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China’ s Economic Growth in Historical
and International Perspective
DwiGHT H.PERKINS
Harvard University
Abstract Form the lessons of the estimates of the various equations of thé new growth eco-
nomics’ China was well placed to grow rapidly long before it did in fact experience accelerated

growth China was not in the tropics it was not landlocked it was not rich in natural resources

and it had a fairly high level of education for a developing country . China did grow rapidly for a

brief period in the 1950s but this mainly involved recovery from the impact of long years of war

and civil war. Sustained rapid growth did not begin until after fundamental changes in policy from

1978 on changes such as the opening up of the economy that are also consistent with the findings

of the cross-country growth equations. Not all of the variables normally associated with high GDP
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growth rates however were present in China. Key institutions such as the rule of law were
largely absent for example. Nevertheless the policy changes from 1978 on led to accelerated
growth in total factor productivity TFP and this higher TFP and GDP growth in turn led to
higher rates of capital formation the share of gross capital formation in GDP in the reform period
did not change much at all from that share in the pre-reform slow growth years . Thus China’ s
rapid economic growth experience is a story of major policy changes leading to accelerated produc-
tivity growth.
JEL Classification 043 110 121





