
Frontiers of History in China 2014, 9(1) 157 

Marks, Robert B., China: Its Environment and History. Lanham, Md.: Rowman 
& Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2011. ISBN 9781442212756. 464pp. $42.95 
(hardback). 
DOI 10.3868/s020-003-014-0010-9 
 
 
In recent years foreign scholars have produced major studies of China’s 
environmental history, or its environment and history. Most seem to focus on 
various periods and regions. Such an approach to China’s environmental history 
is understandable and reasonable, since writing a synthesis of this history is no 
easy task: China has both a variety of ecosystems ranging from alpine mountains 
to tropical forests, and a long history with the longest unbroken written record of 
all the world’s civilizations. But Robert B. Marks, specializing in Chinese history 
at Whittier College in California, has done it. His China: Its Environment and 
History is a trail-blazing work that provides a long and comprehensive 
environmental history of China from prehistory, ten thousand years ago, to 
contemporary times with equal attention to each period. He also establishes a 
framework of China’s environmental history which lets readers gain a 
sophisticated overview of Chinese interactions with their natural environment, 
and learn the main themes of China’s environmental history so as to understand 
the driving forces of China’s environmental changes.  

Marks’s framework is succinct but broad. His eight chapters cover all of 
China’s long environmental history, and he has figured out its main line, 
following a periodization from the Neolithic to the present with several 
intermediary stages. The main point is the story of how and why the place we 
now call China, among the most biologically rich and diverse places on earth, 
became ecologically degraded with the result of a mounting environmental crisis. 
Marks argues that the story mostly involves human beings and what they have 
done to their environment over the past 4,000 years. His method has two cardinal 
aspects which have been interlocked. One is the relationship of human beings to 
nature, the story of the ways in which the natural environment conditioned 
human settlement of the land, and the ways people then altered it. Another is the 
relations between Chinese and others, the story of the relationship of how the 
people who became “Chinese,” interacted with other peoples who were different 
from them, and who used to inhabit the remote regions in the south and west of 
China long before their interactions with the Chinese heartland. 

The main themes in China’s environmental history which Marks outlines are 
as follows: changes in land use and land cover; climate change; water control;  
deforestation; colonization; the simplification of ecosystems; the sustainability of 
agriculture; the problem of 1949: 3,000 Years vs. 30; and China’s ecological 
resilience. Based on ecologists’ ideas about the direct and indirect driving forces 
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of environmental change, the author identifies and discusses the following kinds 
of driving forces: the Neolithic transition to agriculture and the interesting 
interconnections between China’s agricultural systems and the development of 
state power; markets and commerce; technological change; cultural beliefs and 
practices; and population dynamics. 

It seems to me that the establishment of a framework for China’s 
environmental history, with the outline of its themes and driving forces, is the 
biggest contribution, and Marks’s book may be compared with other 
environmental histories of China, in particular with Mark Elvin’s The Retreat of 
the Elephants: An Environmental History of China, which is more a collection of 
topics than a single narrative, ending around 1800 CE. Marks’s book also 
enlightens us through its approach to research on the subject. First of all, he has a 
strong awareness of ecosystems that deserves attention. When he mentions 
forests, he does not treat them as simply trees, but ecosystems with species 
embedded in a trophic web, feeding on each other, microbes feeding on decaying 
organic matter, freed-up minerals and nutrients becoming available for new plant 
growth, which is then (sometimes) consumed by other animals, and so on (p. 56). 
This kind of awareness is truly a precondition for research on environmental 
history and exploring environmental changes and impacts. Furthermore, the 
author assesses the meaning and significance of China’s environmental history in 
terms of both Chinese and world history, and also through comparison. It 
displays both important similarities and uniqueness, in particular regarding 
deforestation and the relations of the central state and majority peoples with 
smaller groups. This kind of perspective on China’s environmental history and its 
environmental changes is clearer than approaches limited to within China. 

To sum up, Marks’s book is quite a good guide both for a general audience to 
learn about China’s environmental history and for historians to carry out further 
research. For the former, the non-experts, as Marks said in Chapter 1, it will help 
them make sense of the interaction between the Chinese people and the 
environment by means of a whole story in a standard chronological and 
periodized form (p. 8). The latter may think that the work considered here has 
deficits because of its reliance mostly on secondary materials in English. But it 
still may help to establish important themes and clues for further research on 
China’s environmental history, and moreover, to introduce the concept of a 
process of environmental change in China, which includes the impact of humans 
on China’s environment. Taking myself as an example, since my interest is in 
China’s environmental history from the Qing dynasty to 1949, Marks’s book, 
especially chapters 5, 6 and 7, are most useful as a baseline and reference; it 
provides a shape, a beginning, development and long effect, adding up to the 
story of how Chinese interacted with the environment during a long period and in 
the context of world history. I do agree with Peter C. Perdue’s view, in his review 
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of Marks’s book, that anyone seeking to understand how the long course of 
China’s history has produced the current environmental crises must consult it 
(Journal of Asian Studies, vol. 72, no. 1, 2013, p. 183). 
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In the Spring of 2008 I visited Pingxiang, a mining town close to the border 
between Jiangxi and Hunan provinces. I posed for a picture in the empty plaza in 
front of a large revolutionary era memorial hall with a statue of a reedy young 
Mao in a scholar’s gown on the steps leading up to the entrance. The front gates, 
however, were locked and the plaza had the abandoned air of a ghost town. In the 
pouring rain I hired a taxi to drive me into the grounds of the Anyuan Coal 
Mining Company, past another statue of Mao, this one of the older, fuller bodied 
statesman. I took some more pictures of a dilapidated shell of a building dating 
from the days when German engineers had dominated the technical staff at the 
mines. On a dreary rain soaked day, smokestacks across the town still billowed, 
adding to the gloom, and I remember a feeling of desolation and the desire to get 
away as soon as possible. This was the Pingxiang of my memory.  

I might have had a more positive attitude if I had read Elizabeth Perry’s latest 
book, Anyuan: Mining China’s Revolutionary Tradition, before my visit. In 
Perry’s telling, the town I had found so bleak is the key to explaining the unique 
trajectory of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and its eventual triumph. In 
her presidential address to the Association of Asian Studies meeting in 2008 
Perry argued that the party’s organization and transformation at Anyuan in the 
1920s hint at the path of revolution not taken, a more open and democratic 
approach ultimately overtaken by the secretive, military-oriented focus of the 
later periods. The book expands this thesis and shows the full complexities of the 
Anyuan revolutionary tradition, one which individual statesmen have attempted 
to harness to burnish their revolutionary credentials. By exposing the successive 
layers of revision and the way political leaders and the party have created and 


