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Why Did the Chinese Famine of
1959—1961 End in 1962

ZIYING FAN
(Fudan University)
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Abstract In the literature of famine, a question yet to be answered is why the Great
Leap-forward famine ended in 1962 when the output of grain was still lower than that of
1959, the year when the famine broke out. There are possibly three competing hypotheses:
the collapse of the communal dining system, the Darwinian conjecture, and the inertia of gov-
ernment’s policy. Based on provincial level data, we find that only the second hypothesis is
supported, which means that it was natural selection—the weak died and the survivors were
strong enough to endure the famine—that brought the famine to an end. We also find that
government inertia delayed the ending of the famine.
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