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That there is a geographical perspective must be true: there was a conference,
this was the topic, these scholars wrote diverse and interesting papers true to the
theme. But assuming that there is a geographic perspective, what is it that makes
a perspective geographic? And what difference does a geographic perspective
make in the study of China’s history?
It is striking that these essays have been written by historians rather than by
geographers. There are geographers who study China, and a few even study
China’s history. In fact one of the great humanist geographers, the late Yi-fu
Tuan, wrote a historical geography of his native China. 1 Perhaps reflecting
trends since Harvard unfortunately abolished its Geography department in 1950,
studies of China’s geography have not flourished in the US. Cressey’s geographical survey was published in 1934, and Herrmann’s historical atlas in 1935, although we do have Blunden and Elvin’s wonderful cultural atlas, 2 and Cordell
Yee’s superb study of cartographic history. 3 There has been some work by geographers on contemporary China,4 but it is fair to say that the US has seen fewer
historical geographers working on China than historians with geographical interests.5
In China the story is very different. The modern historical geography of
China in China is a shift from ancient traditions of administrative geography6
and was motivated by nationalism and national salvation. 7 It continues to thrive.
The Center for China’s Historical Geography 中國歷史地理研究中心 at Fudan
University, founded by Tan Qixiang 譚其驤, was responsible for the most authoritative historical atlas of China prior to the China Historical GIS,8 publishes
the journal Historical Geography Research 歷史地理研究, and has physical and
human geographers on its faculty, although rather fewer than the historians.
197

© Du, Yongtao; Kyong-McClain, Jeff, Jan 30, 2013, Chinese History in Geographical Perspective
Lexington Books, Lanham, ISBN: 9780739172315

198

Bol

Outside of Fudan there was the late Cao Wanru 曹婉如, the authority on the
history of cartography, whose three volumes on historical maps is unparalleled.9
To bring into clearer focus the geographic perspective embedded in the contributions in this volume I want first to consider how geography as a
field/discipline/perspective, which exists independently of historical studies,
currently defines itself and its relation to history.
In his thoroughgoing survey of historical geography, Alan Baker proposes
an intersection between history and geography through geographic discourses on
location, environment, landscape, and region. 10 But his subtitle, “bridging the
divide,” reminds that there is a divide between the disciplines. The problem is
that even if we know that life takes place through time in space, the basic technologies for analyzing the temporal and the spatial are different and nearly incommensurate. The historian’s chronology, a fundamental tool for sorting out
what happens over time, facilitates narratives along one or a few threads. Trying
to keep track of what is taking place everywhere over time is unmanageable.
The geographer’s map, just as fundamental a tool, reveals variation through
space at the expense of change over time. Representing space and time together,
or spatiotemporal modeling, is a major computational challenge.11 Nevertheless,
both necessarily make choices of scale in representing time and space (one can
speak in terms of centuries and countries or days and villages), and those choices can deceive as well as reveal.12 The choice of a spatial or temporal perspective has consequences. As an historian compiling a chronology of the previous
1400 years of history and as a politician leading a government anxious to keep
from changing social and economic life, Sima Guang 司 馬光 (1018-1086)
sought to define enduring patterns of institutional failure and success, but he had
no interest in understanding how policy outcomes were affected by regional
differences. In fact, writing at a time when both government and private scholars
were interested in historical geography and new methods of cartography, Sima
did not include a single map in his great Mirror for Aid in Government 資治
通鑒.
What do geographers think a geographic perspective is today? Since 2001,
the Annals of the Association of American Geographers, the leading international journal in the field, has published articles in four areas: Environmental Sciences; Methods, Models, and GIS; Nature and Society; and People, Place, and
Region. All four are of interest to the geographically-minded historian. Environmental science has turned away from environmental determinism to focus on
process-based approaches, in which an environmental system is understood in
terms of the dynamic combination of multiple systems of human-environmental
interaction. 13 Geographic information system (GIS) technology has become
probably the most important tool for cartography, modeling, and spatial analysis
and is having an impact in many fields beyond geography, including history. 14 A
special issue of Historical Geography was devoted to surveying emerging trends
in historical GIS in 2005. 15 There is a book length introduction to historical
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GIS, 16 and two conference volumes of articles applying GIS in historical research have appeared.17 The study of interaction between humans and the environment (“nature and society”) continues to be important. 18
The study of people, place, and region is, I think, the area in which historians generally work when they see themselves as being geographic.19 In her retrospective, Audrey Kobayashi identifies three discourses in the 1930s and 40s:
Carl Sauer’s focus on how culture formed the characteristics of regions,
Wright’s notion that humans could be understood through their conceptions of
geography (“geosophy”), and regional geography as understood through the
products of economic activity. G. William Skinner has roots in the last of these.
Beginning in the 1970s, two related trends have emerged and continued into the
present: the humanistic geography associated with Yi-fu Tuan and Denis Cosgrove, among others,20 and the post-structuralist Marxist geography of Edward
Soja and others.21
Humanistic geography has been the subject of two recent volumes, one is
very much in this tradition,22 the other addresses the application of GIS techniques to humanistic scholarship. 23 But what marks something geographic as
“humanistic”? It is, I think, a focus on place as something socially and culturally
constructed and a recognition that the ways in which humans at a given time and
place relate to the environment is mediated by the ways in which they understand themselves and their relation to the world.24 Another way of understanding
this, perhaps a more social science than humanistic view, is Pred’s structuration
theory, in which place is “constantly becoming a human product.”25
Historical studies, like many fields, is making a spatial turn.26 These papers
tell us something about what a spatial turn is coming to mean in the practice of
historical studies.
A thread running through many essays is the role of conceptions of space
and place in history. In Stephen Whiteman’s essay, for example, we see the
Manchu emperor using an interpretation of physical geography to reach a very
human political conclusion. In this case, the argument is that Manchu origins
and the sacred origins of the people they have conquered are connected; this was
one of the many forms of the Qing dynasty claim to legitimacy. In fact, China
has a long history of using the physical landscape in making claims about the
extent of empire—one of the earliest is the “Tribute of Yu” piece in the Book of
Documents, in which Yu describes the Nine Regions. Qing ideological claims
appealed to shared geographic knowledge; more generally ideas about “country”
appealed to such knowledge, a point made by one of the editors, Yongtao Du, in
his conference paper on comprehensive gazetteers.
Later imperial literati could acquire a geographic view of the territorial extent of the country through the maps in encyclopedias and historical atlases.
These maps did not, as many do today, depict China as an isolate, removed from
geographic context. Rather, they showed dynastic territory as part of a larger
continental and maritime world.27 Laura Hostetler’s study of three Qing cartographic surveys of the realm points out that maps were part of emerging global
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information flows, that they were visualizations of an empire, and they were
propositions about that empire in a larger world. Sometimes the frontiers were
porous zones of contact and mixing, not easily demarcated whether by cartographic assertion or by ethnicity. Kathlene Baldanza’s account of the Vietnam
frontier reminds us that frontier making was something quite different from border marking. Frontiers existed between communities, both of which possessed
agency. Yajun Mo’s account of the new frontier of Xikang province in the Republican era brings out another aspect of frontier: the alterity of the population
across “our” frontier provides “us” with an identity, our commonality ultimately
lies in a claim to being different from others.
“Identity” is a problematic concept, as one might expect of a word that denotes both sameness and difference. Of the multiple ways of establishing an
identity (by status, by organizational membership, by lineage), place-based identity has been a particularly strong feature of Chinese life, particularly during the
later imperial period.28 Local identities are not given, they have to be constructed. As Andrew Chittick shows with a study of dragon boat racing, this happens
at the neighborhood level. It can be no less important for the most literate elites,
as in Xiaoquan Raphael Zhang’s account of a seventeenth century literatus.
A “place” is more than a name, it is all the attributes that people associate
with it, attributes which become available in some sense to those who claim a
place-based identity. The cultural construction of place creates social capital, to
be sure, but it also creates self-conscious bonds of loyalty that can result in
communal action.29 I find it particularly interesting that a place-based identity
easily transcends the dynasty, which is temporally limited. Regimes come and
go, but a place can be maintained. At first glance this might seem a threat to
central authority, and at times the center has acted as if it were a threat. As HueiYing Kuo shows in her study of overseas Chinese investment in Fujian, however,
from the participants’ perspective the mobilization of resources through a placebased identity to help that place can appear to be a nationalistic act. It depends
upon whether one sees the nation as constituted by places or places as a function
of the state.
A challenge for historians, who focus on change over time, is seeing change
unfolding through “space,” especially when that space is constituted by many
places at many levels of aggregation, from the neighborhood to the nation. It is
important to see that the analysis of spatial features, whether it involves using
geographic information system technology or not, is a data-driven, empirically
minded enterprise. Spatial analysis is concerned with how things are arranged in
space (location and distance) and the significance of those arrangements; it
seeks spatial patterns in large amounts of data, thus to identify the relationships
between different kinds of data with spatial attributes; it makes use of data that
can be quantified, but it also draws on aerial imagery and remote sensing data; it
seeks the relationships between different kinds of data with spatial attributes; it
provides a context in which the aggregate and the particular instance can both be
taken into account; finally it can be used to create spatiotemporal models of
phenomena such as population change.
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It is not the meaningfulness of the spatial feature to those who experienced
it that is telling, but the ways the topography of the land or the urban grid constrains and enables human action. Luke Hambleton’s study of the coastal clearances in early Qing takes physical geography seriously. Similarly Gregory
Rohlf’s study of the urban morphology of highland towns in Qinghai is an example of analyzing spatial organization.
Regional systems analysis, the discovery of spatial systems in the physiographic landscape or in the marketing systems of a region’s villages and towns,
is best known in the China field through the work of the late G. William Skinner. 30 During the latter part of his career Skinner adopted GIS technology. 31
Jiang Wu, Daoqin Tong, and Karl Ryavec’s study of regional religious systems
in contemporary China builds on Skinner’s work in his application of GIS, spatial analysis and statistics.
Today Skinner’s spatial data are being prepared for release by Merrick Lex
Berman at Harvard, and some major data series are already available through the
China Historical GIS website (http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~chgis/). The China
Historical GIS is meant to provide the basis for large-scale historical spatial
analysis by providing a time series of changes in the field administration from
221 BCE to 1911, the idea being that spatial historians can attach their data to
places, thus to see change through space and time. 32 To the extent that spatial
analysis requires learning to use GIS software, acquire data, and create GIS datasets, it remains quite challenging. Today, however, there are web-based mapping services which do not require technical knowledge (although it helps to
read the instructions). One example, which already includes hundreds of layers
of China data is Harvard’s WorldMap system (http://worldmap.harvard.edu/).
The spatial turn in historical studies of China is finding many paths, from
the intellectual and cultural history to quantitative social science history. The
great promise of this work, as exemplified by this book, is that it changes the
way we think about history.
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