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U N T I L recently, estimates o f 
China's population were mostly 

guessworks, not infrequently con
tradicting one another. Most sino
logists, however, agree that the 
growth of China's population follow
ed a cyclical pattern for about fifteen 
hundred years during which it 
paralleled the rise and fall of dynas
ties. In periods of relative peace 
and stability the numbers grew, 
while in periods of turbulence and 
natural disaster the numbers de
clined. This process led to a dou
bling of the population of China 
between the seventeenth and nine-
teenth centuries. It rose from about 
112 million in 1685 to 300 million 
in 1872. Since then the history has 
been one of steady growth in num
bers, and by 1940 China's popula
tion came to be generally estimated 
at more than 450 millions. At the 
time of the Communist victory in 
China in 1949, the population figure 
used to be generally quoted as 475 
millions. 

The first, systematic census of the 
population of China, conducted under 
the aegis of the Communist Govern
ment in 1953, belied almost all the 
earlier estimates by disclosing that 
China's population had grown 
heyond six hundred million. Some 
observers from the West, notably 
Mr Colin Clark have questioned 
the correctness of the figures re
leased by the Communists. The 
great majority of the observers 
however accept the figure as relia
ble. The Census of 1953 put the 
figure of total Chinese population 
at about 601 million including 
12 million overseas Chinese and 
about seven mill ion l iving in 
Formosa. The Census however 
was quite restricted in scope and 
did not therefore disclose a l l the 
required data which would throw 
light on the nature and growth of 
population in China. 

Favourable Composition 
—Age and Sex 

The population of China is rela
tively youthful. According to 
Professor Ta Chen, the noted 
Chinese authority on demography, 
the working people in China con
stituted 53.5 per cent of the total 
population in 1946 a proportion 

higher than in any other country 
of the world. According to Mr Pai 
Chien-hua, the Communist Census 
Commissioner, in 1953 Infants 
constituted 15.6 per cent, children 
in the age group 5 to 9 years 11 per 
cent and those in the age group of 
10 to 17 years 14.5 per cent of 
China's total population. From 
these figures Professor Yuan-li 
Won, an authority on China's 
communist economy, has estimated 
that in 1954 China's working 
population represented 58.9 per  
cent of the total population. The 
age composition of the people would 
tend to conform the view that 
China's population was sti l l in the 
first half of the cycle and would 
encounter much growth in the 
coming years. 

A test survey of 30,180,000 peo
ple in 1953 in which the urban 
population had a slight prepon
derance disclosed that China's 
population was growing annually 
by two per cent the rate of births 
being 37 per thousand, and that 
of deaths being 17 per thousand. 
The sex ratio is 107.5 males for 
100 females on the average. About 
80 per cent of the 582,603,417 
people of mainland China live in 
villages. Of the city dwellers 45 
million live in cities wi th more 
than 50.000 people about 10 mill ion 
in cities with a population between 
25,000 and 50,000. The rest live 
in smaller cities 

Prospect of Increasing Pressure 
The urban-rural ratio of the 

Chinese population together wi th 
the age composition suggests, 
among other things, the prospect 
of a steady increase in population. 
In the case of China (as in India), 
however, it is not so much the 
rate of growth of population as 
the addition of absolute numbers 
that presents the crux of the pro
blem. This is another way of 
saying that China is already suffer
ing from relative over-population. 
Well it is, and the Chinese Com
munist authorities themselves 
admit that. According to one 
Chinese Communist expert the 
Chinese economy can somehow 
support fifty crores of people, but 
actually there are already about 

65 crores (bringing the figure up-
to-date on the basis of a two per 
cent annual growth) . At the exist
ing rate of increase China's popu
lation would be doubled wi thin the 
next twentyfive years when it 
would reach the colossal figure of 
one hundred and twentysix crores. 
By the turn of the century China's 
population would almost equal the 
world's present total. 

Communists' Awareness 
To assure a l iving standard to 

such increasing population is a for
midable task indeed. The problem 
was underlined in Premier Chou 
En-lai's speech to the 4th session 
of the National People's Congress 
(Parliament) of China when he 
said; "Ours is a country of 600 
million people. If every purchasing 
power increases by one yuan per 
year, that means an increase of 
600 mill ion yuan for the country, 
and the State must provide addi
tional 600 million yuan worth of 
consumer goods . . . the l iving 
standards of our 600 million people 
can only be improved gradually 
on the basis of increased production, 
and we must not demand too rapid 
an improvement." The acuteness 
of the problem whether it is view
ed from the point of population 
growth or of economic develop
ment, or from both is further 
brught out by the fart that about 
10 to 15 per cent (50 to 75 million) 
of the peasants have neither enough 
food nor clothing and require 
state help for their very sustenance. 
The average income of a Chinese 
peasant is only 70 yuan (about 
Rs 80) per year. 

Land-man Ratio 
China is one of the wor lds 

largest countries covering an area 
of 3.76 million square miles. She 
is also the most populous country 
in the world. But her average 
population density is only 156 per 
square mile almost half that of 
India and far less than in some of 
the countries of Western Europe, 
with much greater per capita 
income. Though China is nearly 
three times the size of India the 
cultivated land per person in China 
(0.58 acre) is lower than in India. 
(0.83 acre). From this one may 
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tend to conclude that China has 
vast scope for increasing agricul
tural population by reclaiming new 
lands. Yet, despite the fact that 
only ten per cent of the land in 
China has been brought under cul
tivation (against 15 per cent in 
Japan, 18 per cent in the U S A, 
30 per cent in the U K and 35 per 
cent in India-Pakistan), on all ac
counts there is not much scope for 
opening out new agricultural lands. 
During the centuries the Chinese 
people have concentrated in part i 
cular regions and despite heavy 
congestion found no scope for new 
settlement in China. In a country 
suffering from chronic food short
age (between 108 B C and A D 1911, 
1828 famines occurred in China) an 
industrious people such as the 
Chinese are, would not have re-
mained idle if suitable cultivable 
lands were available. As a matter 
of fact there has been no change 
in the pattern of settlement of the 
Chinese south of the Great. Wai l . 
In the whole of China, population 
increased by some 30 per cent 
between 1873 and 1933, but the 
farm acreage increased by only 
one per cent. The Chinese Com
munist experts also underline the 
difficulty of expanding the acreage 
and further point out that even wi th 
the addition of virgin lands where-
ever it is possible agricultural pro
duction could not be increased 
sufficiently so as to provide for the 
increasing population, While con
siderable progress has been made 
in increasing agricultural and in
dustrial production in China, the 
impact of such increase on the 
standard of l iving of the people 
could not have been but insigni
ficant. At the present rate of the 
growth of the national economy 
China cannot provide new employ
ment to more than one million 
workers, while to provide for the 
growth of the population at the 
present rate, she has to create 
thirteen to fifteen million jobs every 
year which is clearly beyond her 
capacity. 

Population Control Measures 
It is no wonder then that the 

Chinese Communist leaders realised 
the necessity of adopting a policy 
of population control soon after 
the completion of the Census in 1953. 
In that very year the Chinese Com
munist Party adopted a policy of 
promoting bir th control as a mea
sure to check population growth — 
though characteristically the deci

sion was not made public for a long 
time to come. After the adoption 
of the policy of b i r th control for 
China by the Communist Party of 
China, it became one of the 
"political tasks" of the Party 
members to encourage b i r th con
t ro l by al l means. The Government 
withdrew restrictions on abortion 
and on the manufacture and sale of 
contraceptives. Hospitals and me
dical clinics were instructed to 
offer all possible help regarding 
bir th control. The Government also 
called for a modification of the 
Marriage Law by enhancing the 
minimum age of marriage. 

The goal of the Chinese policy, 
writes Professor Wu Ching-Chao 
in an article in the March 3, 1957 
issue of the New Constitution, is to 
reduce the present b i r th rate of 
3.7 per cent to 1.7 per cent, and 
the death rate of 1.7 per cent to 
1.2 per cent, thus to restrict the 
growth of population to 0.5 per 
cent per annum, i e to 25 per cent 
of the present rate. The objective 
aimed at is certainly very impres
sive. It is however doubtful if 
the Government of China wi l l be 

able to make much headway with 
the help of the measures which 
are publicly stated to have been 
taken in this direction. Japan less 
not succeeded in checking her rate 
of growth of population with the 
help of simitar measures. We in 
India would watch wi th considera
ble interest the advances made In 
this field in China because the 
problem of overpopulation is quite 
serious in India as well. The 
general belief among population ex
perts is that appreciable results in 
this direction depend upon the 
evolution of social institutions and 
personal aspirations conducive to 
natural fall in the birth rate a 
task obviously difficult of achieve
ment over a short period. A signifi
cant fall in the bir th rate cannot 
therefore be expected before con
siderable progress is achieved in 
economic and cultural fields. But 
if China succeeds in bringing down 
her bir th rate, and therefore the 
rate of growth of the population 
it w i l l be a great achievement more 
so if the Government does not 
have to adopt coercive and other 
non democratic methods for the 
purpose. 


