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Copper, Caravans, and Empire. Long - Distance
Commerce and the Transformation
of Southwest China

C. Patterson Giersch*

Introduction

Southwest China experienced remarkable political, economic, demographic and cultural changes dur-
ing the Ming — Qing periods. To fully understand these transformations requires coming to terms with a
number of crucial variables, including geographical space. To date, however, our understanding of this
variable continues to be limited by long — standing conceptual and methodological approaches. Most nota-
bly, there are still few studies that challenge the concept of “macroregions,” despite the fact that scholars
of the frontier have been -among the more vocal critics of this concept. In a series of extraordinary articles
in The City in Late Imperial China, William Skinner argued that by the late nineteenth century, China was
comprised of nine separate urban systems, each occupying a major physiographic region of the country.
Each of these nine “macroregions” contained core and peripheral areas. Within a macroregion, each set-
tlement—from marketing towns in the periphery to the great cities at the core—were linked in an interloc-
king marketing hierarchy. These urban systems developed along largely autonomous paths primarily be-
cause of high interregional transport costs. @In his brilliant work on Southwest demography and economic
transformation, James Lee drew from Skinner’s conception to argue that migration helped transform the
Southwest ( Yun — Gui) macroregion from “congeries of small, fairly autonomous enclaves into an integrat-
ed regional hierarchy of central places and their hinterlands. ”® Similarly, Robert Marks has structured
his wonderful analysis of environmental and economic change in South China around the. concept of the
South China (Linghan) macroregion. ®Thus, the concept of macroregion has contributed to at least two ex-
tremely fine studies of the Southwest and South—but at the cost of removing Southwest China ( Yunnan and
Guizhou) and South China (Guangxi and Guangdong) from larger regional geographical contexts.

Over the years, some have challenged the macroregion concept on a number of accounts. Were mac-

Toregions actually as autonomous as initially portrayed? Late imperial history is full of examples of substan-

# C. Patterson Giersch: 218+, 3£E Wellesley KD 5 REI#IR

@ To the best of my knowledge, these critiques begin with Chiranan Prasertkul, Yunnan Trade in the Nineicenth Century; Southwest
China’s Cross — Boundaries Functional System (Bangkok: Institute of Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University, 1989).

@ G. William Skinner, “Introduction: Urban Development in Imperial China,” The City in Late Imperial China (Stanford, Calif. .
Stanford University Press, 1977) , 8; Skinner, “Regional Urbanization in Nineteenth Century China,” in The City, 212 ~217.

® James Lee, “The Legacy of Immigration in Southwest China, 1250 ~ 1850 ,” Annales de Démographie Historique (1982) ,

@ Robert B. Marks, Tigers, Rice, Silk, and Silt: Environment and Economy in Late Imperial South China ( Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 8.




