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PREFACE

THE present work offers the conception of the dynamics
of the Key Economic Area as an aid to the under-
standing of Chinese economic history. By tracing
the development of the Key Economic Area through
an historical study of the construction of irrigation
and flood-control works and transport canals, it aims
to show the function of the Key Economic Area as an
instrument of control of subordinate areas and as a
weapon of political struggle, to indicate how it shifts,
to reveal i1ts dynamic relation to the problem of unity
and division in Chinese history, and to give, on the
basis of this approach, a concrete and historical-
descriptive analysis of one phase of the economic
development of China. The book does not purport
to give a new interpretation of Chinese history as a
whole. However, if the concept of the Key Economic
Area proves helpful to the solution of one of the
fundamental problems in Chinese history, it cannot
but affect the understanding and interpretation of the
whole process of Chinese historical development. In
order to place this theory in its proper perspective and
to indicate its possible extension and further applica-
tion, it is perhaps better at this point for the author
to state his general approach to historical economic
studies in China.

Man makes his own history, not only under con-
ditions which historyv hands down to him, but also
through the rewriting of past history. This 1s
because history itself is historical and can only be
understood by each epoch, and be of service to it, in
the light of its own experience. New experience
gives rise to new historical insight, and in the light
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of new understanding, new problems can be formu-
Jated, old and new evidence resifted, and significant
facts selected out of a multitude of seemingly meaning-
less data. Thus history must be continually rewritten
in order to answer the need of man in each specific
epoch. The rewriting of history is part of man’s
efforts to harness the forces of history, and this task
becomes particularly urgent at each turning point in
the historical process.

Ever since the “ opening of China” in the middle
of the nineteenth century, the problem of rewriting
Chinese history has loomed large on the intellectual
horizon not only of China, but of the whole world.
Capitalist foreign trade and Investment, through its
exploitation of the world market, has created an
interdependent world economy and has thrown the
unevenly and differently developed socio-economic
set-ups of various peoples into one turbulent current
of world. huistory. Chinese history 1s no longer the
history of just one country, but it has merged into
the stream of world history. * Western ” institutions
have made serious inroads into Chinese life, which, in
turn, has become an important factor in the life of
the “ West.” The far-reaching consequences of the
situation were epitomized in the Great Revolution of
1925-1927 and its subsequent developments, which
brought to the fore, for the first time in centuries, the
most fundamental problems of the dynamics of Chinese
soclety.

Economic history, or dialectical economics, recog-
nizes the fact that fundamental problems of China
to-day cannot be understood merely by studying con-
temporary conditions, but must be approached his-
torically through attempts to solve the basic questions
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of Chinese history raised by the demands of our
epoch, and to discover the dominant tendencies which
govern the development of Chinese economy. The
main objective of such a study, of course, is historical
and socio-economic synthesis.

But synthesis and analysis are two phases of the same
process and cannot be mechanically separated. Syn-
thesis signifies building up or organization, while
analysis means breaking down or separation. But,
since both exclude chaos and wanton behaviour, it
1s clear that building up i1s impossible without first
having broken down and understood the meaning
of the parts, and it is equally true that taking apart
1s 1mpossible without first having an idea of how the
parts are put together. Applying this principle to
historical writing, it means that synthesis involves
the systematic merging of leading ideas which result
from analytical study of special problems, while
analysis cannot be fruitful without a general approach
to guide its labours in working through a maze of other-
wise meaningless data. The apparent contradiction
between the two concepts is really a reflection of their
dialectical relationship; both represent necessary
phases of the same process of scientific investigation.
A book may be primarily a work of synthesis or of
analysis, but an investigation can be fruitful only
when the intimate connection between the two
concepts 1s expressly or tacitly recognized.

Although the final purpose of the author’s study
of economic history is synthesis, the present book is
primarily a work of analysis. It began as an attempt
to trace the development of irrigation and flood-control
in Chinese history through an analytical study of the
immense amount of untouched source material on the
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subject hidden in the gazetteers (local historical geo-
graphies), special Chinese works on “ water benefits,”
and the dynastic histories. The general direction of
the author’s researches naturally has been determined
by his preconceptions and general method of approach,
specifically by his realization of the i1mportance of
irrigation and water transportation in Chinese history.
But it was only after a close examination of most of
the available material in the Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C,, that the belief in the importance
of water-control to Chinese history was confirmed and
the conception of the Key Economic Area and its
relation to unity and division in Chinese history
developed in the author’s mind. This book as it stands,
which, except for minor changes, was completed in
the middle of April 1934, represents the author’s pre-
liminary effort to define the concept, to study the
geographical basis for water-control and economic
regionalization in China, and to trace briefly the
shifting of the Key Economic Area in Chinese history.

Thus the analytical study of source material on the
history of water-control gave birth to a new concept
which has in turn been used as a device to define the
course of development of water-control. Buta concept
1s like a lJamp—once lit it does not illuminate merely
one corner of the room. The concept of the Key
Economic Area throws light on every fundamental
problem in Chinese history. It emphasizes the local
and regional character of Chinese economy. The
First Emperor, Ch’in Shih Huang Ti (221-210 B.C.),
successfully battered down the feudal barriers between
the warring states, but the unity he achieved was a
loose unity. It was not bound together by economic
ties like those in a modern state, but was held together
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by military and bureaucratic domination through the
instrumentality of the control of the Key Economic
Area. Such a unity cannot be enduring, and as soon
as the supremacy of the Key Economic Area was
challenged, the ruling power lost its place of mooring
and source of supply. Division and chaos then became
the order of the day until a new power rooted itself
in a Key Economic Area and successfully used it as
a weapon for re-establishing unity. This is the true
meaning behind the classical Chinese saying that “A
long period of unity must eventuate in division; a
long period of division must eventuate in unity.” It
1s an iron law describing accurately one of the funda-
mental movements in the semi-feudal phase of China’s
history, from the first Emperor to the breakdown of
China’s isolation in the last century.

The existence of the Key Economic Area motivated
the geographical differentiation in the land system
and methods of taxation, and accentuated the natural
tendency toward uneven development of the different
regions. It also affected the distribution of merchant
capital and created varied conditions for its develop-
ment. Differences in the land system, taxation and
the degree of development of commercial and usurious
capital meant differences in the social characteristics
and power of the local ruling groups, differences in
the degree of exploitation, and differences in the con-
ditions of the life and work of the peasants, the over-
whelming majority of the population. While these
differences were never of such a nature as to alter the
picture of an essentially homogeneous structure of
society in the wide territory of China, they were
sufficiently important to influence materially the
development of the multifarious phases of the class
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struggle, especially the peasant wars. Furthermore,
although the theory of the Key Economic Area does
not explain the persistent tendency to latifundia, the
growth of merchant capltal and forces retarding its
development, the antagonisms between the bureau-
cracy, the landowners, the merchants, and the peasants,
and the periodic decline and breakdown of internal
economy—in a word, although this theory does not
explain the class struggle, it does reveal one of the
important influences shaping the course of development
of that struggle.

Let us consider for a moment the influence of the
Key Economic Area on the peasant wars, which have
always been the culmination and sharpest expression
of China’s social crises, and, therefore, deserve to be
studied as the corner-stones of Chinese history. When
a socio-economic cycle, which usually coincided with
a dynastic period, drew to a close; when exploitation
of the peasants increased and production declined,
when extravagance and corruption weakened the ruling
power, and when bankruptcy faced the government
and starvation confronted the pauperized population,
the peasants usually took the road of rebellion, refusing
to pay rent, taxes and debts, harassing and expro-
priating the rich and sacking centres of political power
and administration. Such a movement usually started
with a series of rebellions in various localities. Owing
to the locally self-sufficient economy of the country,
consolidation of the scattered forces of the peasants
was difficult and speedy conclusion of any such struggle
was well-nigh impossible. In the course of the pro-
tracted struggle, geographical and economic conditions
of the localities limited the growth of certain groups
and favoured the development of others. The struggle
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was one against the government as well as a painful
process of elimination among rival groups. Usually
the group most favoured by geographical and economic
advantages and able leadership emerged from the
struggle as the master of the situation. The impor-
tance of the geographical locus is considered here not
so much from the point of view of strategy as from
the point of view of economics. When the problem is
studied concretely, in a history of the peasant wars,
which the author plans to do, it will be seen that
the theory of the Key Economic Area will help
an understanding of many hitherto unexplained or
misunderstood events.

Thus, despite the fact that the question of regional
relations is not the central question in Chinese history
and the concept of the Key Economic Area cannot be
the ruling idea in the interpretation of Chinese history
as a whole, 1t 1s 1mportant to realize that under con-
ditions of regional natural economy the theory has a
special significance, advances considerably our under-
standing of the whole process of Chinese history, and
provides a background for a study of the effects of the
impact of imperialism and the problems of contem-
porary China. Before the full import of the idea can
be realized, many articles and monographs dealing with
specific phases of its application will have to be written.
On the question of the history of water-control alone,
the author has collected much more material than he
has been able to use. The present volume can only
be considered a beginning. Its ruling concept remains
to be tested, to be related to other prevailing ten-
dencies in Chinese history, and its manifold implications
as outlined in the two foregoing paragraphs still have
to be worked out. On the basis of these possibilities



