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Abstract text 

Historical demography literature over the years has shown that women are more likely to survive famines than men, 
often being presented as a ‘female mortality advantage’. According to Cormac Ó Gráda, ‘the evidence that females 
survive famine better than males is by now overwhelming’. Often this is explained by recourse to biological or 
physiological factors such as the ‘body fat hypothesis’. Social factors on the other hand remain mere lists of 
potentially significant variables, never subject to systematic testing or incorporated into coherent analytical 
frameworks. Furthermore, most empirical evidence comes from the mid-19th century onwards, and frequently later – 
problematic given outright starvation plays a more substantial role in modern famines compared to pre-industrial 
famines. 

This session addresses three issues. First this session aims to confirm the universality of the female mortality 
advantage by recourse to the pre-industrial period. Was the ‘female mortality advantage’ era-specific and a modern 
phenomenon, or was it a timeless, enduring and universal feature inextricably associated with famine? New evidence 
is provided from bio-archaeology for the medieval period, and from early modern burial registers. Second, while 
women may have a biological advantage during famines leading to inherently greater survival chances, sex 
differentials in famine mortality diverge from year to year and place to place. This session focuses on the social side 
to the phenomenon by examining divergent mechanisms for redistribution of resources in the pre-industrial 
countryside: at the level of the household, the market, and the collective. Third, this session looks to explore the role 
of male famine-related migration from the countryside to the cities as a component of the female mortality advantage: 
to what extent is the phenomenon seen in the modern period also a feature of the pre-industrial age? 
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