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A Comparison of the Chinese Great Famine and the

Leningrad Siege Famine

Li Yun Ting
Abstract

In November 1957, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev announced at a Communist
and Workers' Party conference in Moscow that the Soviet Union would surpass the
United States within 15 years. His speech greatly inspired Mao Zedong, who then
proposed that within the same timeframe, China’s steel production should surpass the
United Kingdom’s while the Soviet Union overtook the U.S. This idea turned into the
slogan “Surpass Britain, Catch Up with America,” becoming the main goal of the Great
Leap Forward. However, due to overly optimistic projections and unrealistic policies,

the movement led to disastrous consequences—including a nationwide famine.

Looking further back, from September 8, 1941, to January 2, 1944, another
devastating famine struck Leningrad in the Soviet Union. Unlike China’s famine, which
was caused by flawed policies, the Leningrad famine was a result of war. On June 22,
1941, German forces broke through the Soviet Union’s western defenses, and by
September 8, they had completely surrounded Leningrad. The city was trapped under
siege for nearly 900 days, with relentless bombings and severe food shortages leading

to mass starvation.

Both the Great Leap Forward famine in China and the Siege of Leningrad during
World War II led to enormous suffering and loss of life. When famine strikes, people
don’t get enough food to sustain their bodies, leading to malnutrition, disease, and
eventually widespread death. This paper explores how the two famines shaped public
health—what kinds of diseases emerged and how people tried to treat them. One
happened in peacetime, the other in wartime, which meant the circumstances were very
different. Geographic factors, government responses, and how people tried to survive

all influenced the types of illnesses that appeared and how they were handled.

Key words: : Chinese Great Famine, Leningrad Siege, Disease, Medical Treatment



