emergency appeals that have resulted in massive food 
aid deliveries to Ethiopia but food security as a whole has been steadily deteriorating 
(Bishop and Hilhorst, 2010). While a number of interventions are emerging that 
aim to address food security more broadly, a lasting legacy of the celebrity humani-
tarianism of Band Aid is the way it ‘changed forever how politics, aid and the 
electronic media [. . .] function in response to humanitarian needs’ (Omaar, 2010). 
Charitable fundraising in the wake of Band Aid centres on a narrative that paints a 
picture of Ethiopia and indirectly the whole of Africa as a continent of suffering and 
despondency that deserves charitable intervention (Karnik, 1998). It is no surprise, 
therefore, that humanitarian budgets for Ethiopia continuously outgrow development 
budgets and with it hamper efforts for long-term interventions that ultimately would 
eliminate the narrative of suffering (see Bishop and Hilhorst, 2010). Arguably, the 
biggest impact of the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine has been the political priority of 
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Western governments ‘to avoid embarrassment at the hands of figures like Bob Geldof. 
Aid became a strategic alibi’ (de Waal, 1997: 123). 
 Triggered by Band Aid, a wider global order became cemented that reflects the 
‘colonial desire to save unfortunate victims in distant lands’ (Benthall, 1993, p. 177). 
On the face of it this desire seems apolitical and charitable, but in reality it is a type of 
hegemonic control that underwrites capitalist penetration and liberal governance.

Conclusion
The celebrity humanitarianism that has its origin in the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine 
has many long-term legacies. Most notably it constructs a certain type of ‘African 
victim’ as a worthy target of celebrity engagement and recipient of wider moral 
compassion. This ‘victim’ is the suffering innocent, not the freedom fighter with a 
Kalashnikov in his/her hand battling a system that denies people their basic rights. 
Humanitarian celebrities here perform a critical function: ‘the totemic work of 
mediating’ (Richey and Ponte, 2008, 714) between victims and those who give to 
charity. Focusing on the bare life of the part of ‘the humanity that suffers’ allows 
the celebrity humanitarian to appear as the ultimate saviour and act as ‘emotional 
sovereign’ expressing the ‘true will of the people’ (Douzinas, 2007, p. 12; Richey and 
Ponte, 2008, p. 719). 
 This type of humanitarian imperative based ultimately on pity combined with moral 
superiority masks the underlying dynamics of power and social and economic rela-
tions, including legacies of colonialism, aid-induced underdevelopment, and mis-
guided capitalist penetration (Gasper, 1999; Douzinas, 2007; Donini, 2010). At the 
same time, its antipolitical agenda to alleviate suffering manufactures a perception 
of ‘Africa’ and other places as destitute, legitimising the global hegemonic order by 
creating a certain type of social imaginary (Calhoun, 2004; Yrjölä, 2009). 
 This has far-reaching consequences because celebrity humanitarianism is playing 
an increasingly important role in international politics and the wider conceptualisation 
of relations between the global North and South (Dieter and Rajiv, 2008; Donini, 
2010). Not only does celebrity endorsement influence philanthropic, NGO, and gov-
ernment spending and thus may distort social priorities (Huddart, 2005), but also 
celebrity humanitarians like Geldof and Bono (the lead singer of U2) have moved 
from ‘counter-culture to mainstream politics’ and as such fulfil a central function in 
legitimising global capitalism and have become a key part of the system of person-
alised Western politics (Yrjölä, 2009). This is most visible in high-profile campaigns, 
such as Make Poverty History and the Live 8 concerts in 2005. It is less visible but 
perhaps more telling in terms of initiatives such as Bono’s Product (RED)™ launched 
in Davos, Switzerland, in 2006 (for details, see Richey and Ponte, 2008). 
 This antipolitical conceptualisation of global dynamics, what Mouffe (2000) calls 
the infatuation with humanitarian crusades and ethically correct causes, can be 
described as a ‘moralising liberalism’ that is filling the ‘void left by the collapse of 
any project of real political transformation’ (Mouffe, 2000, p. 86). The type of 
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celebrity humanitarianism that the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine gave rise to has resulted 
therefore in a state of affairs where ‘band-aids get all the [. . .] attention while struc-
tural sores continue to fester’ (Donini, 2010, p. S228). 
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Endnotes
1 For a good example of this continuity, see Allen and Styan (2000).
2 See also http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mj2jf0US8zI (accessed on 31 May 2010).
3 The Coordinating Committee of the Armed Forces, Police, and Territorial Army. 
4 It should be noted here that MSF-France, the driving force behind this campaign, had its own 

political agenda. This agenda was characterised by a strong anti-communist stance and the rejec-
tion of ‘Third-Worldism’ (tiersmondisme)—a political analysis that traces problems in developing 
countries back to former colonial powers—in favour of a political analysis that held Third World 
governments themselves responsible. At the time, this agenda was being advanced through the 
French MSF ‘neoliberal’ think-tank Liberté Sans Frontières (LSF) and caused frictions with other 
chapters of MSF. LSF was, perhaps not surprisingly, dissolved in April 1989. 

5 In the wider literature on famine-coping strategies, there are numerous examples of how people 
and/or communities might forgo short-term food requirements in favour of long-term personal 
or communal survival strategies (see, for example, de Waal, 1989; Devereux, 1993).

6 This became painfully clear when a falling out between the EPLF and the TPLF in 1985 led to a 
breakdown in relations between the two movements. This meant that, at the height of the famine, 
the EPLF refused to allow REST to use its main supply route from Kassala in Sudan through Eritrea. 
The TPLF and REST quickly mobilised some 100,000 peasants to construct an alternative link from 
western Tigray to Gederef in Sudan (see Young, 1996).

7 Tony Vaux, who himself was on the ground during the 1983–85 Ethiopian famine evaluating Oxfam’s 
involvement, gives a good account of how certain Band Aid donations did not have much purpose 
in Ethiopia and were simply inadequate (see Vaux, 2001, p. 53ff ).
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