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Great Leap Forward and Chinese Famine
of 1958—1961: State, Collective and

Peasants in Centralized System

YuaN Liu

(South China Normal University)

Abstract China suffered the most severe famine in human history from 1958 to 1961.
The causes documented in prior studies include food availability decline, communal dining
system, urban bias policy, food deficient regions bias policy, political radicalism, inadequate
government relief and historical memory on famine. This paper examines whether the distri-
bution system of people’s commune accompanied by the great leap forward was another im-
portant cause of the famine. Based on the provincial data from 1953 to 1966, we find that

people’s commune drastically raised collective accumulation and thus led to a sharp decline on
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peasants’ individual food consumption. We argue that the loss of peasants’ political rights in
centralized system is the main contributor of famine frequently occurred in traditional social-
ism.
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