Into the Northwest:

Society, economy and environment in the Hetao Area (1820-1949)

Since the Qianlong period of Qing Dynasty, triggered by sustained
population growth in North China, large numbers of landless Han
peasants had broken through the Qing authorities' blockade and moved
into the Hetao-Tumochuan flatlands to reclaim the grassland illegally.
The land contracts signed between the peasants and the local Mongolian
lords were not recognized by the Qing government. In the end, both
sides of the contracts pursued the maximization of the short-term
benefit from the land development, which led to large-scale
deforestation and environmental change in the Hetao area. Due to the
deterioration of the natural vegetation, the process of land
desertification increased rapidly. The Yellow River, the basis of Hetao's
irrigation system, became a severe problem because of the increasing
amount of silt stored in the riverbed, which caused the riverbed to rise
and turned it into a "hanging river" with serious flooding downstream. In
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consequence, the river changed its course its course in 1850(ig Jt; 30 4F).

The new Yellow River poured into the flood land, which was more
suitable for cultivation and attracted many Han immigrants. With the

increase in population, the merchant class also grew rapidly and gained



control over the Hetao region.

After the fall of the stable merchant society due to the intervention of
Qing officials at the end of the 19th century, the canal’s silt storage and
land desertification posed the area’s most serious problems for more
than 20 years, until the Shanxi warlord Yan Xishan([&]45 111) seized power
over the entire area. After 1930, the presence of military junta and
troops calmed the local situation, and the modern irrigation system was

built, marking the turning point of Hetao's new development.

Businessmen, Manchurian government officials and the military had
different understandings of the environmental problems. Also, the
strategies for handling the environmental degradation often led to short
term changes in the local economy. Han merchants, peasants, Mongolian
elites, herders, Manchurian officials and the military established a local
network in Hetao. By analyzing their relationships and the interaction
between various groups within Hetao’s society and their impact on
economy and nature, the project aims to shed light on the development
policies in Hetao and the environmental degradation as collateral

damage due to the fast development of this remote Chinese region.
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