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A probe into the cause of the unprecedented famine in Hunan
in the spring of 1921

ZHANG Andong
(History Department, Chaohu College, Chaohu 238000, China)

Abstract: Hunan Province has been one of the most important areas for production of grain since ancient time. It also
took a leading position in the production of grain all over China after the establishment of the Republic of China in
1912. However, between the spring and summer of 1921, there occurred an unprecedented food crisis in Hunan
Province characterized by its longer continuance, greater perniciousness than ever before. Although there existed an
intricate combination of bad weather and reduction of grain, its essential cause came from the social turmoil and
chaos caused by war and banditry and the exorbitant taxes and levies which resulted in the dire poverty of Hunan
people who had no means of livelihood to tide over a lean year and the financial crises of both the provincial and
county governments which had no means to confront the spring famine due to crop failures with worsening situations.
In short, the main cause of the famine in that year was seventy per cent due to war and banditry and thirty per cent to
the natural calamities of flood and drought.

Key words: spring famine; war and banditry; natural calamities
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