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Comparing Empires: Manchu Colonialism

HE QING EMPIRE of China was a colonial empire that ruled over a
diverse collection of peoples with separate identities and deserves
comparison with other empires. This claim is more problematic
than it seems. T h e reigning tradition of nationalist historiography, practised in both the People's Republic of China and Taiwan, rejects the comparison in principle. Nationalist scholars argue that China is not like other
,
imperialist powers, because all of its peoples were hnified' ( t o n ~ i )not
conquered, under the aegis of an inclusive culture-state. T h e modern
Chinese nation-state, which inherits nearly a11 of the territory and ~ e o p l e s
of the Qlng, thus defines itself as a Lmultinationality'state that represents
the culmination of millennia of Chinese imperial history.
Traditionalist historians, who take the line taken by the @g empire itself, also reject the validity of the comparison, to the extent that they argue
that Chinese imperial domination of non-Han peoples was based not on
coercion, but on cultural assimilation From this perspective, frontier
peoples willingly accepted the norms of the orthodox Confucian culture
because they recognized its superiority. The Chinese empire was a universalist civilization, not an ordinary state, because it claimed legitimacy on
the basis of humanist cultural foundations, not on the contingencies of
military conquest or material interest. Only rebels and bandits, whose sole
interest lay in creating disorder, could reject the claims to domination of
the imperial state, and they deserved ruthless suppression.
Despite obvious deficiencies, these views remain influential in studies of
China.' Nationalist historians take the essentialist view that all the basic
features of the contemporary nation-state are found in the distant past
without fundamental alteration. They turn a articular moment of imperial
expansion - the maximal borders attained by the Q n g empire in the mideighteenth century - into ideal boundaries defining a timeless national
culture. They ignore the contradictions between imperial pretensions and
the peoples under
subjection, and they do not take serious account of
heterodox, autonomous rivals to official ideology. Likewise, traditionalists,
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with their assumption of easy assimilation, play down the brute facts of
conquest, or the effective use of material lures to induce subject peoples to
take on new cultural forins. Both place the Chinese empire beyond the
reach of comparison by pointing to its unique features: the long, continuous evolution of classical culture and the imperial bureaucratic state, the
large Han population facing a more sparsely populated Inner Asian frontier, and the relative isolation of China from global currents of change.
A comparative approach points to different aspects of Chinese imperial
rule, highlighting those in which it resembled other empires. Like other
empires, the Chinese rulers had to maintain large military forces for domestic repression and frontier defence. They had to collect taxes from the
agrarian population, ensure the obedience of local Clites, and preserve
social order with a minimal admiriistrative apparatus. They had somehow
to reconcile the great diversity of local practices and cultures with the
bureaucratic impulse to uniformity. And they had to win over, or at least
gain grudging acceptance of their rule from subject peoples who, if unconstrained by threats and promises, would have preferred much greater
autonomy.
A comparative approach will help to integrate the study of China into
world history. China was riever completely isolated from global processes,
although its links with western Eurasia were usually more tenuous than
those ofwestern Eurasia with the Middle East, Africa, or South Asia. Central Eurasian nonlads introduced horse riding and the chariot into China
after they brought the same crucial military technologies to the Near East.
The Silk Road linked Chinese exports along the caravan route to the
Roman and later empires, although it suffered frequent interruptions from
upheavals in central Eurasia. Maritime contacts of Chiria with South arid
South-East Asia flourished especially from the tenth to fifteenth centuries.
By the sixteenth ceritury, the global flow of New World silver connected
China's economy, even if only marginally, to South America and the financial centres of Europe. In this context, the growth of the eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century opium-centred trade was not a great rupture. Like
other early modern empires, China engaged in active trade and diplomatic
relations with widely dispersed states and peoples. Jerry Bentley argues
that Lprocessestranscending nations' should be the main factor determining the periodization of world history.' The three main processes he
invokes are imperial conque.st, migration of people, and cultural and commercial exchange. All these took place between China, Russia, and Mongolia in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries.
1 Jerry Bentley, 'Cross-Cultural Interaction and Periodization in World History', American Historical
Review, ci (1996), 7.49-70.

Manchu Colonialism

257

258

Peter C. Perdue

The inherited tradition of comparative empire studies, as practised by
certain sociologists from Max Weber to Shmuel Eisenstadt, has, however,
gone down the wrong road, because these comparativists isolate their
empires from history. Although any entity can be compared with any
other, the most useful comparisons come from examining units that follow
diverging paths from a common origin, or whose evolution is driven by
common processes (for example, demographic or economic), or have
extensive interactions with each other.' It is riot profitable, for example, to
erect ideal-typical models of agrarian empires, as Weber and Eisenstadt
have done, and compare the Chinese empire as a timeless entity with these
static models. This approach both ignores the great transformations of the
Chinese empire over time and assumes that it is isolated from significant
interactions with other states.
Some recent studies point in more profitable directions. Jack Goldstone's comparative examination of demographic-structural processes
underlying the breakdown of early modern states discovers parallel processes in the sixteenth and seventeenth c e n t ~ r i e sHe
. ~ finds that England,
France, Ming China, and the Ottoman Empire followed similar paths of
state breakdown in this period. T h e three parallels he finds are, first,
population pressure producing subsistence crises and agrarian unrest;
second, fiscal crises producing incapacities of the state to finance international security and repress domestic dissent; and third, excess competition for Clite posts among the younger generations, producing movements of dissident intellectuals. Most of Goldstone's argument focuses on
England and France, and 111uch of it was anticipated and applied more
directly to Eurasia by Joseph Fletcher in a brilliant paper on integrative
history in the early modern age.3
Finally, the concept of 'gunpowder empires' put fbrth in Marshal1
Hodgson's vast survey of the Islamic world, and summarized by William
McNeill, resembles in a general way the comparative approaches mentioned a b ~ v e Hodgson
.~
found common structures and processes in the
three great Islarnic empires that emerged from the collapse of Chinggis
1 Marc Bloch, 'Toward a Comparative History of European Societies', in Land and Work in Medieual
Europe (New York, 1 9 6 7 )pp.
~ 44-81; Max Weber, The Religion of China: Conficianism and Taoism
(New York, 1968); Shmuel Eisenstadt, 'The Political System ofEmpires (New Brunswick, NJ, 1993).
2 Jack A. Goldstonr, 'East and West in the Seventeenth Century: Political Crises in Stuart England,
Ottoman Turkey, and Ming China', Comparative Studies in .Society and Histoty, xxx (1988), 103-41
and Rruolution and Rehellion in the Ear!? Modern World (Berkelcy, 1991).
3 Joseph Fletcher. LlntegrativeHistory: Parallels and Interconnections in the Early Modern Period,
1500-18oo',fournal of 'Turkish Studies, ix ( 1 9 8 5 )37-57.
~
4 Marshall G. S. Hodgson, 'The Venture of Islam: 111: The Gunpowder Empires and Modern Times
(Chicago, 1974); Rethinking World Histoty: Essays on Europe, Islam, and World Histoty, ed. Edmund
Burke 111 (Cambridge, 1993); William H. Mcll'eill, The Age of Gunpowder Empires, 1450-1800
(Washington, 1989).
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Khan's Mongol empire from the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries: the
Mughals in India, the Safavids in Iran, and the Ottomans in the Middle
East. I would argue that three more empires can be added to this list: the
Muscovite-Russian, the Ming-Qing, and the succession of Mongol states in
central Eurasia in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries.
What these approaches have in common is that, first, they are limited to
a particular period: they do not try to erect models removed from historical
time; second, they are based closely on empirical examination of political,
economic, military, and cultural institutions, not generalized from purported cultural ideals found in classical texts; and third, to some extent
(McNeill more than others), they recognize the significance of interaction
between empires.
The essays that follow all contribute to a comparative understanding of
the Qing empire governed by these principles. Three of them analyse the
relationship between central and local Clites and institutions, a common
subject of study for all imperial governments.
Nicola Di Cosmo focuses on the local administration of the newly conquered frontier regions by the Qing, unified by the Lifan Yuan, the court
for the administration of the outer provinces, an unprecedented institution
in Chinese dynastic history. In each of the outer provinces of the empire Tibet, Xinjiang, and Mongolia - the Manchu rulers set up different kinds
of local administration, adapted to the special features of the local society.
Local administration was also heavily shaped by how the expanding
empire took over these regions: imperial residents and small garrisons
combined with selective delegation of powers and allocation of privileges
to native Clites to tie the regions to the centre in a different fashion from the
regular bureaucratic structure of the interior. Dorothea Heuschert's study
of Mongolian law codes complements Di Cosmo's essay by demonstrating
the interaction of Manchu and Chinese concepts of legal order with local
Mongolian cultures. Similarly, Elliot Sperling explores the ambivalent
position of local Clites in the frontier territories by analysing the autobiography of one Tibetan noble who played an active part in supporting
Qing efforts to win legitimacy from the Tibetan Lamaist aristocracy. The
Qing rulers adapted legal and bureaucratic structures, as well as personal
relationships, to native customs in a sophisticated manner so as to accommodate difference within a unified empire.
Di Cosmo points to contrasts between Qing rule of the north and northwest regions and its policies towards the south-west border. The work of
Jon Herman, Pat Giersch, and John Shepherd shows that Qing rulers
faced similar issues of variant local administration and accommodation to
native Clites in Yunnan and Taiwan, but dealt with them differently,
because the Manchu conquerors had no historical tradition of interaction
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with the south-west.' Although Qing policies towards the south-west are
not discussed here in detail, we should keep in mind that imperial treatment of different regions varied significantly.
My essay focuses on interaction between empires. The evolving empires
of central Eurasia in the early modern period shaped each other's political
and military structures; they were not driven entirely by independent
internal dynamics. All three shared common technologies, such as surveying and artillery, which linked them to the Jesuits, geodesists: and
military technicians produced by the developments of seventeenth-century
science and technology in Europe, particularly France.
Two of the essays look at symbolic and cultural configurations of
empire. Emma Jinhua Teng's analyses Qing travel literature about Taiwan
from a perspective influenced by receat developments in literary s t ~ d i e s . ~
Chinese concepts of gender, expressed in accounts of Taiwan, show the
mainland Clite scholars using Taiwan as an arena to define their own gender identities. They used tropes of 'feminization of the male' indigenous
population, and eroticization of the feminine, to mark off the orthodox
culture from the 'barbarian' one they perceived on the island. Much interesting comparative work on empires has focused on their use of gender
categorization, and recent studies of early modern English literature have
looked at the relationship of gender and power in travel writing.' Teng
combines the two perspectives to bring imperial China within the orbit of
discussions that have focused mainly on the New World.
Joanna Waley-Cohen examines the role of religious belief in Qing colonial conquest. Again, comparatively speaking, the relationship between
material and religiously inspired motivations has been a constant theme in
discussion of early modern European imperial conquest, whether Spanish,
English, French, or Dutch. Waley-Cohen focuses on the complex relationship between the Qing state and the Tibetan Lama Buddhist institutions
by looking at a specific campaigli from the mid-eighteenth century in
which Tibetan religious influence was particularly strong. The Qing emperors' attitudes towards Buddhism may have ranged from sceptical and
1 C. Patterson Ciersch, 'China's Reluctant Subject*: T h e Qing Quest to Control Yunnan' (Ph.D.
dissertation, Yale, 1996); John 1:. Hermall, 'Empire in the Southwest: Early Qing Reforms to the
Native Chieftain System',~oumalojAsian Studies, Ivi (19g7), 47-75; John Robert Shepherd, Statemajt
and Political Economy on the 'Taiwan Frontier, 1600-1800 (S~anford,1993).
2 See also, Emrna Jinhua Teng, 'Travel Writing and Colonial Collecting: Chinese Travel Accounts of
Taiwan from the Sevcntee~~th
through Nineteenth Centuries. (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard, 1997).
3 Stephen Greenblatt, h f a ~ e l o uPosscssiom:
s
'Thr Wonder of the Neu, World (Chicago, 1991); Mary C.
Fuller, Voyages in Print: English 'Travel to A~lterica,1576-1624 (Cambridge, 1995); Domesticating the
Empire: Languages of Race, Ccnder, and Family Lijr in Frrnrli und Dutch Colonialism, 1830-1962, ed.
Julia Clancy-Smith and Francrs Gouda (Charlottrsville, Va., forthcoming); Lora Wildenthal, 'Race,
Gender, and Citizenship in the German Colonial Erapire', in 'Temiom of Empire: Colonial Culfurcs in
rr Bourgeois World, ed. Frederick Cooper and Aun Stoler (Berkeley, forthcoming).
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manipulative to genuine personal belief, but they also had to reckon with
the influence of Central Asian religious traditions on their Mongolian,
Manchu, and possibly even I-Ian Chinese soldiers. As long as shamans
could invoke the terrifying 'storm magic' ( j a d a ) in the midst of a battle,
their sources of power had to be controlled. On a higher plane, the Dalai
Lama could not be allowed to claim independent access to authority
outside the realm of the Qing state, so the Qing rulers made careful efforts
to tighten their hold over the Tibetan Lamas through both coercive means
- military invasion - and extensive monetary and symbolic rewards.
These essays mark only the beginning of a path leading to closer consideration of China in the context of the other great colonial empires.
Despite the apparent differences between China and Europe, there are
enough common traits to inspire further discussion. Instead of 'East is
East, and West is West, atid ne'er the twain shall meet', think of the
Chinese proverb, 'Under Heaven all humans are kin' (Tianxia zhi nei, ren

jie xiongdi).
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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Boundaries, Maps, and Movement:
Chinese, Russian, and Mongolian Empires in
Sui
Tang
Five Dynasties
Liao
Northern Song
Southern Song
Yuan
Ming

581-617
618-907
907-960
916-1125
960-1127
1127-1279
1271-1368
1368-1644

Qi ng

1644-1912

Hung Taiji

1627-1643

L_--

Shunzhi

1645-1661

Yongzheng
Qianlong
Jiaqing
Daoguang
Xianferig
Tongzhi
Guangxu
Xuantong
--

1723-1735
1736-1795
1796-1820
1821-18.~0
1851-1861
1862-1874
1875-1908
1909-1912

Early Modern Central Eurasia

examine the parallel and divergent
responses to global processes that affected China and the other early
modern empires. Central Eurasia during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries offers one important site because three agrarian states
contended for power: the Muscovite/Russian empire, expanding eastwards
across Siberia; the Manchu Qing expanding first south-east, then northwest into the Central Asian steppes, deserts, and oases; and the Mongolian
empire of the Zunghars, who created an autonomous state in western Mongolia, Turkestan, and Tibet. Although, between the mid-seventeenth and
the mid-eighteenth centuries, the Zunghars rivalled Russian and Chinese
power, by 1760 the Qing had crushed the state and exterminated the
Zunghar people. T h e Qing then established permanent control, which
lasted until the fall of the empire in 1911, over all of present-day Mongolia
(Inner and Outer), Xinjiang, and Tibet.
The elimination of a powerful, independent Mongol-nomadic state in
the steppe was a world-historical event. The closure of the steppe frontier
meant the end of an age of fluidity, ecumenical exchange, fighting, and
shifting of boundaries, and the division, dispersal, and extermination of
the Mongols, who are now scattered from the Volga river to North China,
one of the widest involuntary diasporas to occur on the continent. T h e
outcome was the bipolar division of Central Asia between two empires,
marked by a border delimited in treaty negotiations between the Chinese
and the Russians. T h e bipolar division effectively lasted from 1760 until
the collapse of the Soviet Union. Outer Mongolia, despite proclaiming its
independence in 1911, became a Soviet satellite under Red Army occupation in 1921.'
The division persists conceptually in the terminology generally used to
describe the broad, physiographically unbounded region lying between
OMPARATIVE STUDIES SHOULD
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Boundaries, Maps, and Movement

the Amur river and the Ural mountains. Inner Asia usually refers to the
territories on the Chinese side of the border after the mid-eighteenth
century (Manchuria, Mongolia, Xinjiang, Tibet), while Central Asia refers
to those on the Russian side. Now, with central Eurasia occupied by five
former Soviet Republics, the (truly) independent Mongolia, and the Chinese and Russian empires, we have returned to a historically more usual
situation, replacing the three-hundred-year interlude. How the Asian
border was constructed is one theme of this comparative study.
Borders are often defined first by military confrontation, then by negotiated treaties, then by inscription on maps.' Map-makers and surveyors
shore up the abstract verbal descriptions found in treaties; boundary
markers and maps inscribe physically and visually the words written in
agreements; and military and trading posts line up at the frontiers demarcatcd on maps. -411 three competing states - China, Mongolia, and Russia
important maps as a weapon in their struggle for control of
central Eurasia, maps of unprecedented scale and accuracy. T h e maps
served the same purpose as maps did in Europe, and although the style of
production varied accordirig to local circumstances and knowledge, all of
them applied seventeenth-century western European knowledge, transmitted through Jesuits, Swedes, and other 'geodesists' (the practitioners of
geodesy, the seventeenth-century term for land surveying). Thus, all three
states expanded scientific knowledge of the globe in the early modern
world.
Before the seventeenth century, the rulers of European and Asian states
did not have clearly delimited conceptions of the boundaries of their
domains. During the seventeenth century, however, as the result of mutual
contacts, the major states of Eurasia negotiated fixed, linear borders. In
1639, the Ottomans negotiated a treaty with the Safavids that divided the
contested frontier zone between them. In 1683 and again in 1699, after the
failure of the Ottomans' siege of Vienna, the Ottomaiw and Habsburgs
negotiated a peace treaty defining tlie boundary between their territories
that is said to have marked the beginning of the decline of Ottoman
power.2 From the mid-seventeenth to the early eighteenth centuries,
Russia began to mark its boundaries with the Ottomans, Tatars, Kalmyks,
and other peoples living on its southern frontiers by negotiating treaties
and constructing fortified defensive linesS3Russia defined its boundary

with China by treaties in 1689 and 1727. As Michel Foucher concludes, the
modern bordered state was invented during the seventeenth century on the
frontiers between the giant Eurasian empires.
New surveying techniques supported the newly defined borders, not
always to their rulers' advantage. Louis XIV is said to have told his cartographers that they had cost him one-third of his kingdom, after he found
that more precisely measured lines of latitude and longitude considerably
reduced the area of France.' But the techniques, developed under royal
sponsorship to a new peak of accuracy in seventeenth-century France,
helped the states to increase their control over their territories.
Maps control people, notjust land. Drawing a line in the sand prohibits
your opponent from crossing it without permission. As the Asian states
drew lines across tlie steppe, they also controlled the movement ofpopulations: refugees, nomads, tribes, traders, soldiers, and other highly mobile
groups. Not only did the states need to constrain movement, but they also
needed new classification systems to define who lived inside and who
outside the new borders. Vaguely defined frontier zones gave way to
clearly marked lines; fluid ethnic identities were sharpened into more rigid
definitions. Ethnographic atlases, like their later counterparts thc cadastral
survey, the census, and tlie imperial atlas, fixed peoples, lands, and identities in new ways.2 In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century central Eurasia,
boundaries and maps combined to restrict mobility.
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All states distrust people who move freely from place to placea3As the
mobile are difficult to tax, draft into the army, interrogate for crimes, or
mobilize for forced labour, states try to define their permanent inhabitants.
Tax registers, land registers, censuses, border controls, passports, and
visas all attach a person to a time and place, even ifhis right to move is not
constrained. Every early modern state, struggling to build new bureaucratic apparatuses to contain resistance from localities, had to pay special
attention to mobile, unregistered peoples. In eastern Eurasia, however,
states faced greater difficulties in capturing human resources owing to the
much lower population densities: villagers in the forests and steppes could
easily flee to escape military service and taxes. The Ukrainian steppe
Foucher, L'Invnttion, p. 28.
On maps, censuses, museums, and surveys, see Benedict Anderson, Imaginrd Communities: ReJeclions on thr Origins and Spread of Nattonalism (London, 1991)~pp. 163-95, and, for China, Laura
Hostetler, 'Chinese Ethnography in the Eighteenth Century: Miao Albums of Cuizhou Province'
(Ph.D. dissertation, Pennsylvania, 1995).
3 Jamea C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Crrtain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have
Faikd (New Haven, 1998); Peter C. Perdue, 'Military Mobilization in Seventeenth and EighteenthCentury China, Russia, and Mongolia', Modem Asian S t u d b , xxx (1996), 757-93.
I
2

l Michel Foucher, 1,'lnumtion desfronti2res (Park, 1986).
2 Foucher, L'lnuention, pp. 58-95; Paul Hofnunn, The Viennese (New York, 1988), p. 59; Marshall

C.
S. Hodgson, The Vrnture of Islam: 111: The Gunpowdrr Empirrs and Modem Times (Chicago, 1974),
P P . '31-3.
3 Carol Belkin Stevenu, Soldiers on thr Steppe: Army Rrfonn and Social Change in Early Modem Rwsia
(DeKalb, 1995)~P. 197.
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frontier is the most conspicuous European example of a region inhabited
by a mixture of deserters, criminals, new settlers, and escapees from state
obligations, out of which the Cossacks formed an autonomous society.'
But similar groups were found further east, on the Manchurian and Mongolian frontiers of China. As the h h g dynasty lost control over its northern frontiers in the late sixteenth century, a mobile population with shifting
identities was formed from military deserters, tribes, and settlers on marginal land.
The Russian state, in the seventeenth century, imposed serfdom on its
core regions in order to restrict the ability of its population to flee stateimposed obligations. Richard Hellie explains how the increasing institutionalization of serfdom, culminating in the legal code (Ulorhenie) of 1649,
went hand in hand with the military and bureaucratic expansion of Musc o ~ ySiberia
.~
and the Ukrainian frontier, where serfdom was not enforced,
attracted migrants fleeing the bonds of constraint in the core.
The Manchus also used techniques to constrain mobility, as they increased the scope of their state in the seventeenth century. Bond servitude
tied subordinate Manchus, Mongols, and Han Chinese personally to Manchu nobles for life, although it did not necessarily bind them to the land.
Manchu state-builders in the early seventeenth century incorporated those
who surrendered to them into 'banners', the combined military and administrative units which maintained detailed records of every man, woman,
and child in them; banner registers contain the most detailed demographic
information extant for any population in imperial China.) The imposition
of the queue (plait) on the Han population was the most dramatic way of
visually stigmatizing the vast population subjected to Manchu rule, fixing
them by law, as Philip A. Kuhn suggests, with tonsorial ca~tration.~
And
the revival of the decimal registration of families in the system of collective
responsibility known as the baojin attempted to ensure, with limited success, that villagers would prevent each other from fleeing state supervision.
As in Russia, these constraints were less rigidly enforced on internal and
external frontiers than in the core.
Mongolian state-builders had their own special problems. As their society was by nature a mobile one, anyone who did not wish to serve under a
khan attempting to create a steppe empire could simply move away, provided that he had the strength to fight for his own pasture. Steppe chief1 William H. McNeill, Europck St@e Frontier: 1500-1800(Chicago, 1975).
2 Richard Hellie, Enserftnent and Militaq Change in Mic~covy(Chicago, 1971).

3 For a detailed study of a banner population, see Janws Z. Lee and Cameron Campbell, Fate and
Fortune in Rural China: Sorial Organization and Population Behavior in Liaoning, 1774-1873
(Cambridge, 1997).
4 Philip A. Kuhn, Sotclutealets: 7he Chinese Sorcely Scare of 1768 (Cambridge, 1990).
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tains, who had uncertain control even over their own kinsmen and seldom
had enough stable control over land to constrain other followers, themselves retained considerable autonomy within any confederation. Their
main obligations to the khan were to provide men and horses for military
expeditions. Although enforci~~g
the regular payment of tribute by subordinates was crucial to Mongolian state-building, it was easier to exact
tribute from settled populations, such as the oasis dwellers ofTurkestan or
Chinese peasants, than from nomads. Victory over a rival tribe usually
meant killing most of the young male population or reducing it to slavery,
and incorporating women and children into the victor's population. This
tactic, employed by both Manchus and Mongols, was one response to the
inability of these regimes to control the fundamentally mobile populations
of the unbounded steppe.
Once definite boundaries were drawn in the late seventeenth century,
the dynamics of control over the steppe changed radically. The opportunities for flight were reduced, and would-be autonomous chieftains, instead
of de facto auto~~omy
under the guise of submission, faced a choice among
three states, each of which was tightening demands on its subordinate
peoples as it competed for control with the others. The control of deserters, refugees, and criminals became a critical issue of diplomacy and statebuilding for Manchus, Mongols, and Russians together.
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The attempt made to control movement is well illustrated by the history of
the Tungus chiekain Gantimur, whose defection from Manchu to Russian
control caused a twenty-year-long crisis in Russo-Chinese relations from
1670 to the 1690s. Gantimur's defection, however, also demonstrates how
the two states discovered common interests in eliminating mobility and
fixing identities along the ill-defined frontier, forcing Manchurian, Siberian. and Monnolian tribal leaders to submit to clearly defined bureaucratic
states occupying demarcated territory.'
Gantimur, a 'great, bold man', lived near the Nercha river in Siberia.2
There is a short biography of Gantin~urin Eminent Chinese of thr Ch'ing Period (1644-I~IZ),ed.
Arthur W. Hummel (Washington, 1943)~p. 269. Russian primary sources on Gantimur published in
R[ictsko-/K[itaiskic] O[tnoshmiia vXVII Vekr], ed. N. F. Demidova et. al. (Moscow, 1969-72), i. 14,16,
17,19, 20, 21,271, 272,475,276, 980% 985,411,414,416, 433,441,449,446. 448.449. 454'79 4751
485,498,504-6,5og, 51%54% 557,558; ii. 12,16,28,114, 139,140,315,992~404,405,432,529,548,
549,551,665,669,683,685,766,772,774,787.Chinese sources, mainly from Knngxi Shilic, translated
~,
p. 48,
in Lo-shu Fu, A Dorumcntary Chronick of Sino- Western Relations (1644-1820) ( T U C S O1966),
623, 87,g2-3, 450,516; cf. Yuri Slezlrine, Arctic Mirrors: Rwsia and the Small Peopks of the North
(Ithaca, 1994); Eastward to Empire: Exploration and Conquest on the Russian Frontier to 1750, ed.
George V. LantzefTand Richard Pierce (Montreal, 1973).
2 RKO, i. 498.
l
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When the Russian Cossack Erofei Pavlovich Khabarov approached the
region in 1653, Gantimur, to avoid Russian demands for tribute (iasak),
fled south to the Naun river in southern Manchuria under Qing control.
Khabarov, meanwhile, built the fortress of Nerchinsk in Gaiitimur's
ancestral region in 1654. At the time of Gantirnur's flight, the Qing rulers
had been forcibly removing other native peoples from the lower Amur
river region, destroying their settlements in order to deny food supplies to
the Russian garrisons.' Facing a choice, then, between good terms of
service with the Manchu regime or the destruction of his homeland and the
payment of iasak, Gantimur chose to flee. He received a mandarin rank for
serving the Manchus, with a salary of 1,200 taels per year, and led his
warriors against the Russians at the fortress at Kumarsky in 1655. In 16667, however, he deserted the hlanchu army and placed himself under
Russian control together with forty members of his clan. Later, over three
hundred more related tribesmen came to join him. Baptized as a member
of the Orthodox church in 1684, he remained at Nerchinsk until he died
on the way to Moscow for a meeting with the tsar, Ivan V. The Russians
confirmed his family as hereditary princes of their tribe, and they remained
prominent in the region into the early twentieth century.
Why did Gantimur return to Russian subjection? By the late 1660s,
Qing efforts to solidify control of the Amur region had weakened: the
seven-year-old Kangxi emperor had succeeded to the throne under the
supervision of regents who followed a cautious foreign policy. When the
emperor took personal control in 1667, ousting his Manchu uncles, he
renewed the aggressive expansion of the empire, but a major rebellion in
China's south-west, the rebellion ofthe Three Feudatories, tied up most of
his forces until 1681. Meanwhile, the Russians took advantage of Qing
distraction to rebuild the fortress of Albazin in 1665, promoting agriculture
to ensure secure food supplies along the Amur river and win over the local
tribes to their side. Defying Manchu orders to move far away to the interior
of Manchuria, Garitimur instead returned to his ancestral lands at
Nerchinsk.
The Kangxi emperor demanded Gantimur's return, fearing that other
tribes would follow his example; as Gantimur and his tribe were considered to be the most capable warriors in the region, they constituted a
valuable resource for both expanding empires. When a message with this
demand was delivered in 1670 to the governor of Nerchinsk, Danila
Danilovich Arshinski, he not only refused to hand over Gantimur, but also
demanded that the emperor of China acknowledge the suzerainty of the
1 Hiroshi Wakamatsu, 'Canchimuuru no Roshia b6mei jikrn o rneguru Shin, Roshia K6sh6', Kyoto
Ftiritsu Daigahn Gahujrtsu Hohoku:Jimbicn, xxv (1973), 25.39; xxvi (1974),1-12.
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tsar. His message was considered so insulting that the Manchu envoys
dared not translate it for the emperor. Although both China and Russia
saw the other as a backward country owing tribute to its own supreme
ruler, each empire gradually came to recognize the power of the other and
the value of co-operation between them. Russians, attracted by the potential of the fur trade with Beijing, sought to develop a regular official caravan
trade. In 1674, the tsar, Alexei, sent his first major embassy to China, led
by Nikolai Spafarii, with a letter asking for friendly relations and regular
trade.'
By 1675, when Spafarii arrived at the border, the Manchu court had
learned of Arshinski's reply and refused to allow Spafarii to proceed to
Beijing. Although Mala, the Manchu negotiator, at first insisted on Gantimur's return as a condition of trade, in 1676 Spafarii was admitted to the
court at Beijing to negotiate. Contrary to the experience of later Russian
negotiators, such as Count Iuril Golovkin in the early nineteenth century,
execution of the kowtow (ketou) was not the crucial issue.2
Spafarii's discussions with the emperor and the high Manchu officials
reveal efforts by both sides to resolve ambiguities over who was subject to
whom. Although Siberian Cossacks had raided Manchu border positions
for two decades, the Manchus were not sure if these Cossacks were Russian subjects; once they learned of the tsar's jurisdiction over the Cossacks,
they demanded that he enforce order among these 'brigands' to secure
peace along the frontier. T h e Manchus also demanded the return of
Gantimur because of his personal subordination to the emperor as part of
the military bureaucracy, but the Russians refused, on the grounds that
people were subject to the rule of the lord where they were born.3
The Gantimur question was intimately tied to the security interests of
both empires. Gantimur's small but powerful group of armed men could
well encourage the more disparate Russian Cossacks to attack the Qing
frontier, while, as the BeijingJesuit Fr. Ferdinand Verbiest noted, Spafarii
feared that returning Gantimur would encourage other tribes to flee Russian control: if Russia could not collect iasak from local tribes, it could not
support its garrisons in Siberia.
Spafarii's report in John Baddeley, Rwsia, Mongolia, China: Bring Somr Record of the Relations
between 'Themfrom thc Beginning of thr XVIIth Century to the Death of thc 'Tsar Alzxei Mihhailovich
AD 1602-76 (London, 1 9 1 9 )pp.
~ 204-422; RKO, i. 346-458; Mark Mancall, Rwsia and China: 7heir
Diplomatic Rrlations to 1728 (Cambridge,1971).
2 Joseph Fletcher, 'Sino-Russian Relations, 1800-62', in 'The Cambridge History of China: X: Latc
Ch'ing, 1800-1911, pt. L,ed.John K. Fairbank (Cambridge, 1978), p p 322-3.
3 Peter Sahlins notes the same 'complex interplay o f two notions o f boundary: zonal and linear, and
two ideas o f sovereignty: jurisdictional and territorial', on the Franco-Spanish border in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: 'The Making of France and Spain in thr
Pvrenees(Berkeley, 1989), p. 7 .
1

Peter C. Perdue

Boundaries, Maps, and Movement

On the other hand, Russian deserters from Siberia had fled to China for
protection; thirteen of them were now living in Beijing.' Other Siberian
tribespeople burdened with heavy tribute payments to the tsar had also
fled to Qing territory for protection. The Qing officials now offered to
exchange them for Gantimur and a guarantee of peace on the frontier, even
though both sides claimed to have very inadequate knowledge of the
frontier and weak control over who crossed it. The Chinese claimed that
their empire was so wide that they did not know who had fled to Russia,
and they relied on the Russians to identify these deserters and to send
them back. Spafarii replied: 'The frontier was wide, and every one was free
to go over the many roads and frontiers of Russia. Your case is quite other,
for your country is shut in by lofty mountains and on the mountains by a
mighty Wall, and every man who enters a frontier town is written in a
book, so that you can tell much better than we can [who runs away].'2
Spafarii disingenuously neglected to mention Russian serfdom, but he
was probably correct in assuming that the Qing maintained tighter registration than Russia over its mobile population. Yet both agreed that mutual
clarification of the border would be beneficial: 'seeing the mutual surrender
of fugitives, men should cease to run away - for deserters are always a
cause of trouble between one country and another; their desire being ever
for hatred arid war, to cover their own delinq~ency.'~
Each side, while
tightening internal control, niiilimized its brutality in order to present a
lenient face to outsiders.
Yet the Gantimur question was not resolved, and the Kangxi emperor
refused to allow any further trade or diplomatic relations with Russia until
he had a definite answer from Tsar Alexei. Spafarii was dismissed from
Beijing with only the message that Gantimur must be returned, peace must
be maintained on the frontier, and envoys to China must obey all customs
(for example, the ketou), else there would be no contact allowed with the
court.
Although Spafarii's embassy failed to attain its objectives, it had longlasting effects. Spafarii was sent not only to inaugurate trade, but also to
obtain information about the relations between the Mongolian tribes on
the border and the strategic situation in Siberia. He was helped out by the
duplicitous Verbiest, who provided him secretly with maps and geographical descriptions of the region, including the locations of Manchu forces;
information obtained from the Russian deserters in Beijing.4 For his part,
as a result of the conflict over Gantimur, the Kangxi emperor realized that

the Amur Cossacks who had been exacting tribute from Siberian natives
were in fact Russian subjects, and that their actions could be controlled by
manipulating the prospects of trade for the Russian tsar.
After the end of the Three Feudatories rebellion in 1681 and the
subjugation of rebels in Taiwan in 1683, the emperor was ready to move
aggressively against Russian positions in Manchuria. In 1685 and 1686,
Manchu forces twice besieged and destroyed the fortress at Albazin; the
Russians, although warned of the build-up of Manchu troops, had prepared no effective defence. The lack of a clear frontier in the Amur region,
and the ambiguity of claims to sovereignty over it, had led to the conflict,
and now Russia and China recogiiized it was in both their interests to draw
a clear boundary, which they did by the treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689.
Before the treaty, authority over the region rested on the ability to exact
tribute from native tribes, allowing the tribal chieftains to profit from
ambiguity, flexibility, and mobility. Under the terms of the treaty, local
peoples' obedience was determined by where the boundary ran; all who,
like Gantimur, had switched allegiance before the treaty, could remain in
place, but henceforth deserters would be returned. Albazin was demolished, but the Russians established an official trading post at Nerchinsk.l
Resolving the ambiguity of the border was an essential precondition of
the more important Russian and Chinese objectives. As the Russian treasury depended heavily on the returns from state caravans, the Russians
needed official recognition of the valuable fur trade.2 The Manchus' essential goal was Russian neutrality towards Galdan Bogogtu Khan, the rising
power in Mongolia in the 1680s; despite repeated appeals for an alliance,
the Russians refused to aid Galdan, and the Kangxi emperor was left with a
free hand to mount his vast military campaigns in the steppe to crush the
Zunghar state. He, however, did not succeed in eliminating the state or the
Zunghar people; a task finally completed by his grandson, the Qianlong
emperor, in 1760. But the Kangxi emperor's relentless pursuit of Galdan
far into the steppe did destroy Galdan's armies and round up his desperate
followers, until Galdan died of smallpox in 1697.
The treaty of Nerchinsk, followed in 1727 by the treaty of Kiakhta establishing officially supervised trade, stabilized the frontier between Russia
and China until the late nineteenth century, and both sides almost always
observed its terms: Russia, for example, sent back tribal escapees from
China in 1733. The Qing, however, allowed one important exception to
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1 Baddeley, Russia,

Ibid.
Ibid.
4 Ibid., p. 394.
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1 For a summary and discussions of the treaty, see Fu, Sino- Western Relations, i. 101; Mancall, Rtusia
and China, pp. 141-59;Walter Fuchs, 'Materialen zur Kartographie der Mandju-Zeit', Monumenta
Serica, iv (1939-40); 'Stateinyi Spisok F. A. Golovina', RKO, ii. 71-641.
2 Clifford M. Foust, Muscovite and Mandarin: Russia's Trade with China and Its Setting, 1p7-1805
(Chapel Hill, 1969).
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the prohibition against border crossing.' In 1616, the Torghut Mongols
had fled the rising power of Galdan's father, Batur, to move thousands of
miles west to the shores of the Volga river. In 1655, they submitted to
Alexei and served in his armies. A century later, after severe maltreatment,
most of the Torghuts went on a vast journey in 1771 back across the steppe
to Qing territory.2 Although the history of Gantimur fbreshadowed in
small scale this much larger transition of identities across central Eurasia,
aside from this epic Mongolian Long March, there were no other major
flights across the frontier for another century.

Colbert, in 1668, asked the French academy to help the state improve the
accuracy of its maps of France, so that the rulers could have an inventory
of their realm's resources and its boundaries. Jean-Dominique Cassini
(1625-1712) became the leader of a series of projects designed to produce a
complete national survey of France. His son, Jacques Cassini de Thury,
and grandson, Ctsar-Franqois, continued his work until the national
survey was finally published from 1744 to 1793.
Until recently, most historians of cartography drew a sharp distinction
between 'religious' maps that portrayed sacred realms, with no attention to
measurement, and 'scientific' cartography originating in seventeenthcentury Europe and transmitted to China by the Jesuits. The distinction is
the basis of Joseph Needham's claim that China developed into a world
leader in cartographic achievement owing to its long experience with the
grid and its focus on exact measurement.'
More recent work, however, rejects this sharp distinction between cultural and scientific repre~entation.~
All maps are social constructions of
space, drawn for a particular purpose and sponsored with political ends in
mind. Exact measurement does not obliterate cultural content, although it
may try to conceal it, and cartography is not a simple development from
inexact to exact, but a process in which shifting forms of representation are
influenced by cultural environments. With each change in environment,
much is lost as well as gained. Maps contain silences and erasures as well
as manifest content, and careful attention to what is put in and what is left
out reveals much about the intentions of the maps' producers. This new
perspective on cartography complements recent studies in the history of
science in general, which try to undermine a simple story of increasing
exactitude in the measurement of nature by showing how early modern
science was closely shaped by its cultural ~ o n t e x t . ~
When rulers asked for maps of their realm, they asserted their interest in
the large-scale view and sought to replace local variation with centralized,
standardized measures. As James C. Scott has recently argued, the baming
variety of local custom, local measures, and local ecologies formed a valu-

Maps are valuable instruments of power. For soldiers, they define strategic
locations and efficient routes of march, and for tax collectors, cadastral
surveys measure the individual landholder's obligation and fix him in
place. Maps point to trade routes, useful both for the merchant and for the
customs agent, while the etliiwgraphic atlas classifies and situates diverse
peoples within a bounded imperial space. Early modern states and
empires, which found maps extremely useful for stabilizing their control,
made use of new technologies of cartography developed since the Renaissance.
The French rulers discovered during the Italian wars of the early sixteenth century the importance of mapping for military operations. Successive kings and ministers, particularly Henri IV and Cardinal Richelieu, laid
the basis for increasingly comprehensive and systematic use of maps in
governance. When Louis XIV took personal power in 1661, he and Jean
Baptiste Colbert announced four major goals of'cartography: to regulate
the system of fortifications so as to improve the defence of frontiers; to
clarify political and juridical jurisdictions both domestically and internationally; to define clearly fiscal obligations, so that every official knew
where taxes were to be paid, and where public works were ta be built; and
to delimit the role of the church by defining the boundaries of its diocese^.^
At the same time, the Jesuit order stressed history and geography in its
schools, including the newest surveying techniques.
Thus, by the late seventeenth century, the French state sponsored rapid
improvements in the techniques of cartography that raised it to the leading
scientific rank in Europe, surpassing England and the net her land^.^
1 Fu, Sino- Western Rrlutiuns, i. 165, etc.
2 Eminrnt Chinesr. ed. Hummel, p. 660:

Michael Khodarkovsky, Wherr Two Worlds Meet: 7he R w
sian State and thr Kalmyk Nomads, 1600-1771(Ithaca; ~ g g z )pp.
, g o , 207-95; Zhungeer Shilue Bianxiezu. Zhungrrr Shilue (Beijing, 1y65), pp. 216-40.
3 Monarchs, .Uinistrrs, and Maps: The Emergrnce of Cartography us a Too1 of Government in ear[^
Modrm Eurupe, ed. David Buisseret (Chicago, lggz), p 99.
4 J o s e f W . Konvitz, Cartogruphy in Fruizcr, 1660-1848: Sc~rnce,Enginerring, and Statecrnfl(Chicago,

1987), P P .4-16.
1 Joseph Needham, 'Geography and Cartography', Science und Civilirutiutr in C h i w (Cambridge,
1 9 5 4 )iii,
~ pt. 22. 497-590.
2 J . B. Harlcy, LMap$,Knowledge, and Power', in The Iconography ofLandscape, ed. D. Cosgrove and
S . Daniels (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 277-312;J . R. Harley, 'Silences and Secrecy: T h e Hidden Agenda o f
Cartography in Early Moder11 Europe', Imago Mundi, XI (1988), 57-76; J . B . Harley, 'Meaning and
Ambiguity in Tudor Cartography', in English Mapmaking, 1500-1650:Historical Studies, ed. Sarah
Tyacke (London, 1983); pp. 23-45; 7he History of Curtogmphy: Curtugmphy in the Traditional East
and Southeasl Asian Sonrtirs, ed. J . B. Harley and David Woodward (Chicago, 1987), ii. bk. 2.
3 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer,Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyk, and the Experimental Lifc (Princeton, 1985); Mario Biagioli, Galilro Courtirr: 7he Practice of Science in the C u h e of
Absolutism (Chicago, 199.3).
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able barrier for subject peoples against the increasingly intrusive claims of
the state. State powers aimed to measure selectively elements of the local
environment, particularly land, population, and productive capacity, in the
interest of efficient extraction. Local detail was deliberately obscured in the
interest of abstract measurement; thus, mapping subject peoples complemented the effort to fix them in place.'

tegic bases along the border negotiated with the Russians. Finally, the
Jesuits investigated the other provinces of China, fixing a total of 641
points of latitude and longitude by astronomical and geographical
measurements.
Five woodblock and one copper edition of the atlas were produced
between 1717 and 1726, and it is said that a version was also engraved in
jade. Clearly, the rulers wanted the atlas to be, as the Qianlong emperor
said, 'handed down for all eternity'.' But the most widely known version of
the map was that done by Jean-Baptiste d'Anville, printed by Jean-Baptiste
du Halde in his Description de la Chine, published in Paris in 1735.~
Local officials and native assistants were crucial to the completion of the
project: for instance, the Jesuits mapped Tibet, which they did not visit, by
relying entirely on Chinese and Manchu sources. Russian influence on
Chinese mapping of the frontier is also clearly evident. Both powers were
interested in surveying the border area after the treaty of Nerchinsk.
Spafarii had presented to the court in Beijing a hand-drawn map of the
entire Russian empire, and the Jesuits had gathered more information from
Spafarii's embassy which they passed on to B e i j i ~ ~Two
g . ~ Russian maps
dating from 1700 have also been found in the Beijing archives. Resides the
Jesuit atlas, there are other maps from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries with Manchurian and Mongolian inscriptions of areas in
Manchuria not covered by the Jesuits. Clearly, the Manchus drew on many
sources in order to increase their knowledge of the little-known frontier.
Nearly all studies of the Jesuit atlas stress its role as a progressive initiator of Western scientific change in China. In this view, the Jesuits' new
cartographic techniques brought 'scientific cartography' to China.4 But, as
J. B. Harley argues, it is an illusion to distinguish sharply between purely
'scientific' and purely 'rhetorical' maps. No maps are conlpletely objective
representations, independent of the circumstances of their production.
The Jesuit atlas contains embedded cultural assumptions, which become
most clear when it is compared with other maps of the same region done
by Russians or Mongolians, and its scope is sharply bounded: regions
considered beyond China's administrative or cultural influence are marked
only with empty space. Whereas Philipp Johann Strahlenberg'k map, discussed below, gives equal attention to all of' central Eurasia, the Kangxi

Most cultural analysis of cartography has only been applied to early
modern western Europe, but here this perspective is extended to the use of
cartography in three empires of central Eurasia. The Russians, Chinese,
and Mongols each produced significant broad-scale maps as they contended for power in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The first
was the Jesuit atlas of China.
Although earlier Chinese dynasts had long recognized the political value
of maps, the Kangxi emperor, like his European contemporary Louis XIV,
promoted the mapping of the empire on an unprecedented ~ c a l e He
.~
delighted in the measurement technology that he learned from the Jesuits,
who accompanied him on his northern campaigns against Galdan, where
the Kangxi emperor applied his weekly lessons in geometry to determine
latitude by measuring the height of the pole star, and to measure the height
of cliffs. After the campaigris, he conlmissioned the Jesuits to produce for
him an atlas of the entire empire, the farnous 'Jesuit Atlas' (Huangyu
Quanlun Tu), published in three versions from 1717 to 1721.~
T h e stages of production of the atlas reveal its close relationship with
strategic concern^.^ The Jesuits first produced, in 1700, a survey of the
capital, Beijing, designed to help ward off periodic flooding b i nearby
rivers. The emperor was able to check with his own eyes the accuracy of
their mapping technique. After he called on them in 1707 to map a portion
of the Great Wall, the success of the project inspired him to call for a map
of the entire empire. The Jesuits began by surveying the homeland of the
Mar~chusaround Mukden, Jehol, and the Ussuri and Amur rivers. From
there, they proceeded to map Bei Zhili, the province around Beijing, and
this, too, had to be checked for accuracy. In 1710, further surveys of
sparsely settled territory along the Ainur river helped to establish the stra1Jarnes C. Scott, 'State Sin~plifications:Nature, Space, and People',Journal ofPolitica1 Philosofihy, iii
('995)7 192-83.
2 Cordell D. K. Yee, 'Cartography in China', in History of Cartography, ed. Harley and Woodward,
PP. 35-234.
3 Walter Fuchs, DerJesuitm-Atb drr Kanghsi-Zeit (Beijing. 1943).
4 Theodore N. Foss, 'A Western Interpretation of China: lesuit Cartography', in Emt Meets West: The
s Ronan, SJ a n d ~ o n n i eB. C. Ot;(chicago, 1988), pp. 209Jesuits in China, 158.7-1773, e d ~ h a r l e E.
51.
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1 Ibid., p. 234; Fuchs, 'Materialen zur Kartographie', Monummtn Serica, i (1935-6),3g8; Joseph-AnneMdrie de Moyriac de Mailla, Histoire GCnCralt de [o Chine (Taipei, 1967), xi. 313-17.
2Jean-Baptistedu Halde, Desrription Geograpl~ique,Historique, Chronologique, Politique, et Physiqicr
dr 1'Empirr de lu Chine et & [o Tartarie Chinoise ... (Paris, 1735).
3 Fuchs, LMaterialenzur Kartographie', p. 412; Baddeley, Russia, ii. 328.
4 Henri Bernard, 'Les etapes de la cartographie scierltifique pour la Chine et les pays voisins (16-18c.),
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THE
JESUIT ATLAS
OF CHINA
(Detail): PLATE11: Zungharia - Tianshan - Kashgaria

emperor's atlas provides information only about the regions directly of
concern to the state. T h e only man-made structures marked on the atlas,
aside from towns, are the Great Wall, the symbolic marker of the division
between China proper and the non-Han territories to the north-west, and
the Willow Palisade, the symbolic barrier protecting the Manchus' homeland in the north-east.
The name of the atlas itself, Huangyu Quanlan Tu (Map of a Complete
View of imperial Territoly), reveals the Kangxi emperor's desire to include
the entire realm within his gaze.' The compilation of the atlas was just one
component of a broader project to systematize and rationalize the ruler's
knowledge of space and time. An edict of 1713, for example, ordered the
synchronization of the calendar regulating times of sunrise and sunset and
the twenty-four hours of the day in Khorchin Mongolia, based on the new
techniques of measurement and surveying employed by the J e s u i t ~ . ~
The new techniques, as implemented in the atlas, both expanded and
constrained the imperial gaze. Areas that could not be surveyed in detail,
or for which accurate information was unavailable, had to be left blank; this
included much of Mongolia and Manchuria, up to the Nerchinsk boundary, over which the (Ling nominally claimed control.
The contemporary Russian map by Strahlenberg announces in almost
equally large type 'Imperium Russicum', 'Tattaria Magna', 'Sina', and
'Magni Mogolis Imperii par^'.^ T h e borders between Russia and China are
not marked distinctly, even though the treaty had been negotiated and
surveying begun thirty years earlier. Although the Siberian regions are
drawn in greater detail, the deserts, steppes, mountains, lakes, and rivers of
all of central Eurasia are clearly depicted, as the latitude-longitude coordinate system is a universal, global one, transcending the administrative
boundaries of states. Chinese and Russian provinces are named, but in
between the empires are numerous 'kingdoms' (regnum) of the diverse
peoples of Central Asia: 'Cosaci Horda' (Kazakhs), 'Euloeth Kalmaki'
(Zunghars); 'Regnum Kaschkar'. The intricate criss-crossing of regional
names, topography, large- and small-scale divisions, and detailed labels
creates a sense of multifarious complexity.
T h e Jesuit atlas, by contrast, is radically simplified. T h e maps of the
north-west frontier are blank beyond the Great Wall, except for the map of
the Ordos region, where the Yellow river goes beyond the wall and which,

Source: Dcr,7rsritcn Atlas drr KanghsiZtit, ed. W . Fucho (Beijing, 1943).
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1 Yce, 'Cartography', p. 181; 'Kang-hi ... desira de faire dresser une carte exacte qui reunit sous un seul
coup d'aeil toutes les parties de son empire', Joseph-Anne-Marie de Moyriac de Mailla, Histoirr
Glnkrak dr lo Chine (Paris. 1780), xi. 314.
2 Kang-xiShilu, cited in Fuchs,3iJuitm-Atlas, pp. 29-30.
3 Philipp Johann Strahlenberg, An Historico-Grogmphical Dacription ... oJ the Northrad part oJ
Europr and Asia (London, 1736).
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during the Ming, was the most troublesome area of conflict between the
empire and Mongolian tribes.' The map of Zungharia, entitled 'Zawang
Arbutan Tu' (Tsewang Rabtan), contains only a few place names, sketchy
mountains and rivers, and much blank space; the Qing did not control the
region in the 1720s, nor were they well informed about it. After the conquest of Xinjiang in 1760, however, the number of place names on Qing
maps of the region increased dramatically.'
But the Qing focus on administrative boundaries and place names
excluded cultural and ethnographic information of the kind included by
Strahlenberg. The atlas gives no hint that diverse peoples moved through
the space it depicts, or that there were contested claims to the area. The
Jesuits and their assisting officials did include depictions of spaces which
they did not visit, including Japan, Korea, and Tibet as well as Xinjiang they were not committed to direct observation - but they included no
Russian territory or Russian place names while including many Manchu
and Mongolian ones.
Needham claims that the Jesuits' scientific cartography built on a longstanding tradition of native Chinese achievements, which continued to
progress in the following centuries. But more recent scholars stress the
slight effect of Jesuit cartographic techniques on Chinese map-n~aking.~
The traditional grid continued in use through the end of the nineteenth
century, unaffected by the latitude-longitude system. Although several
interesting hybrid maps discussed by Richard Smith show attempts to
combine new and old techniques, they still reflect the tributary-system
view of the world. They did not disrupt imperial China's complacency
about its centrality in the world or its condescension towards foreign

people^.^
The potentially unsettling new technology of the Jesuits was adapted to
the needs of the imperial state, to ensure that its cultural and political
foundations were unaffected. The atlas's focus on administrative units, its
suppression of' evidence beyond the cultural frontiers, its erasure of the
sphericity of the earth and the multiplicity of peoples living on it, reinforced the nlonocentric cultural universe of the Qing and confirmed it
with more precise measurements. These were techniques of state simplification that increased the purview of the autocratic gaze, but did not chal1 Arthur Waldron,

7hr Gwat Wall of Chi~ra:From Histo9 to Mdh (Cambridge, ~ g g o )pp.
, 55-164.
Millward. 'Coming onto the Map: The Qing Conquest of Xinjiang' (paper delivered to the
Association of Asian Studies, 1997).
3 Yee, 'Traditional Chinese Cartography and the Myth of Westernization', in Histo? of Cartopaphy,
ed. Harley and Woodward, pp. 170-201.
4 Richard J . Smith, 'Mapping China's World: Cultural Cartography in Late Imperial China', in Landsmpr, Cultttrrt and Powrr in Chinrse Socidy, ed. Wen-hain Yeh and Stephen West (Berkeley, 1998).
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lenge it. Scientific knowledge served power; the truths it spoke were
limited to what the rulers wanted to hear.
Subsequent editions of the atlas altered its inlplications in different
ways. The European printers who used the atlas as a source, du Halde and
d'Anville, included China in a more comprehensive space, as only one part
of a global continent, much as did Strahlenberg. On the other hand, the
popular versions of the atlas printed in 1726 in the imperial encyclopedia
TushuJicheng contained less detail and omitted the latitude and longitude
co-ordinate lines.' The Jesuit atlas was, in effect, published in China in two
versions: a precise, comprehensive, restricted version that included the
longitude and latitude markings, and a more public version that lacked
them. The first version was intended for strategic use by the court, and was
not widely distributed within China. The woodblock and copper engravings made in the eighteenth century are found today only in archives. The
'secret' court version, however, was printed and spread widely over
Europe by d'Anville, who published the large-scale map in du Halde's
Description de la Chine. T h e distinction between secret precision and
public approximation still persists.
Johan Gustaf Renat, a Swedish artillery officer, was taken prisoner by the
Russians at the battle of Poltava in 1709 and exiled to Siberia. Around 1716,
he was captured again by the Zunghar khan, Tsewang Rabdan, when he
took part in an expedition sent from Tobolsk to search for gold in the
sands of the Yarkand river. He spent seventeen years working for Tsewang
Rabdan and his successor, Galdan Tsering (r. 1727-45), making guns and
mortars, and teaching the Mongols to smelt iron, pour bullets, and print
books.2
Other captive Swedes and Russians were meanwhile building factories
in Zungharia to produce articles such as velvet, cloth, and paper. Freed in
1733, Renat returned to Sweden the next year, taking with him two maps of
Zungharia. His extraordinary odyssey has generated a great deal of
discussion of the origin of these two highly distinctive maps.3 According to
Renat, Galdan Tsering drew one of the maps himself, and the other was
copied from a Chinese original. Galdan Tsering, the grand-nephew of the
Galdan defeated by the Kangxi emperor, was no simple barbarian horse1 Yee,

'Traditional Chinese Cartography', p. 183.
Sven Hedin, Soulhem Tibet: Discoveries in Former Times Compared with My Own Researches in
1gu6-8 (Stockholm. 1917)~i; Sh. B. Chimitdorzhiev, Vzaimootnoshcniia Mongolii i Rossii v 17-18
vrhkh. (Moscow, 1978).
3 Baddeley, Russia, i. 166-2173Paul Pelliot, 'Notes critiques d'histoire Kalmouke', Oeuvrcs Posthumcs
(Paris, 1g60), vi; Maurice Courant, L'Asie CentraL aux 17c et 18c si2cLs: Empire Kalmouk ou Empirc
Mantdou? (Paris, 1912).
2
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RENAT'SMAP 1 (Detail)

and the early reign of the Yongzheng emperor, was a time of truce, giving
Galdan Tsering breathing space to gather his forces.
Renat's maps were the first indigenously produced Mongolian maps of
the steppe since the Yuan dynasty.' They reveal important aspects of the
khan's perception of his territory during the period when he was desperately building up his state to resist Chinese attack. The maps do not have a
grid, but they are roughly drawn to scale, and the relative positions of
terrain features are accurate. Both of them contain a large number of Mongolian labels of rivers, tributaries, towns, stations along roads and rivers,
and fortresses. John Baddeley claims that the 'Mongolian' tradition of m a p
making gives only place names and no terrain features; clearly, these maps
do not belong to such a t r a d i t i ~ n .Mountain
~
ranges, rivers, lakes, and
empty spaces are prominent. There are no defined boundaries, and no
clear frame on the edges. Most striking is the very disproportionate scale of
Lake Balkhash and the Irtysh river - the lake is portrayed as much larger
than its natural size. The maps, along with the evidence of development of
agricultural, military, and industrial production, indicate that Galdan
Tsering was engaged in a genuine state-building effort, similar to those of
his giant neighbours. By labelling his realm, he showed that he understood
the importance of naming fixed locations. The boundaries of the realm
remained ambiguous, unfortunately, while the Russians and Chinese were
rapidly clarifying the boundaries of their domains. Their conception of
space left no room for an autonomous Mongolian state.

Source: John Baddelcy, Russia, Mongolia, China: Being Some Record ofthe Relations between Them
from Ihc Beginning ofthe XVIlth Crntury to thc Death oflhe Tsar Alrxei Mihhailovich AD 1602-76
(London, 1919).

rider. He was a scholar as well as a soldier, who carried around with him
one hundred camel-loads of books.' In an interview with the Russian
envoy Leontii Ugrimov, in 1733, he showed a keen interest in the weaponry, transportation routes, cities, and rulers of his great neighbour to the
north.2 His only hope of survival against irnpending Chinese attack was to
obtain new military technology from the Russians and use it to unite the
Khalkha and Zunghar Mongols against their common enemy, China. The
early eighteenth century, comprising the last years of the Kangxi emperor,
1 Baddeley, Russia, i.

168.
Yhurnal Ucrimov' IMoscow. Arkhiv Vneshnei Politiki Rossii], fond 'Ziungarskir Dela', 1731-3; I. Ia.
Zlatkin, Istor<~a~ z h k r ~ a r s kKhanshm
oi
(1635-1758) (MOSCOW,
1964), pp. 962-74.
2
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Another captive Swede was the source of one of the most important maps
of Siberia and central Eurasia during the early eighteenth century. Philipp
Johann Strahlenberg was a Swedish officer also taken prisoner by the Russians at Poltava and sent to Tobolsk in 1711. While there, he collected
information about Siberia, Mongolia, and neighbouring regions and completed his first map of them in 1715. When it was lost in a fire soon afterwards, his second copy was confiscated by the governor of Tobolsk, and
he was forbidden to make any more. He continued his work, however, and
after his return to Moscow in 1723 engraved a large detailed map covering
all of Russia, central Eurasia, Mongolia, and part of China, which was
published in 1730. His book was published first in German, then in an
English translation in 1736, with a classically long-winded eighteenthcentury title: 'An Histori-Geographical Description of the North and
l G . Henrik Herb, 'Mongolian Cartography', in Histoly of Cartography, ed. Harley and Woodward,
pp. 682-5.
2 Baddeley, Russia, i. 166-76.
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Eastern Part of Europe and Asia; but more particularly of Russia, Siberia,
and Great Tartary; both in their Ancient and Modern State: Together with
An entire New Polyglot-Table of the Dialects of32 Tartarian Nations; and
a Vocabulary of the Kalmuck-MungalianTongue, as also a large and accurate Map of those countries, and variety of cuts, representing Asiatick
Scythian Antiquities'.
As its title promised, the book provided detailed ethnographic descriptions of the Mongolian, Tungusic, and other peoples (described here as
'nations') of central Eurasia. Thus, it united cartography, ethnography,
linguistics, and archaeology.
Strahlenberg's map was primarily responsible for creating the conception that Russia was both a European and an Asiatic state divided by the
Ural mountains.' The Muscovites of the seventeenth century, unconcerned
with precise definition of their eastern border, saw themselves as part of
neither Europe nor Asia. After Peter the Great's victory over Sweden in
1721, Russians replaced the image of themselves as a tsardom (tsartsvie)
with the grander ambition of an empire (imperia) comparable to those of
western Europe. True empires needed a sharp distinction between the
homelands and the colony, but Russia, unlike England, Spain, or the
Netherlands, had no large body of water separating it from the colonial
periphery. In the 1730s, the historian and geographer Vasilii Tatishchev,
who consulted with Strahlenberg, promoted the sharp differentiation
between Europe and Asia, relying on the Ural mountains as the border
clearly demarcated on Strahlenberg's map as the 'Terminus inter Europam
et Asiam'. In contrast to Strahlenberg, whose map relied primarily on
information from Swedish exiles in Siberia and reports from merchants
and travellers, the new Academy of Sciences, founded by Peter the Great,
based its map of the Russian empire on the scientific techniques of geodesy. Its Atlas of'the Russian Emfiire, published in 1745, however, followed
Strahlenberg's division of' Russia into two large parts separated by the
Urals.

STRAHLENBERG'S
MAP(Detail)
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These maps were major advances in structuring the vast unbounded space
of central Eurasia, yet the influence of all three remained curiously limited.
Although Strahlenberg's book was highly influential throughout the
empire, the map itself remained little known, even though it is regarded,
1 A. I. Andreev, Ochcrki po Istochnikovcdcnriu Sibiri (Moscow, 1965),ii, pt. I; Mark Bassin, 'Exparr
i o n and Colonialism on the Eastern Frontier: Views nf Siberia and the Far East in Pre-Petrine Russia',
Journal ojHistorica1 G r o ~ a p h yxiv
, (1988),g-21;
'Inventing Siberia: Visions of the Russian Empire in
769-94; 'Russia between
the Early Ninetcenth Century', American Historical Rcricw, xcvi (~gg~),
Europe and Asia: The Ideological Construction of Geographical Space', Sluvic Review, 1 (1991)~1-17.

Source: Philipp Johann Strahlenberg. An Nislorico-Gropphical Description ... ojthc Northcast part
o/Ewropr and Asia (London, 1736).
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next to S. Remezov's atlas, as the second most important source of information about the Siberia of its time? T h e maps were not distributed
widely in Russia because Strahlenberg's rivalry with the director of the
officially sponsored Academy of Sciences, the Frenchman Joseph Nicolas
delisle, obstructed knowledge of his achievements; much of his information was pirated and published in Amsterdam in 1726 without his
approval. T h e Renat maps remained totally unknown until they were rediscovered in Sweden in 1879 by the playwright August Strindberg. Even
the imperially sponsored Jesuit atlas was printed in its original form in
China in only a few copies, and the popularly available edition of the
Tushu Jicheng omitted its most crucial innovation: the numbered lines of
latitude and longitude. The limited circulation of the original atlas is one
reason why it had such little influence on local gazetteeis or other cartographic projects. Cartography using the Mercator projection produced by
the Chinese themselves did not really begin until the late nineteenth
century.
For the distribution of knowledge, maps are paradoxical objects. They
construct an imagined space that shapes and reveals rulers and peoples'
conceptions of their collective place on the globe. When maps' imagined
spaces are printed and widely distributed, they open large expanses to
anyone's view, but the power of these collective imaginations turns them
into threatening artefacts. Rulers found them dangerous; thus, their distribution had to be controlled. Even today, controls are imposed over geographical imagery that is so accurate as to make military men nervous, or
embarrassed. Landsat satellite images of the earth, until recently, were
deliberately degraded so that military targets in the United States would
not be revealed to foreign powers, and United States Geographical Survey
topographical maps d o not feature nuclear waste dumps.2 Eighteenthcentury Chinese maps to this day remain 'national security' items, which
researchers in the Qing archives in Beijing are not permitted to view. This
may explain why the more comprellensive and accurate the view offered by
the map, the more likely it is to be kept closely under official control.

revolutions that spread eastwards to central Europe and Russia and only
reached Asia in the late nineteenth century. In this view, nationalists who
claim to derive the essence of their nation from its early origins create
factitious history for ideological purposes: imagined communities drink
from tainted springs. A second latent assumption is that nationalism in
East Asia is unproblematic because East Asian societies were more homogeneous than those of Europe and had already been politically unified for
centuries under bureaucratic empires.' Thus, there is a dual erasure of
East Asia from the analysis of nationalism: if the nationalist essence is seen
as deriving smoothly from the imperial heritage, then it is unproblematic;
or if it is seen as a derivative late developer, the earlier European experience becomes the focal point of analysis. The two views, while contradictory, are popular among theorists of nationalism today and account for
the neglect by them of East Asia.
These assumptions may be challenged by arguing, first, that there are
important continuities between nationalism and the earlier imperial experience. Nationalism is not merely a derivative of Europe, but draws on native
roots. On the other hand, imperial unity was not simply transferred to
national unity. Radical redefinitions of identities based on the imperial
heritage were necessary before the nationalist idea could be transmitted to
a mass public, and the formation of these new identities depended on the
contingencies of challenges and interactions with other states. This process needs detailed examination in comparative context, similar to Prasenjit Duara's recent work on the production of new historical narratives by
twentieth-century Chinese nationalists out of China's interaction with
other imperialist nation-statesS2
T o be more specific, the creation of 'border consciousness', and the
tenacious insistence of twentieth-century Chinese regimes on sovereignty
over their frontiers was not a new development of the late nineteenth
c e n t ~ r yIt. ~is a heritage of the late seventeenth century, which first established the borders that later state authorities had to defend. The Qing
legacy to modern nationalism was both to incorporate a wide diversity of
peoples, especially nomads, within the state boundaries, by contrast with
the Ming, which excluded them; and to engage in extensive mapping, sur-
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Theories have blossomed recently to explain the growing importance of
nationalism in the post-cold war world. With some exceptions, most
theorists endorse what we may loosely call a 'discontinuity thesis': that
nationalism as an 'imagined community' is a distinctive and new product of
nineteenth-century western Europe: a product of the English and French
1

L. Bagrow, A History ofthe Cartography ofRwsia up to 1600 (Wolfe Island, Ont.?1975)~pp. 116-19.

2 J. B. Harley, 'Maps, Knowledge', p. 284.
3 Liah Grecnfeld does include sixteenth-century England, and

Bmedict Andcrson focuses on creole
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Clitcs in Latin America. See Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (Cambridge,
1990); Anderson, Imagined Communities: Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roadr to Modernib
(Cambridge, 1992).
1 Hobsbawm, Natiom and Nationahm, pp. 66,197.
2 Peter C. Perdue, review of Bryna Coodman, Native Place, Cil3; and ~ a t i o Regional
k
Nehuorks and
Identities in Shanghai, 1859-1997(Berkeley, 1gg5),Journal of interdisciplinary History, xxvii ( I C J ~ ~ ) ,
749-51; Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China
(Chicago, 1995).
3 Mary C. Wright, China in Reuohdion: 77te First Phose, 1900-13(New Haven, 1968).
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veying, classifying, controlling, and measuring procedures to keep them
within the empire and under state control.
Benedict Anderson's discussion of maps regards them, along with the
census and the museum, as products of the nineteenth-century colonial
era. He and Thongchai Winichakul distinguish sharply between precolonial maps, or 'sacred geographies', and colonial Mercator grids.' The
maps discussed here do not fit well into this dichotomy. T h e Renat map
has no grid or borders, but neither is it a religio-cosmographic diagram.
The Jesuit and Strahlenberg maps use a Mercator grid, but they are products of European geodesists working under the command of indigenous
rulers. All three are hybrid constructions created out of the interaction
between the early modern central Eurasian empires, using both inherited
constructions of space and the new cartographic technology of the European scientific revolution.
T h e question of secrecy and the distribution of knowledge is, however,
connected closely to the impact of maps on popular nationalism. The mass
distribution of a schematic representation of a country's shape, the 'logomap' in Anderson's terminology, created for the broad population the
fundamental image of the 'geo-body' of the nation, in Thongchai's terms.
The earlier maps were not widely distributed, so they did not shape a mass
public, but they did construct a definite image of the imperial realm in the
minds of Clites. Later, this image was transmitted to the public with few
changes through the technology of print capitalism by nationalist ideologues in order to mobilize a mass movement. The national boundaries of
these states were not laid down in the deep mists of history by tin~eless
cultural forces; they were, rather, cor~structedduring their interaction with
each other as they engaged in a triangular struggle for power over the
steppes, forests, and deserts of central Eurasia.
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1 Anderson, Imagined Communitie.r, pp. 16y-85;
Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mafificd: A Histoty of
thc Gro-body o/a Nation (Honolulu, 1994).

Qing Colonial Administration in Inner Asia

ROM THE PERSPECTIVE of the administrative structures set up in
Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet, it appears that both the ideology of
'manifest destiny' reflected in the official compilations and semiofficial historiography of the Qing period, and the modern notion of China
as a timeless union of many 'nationalities', have obscured the tensions and
internal contradictions inherent in the process of Chinese empire building.' T h e inadequacy of these historical narratives suggests the need to
examine more closely a number of important issues that affect all empires
and enable one to compare Qing China with its European contemporaries.
Among these issues are: how Qing dominion was established and maintained; the place of colonized territories and peoples within the spectrum
of Chinese political and social institutions; how and to what degree colonized societies changed under Qing rule; and how the international position
of China was affected by its ability to expand.
Through a military and civil administrative organization known as the
'banner' system, the early Qing emperors began a 'nation-building' project
intended first to unify the Manchu clans and subsequently to incorporate
Mongol and Chinese subjects and a l l i e ~ With
.~
the exception of a few
privileges reserved for the Manchus, the Qing did not promote ethnic
discrimination, although ethnic classification remained an operating principle throughout Qing society and government. During the second half of
the eighteenth century, the Qianlong emperor commissioned a series of
monumental works that were meant to portray the history of the dynasty as
the orderly union of peoples under a common political canopy, represented by the royal house. Thus, by the end of the eighteenth century, two
essential dimensions of modern China's national identity - its territorial
boundaries and its ethnic composition - had already taken shape.
By and large, later Western observers took China, as an historical abstraction, always to have been what it had become by the late eighteenth
century: a multi-ethnic and multicultural union of peoples who lived in one
of the largest land empires in history. T h e image frequently evoked by
Western writers to describe the beginning of China's modernization was,
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