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Abstract

Agricultural historical geography is the study of the geographies of
past times, involving the reconstruction of a wide range of phenomena
and processes relating to agriculture, such as the agricultural region,
landscapes and their relations to the natural environment and the social
circumstances. Agrotechnical historical geography is one of the branch-
es of agricultural historical geography. Its main task is to investigate
the regional differentiation of agricultural techniques in the historical
period. For the greater part of the history of human occupation of the
earth the majority of the inhabitants lived in rural areas, whose means
of subsistence almost always came from the land.However, the ways
and modes for obtaining the means of subsistence varied not only in dif-
ferent times but also in different places because of the differences of the
geographical features and the social circumstances.

The physical environment and the social and economic circum-
stances that were connected with the adoption of agricultural tech-
niques in the west China of the Qing dynasty were characterized with
significant diversity and complexity. The main spatial characteristic of
the agricultural techniques was the coexistence of shifting cultivation,
extensive cultivation and intensive cultivation, and the second one oc-
cupied the dominant place in most areas. The shifting mode existed
mainly in the southwest China and the most parts of the Qinghai — Ti-
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bet plateau. The extensive mode of cultivation could be found in the
loess plateau, the western part of Gansu province, Xinjiang, the Qin-
ling and Bashan Mountains, and some mountainous areas of the south-
west China. The intensive cultivation was only practiced in the central
Shaanxi plain, the Sichuan Basin and some other places with favorable
irrigation systems.

The relations between the geographical environment and certain
agricultural technical factors are discussed in the book and much atten-
tion has been paid to investigate the distribution and differentiation of
the agricultural technology. The author holds that the adoption for cer-
tain technical modes or means was mainly determined by their suitabili-
ty to the particular environment and circumstances, and no clear line
of demarcation between the intensive and the extensive cultivation ex-
isted because of the geographical conditions. One of the major charac-
teristics of agrotechnical distribution in the Qing west China was the
phenomenon of “Isolated Technical Island”; i.e., a relative advanced
technical system existed in a district, around which was a wider area
with backward technical system, and vice versa. The agrotechniques
were different not only in modes and types but also in productive effi-
ciency. In fact, people cannot make correct judgment on the technical
efficiency of one production means or skill or tool without considering
the environment in which it had been adopted and practiced. It was
the existence of spatially unbalanced differentiation of the agricultural
techniques that resulted in a process of technical interaction. The dif-
fusion and exchange of technology played the most important role in
the Qing west China, where very little technical innovation could be
found. The diffusion paths and exchange patterns varied considerably

in different places. The most efficient paths and patterns were those
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suiting the particular geographical and social conditions.

The diversity of agrotechnology in the west China in the Qing dy-
nasty was determined mainly by the ecogeographical conditions. So
such factors as heat, moisture, topography, soil, vegetation and ca-
lamity are discussed in the book. These ecogeographical factors were
different not only from the east China, but also from each other in the
different regions of the western part. On one hand, the formation of
regional characteristics of agricultural technology depended upon the
synthetic effect of these ecogeographical factors. On the other hand,
the modes and types of technology practiced regionally also had the im-
portant effects on the ecogeographical environment. One of the conclu-
sions the author have drawn from the discussion is that the unsuitable
adoption of agricultural techniques characterized with the mode of
“slashing and burning” and extensive cultivation resulted in the deteri-
oration of ecological environment, which weakened in turn the sustain-
able developing ability of the agriculture itself.

The diversity of agrotechnology in the west China in the Qing dy-
nasty was also influenced deeply by the social — economic and cultural
factors, which had certain characteristics different considerably from
the eastern part. All social — economic and cultural factors played their
specific roles in the adoption of agrotechniques. The “slashing and
burning” and extensive types of cultivation were usually maintained in
the sparsely inhabited areas. The distribution of irrigating water right
was almost always correlated with the technical types and efficiency,
especially in such arid areas as the loess plateau and the northwest Chi-
na. The tendency of the agricultural technical development was influ-
enced remarkably by the religions and particular cultural customs in the
Qinghai — Tibet plateau and some mountainous areas of the southwest
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China. And the exchange and diffusion of technology was to a great
extent limited by the unfavorable transportation conditions. Here peo-
ple can also see the correlating relations between the adoption of agri-

cultural technology and the geographical environment.
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