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IntroductionComparing Parallel Imperial Epistemologies

By Mackenzie COOLEY and WU Huiyi


This is a book about two empires that generated systematized knowledge of local worlds and how those imperial epistemologies set the precedent for ruling through an ideal of comprehensive information. Global historians of sciences and empires have come to emphasize the inherent overlap between state building, economic order, and the growth of scientific practice. We show this overlap through a juxtapositional comparative study of the kindred managerial toolkits and territorial data corpuses that emerged independently on opposite ends of the globe: the difangzhi 地方志 (local gazetteers) in late imperial China and the relaciones geográficas in the Spanish empire.

Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, centrally appointed imperial officials in both China and the Spanish Americas were instructed to gather, compile, and submit information about the locales they administered, following a centrally issued, itemized compilation guideline or questionnaire. Both sought to gather a large quantity of information about local worlds under their control, organize these territorial data according to a preconceived classification scheme, and create a vision of their empires as diverse yet unified, tying together disparate parts into a Page 2 →whole greater than their sum. These corpuses offer unique gateways into the worlds of the Chinese and Spanish empires on the local level, replete with striking parallels that have hitherto remained entirely unremarked by historians.

By walking through these portals, we can ask and answer key questions about the aspirational and contested feedback loops of knowing and ruling, imperial and local. What did “know thyself” mean to an early modern empire? How was that knowledge mobilized by a diverse range of stakeholders—monarchs, centrally appointed administrators, and local elites, as well as the marginal and disenfranchised? What was the state good at seeing, and what did it struggle to envision? How were local perspectives folded into state-centric efforts, and when did this homogenization fail? How do kindred genres and bureaucratic knowledge structures reveal the shared nature of early modern empires across geography?

Studying the local gazetteers and the relaciones geográficas in parallel, we came to see them as context-specific responses to the challenges of scale, diversity, and increasing global entanglement that all early modern empires faced. Empires sought to create a sense of knowability of their fractious parts through a unifying structure of territorial data. These imperial genres translate a vision of the empire’s cohesiveness across the diversity of its localities, and required the collaboration between imperial agents and local elites. The empire was successful in facilitating some homogenization across large territorial expanses. But it did not lead to a top-down process, with an active center as knowledge maker and the passive localities as object of knowledge. Rather, the process revealed rich polyphony of local and Indigenous cultures, revealing empires to be fundamentally diverse with their equilibrium constantly rebalanced among local powers.

These gateways to early modern China and Spain both reveal tension between the centralizing impetus of state, which aimed to intellectually control its constituent parts, and the local vernacular order that resisted such attempts. Thus, Knowing the Empire does more than ask how knowledge allowed the state to control natural and human resources. It examines how the state in Spain and in China sought to centralize and manage imperial knowledge as intellectual capital. Historically, we show how both the Chinese and Spanish empires aimed to write their way to a Page 3 →unified conception of their material and immaterial forms of wealth and power. Historiographically, these documents reveal empires as iterative, comparable in the challenge of scale and diversity they faced and the epistemic responses they offered, albeit their differing imperial trajectories.


Portals: The Relaciones Geográficas and the Difangzhi

There are striking similarities between the relaciones geográficas and the difangzhi in terms of their raison d’être, structure, and format. As explored in Parts 1 and 2 of this volume, in the late sixteenth century, the Spanish monarchy was the most geographically extensive polity in the world, with its European domains including Iberia, the Low Countries, swaths of Italy, and overseas possessions from the Americas to the Philippines.1 The Chinese empire, on the other hand, was doubtless the most populous, home to 200 million by 1600, and over 300 million by the end of the eighteenth century.2 Both empires constituted administrative edge cases by virtue of their demographic size, geographic dispersion, and diversity. Therefore, the relaciones geográficas and the difangzhi both stem from an imperial desire to know, and to materialize the knowledge about, a vast territory that a monarch could not physically access or see.

More importantly, as was unique among early modern empires, both corpuses were compiled following a centrally issued guideline or questionnaire, according to which information deemed relevant to the state was to be collected, selected, and ordered, thus presenting local components of the empire as commensurate. The mandated headings and questions overlap to a striking degree. The Chinese gazetteers organize information under headings such as “origin of imperial administration,” “territorial extension,” “rivers and mountains,” “ancient monuments,” “government bureaus,” “schools,” “shrines,” “local products,” “taxation,” “local customs,” and “local languages.” The Spanish relaciones questionnaires ask for a general account of a locale’s climate and topography; the history of its conquest by the Spaniards; significant geographic features such as mountains, lakes, volcanoes, and rivers; the nature of its inhabitants, including “the condition of their intelligence,” their language, customs, and “good or bad” rites; locally produced foodstuffs; medicinal Page 4 →plants; mines; the state of trade and commerce; and a listing of churches, monasteries, and hospitals. Compilers of these corpuses in both China and Spain use a variety of means of communication, combining written words, images, and maps. By so doing, they offer serialized and schematic representations of locales, framing the natural and human wealth of each locale in an ideal of political, economic, and social order. These striking similarities have hitherto never been noted nor explored for the study of empires and imperial knowledge-making.

Yet differences between the two genres are also clear. First and foremost, the scale of the Chinese local gazetteer corpus is exponentially larger than that of the Spanish relaciones. It is a bit like comparing an industrial apple orchard and an orange grove. Gazetteers in China form a cumulative corpus starting in the tenth century, and its origin can be traced to even earlier centuries. Approximately 8,000 titles have survived until today, covering territorial units at levels from single counties or prefectures to provinces and the entire empire. The Erudition digital database comprises 4,400 titles and 1,001,413,746 Chinese characters. One single edition of the gazetteer of a rich province such as Zhejiang or Guangdong alone could reach two hundred volumes. The tradition remains very much alive today, as new gazetteers continue to be compiled across China. By contrast, the relaciones tradition, like the Spanish empire itself, started only in the sixteenth century and largely disintegrated toward the end of the eighteenth century. The relaciones geográficas corpus expands and contracts depending on the definitions historians apply to it. The entire known corpus of the relaciones geográficas of Mesoamerica (including New Spain, Yucatan, New Galicia, and New Granada) consists of some dozen volumes, while other collections contain several volumes of related documents such as the relaciones topográficas of Spain and similarly structured reports from Peru, Quito, Venezuela, Argentina, and the Philippines, although much may remain to be discovered in archives and integrated into this genre.3 Indeed, one might consider the Archive of the Indies as a whole to understand how local knowledge was incorporated into Spanish imperial knowledge, with the relaciones representing only a small fragment of this broader effort, which took shape across many genres. Thus, the two genres appear incommensurate in terms of their longevity and sustainability.Page 5 →

Moreover, the two imperial genres differ in their material form and their modes of circulation. In China, although imperial projects of empire-wide gazetteer (yitongzhi 一統志) have regularly prompted the submission of local gazetteers in manuscript forms, most gazetteers that have survived until today are printed. They were not only presented to the throne to form a centralized database, but also shared locally for interested administrators, scholars, and travelers to read, thanks to the widespread use of wood-block printing technology. They were part and parcel of the vibrant print culture that characterized the knowledge world of late imperial China. In fact, the rise of the gazetteer genre during the tenth century was coeval with the birth of the printing industry in China. By contrast, the relaciones were shrouded in secrecy throughout the lifetime of the Spanish empire. Although the questionnaires were printed concomitantly with the adoption of the printing press in the fifteenth century by the Spanish crown, the responses to them were sent back to Madrid as manuscripts, where they remained in the secret archives of the Council of Indies as legal depositions and sworn testimonies. The planned general cosmography of the Americas to which they were supposed to contribute was never written. We still know very little about how the relaciones were read and used by the imperial elite, and they garnered little readership in the Americas until the nineteenth century, when they started to be excavated by postcolonial governments.

Finally, as far as we can ascertain, the two genres were developed independently, without cross-pollination by the historical actors who made them. Spanish imperial expansion during the sixteenth century did indeed bring its vanguards to the gate of Ming China, which became Spain’s single most important trading partner and a target of conquest fantasies for Catholic missionaries and military adventurers alike. Chinese luxury goods and Chinoiserie aesthetics pervaded the interior of Spanish elite houses on the Iberian Peninsula as well as in the colonies, while American silver and crops profoundly reshaped China’s economic and demographic order. These global interconnections are at the core of a robust global history scholarship to which we seek to contribute.4 However, as Part 6 shows, the difangzhi and the relaciones are both most notable for their failure in accounting for connections between the two empires. Striking as their structural likeliness may appear, the Chinese Page 6 →difangzhi and the Spanish relaciones do not exactly form such “strange parallels” of synchronized cycles of state consolidation and disintegration in regions far apart that can be pinned down to extraregional factors, as comparatists and global historians have fruitfully explored.5 Despite curious hints to trans-regional dynamics—for instance, the fact that the first empire-wide state gazetteer in China was initiated in the fourteenth century by the Muslim astronomer Jamal Al-Din during the Mongol era—the two imperial genres we juxtapose in this book bear no significant connection in their parallel development.

All these methodological questions need to be posed from the onset: How can we justifiably juxtapose the two genres without erasing the distinctiveness of their regional contexts? How can we viably bridge two independent phenomena, historically and historiographically, knowing that they did not grow out of a common root? On which basis, and to which ends, are we building the comparative endeavor?



How to Compare Early Modern Imperial Epistemologies

We contend that, first, comparison does not imply sameness. By juxtaposing the gazetteers and the relaciones, we do not suggest that these two genres played similar political, cultural, and intellectual roles in their respective context, or that our understanding of one genre can be wholly transposed to the other. Rather, our intent is to precisely start out from the striking structural resemblance between the two imperial genres, and the shared challenge of governance at large scale undergirding them, so as to stand on a firmer basis for exploring the glaringly different trajectories of the Chinese and the Spanish empires through the innumerable divergences between the two genres.

Such a dialogue between the two corpuses of historical sources and the two regional historiographic traditions that build on them can also lead scholars to swap research agendas, to rethink the imperial Chinese case through the questions formulated in the colonial American context, and vice versa.6 Regarding the heuristic aim of comparing ancient civilizations, Geoffrey Lloyd has advocated that such study should not only enable appreciation of pluralism and generate a cross-cultural Page 7 →intelligibility of “ontological alternatives,”7 but should also debunk claims of uniqueness and exceptionality by complexifying the often essentializing dichotomies—for instance, the idea that Greek mathematics was axiomatic and Chinese mathematics was practical.8 Similarly, in a recent collective project to compare political communication in medieval China and Europe, Hilde de Weerdt and Franz-Julius Morche highlighted how the comparative perspective may draw on research questions prominent in one regional historiography to test their relevance in a different context—for instance, by transposing from China to Europe the question of how “literati” (shi 士) function as a political community, scholars can illuminate the intertwining of literacy, status, class, and political power in medieval Europe in a way that has never been achieved before.9 We follow in their footsteps, as we question the facile dichotomies that have often been used to typify empires: colonial versus non-colonial, maritime versus continental, Western versus Eastern. Instead, we focus on the processes of imperial knowledge-making and information management, revealing contrasts as well as commonalities of the political and socio-economic relationships that defined the inner lives of both empires and their places in the early modern world.

Second, we argue that a viable comparison between geographically distant phenomena does not require connection. Through comparative studies of structural likeliness, we hope to revitalize a global history that has hitherto been essentially written as a connected history. In recent years, global microhistory—narratives about well-traveled individuals or transcultural communities—has arguably become the “normal science” of the field, as the privileged way to access a global scale without sacrificing historical nuance or precision. The microhistorical approach has proven its fruitfulness by bringing the otherwise abstract notion of global connectedness down to relatable and localized human stories.10 Yet it is undeniable that, for the early modern period, such individual trajectories are rare, exceptional, and often marginal; and their broader heuristic significance beyond the cross-regional flux they embodied is yet to be demonstrated. In a certain way, as the global microhistory strives to bridge the global and the local scales of analysis, it also generates a chasm within the local scale, singularizing one particular brand of local history that is globally connected and relevant for a global audience. The Page 8 →methods employed in this book have sought to both build on and unsettle these paradigms. If global history ultimately aims at creating links of intelligibility between inherently localized experiences and vistas, it does not need to be solely grounded in actual connections. We expect to build a more inclusive global history by rethinking about comparison, that is, by seeing commonality across well-entrenched boundaries while discovering divergences beneath apparent likenesses.

In fact, for all historians, making sense of a past across differences in time and space is inherently a comparative process. Comparative thinking is integral to the historian’s trade, even when it is not made explicit. It pervades the historian’s practice down to our use of common vocabularies. We may see this by simply asking ourselves why Ming-Qing China and Habsburg Spain are both customarily called “empires”—a term itself inherited from the Roman imperium. What exactly are we thinking when we pronounce the word? The term “empire” has been applied to many different forms of polities. Their territory can be contiguous or disjointed, acquired through military conquest or through the softer political processes of dynastic union or alliance. They can be ruled with a greater or lesser degree of central control, directly through an imperially appointed bureaucracy or hereditary aristocracy, and may use racial, confessional, ethnic, or various other criteria to manage their populations. Historians of China have contested the term’s applicability to China—would we rather call it a “Great State?”11 In the case of Spain, although the imperial ideal of Rome’s revival loomed large in the imaginations of conquistadors and Holy Roman Emperors alike, alternative terms such as “composite monarchy” have been advanced and preferred by many.12

This volume reckons with and unpacks the term “empire,” which has held on fast across chronologies and geographies. The juxtaposition of the relaciones and the gazetteers illuminates one basic fact that justifies such enduring terminological preference, that is, the question of scale. Empires are big and diverse. Their size, as such, poses political as well as epistemological challenges. In contrast to small and relatively uniform polities such as city-states, the rulers of imperial China and Spain governed territories so large that knowledge of their particularities eluded any individual. Although emperors and kings attempted inspection tours, these excursions only fleetingly showcased small tracts of the world Page 9 →beyond the road. If they were to achieve intelligibility across expanses of varied geography so that “power and politics of difference” could be exercised,13 mediated means needed to be devised. In response to these challenges, local gazetteers and the relaciones are as much tangible corpuses and textual monuments as a way of thinking, both the finished products and the processes that brought them about. Our comparanda therefore revolve around what we term “imperial epistemologies”: the ways imperial institutions collected, selected, ordered, stored, and displayed trustworthy data through the hierarchized mediation of officials, scholars, and members of local communities, all the while incorporating or discarding alternative and competing ways of seeing and knowing.

The path we take in this book, therefore, is contrary to the many past projects that have fruitfully undertaken to compare China and Europe.14 We seek to emphasize the root of the historian’s craft by constructing our comparison from kindred sets of primary source materials. While raising the question of scale—how state power was exercised across large spans of territories with overarching superstructures subsuming local particularities—we do not start out from such universal questions to subsequently study how particular empires tackled such challenges through formal institutions commonly known to serve those goals (e.g., bureaucracy, military system, or taxation). Our approach is the opposite. We build our comparison from the ground up, starting with the striking structural affinities between the documentary genres that the Chinese and Spanish empires produced, before asking what this strange parallel may tell us about the inner workings of the two empires, their shared challenges or diverging configurations, and about the ways historians narrate those two empires. Given our field’s focus on primary sources—from close reading their contents, to exploring their materiality, survival, and structure—we have sought to include this reliance on literal and textual objects from the past as the basis of worldbuilding. To maintain that focus on primary sources in all of their particularity, for the majority of this book we deploy a method of juxtapositional comparison, that is the placement of primary sources side by side, and critical thinking about their interpretation. In this way, our approach is similar to what de Weerdt and Morche have advocated. Instead of “fixed and immutable institutions or canonical traditions,” the focus is on “responses to shared Page 10 →challenges and the actions of those in structurally equivalent positions within distinct communities,” or on “structurally equivalent entities and processes” such as mediation, communication, mobility, or building trust.15 For us, the uneven strengths and durabilities of the knowledge economies around the local gazetteers and the relaciones were concomitant with the empires’ cohesion and ability to rule, as those characteristics required and reinforced the local elites’ sense of belonging to the broader imperial order. Conversely, the failure of these imperial genres to account for the diversity of local worlds is revealing of the limits of state centralization and the resilience of the vernacular order of local life.



Two Imperial Worlds Compared

The Chinese and Spanish empires at the end of the sixteenth century were indeed two very different beasts. The incommensurably larger size of the local gazetteer corpus conforms to what many have seen as Chinese exceptionalism. Compared with Spain—or, indeed, with any other large pre-modern polity we call an “empire”—China’s state-building process was exceptionally precocious. The state had a high degree of centralization, a deeply entrenched ideology of unity, and sophisticated bureaucratic apparatuses, and written documents had a prominent place in its social life and administrative routine. In the late imperial period we are concerned with, a powerful elite class of scholar-officials chosen on the basis of empire-wide examination in the Confucian classics internalized the imperial ideology and took it upon themselves to implement it when they became local administrators or community leaders.16 All of these features undergird not only the vitality of the local gazetteer genre, but also the unmatched longevity of China’s imperial rule, both of which survived into the modern era. The China specialists who have contributed to this volume variously underline how the Confucian-educated literati played a leading role in gazetteer compilation, shaping “a particular view of locality and what makes a civilized place,” as Joseph Dennis argues. Some have examined gazetteer representations of other centripetal institutions such as Confucian schools (Joseph Dennis), tribute collection (Bian He), and water conservancy systems (Che Qun), showing how these institutions formed well-established webs across the empire as they allowed Page 11 →ideologies, material goods, or technical know-how to circulate between the central and the local.

Against this comparative backdrop, it becomes all the clearer that the Spanish relaciones genre at its inception late in the sixteenth century was an “experiment of empire, rather than a project growing out of deeply rooted ideas of the relationship between the parts and the whole,” as Barbara Mundy writes. In contrast to China, where the empire’s dominion and knowledge purview were incrementally expanded and gradually consolidated, the conquest of the Americas was a sudden, violent event less than a century before, and the empire consisted of vast swaths of utterly alien territories onto which the Spanish order was to be imprinted, politically and intellectually. The Iberian Peninsula itself had been ruled by a series of fractured kingdoms of different faiths until the fifteenth century. The vast disjointed territories that Charles V had inherited in the early sixteenth century were the combined result of military windfall and dynastic accident. Charles’s son Philip II, an unusually committed and diligent pusher of paper, was only beginning to build the burgeoning bureaucratic administration in his new capital of Madrid.17 When royal cosmographers sent questionnaires in 1577 in the name of the king, they were attempting for the first time to “formalize and bureaucratize” the custom of writing relaciones, which, in the early decades after the conquest, had relied on the periodic visitas of official envoys or the private initiatives of enterprising “sailors, conquistadors and the odd learned persons” who bargained their knowledge in exchange for reward from the Crown, as María Portuondo shows. The thinness of formal imperial bureaucracy in the Americas reflected the recentness of the conquest and amplified the difficulties of knowledge gathering in an abruptly subjugated territory.

One central theme across all contributions to this volume on the Spanish relaciones is the violence of the colonial conquest and the jarring rupture it caused in the Americas’ social and epistemic order. This disruption led to massive resettlement and collapse of Indigenous populations (Jeremy Mikecz), losses of local knowledge traditions, and even the royal officials’ awareness of their own ignorance when faced with the radical alienness of the Americas (María Portuondo). Contributors have also paid special heed to the limits of the relaciones as a knowledge project, to what the genre failed to see, such as the slave economy (Stuart McManus) and Page 12 →the birth of a complex black identity (Marcella Hayes). Ultimately, if the relaciones genre was motivated by an imperial desire to subdue the alienness of the Americas by imposing the Renaissance cosmographic paradigm, this top-down uniformizing agenda was largely a failure. As royal officials sought information from Indigenous respondents, the relaciones themselves incorporated the struggle between conflicting epistemologies. As Mundy and Mario Cams show in Part 3, in contrast to the Chinese gazetteer maps, which were guided by “the spatial logic and hierarchy of imperial administration,” the maps made in response to the relaciones questionnaire were embedded in Indigenous epistemology in a way that was illegible to the central administrators in Madrid. If some did convey a sense of imperial order in which a community’s self-representation was posited, it was the order of Indigenous empire from pre-Hispanic time, not the Spanish one.18

However, navigating Chinese and Spanish imperial knowledge in parallel also encourages us to question the taken-for-granted opposition between colonial and non-colonial, between maritime and land-based empires, or indeed, between knowledge of the Other and of the Self. Our argument is that all knowledge-making is a process of objectification and othering. To “see like a state” anywhere is to impose the legibility of a standardized language on the irreducible complexity of the local worlds and their vernacular order.19 We may miss the point if we too rigidly oppose the gazetteers and relaciones as genres of interiority and exteriority respectively, one growing endogenously in an allegedly culturally uniform empire and the other imposed by a conqueror on the radically alien conquered. While in the colonial context of Spanish America the central–local relationship has been customarily conceptualized in the binary terms of coercion and resistance, close examination of the relaciones highlights the rise of the burgeoning creole, mestizo, and Indigenous elites, their markedly ambivalent relationship with the metropolitan culture and the imperial agenda, and their ability to mediate the Indigenous heritage and Spanish imperial priorities.

Through comparison with the Chinese empire, in which a long historiographic tradition has emphasized unity and efficacy of imperial rule, can we reach a more nuanced understanding of local governance and knowledge worlds in Spanish America? While the Spanish empire in the Page 13 →Americas was in no way close to matching its Chinese counterpart in creating a large imperial elite class capable of mediating between the central and the local, we may well take a step back, and think harder about the very fact that it did generate an imperial genre of local knowledge with striking structural likeliness to Chinese gazetteers. The comparative perspective may allow us to go further in rethinking the lived experience of colonial elites and their vision of the empire. For example, in light of the uniformized and schematic city maps in the Chinese gazetteers showing Confucian schools, as described by Dennis, how might we take a fresh look at the educational institutions that produced New World literati across the Americas, or the standardized town planning projects designed by those elites that lend major cities across Spanish America the striking visual uniformity that was actually achieved and still greets visitors today?20

Conversely, can Spanish colonial historiography, with its rich experience in exploring conflicts and tension between the governing state and the governed, inspire China specialists to reflect on the limits and failings of imperial knowledge? In the Chinese case, although the apparent continuity of the imperial state encourages narratives of unity, scholars have grown increasingly aware of China’s inner diversity, its central–local tension, and, indeed, the limits on the ability of local gazetteers, as an imperial genre, to truly capture myriad “local” perspectives. Even in China’s core cultural strongholds where the bulk of the gazetteer corpus is rooted, contributors to this volume read the gazetteers against the grain of the genre, examining what the gazetteers failed to show. In Part 5, Mårten Söderblom Saarela and Zhang Xianqing point to the formidable heterogeneity of the grassroots linguistic and religious landscape that the elite-driven gazetteers failed to capture or framed only in a negative light as subversive elements against the imperial order. In Part 4, Bian He further debunks the seeming continuity of the gazetteer tradition and the supposed uniformity of the literati-officials. Her close reading of the lists of tribute products in five successive editions of the southernmost Guangdong provincial gazetteer highlights the passionate disagreements among literati concerning the meaning of good governance and state appropriation of local wealth. Furthermore, in peripheral areas populated by non-Han peoples, the local gazetteer, as the first official Page 14 →Chinese-language literary project, was often infused with discourses about the Confucian state’s civilizing mission, reflecting a power asymmetry not dissimilar to those underlying the Spanish relaciones of overseas territories, as Dennis argues.

The questions of imperial fractures, colonialism, and secrecy may be even more productively transferred from the Spanish American context to China, when we bring the Ming-Qing transition into the picture (a protracted period lasting four decades, from the fall of Beijing to Manchu forces in 1644 to the capture of Taiwan in 1683). The status of the Qing dynasty in imperial Chinese history is a hotly debated and often politicized subject. While the fact that Manchu rulers kept the Chinese bureaucracy largely intact for the governing of the former Ming territory has long been conceptualized as “Sinicization,” scholars have more recently emphasized the discontinuity introduced to Chinese history by the Qing conquest. They have pointed out that the Qing extended its rulership to a territory three times the size of Ming China inhabited by many non-Han people, and that what happened inside the former Ming territory was simply not the whole story.21 Some have provocatively spoken of Manchu or Qing “colonialism” as a gateway to more systematic comparisons between the Qing and other early modern conquest empires.22 However, these comparisons tend to focus only on the culturally non-Chinese areas, particularly the inner Asian territories; the global comparability thus appears to apply only to the non-Chinese parts of the Qing empire. As we place the local gazetteers from China’s core cultural areas and the relaciones from Spanish America inside a broader comparative framework concerning the politics of imperial knowledge, can we also hope to close the chasm between two branches of Qing imperial history?

Centering local gazetteers and relaciones in this comparative endeavor by no means erases other technologies of knowing and their resulting genres. It would be simplistic to suppose that all of Spain’s epistemological projects produced only secret, unused knowledge, or indeed, that China was unambiguously a utopia for freely circulating local creativity. Imperial authorities employed multiple means of information-gathering and social communication to maintain effective and symbolic control over their territories. The gazetteer corpus itself is varied, as they were compiled and published at intervals of decades Page 15 →with many local idiosyncrasies, particularly at the county level. For the routine operation of the empire Ming and Qing emperors deployed many other more secretive methods, such as palace memorials and period reports, to gather information from civil or military officials in the provinces. Che Qun’s and Mårten Söderblom Saarela’s contributions in Parts 4 and 5 both discuss the functional differences between gazetteers and palace memorials, regarding the hydrographical data of the Yangzi River flood, and the geopolitical information about the newly acquired inner Asian borderlands. In Part 3, Mario Cams also points out that the so-called Kangxi Atlas, the world’s most accurate survey map of its time, produced between 1710 and 1717, was kept under secret in the imperial archives and never published, just like the relaciones map.23 In the Spanish Americas, before the relaciones questionnaires which constituted a delayed wide-angle lens shot, much of the real business of the empire was transacted through the paper mountains of the Consejo de Indias and the Consejo de Estado. Furthermore, the state was not the sole authority that imposed order upon and generated knowledge about the society: the Inquisition and a sprawling network of Catholic religious authorities likewise produced a huge archive. While the Spanish Inquisition was founded in 1478, branches later proliferated in Peru (1570), Mexico (1571), and the Philippines (1577–1580).24 Inquisitors arguably shared with the royal cosmographers the legalistic practice of asking precise “questions” that elicited truthful answers. Outside of imperial institutions and elite groups, many vernacular and local forms of knowledge were also at work, impressing alternative meanings onto the natural and human world that the empires strove to comprehend through imperial genres. Rather than simply reproducing the imperial gaze, these sources creatively explored tensions between the center and localities. Studying them suggests how even set forms can show change over time. Used in tandem with other sources, we can see what they are, and are not, interested in.

By anchoring our comparison in the juxtaposition of the gazetteers and the relaciones, we do not seek to singularize them or to negate the importance of other historical genres. Rather, we posit these two kindred genres in a broader ecosystem in which a plurality of epistemologies from a mosaic of peoples coexisted and constantly negotiated their Page 16 →relationship. Our comparison between two genres is thus built not only for what they are and what they say, but also for how each of them relates to other genres and the competing perspectives that embed them. To use Charles Tilly’s terminology, this book is an experiment in encompassing comparison: comparing two entities in terms of their locations in, and relationships to, a larger structure or process.25

In the end, our argument is that differences do not entail incommensurability. Just as the exponential difference in scale between the Chinese gazetteers and the Spanish relaciones can heighten rather than negate their comparability, the coexistence of competing epistemologies within both China and the Spanish Americas should provoke reflections on the similar epistemic issues facing various groups of actors, notwithstanding the different positions and stakes they held in these vast empires. We aim to create a new momentum for expanded research on knowledge-making in early modern empires that not only attends to the specificity of power relations in each regional context, but also enables broad transversal comparison and dialogue between them.



Empire, knowledge, and the Question of Scale

Our comparison of the Chinese gazetteers and the Spanish relaciones as imperial epistemologies also hinges on broader debates about empire and knowledge. As we put early modern China and the Spanish empire in dialogue, the “great divergence” question looms large in the historiographic background. The term has been popularized mainly by Kenneth Pomeranz’s influential work, which offers a methodologically sophisticated comparison between the patterns of economic growth (or the lack thereof) in England and in China’s Jiangnan area on the eve of the Industrial Revolution.26 Although it focuses on mental representation and intellectual capital rather than on material forms of wealth, this volume echoes Pomeranz’s methodological proposition that a balanced comparison needs to be encompassing as well as reciprocal: that it must look at the comparanda as part of a larger whole (rather than as stand-alone objects) to see how the position and function of each part in the system shapes their nature; and it must question the contrast between two trajectories without normalizing either of them (for example, asking not Page 17 →only why China did not make the industrial breakthrough that England did, but also why England did not become yet another Jiangnan area).27

However, in the history of the early modern world, China and Spain have long assumed very similar roles as retrograde empires where the Scientific Revolution failed to happen. On the Chinese side, the argument is most famously voiced by Joseph Needham, the biochemist-turned-historian of Chinese science, who asked in the 1940s why, despite all the technological achievements of ancient China, modern science—the “theoretical body of scientific thought, universally applicable to nature and commanding universal assent”—arose not in China but in Western Europe.28 Needham contrasted inward-looking imperial China with the enterprising Iberian navigators, regretting that the navigations of the fifteenth-century Ming eunuch Zheng He were thwarted by feuds with “Confucian bureaucrats,” whom he saw as the “inhibiting factor” that prevented China from having its own Scientific Revolution.29 The history of Iberian science similarly struggles with the notion that the Spanish empire somehow failed the test of modernity. Historians have lamented the closing of the Spanish mind as a result of the Crown’s effort to impose homogeneity through the exclusion of Jews and Muslims in 1492, or the recall of Spanish students from leading institutions across Europe back to Iberia, where they would be shielded from heretical ideas, in 1559. By this telling, Spain turned inward and away from the experimentalism, scientific societies, and intellectual cross-pollination that would have allowed it to take part in the Scientific Revolution.30

The dismissal of Chinese and Spanish science has its origins in the early modern period. Philosophizing on a trope popularized by Jesuit missionaries on the stagnation of Chinese astronomy, Voltaire asked “why the Chinese, having gone so far in such remote times, have always remained there?”31 Dutch and English propagandists since the sixteenth century have fueled the Black Legend which portrayed the Spanish empire as uniquely backward and inhumane for its persecution of unorthodox thinking. In their early modern form, as well as in their reincarnation in modern historiography, these positions take Northern Protestant Europe as the yardstick of scientific progress, against which China and Spain are similarly judged for their putative inadequacy. In recent years, however, historians of China and Spain have both reclaimed those empires’ place Page 18 →in the history of early modern science. Participating in the contextualist turn in history of science that debunked science as a pursuit of pure ideas, the broad “science and empire” scholarship has politicized the advent of modern science as intertwined with early modern imperial expansion, intrinsically shaped by the power asymmetry and violence of this process.32 Yet by the same token, this scholarship also challenged the uniqueness of Protestant Europe in the master narrative of the history of science, ushering in a renewed understanding that all state building is a process of knowledge production. Scholars have thus ceased to consider the Chinese and Spanish empires as an inherent hindrance to science. Instead, they see the imperial states’ agendas as facilitators of certain forms of knowledge and ask which types of epistemic pursuit did occur. This perspective has allowed for significant reappraisals of Chinese and Spanish imperial institutions’ roles as effective patrons of mathematical astronomy.33 It has also opened up a host of new possibilities for research into various forms of “field science” outside of the traditional purview of the Scientific Revolution, such as botany, cartography, and ethnography.34 By the late sixteenth century, a combination of Spanish royal institutions and bureaucrats had established rules for collection of information regarding the Indies. In the words of Antonio Barrera-Osorio, “the Atlantic World fostered the development of one key element of modern epistemological practices: empirical observation.”35 Our volume builds on this momentum toward a geographically expanded history of science, which no longer consists of a linear progression toward modernity but accounts for the polycentricity of power as well as the plurality of forms of knowing in the early modern world.

The reassessment of early modern Chinese and Iberian imperial knowledge has also been aided by an enlargement of the very concept of “science.” In recent decades, instead of organizing its narrative along a linear trail of great discoveries, history of science has grown increasingly interested in the apparently mundane practices of collecting, recording, excerpting, classifying, referencing, and archiving information. It thus acknowledges that these “paper technologies,” no less than other technologies, have a history punctuated by inventions, even revolutions.36 We engage with this robust new scholarship that re-envisions modern science not as a pursuit of reason and ideas, but as a tangible intellectual Page 19 →economy of global scale, with a material, corporeal, and mental dimension, and with epistemic as well as political and financial stakes. In this scholarship, the question of scale stands out as particularly consonant with this volume. As Ann Blair, Richard Yeo, and others have shown, early modern intellectual life was already experiencing an “information overload,” which led to the development of seemingly unremarkable reference books, dictionaries, arts of compilation, classification schemes, and databases.37 This scholarly work of gathering, selecting, classifying, hierarchizing, and indexing textual or empirical knowledge is consonant with an imperial administrator’s job of managing vast territorial data.38 Both involve a process of structured commensuration—building a common framework or epistemology within which data of disparate origin can be ordered, classified, made sense of, and compared. This process does not necessarily negate local specificities, but rather aims to ensure their communicability on a broader level—that of an encyclopedia or an empire. Against this backdrop, historians of science have been able to radically rethink imperial bureaucracies—loaded as they were by the Confucian or Catholic ideologies they were tasked with promoting—as sites of knowledge notable for the methods they employed and the archives they generated in managing large swaths of territories, and even for the particular ways of doing science that such habitual thinking across scale has borne. Deborah Coen argued that the multinational Habsburg monarchy fostered the climatological sciences in the nineteenth century, as the imperial mindset required the linking of disparate peoples and local phenomena across wide geographies.39

Our book is in dialogue with the insights of this growing literature. We examine the functioning and failures of structural, multi-scalar knowledge projects in early modern China and Spanish America. We explore how early modern actors endeavored to structure large quantities of information by following a preconceived classification scheme; we also explore how modern technological means, guided by historians’ critical insights, can help us to uncover alternative structures beneath these large-scale imperial genres and foster ways of seeing the early modern world other than through the eyes of an imperial administrator.

Knowing an Empire has been facilitated by new information systems, which have now been widely recognized for affording scholars the ability Page 20 →not only to systematically locate information in databases too large for any one scholar to read, but also to reveal and visualize overarching distributional and organizational patterns in these huge corpuses in a way that traditional methodologies never allow.40 As suggested in Part 2, the early modern imperial genres are strikingly consonant with modern information systems in that their compilers devised interrelated topical headings and hierarchical structures to manage complexity and organize information into datasets and categories of acceptable knowledge (relying on underlying principles that digital humanists sometimes call “ontologies”). Assisted by digital tools, historians are now in a better position to think systematically with these actors’ categories and to reveal the dynamic knowledge order they generated as well as their functional inconsistencies, as Chen Shih-Pei showcases in her analysis of the rise and fall in the popularity of gazetteer headings over time, and of the complex mutual influences between centrally issued guidelines and local gazetteer compilers’ practices. In addition, as geographic descriptions of localities in an imperial realm, gazetteer and relaciones data are intrinsically tied to specific places. By coupling structured and searchable databases with geographic information systems (GIS) and allied tools, the contributors to this volume engage with the spatial logics of their subject of study, demonstrating and mapping out, for instance, the regional clusters of gazetteers sharing common compilatory choices (Chen), the spread of European flora and fauna (Cooley), the relationship between Mesoamerican archaeological remains and their textual descriptions (Murrieta-Flores, Jiménez-Badillo, and Favila-Vázquez), the uneven responses to the relaciones questionnaire across the Andean jurisdictions (Mikecz), the long-term environmental evolution revealed by analyzing changes in the terminology referring to local hydraulic constructions (Che), and the stunning discrepancy between European sojourners’ actual presence in China and gazetteer records of those visitors (Wu). Shaped by an early modern world replete with competing epistemologies, the gazetteers and relaciones allow for multiple ways of reading—close and distant, with and against the grain, using historians’ conventional toolkit as well as experimental digital methods—to see like the early modern state. Our comparative volume employs these innovative tools to evaluate historical documents that paradoxically capitalize on and destabilize the norms of imperial knowledge regimes.Page 21 →



Volume Structure

Knowing the Empire is unique in offering a new and inherently dialogic approach to comparative history. Sensitive to the multifaceted nature of imperial knowledge genres, the book gathers a variety of perspectives, including political history, environmental history, socio-economic history, and historical anthropology. More than the sum of its parts, the book is a collective enterprise that draws together the expertise of leading scholars across the fields of Asian studies, Latin American and Spanish history, history of science, and world/global history. Together, our diversity of voices from Asia, Europe, North America, and South America shed light on Chinese and Spanish empires with attention to imperial dynamics and Indigenous perspectives. Through the comparable paper monuments which the empires left, while grappling with their localities, the essays in the book combine three strategies. First, they use local sources to reconstruct the tesserae making up the mosaic of life within an empire. Second, they show a diachronic evolution of imperial knowledge. Third, they connect Chinese and Spanish empires through their visions of each other. The organization of the book draws attention to parallel structures of governance and knowledge-making, provides mechanisms for juxtaposing and comparing these parallel epistemic structures, and shows the ways in which connections between empires were visible—or not—to historical actors.

Knowing the Empire is designed to foster dialogue. Given that the fields of Chinese and Spanish imperial history have developed to speak to very different historiographic questions, this volume is structured to build a conversation around related issues. The first five parts of the book—“Knowing the State,” “Structures of Knowing,” “Knowing Space,” “Knowing Nature,” and “Knowing People”—reflect the structural affinity of imperial epistemologies and the genres they produced, balancing papers from China historians with those from scholars of the Spanish empire, as well as comparative and connected histories. The final two chapters of the book broaden our scope by placing China and Spain in the globalizing early modern world. Part 6 on “Connections and Transfers” highlights the circulation of people, goods, and ideas between China and Spain and shows how these wide-ranging mutual influences are Page 22 →reflected—or not—in the mirroring genres of gazetteers and relaciones. The Coda further decenters the Chinese and Spanish cases in a multipolar world of coexisting empires by turning to the Portuguese empire. Each chapter is preceded with an introduction that highlights the historiographic stakes, central themes, and comparative insights of the authors.

We start by offering an overview of the Spanish and Chinese empires at the dawn of the sixteenth century and the place of relaciones and gazetteers in those empires. These genres, designed to materialize on paper what the early modern states knew or aspired to know about themselves and their local constituent parts, offer to historians a unique gateway into the trajectory of the imperial states and their inner workings. Part 1 traces these parallel political histories in order to set the stage for our comparison. The first section narrates the birth of the relaciones genre and the epistemic problems posed by the abrupt expansion of the colonial empire in the Americas, and the following sections reveal the multi-century tradition of difangzhi in China against the background of the incremental consolidation of the Chinese empire in its mature stage.

Part 2 sets out from the premise that the local gazetteers and relaciones both record the early modern equivalent of big data by formalizing knowledge categories through which early modern imperial administrators sought order and intelligibility in the messy reality of local worlds. It asks: How can modern historians critically approach these genres with digital tools designed to analyze large numbers of documents? To what extent can the structured nature of these corpuses be fruitfully utilized by the digital humanities to facilitate data extraction, and how can modern digital tools help us to see large-scale patterns in these corpuses that remained invisible to early modern administrators? This part presents a dialogue between two digital projects that explore these questions. It demonstrates the heuristic potential of the digital humanities not only to reenact early modern epistemology, but also to uncover the local, vernacular, or Indigenous order that the empire had made invisible.

Part 3 launches a dialogue between the visual representations of imperial space in the gazetteers and the relaciones, and traces the circulation of these maps outside of government offices. Mario Cams brings us to the Ming dynasty and the era of print culture characterized by discursive Page 23 →openness in representing imperial space. While the imperial court and the scholarly elite held competing visions of what the state geography should show, a burgeoning commercial printing trade readily blended the two visions to produce maps for a wider audience of consumers. In contrast, Barbara Munday highlights the secrecy and conflicted nature of the relaciones maps. The manuscript maps made in response to the royal questionnaires were never circulated, and they exemplify “an Indigenous episteme that refused to fit into a European imperial imagination.” Both essays reflect on imperial knowledge economies as characterized by small oversights and intentional invisibility, and both show these early modern forms of spatial representation as encompassing competing agendas and epistemologies.

For early modern empire builders, natural resources were political capital, and the empire-building process, in China as well as in the Spanish Americas, led to environmental transformation on a large scale. Part 4 reads across the difangzhi and the relaciones as both offering visions of the natural environment as inhabited and politicized, abounding with resources to tap and threats to control, and endowed with meanings. It asks: How did imperial genres translate the messiness of nature into orderly information? How was that information reshaped when both the environment and the agendas of those writing about it changed? And how can the modern-day historian use these sources to access both the vanished natural world and past actors’ mindsets? Writing on the gazetteers, Che Qun and Bian He are similarly concerned with the tension between the alleged objectivity of natural objects and the subjectivity of human observers. Focusing on the hydraulic system that has long been considered the signature institution of China’s imperial rule, Che shows how the perennial concerns about the risk of flooding and water conservation generated an impressive amount of records, in local gazetteers as well as in palace memorials, and how these records are fraught with tension between central and local interests, and inherently biased by the human observers’ inability to perceive long-term environmental change. Bian examines how consecutive editions of Guangdong provincial gazetteers represented that province’s subtropical cropscape. By demonstrating how compilers’ conflicting political agendas influenced the list of fruits they prided as “local products,” she debunks the vision Page 24 →of the gazetteer as an unbroken, cumulative record of nature and reveals it as an arena of competition between diverging understandings of good governance. Mackenzie Cooley charts the evolution of the aquatic environment and the cropspace of the Spanish Americas, both of which, unlike those in China, were subject to an abrupt rather than a gradual transformation following the colonial conquest. Through the relaciones narrative about the draining of the lake of Mexico and the Columbian Exchange, she examines how the natural world of the Americas was transformed into something intelligible to Spanish values, and how the colonists advertised their own achievements in making nature Spanish. Jeremy Mikecz, in turn, reconstructs the Indigenous perspective on this radically transformed environment, showing how the sacred meaning of mountains “surfaced in the relaciones corpus in a way that confounded the expectations of imperial cosmographers,” and how a variety of “anti-colonial territories” materialized beyond the limits of imperial control. As a whole, this chapter shows how local elites imbued regional priorities in these seemingly imperial documents and highlights the inseparability of nature and culture.

Part 5, “Knowing People,” dives into the heart of imperial knowledge as “politics of differences”: if, as Dennis argued earlier, “understanding historical human capital was of paramount importance in understanding how a place fit into the broader empire,” in what terms did empires think of the diverse populations under their rule? This chapter explores this tension between an empire’s pride in diversity and its wariness toward the centrifugal force contained in that very diversity. The Chinese and Spanish empires used very different categories in legally and socially conceptualizing and managing the diversity of their populations. Yet both the gazetteers and the relaciones exhibited uneasiness, even glaring oversights, when applying their centralized framework to capture the local worlds. Looking respectively at China’s formidable religious and linguistic diversity at the grassroot level, Mårten Söderblom Saarela and Zhang Xianqing similarly reflect on the nature of gazetteers as both descriptive and normative texts, as both a record and an ideal projection of the local world as a microcosmos within the imperial order. The gazetteers’ representations of the local religious landscape are thus intentionally incomplete. While categories were carefully crafted for gazetteer writers Page 25 →to record religious buildings for state-patronized cults such as Buddhism and Taoism, heterodox cults appear in gazetteers only indirectly, when state officials claim successful crackdowns against them. The same is true of China’s linguistic heterogeneity, which, compared with religious diversity, was a more fundamental and yet less visible challenge to the day-to-day conduct of imperial administration. The gazetteers as a genre only skirted this linguistic diversity, listing local names of fishermen’s tools here, commenting on a local population’s level of Mandarin there, and rarely recording the Qing empire’s Inner Asian, non-Sinitic languages. This treatment was symptomatic of a problem inherent in the late imperial approach to local governance, rather than a presentation of any kind of solution.

In the colonial context of the Spanish Americas, the human population was as radically transformed as the natural landscape by the collapse of Indigenous populations and the arrival of black slaves. Yet, as Marcella Hayes and Stuart McManus show, the slave economy, as well as the black population, was glaringly absent in the relaciones. In agricultural plantations, mines, and also urban domestic contexts, various forms of slavery constituted the economic backbone of the colonial Americas. The relaciones questionnaires never asked about slavery directly, as it was not considered noteworthy from an imperial perspective rooted in the Mediterranean. However, the Spanish empire is well known to have developed the casta terminology for categorizing the population on racial terms. Hayes uses the Andean coastal region as a case study to understand how and why the relaciones neglected black populations of Spanish colonial territories. While those who composed the questionnaires were very interested in information about the history and culture of Indigenous groups, those associated with the so-called “Old World,” whether descended from Europeans or Africans, were thought of as an already known quantity, regardless of how much colonial officials actually knew about their history, culture, and language. McManus traces how respondents offered scattered information about the slave economy in the Americas, including the pre-conquest mita system of corvée labor in the Andes, the 1542 New Laws banning the enslavement of Indigenous peoples, the rise and decline of the encomienda system that gave land and serf labor to the conquistador class, and the widespread presence of Page 26 →African slaves in the mining areas of Zacatecas and Potosí. His chapter concludes by suggesting that, despite significant differences in their legal-conceptual basis, economic underpinnings or scale, unfree labor and human-trafficking were common phenomena in the colonial Americas and in imperial China, and the two trans-imperial networks intersected to some degree at Macao. A parallel reading of relevant records in the gazetteers and the relaciones may further help to delineate an entangled history of local governance and empire-building in the early modern world.

In Part 6, “Connections and Transfers,” we embed the comparative endeavor in connected histories: How did Chinese gazetteers and Spanish relaciones account for the global connections between the two empires? Both genres were primarily tools for collecting and displaying information about the territories under imperial rule; as such, when writing about the foreign, both expose the tension between the exterior and the interior, the global and the local, and both exhibit deafening silence. For example, in spite of the pivotal importance of silver bullion flow between the Americas and China, the gazetteers contain only one explicit reference to American silver, while the relaciones contain only four brief mentions of China as a destination of the Spanish galleons. To find China in relaciones, one has to move to the Philippines, on the fringe of the Spanish empire, as Yan Niping shows. In the 1580s, Philippines relaciones made the relationship between Spaniards and Chinese their central concern, enlisting Chinese informants and artists while relegating Filipinos to the margins of these reports. Thus, they are telling of the status of the Chinese diaspora (the “Sangley”) as a “third party,” or even a “co-colonizer,” in the Philippines, and reveal China as the major trading destination, as well as a potential target of conquest, for the Spaniards. However, as Sangley insurrections and massacres recurred from 1603 onward while the Spanish dream of conquering China vanished, Spain’s interest in knowing China soon waned as well. Similarly, Chinese interest in the Europeans, as seen in the gazetteers, was most consistent in the coastal provinces of Guangdong and Fujian, where local administrators were responsible for managing the maritime trade, as Wu shows in her chapter. However, Chinese gazetteers beyond the direct contact zone still contain hosts of records about foreign people, goods, and ideas, and these unsystematic records are most impressive in the diversity of Page 27 →their approaches. Maize appears on the list of “local products” across the empire under more than fifty different names; Jesuit missionaries appear as respected scholars, masters of esoteric arts, or proponents of abhorred heterodoxy; and European cosmology is cited to corroborate or to counter traditional authorities concerning the astrological position of a locale. The production of gazetteers thus appears far more decentralized and more actively championed by local elites, in comparison to the relaciones, allowing more diversified voices to surface.

Finally, in the Coda, “Empires of Informal Knowing,” we move to imperial knowledge of the Portuguese empire. Like China and Spain, Portugal was a major imperial power of the early modern world that has been long sidelined by the positivistic narrative of the Scientific Revolution; but unlike China and Spain, it did not develop “big data” projects to represent its imperial realm. Dejanirah Couto highlights the lack of institutionalized governance in Portuguese overseas dominions, a combined result of the empire’s geographic dispersion, demographic weakness, cultural pragmatism, and low literacy rate. Although Portugal was not uninterested in producing and controlling certain categories of knowledge, particularly materia medica, cartography, and nautical sciences, the Portuguese crown did not show much interest in standardizing imperial knowledge on a large scale in either its Atlantic or Asian realms, as Spain did. Portugal issued only “general inquiry on people, religions, economies, trade, harbors, productions and military strongholds—an outline rather than a thoughtful questionnaire.” As an “empire of the outsiders,” its knowledge production relied on individual initiatives and the personal commitments of their authors—many of them mestizos or converts—who then sought to be rewarded by powerful patrons. Furthermore, Crown institutions were slow to take stock of this accumulated knowledge: documents lay unread in archives, often ending up molded away, or even intentionally removed, as part of the aristocratic society’s art of not being governed by imperial administration. Beyond exploring the case of the Portuguese empire and its informal knowledge economy, this section opens up further comparative perspectives beyond the Chinese and Spanish empires, suggesting how the methods employed in this book can be elaborated across other corners of the early modern world.Page 28 →
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 PART ONE
Knowing the State

How did states a world apart develop similar documentary techniques to know the dominions under their control, and how do these techniques help us understand the state in question? This first part narrates the development of the relaciones geográficas and the difangzhi as intertwined with the trajectories of the Spanish and the Chinese imperial projects, setting up the stage for further comparison and juxtaposition.

At its core rests the compelling parallel between the questionnaires of the relaciones geográficas de las Indias dispatched by the royal cosmographer from Madrid in 1577, 1584, and 1604 and the fanli or principles of compilation that the court of Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1645–1911) China issued to urge local officials to submit local gazetteers. María Portuondo and Joseph Dennis show that both the relaciones questionnaires and the gazetteer fanli reflect the need and desire of an imperial state to systematize and bureaucratize knowledge about localities under its dominion. They set up a standard, itemized template to facilitate the centralization, commensuration, and scaling of territorial data collected from disparate parts of their dominions, however aspirational. We follow the life cycle of these imperial directives to examine the types of knowledge the imperial court sought to gather in the name of good governance Page 32 →and how they shaped the presentation and collection of local materials. Across the sections of this history, we observe how centrally appointed officials and members of the local elite responded—or not—to these directives within often complicated local contexts. Ultimately, the corpora bore witness to tensions surrounding their production and provided records of a locale at a given time.

It is no less compelling to observe that the two kindred genres gave rise to two very different knowledge economies. The relaciones were, to a large extent, a one-off enterprise. Not all localities responded to the 1577–1604 questionnaires. The projected general cosmography was never written, and only sporadic attempts were made after 1604 to continue updating the genre before the Spanish empire fell apart by the turn of the nineteenth century. The Chinese gazetteers, by contrast, form a continuous and cumulative body of knowledge from the eleventh century until today. If imperial edicts were periodically issued, local officials and literati did not wait for them to compile gazetteers at their own initiative. For the late imperial Chinese culture, the existence of a gazetteer was a prestige marker that signaled the membership of a locale to the civilized world. The relaciones never gained such a status in Spanish imperial culture. While relaciones questionnaires were printed, the responses from different audiencias remained in manuscript form. Once they arrived in Madrid, if they ever made it there, they were stored in the Council of the Indies Secret archive, never to be circulated. This was likely due to the Council’s view of the relaciones’ content as sensitive or confidential. In contrast, while the Chinese gazetteers could be compiled and submitted to the central court in manuscript form and remain accessible only to a select audience of officials, they were also locally printed to be circulated to interested literati.

These divergences between the two imperial genres can be aligned with the diverging trajectories of the two empires. Our focus in this book spans the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. By this time, the Chinese empire had been around for over a millennium. The unusual precociousness of the imperial state in China was concomitant with the early affirmation of civil bureaucracy, the centrality of the written word in the daily working of the society, and a deeply entrenched imperial ideology among the elite who would take it upon themselves to enact it. In this perspective, Page 33 →the study of local gazetteers is of historiographical significance. As a genre that describes each locale as part of a larger empire-cum-civilization and commensurate with other locales in it, the rise of the local gazetteers during the Song dynasty, as well as its empire-wide systematization during the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties, is widely considered a sign of the “localist turn” in the history of the Chinese empire.1 The capital was no longer the sole focus of the elite’s career and network. Investment in local communities’ political and cultural life had become an important way for the literati to serve the empire and its civilizing mission. In this process, the development of local gazetteers was closely intertwined with that of Confucian schools. An institution generalized during the Song dynasty and further enhanced during the Ming and Qing dynasty, Confucian schools at prefectural and county level were not only sites of training and socialization for local talents who aspired to a state official’s career. They also harbored human, material, and intellectual resources for the local implementation of imperial projects, first and foremost the local gazetteers, which were often compiled and printed at these schools. The fanli instructions about and the actual writing of school records in local gazetteers are therefore a particular focus of this part. They offer a gateway into the dynamism of cultural integration between the imperial state and the local elite that characterized late imperial China.

The Spanish empire was a very different beast, incomparably younger and messier than China. In the tradition of composite monarchy, for the first century of imperial expansion, the colonies were often depicted as city-states rather than as part of a homogenous governing body. This tacit vision of the empire as a patchwork, constituted of the European metropole and the American colonies, maintained a distance real and imagined even as the Spanish culture, religion, and law quickly took root. Indigenous elites took up positions in local administration and maintained a degree of autonomy in their affairs; however, they reported to European administrators who constituted the fabric of the colonial regime. As we see in China’s case, during this period, a key question became: how open would the empire be to educated elites? In the Spanish empire, the answer was inflected by race and family history. After a generation of wide-ranging conquests, during the highwater period of the relaciones in the late sixteenth century, local creole literati sought to Page 34 →take part in their own “localist turn.” Writing now-famous histories of their regions based on the types of questions employed in the relaciones questionnaires, these literati sought to write themselves into new, parallel metropoles in tacit recognition of the fact that they could never rise to the height of administrative politics in Europe. Their locality became the center.

Nevertheless, the awareness of a political and cultural fracture within the imperial dominion pervades the pages of the relaciones. Administrators, charged with gathering and compiling information for the central state, openly expressed their doubts about the knowledge they produced as a truthful representation of the local worlds, citing the untrustworthiness of local informants or the loss of Indigenous knowledge as a consequence of the colonial violence. While these documents have often been used by historians to make a point about Spain’s imperial reach, we see them as prescient of Spain’s imperial trajectory. In the chapters to come, in line with the post-colonial use of the relaciones prominent in current historiography, we focus on questions related to nature, health, and healing. These accounts bear witness to the clash and chasm between Spanish and Indigenous epistemologies. They include knowledge of medicinal or poisonous plants that Europeans could not penetrate, and the grievances about the epidemics that plagued the Indigenous populations, following forced resettlements Spaniards promoted in the name of civilization. In particular, we explore the epistemic issues surrounding “doubt”, and its role in determining the nature of information gathered using the questionnaires. This emphasis highlights the fragility of Spanish imperial rule in the Americas through the uncertainties and hubris of the relaciones as a knowledge economy.

How does a historian establish a comparative dialogue between two imperial genres from such disparate socio-political contexts? Over recent decades, both Hispanists and Sinologists have shown both the relaciones and the local gazetteers to be political documents rather than records of plain facts. The making of imperial knowledge out of local vernacular order is everywhere a mediated and negotiated process that involves an empire’s different groups of shareholders, their interests, visions, and epistemologies. The imperial court in Beijing, as in Madrid, aspired to impose a standardized format to generate knowledge about local worlds. Page 35 →However, both the local gazetteers and the relaciones reveal local elites’ own, persistent understandings. In both contexts, we ask: How did these footmen of empire conceive of their role in a continent-spanning project? How did they understand the imperial genre they wrote and its inherent malleability? What are the cultural practices and institutions that counted as legitimate knowledge about a locale to be included in a gazetteer or relación? How could knowledge from Indigenous informants be vetted and declared trustworthy? We also see the complex competition between imperial, local, and personal interests through knowledge-making. Spanish and Chinese officials employed similar discursive strategies to emphasize their own achievements, promoting the cause of the empire, whether through forced resettlement or by constructing educational institutions. In Parts 4 and 5, we will show how, by reading against the grain of these sources, today’s historians of both China and the Spanish Americas can use the empire’s records of its natural and human resources to answer new questions posed by environmental history, cultural history, and historical anthropology. In both the Chinese and Spanish worlds, administrators became active participants in the making of an empire; this required the collection of local lives, their partial preservation, and partial erasure.

Arguably, the most dramatic contrast between the relaciones and the local gazetteers lies in the means and extent of their circulation. Most Chinese gazetteers from the sixteenth to eighteenth century have survived in printed forms. They constituted a lively knowledge economy on a local level outside of the government offices. The relaciones, in contrast, largely remained in manuscript form in the secret archives of the Council of the Indies. Behind this difference rests the uneven development of the printing industry in China and Spanish Americas and different concepts of what constituted knowledge restricted to the state. Home to woodblock printing technology, China enjoyed a mature printing industry as early as the tenth century, and local gazetteers developed in these material conditions from its inception. By contrast, in Spain—and all the more so in the Americas—the printing press was just being introduced in the sixteenth century and was tightly controlled by authorities, and private publishing houses were interested in books and pamphlets rather than bureaucratic documents. However, if we see the gazetteers as living documents that Page 36 →took varying shapes and entered different circuits as they evolved in time and circulated in space, their singularity vis-à-vis the relaciones may start to dissipate to a degree. When compiled at imperial request, gazetteers could be submitted to the court in manuscript with restricted access to serve as the basis of an empire-wide knowledge-acquisition effort, like their Spanish counterpart. The greater availability of printing technology and the social prestige of the genre then made a difference by empowering and incentivizing the local communities to print these documents for public circulation. In contrast, the Spanish imperial model considered the information collected by the relaciones as knowledge necessary for the effective governance of relatively new and far-away regions, not necessarily sources of knowledge for local consumption. 

China’s imperial state and its documentary genre for recording local worlds predated the invention of printing. Therefore, at the end of this Part, we shall look back to China’s middle empire during the Tang dynasty (618–907) and a precursor of the gazetteers, namely the manuscript “patterned guidelines” (tujing 圖經), as these documents reflect different regional experiences across the longue durée
.
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Chapter ONE Questionnaires to Rule an Empire

 Reporting Doubt to the King in the Relaciones Geográficas

By María M. PORTUONDO


The territorial exploration and colonization of the Indies (las Indias) by the Spanish monarchy—understood here as half of the globe extending from America to the Philippines—during the first half of the sixteenth century made knowledge of these newly discovered lands crucial for the efficient administration of the political, economic, and religious aspects of the overseas enterprise. In 1493, the papal bull or decree Inter caetera granted Spain all the rights, jurisdiction, and usufruct over all lands not inhabited by Christians and that lay south and west of a demarcation line. The grant also required the Spanish monarchy to lead the inhabitants of these lands to the Christian religion and Catholic faith. From the very onset, it became evident to Charles V (r. 1516–1556) and later to his son Philip II (r. 1556–1598) that knowing these lands and their people was key to carrying out the pastoral, political, and imperial missions of the overseas venture. This knowledge would serve to inform them how to carry out the efficient exploitation of its material and human resources. Furthermore, it was also essential in order to undertake an effective Page 38 →program of conversion. But news and descriptions from the Indies were difficult to come by, and it proved even more problematic to determine what was known for certain and what was doubtful in these accounts.

With so much riding on this information, the Spanish empire experimented with several ways of collecting information from its vast overseas domains during the first one hundred years after the discovery of the Americas by Europeans. Toward the middle decades of the sixteenth century, the Council of the Indies (Consejo de las Indias)—the royal body within the Spanish monarchy responsible for the administration of these domains—began to formalize the collection of geographical, ethnographical, and natural historical information about these territories. One of these efforts resulted in a project that relied on responses from three questionnaires sent to the Indies between 1577 and 1604. The answers were never published, but almost two hundred replies still exist, many of them with maps drawn by native artists. Most of the original responses and their cartography are located in the General Archive of the Indies in Seville (AGI), the Real Academia de Historia in Madrid (RAH), and the Benson Latin America Collection at the University of Texas at Austin (UTX).1 These documents give us a glimpse of knowledge-making in a transcultural, interoceanic, early modern empire. In many cases, the responses to the questionnaire are the product of many interlocutors—Spanish, Indigenous, elite, uneducated—who earnestly contributed what they thought they knew about the Indies, its people, land, animals, mineral and botanical wealth, and the effect of the arrival of the Spanish on the Indigenous population.

It baffles modern scholars why the questionnaires did not continue to be issued as a routine and integral part of the Spanish bureaucracy overseeing the empire or come to resemble the difangzhi used in China. Here the historian can only speculate since there are no definitive assessments of the questionnaires’ effectiveness or perceived merit of the responses by the bureaucracy that reviewed them. As some scholars have noted, they were meant more as a bird’s eye snapshot of the empire, or as I have argued elsewhere, as the source material for an all-encompassing cosmography that was never written. Regardless of whether they were viewed as effective sources of information in the sixteenth century, they remain a precious archive of a world lost to us. Scholars can approach the corpus with almost limitless historical questions. The didactic value Page 39 →of the relaciones corpus to historians and ethnographers has been well acknowledged, perhaps for centuries.2 But it has not been until more recently that their importance to historians of science has become apparent. Their greatest value for historians of science may be what they reveal about the formation of a body of knowledge intended to communicate visions of a territory from one cultural context to another. Yet reading the relaciones for historical or ethnographic facts, without understanding the context in which the narrative originated, or the purpose they were intended to serve, can lead to misinterpretations.

This section begins with a general overview of the project known as the relaciones geográficas de Indias. By situating this project in a longer tradition of geographical descriptions in Spain, it is possible to explain the genesis of the questionnaires and the relaciones. Next, we turn to ways in which the relaciones can be used by historians, particularly for what they tell us about imperial knowledge production in a multicultural context. By examining selections of responses that highlight one epistemological or knowledge-making aspect of the corpus—specifically, the articulation of doubt—we can see that managing confidence in the veracity of the responses submitted was a central preoccupation of those responsible for completing the questionnaire. They employed several discursive strategies which, on the one hand, tried to show that the information requested had been collected diligently, while on the other also expressed differing levels of doubt about aspects of the natural world of the Americas and its inhabitants that the informants were asked to describe and interpret.


The Relaciones Geográficas de Indias

The corpus of the relaciones geográficas de Indias marks a waypoint in the long tradition of requesting and writing geographical descriptions in Spain. They were requested to satisfy the information needs of an ever-expanding monarchy but were often also written unsolicited. Some authors saw them as a way to further personal interests, others sought to emulate ancient geographers in what amounted to a recognition of the transcendent changes the discovery of a “New World” by Europeans implied to the canon of Western knowledge. Geographical descriptions of newly discovered land proved to be a very malleable genre and changed Page 40 →significantly over the sixteenth century in response to the purpose they were meant to serve.

Starting perhaps with Christopher Columbus’s fourth letter in 1503 and the widely circulated second-hand accounts of the New World by Peter Martyr (1457–1526) published between the 1510s and 1530s, descriptions of the newly discovered territories began to coalesce into a particular narrative form that in Spain went by the name of relación, a word that in this context means “an account of.”3 Part travel narrative, part an account of events, when written in the context of territorial discovery, relaciones generally included descriptions of the territory discovered, its natural resources, its inhabitants, and location. Relaciones were also an integral part of periodic ecclesiastical or governmental visitas or audits of Spain’s overseas possessions.4 It became customary for the House of Trade in Seville (Casa de la Contratación) and later the Council of the Indies to request descriptions from anyone arriving from the Indies. A modest ritual accompanied these petitions when they were presented to the Council of the Indies. They were often accompanied by a request asking for a reward for services rendered on behalf of the crown (petición de méritos y servicios) or for justice in settling a grievance. For example, the famous letters of Hernán Cortes describing what he found in Mexico are good examples of this type of relaciones.5 These relaciones helped inform the capitulaciones (legal pacts or contracts) between the crown and an individual granting permission for this person to undertake a particular project in the Indies, such as conquering, settling, or exploring a territory, in return for which the crown would grant land, usufruct, or titles. As the scale of the territorial possessions Spain had chanced upon became a reality, the limitations of these often self-serving first-hand accounts and descriptions became apparent to the government administrators responsible for making these land grants.6 Spanish cosmographers, beginning with Ferdinand Columbus (Hernando Colón, 1488–1539), were chartered with gathering useful information from first-hand, or seemingly first-hand, accounts by sailors, conquistadors, and the odd learned person who undertook risky ventures overseas. Yet the relación presented serious shortcomings. While a relación might have been written by an eye-witness, they varied tremendously in the quality and type of information they supplied.Page 41 →

Other geographical descriptions of the Indies drew upon the models of Pliny’s (23/24–79 CE) Natural History, Ptolemy’s (ca. 100–ca. 168 CE) Geographia, and other ancient geographers, such as Strabo (ca. 60 BCE–ca. 20 CE) and Pomponius Mela (fl. 43 CE). These scholarly descriptions melded into the genre of Renaissance cosmographies. These cosmographies organized geographically aspects we would recognize as forming part of the modern disciplines of natural history, cartography, certain elements of astronomy, ethnography, and history.7 Cosmographies promised to depict comprehensively the whole world in increasing levels of specificity. Someone like Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo (1478–1557), who spent many years in America and who had a humanistic education, could take years to write the multi-volume General and Natural History of the Indies (Historia general y natural de las Indias), a feat that earned him the title of Chronicler of the Indies. Yet most cosmographers had to assemble their geographic descriptions and maps from the recollections and notes of largely illiterate ship pilots. As cosmography became the vehicle for providing useful knowledge to the Council of the Indies, the ad hoc manner that had prevailed during the first sixty years since Columbus’s voyages simply did not suffice.

What we know today is that the corpus of the relaciones is the result of formalizing and bureaucratizing the custom of writing relaciones so that they yielded the information compliant with the form and content of a Renaissance cosmography. This institutional demand explains why the questionnaire format was chosen (Figure 1.1). The questionnaire format ensured all the necessary information was requested from a large number of dependencies, thus making the information easier to synthesize. The information requested would presumably arrive in Spain promptly; and since it was written as a royal instruction or order, compliance was mandatory. As conceived, the project made this type of data collection an integral function of the state. The responses to the questionnaires issued by the Council of the Indies in the late sixteenth century were meant to be compiled into a Book of Descriptions (Título de las Descripciones, 1573) covering the entirety of the Spanish Americas which the Council of the Indies or the king could consult easily.8 While the relaciones constitute the first group of cohesive civil descriptions generated in response to a questionnaire, they would not be the last. Dozens of questionnaires were sent by the Council of the Indies to the Americas between 1530 and 1812.

[image: Description of Zapotitlan, province in the Diocese of Guatemala. Census is signed by Juan de Estrada. Document lists Mexicana as well as other Guatemalan languages as the spoken languages, topographic features, surrounding towns such as Xicalpa, Izapa, Patzicía, Patzum, and Tolimán Alto, medicines used, and flora and fauna. There is also description of the native population, local jurisdiction, hierarchy, and systems of governance etymology of names, architecture, farms, churches, hospitals, ports, and monasteries and convents. Also included is a visual representation of the landscape, known as a pintura or map. This is one of a series of responses to a political and cultural survey circulated by King Philip II of Spain titled relaciones geográficas, which were gathered between the years 1579 and 1585.]Figure 1.1.Printed questionnaire of the Relaciones de Indias (1579). Benson Latin American Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.

Page 43 →Yet, while the questionnaire influenced the contents and organization of the material, the multi-stranded tradition of geographical descriptions and ad hoc relaciones were just as influential, or even more, in determining the style and content of the responses than the questionnaires themselves. Historian Pilar Ponce has argued that it would be a mistake to exclude from the corpus of early modern Spanish geographical descriptions relaciones written in response to orders from ecclesiastical and governmental entities requesting specific geographical information, even if these were not written as responses to a questionnaire.9 The questionnaire—as Jiménez de la Espada, René Acuña, and Ponce have rightly pointed out—was only one among many other instruments used to collect current information from overseas. There is another school of thought that is inclined to see the relaciones written in response to the printed questionnaire of 1577/1584 and 1604 as constituting a cohesive subset of early modern Spanish geographical descriptions and worth studying on their own. Most importantly for us, the responses put into stark evidence differences between the type of cosmographical information the Council sought and what the local respondents thought the government should know. Or in other words, they highlight the different local epistemologies of the historical actors involved, from the cosmographers in Spain who asked the questions, to the local elites and the Indigenous informants summoned to answer them.

We can identify three immediate predecessors to projects that yielded the relaciones: Alonso de Santa Cruz’s guidelines for discovery, questionnaires issued by Juan de Ovando in 1569–1571, and the questionnaire that yielded the relaciones topográficas of Spain. Alonso de Santa Cruz advised Charles V (King of Spain 1516–1556) on cosmographical matters and was attached as cosmographer to the House of Trade in Seville. Although Santa Cruz never gained a formal appointment at the Council of the Indies, his service to the monarchy became the model for the position of Royal Cosmographer-Chronicler of the Council of the Indies.10 He was an accomplished cartographer and geographer and set the parameters for the type of information someone with his expertise and access to information from overseas could supply the Council of the Indies. In a set of guidelines concerning territorial discoveries, he recommended Page 44 →formalizing the duties and type of information ships’ captains and pilots collected and made available to the House of Trade during their travels to the Indies.11 They should navigate using the principles of celestial navigation, so that the location of discovered lands could be placed accurately in terms of latitude and, as well as possible, relative to longitude. Officers should conduct coastal and land surveys, and interview the Indigenous population about the local toponyms, local history, available natural resources, and even “their customs about their science or what they understand of the creation of the world and the movement and make-up of heaven.”12 In sum, they should collect all the information necessary to situate the discovery within a cosmography and also provide enough detail so that the place could be “known” by administrators back in Spain. The spirit of Santa Cruz’s inquiries is evident in later projects at the Council of the Indies.

While conducting an audit (visita) of the Council of the Indies, Juan de Ovando (1515–1575), later its president, drew on Santa Cruz’s work and often structured requests for information as interrogatories. He also drew on his previous experience as an inquisitor and clerical official, functions that often relied on the use of carefully crafted questionnaires. Written testimonies sent to him at the Council of the Indies in 1571 suggest respondents were replying to a list of two hundred questions.13 Yet perhaps the project that most resembles the questionnaire of the relaciones is the one issued in 1575 and 1578 to Castilian towns.14 The corpus of responses is known as the relaciones topográficas de España. This project’s objective, or so we believe, was to assemble local descriptions of all towns in Spain that would serve as a textual supplement for an updated map of the peninsula, similar to the state gazetteers (yitongzhi) that were regularly compiled by imperial China’s court since the fifteenth century. It was the first of its kind within Spanish domains. While pinning down the original author of that project has remained elusive, Juan López de Velasco (ca. 1530–1598), the first Royal Cosmographer-Chronicler of the Council of the Indies and chief architect of the relación 1577/1584 questionnaires, took over the project in 1578.15

As a result of “good government” (buen gobierno) reforms introduced by the then President of the Council of the Indies, Juan de Ovando, the Cosmographer-Chronicler of that body was responsible for informing the Page 45 →members of the Council about the geography, natural resources, peoples, and history of Spain’s overseas possessions so that the council could legislate and advise the king effectively in all aspects of governance. Ovando sought to correct what he perceived as ignorance—almost to the point of negligence—on the part of Council members about the overseas territory they governed.16 The councilmen, Ovando contended, had to know about the natural world (lo natural) as it was the foundation upon which the moral aspects of governance rested—that is, political, economic, religious, and military governance. Renaissance cosmography as practiced during the mid-sixteenth century had the tools Ovando needed to catalog the natural world: a comprehensive taxonomy, a well-developed narrative genre, and even the promise of a mathematically accurate cartography for determining geographical locations. Ovando, a jurist by training, codified into the law the cosmographical methodologies he expected the Royal Cosmographer-Chronicler to follow. For example, the laws stated that the location of all provinces and towns had to be expressed in latitude and longitude coordinates. These longitudes had to be determined by observing eclipses, then the most accurate way to determine this coordinate. The law also reiterated that only eye-witness accounts were considered permissible sources of geographical information. Finally, the resulting cosmographical descriptions of any given territory had to cover a determined checklist of subjects that obeyed a particular narrative format and be regularly updated in the Book of Descriptions kept securely at the Council of the Indies.

The responsibility for collecting and compiling this information fell on Juan López de Velasco. He also had to keep the information up to date and present it in a timely manner so that it would be useful to the members of the Council—a duty we might equate with becoming the cosmographical reference librarian of the New World. He carried out these duties solely for the benefit of the Council of the Indies and the king, and was instructed to keep all the material secret and censor any material that circulated and could reveal sensitive information to foreign or domestic adversaries to the monarchy; it was considered the equivalent of today’s “top secret” information. By resorting to questionnaires, López de Velasco addressed effectively the law’s requirements: the questionnaires’ responses were official eye-witness accounts, the information Page 46 →should reach the Council in a timely manner, and the responses could be kept secure at the Council of the Indies.

López de Velasco launched the project in 1576/1577 and repeated the exercise in 1584 when it became apparent that not all dependencies had responded to the original request. The questionnaire was prepared as printed broadsheets consisting of fifty queries, and while there are small differences between the two editions of 1577 and 1584, the questions remained essentially the same17 (Figure 1.1). The hundreds of printed questionnaires were sent to the different viceroyalties and audiencias throughout the Americas and the Philippines in the form of a royal directive and were surely received with the deference and respect such a document commanded. Local officials were instructed to forward the questionnaire to all towns under their jurisdictions, whether these were towns inhabited by Spaniards or were “towns of Indians” (pueblos de indios). Respondents were asked to follow the list of questions carefully, answering only relevant questions in the presence of a notary. Once completed, they were to date the document, record the name of the person or persons who prepared the answers, and return the responses along with the original questionnaire to the local ranking authority who in turn would forward the originals to the Council of the Indies.

While the printed questionnaire does not suggest that it is divided into sections, this is indeed the case.18 The first ten questions were regional, inquiring about the general disposition of the land where the respondents’ town was located. This was followed by five questions that concerned Indian towns and a remaining thirty-five queries concerning the place itself. The first set of questions sought a regional description, including its name, the name’s origin, the name of its “discoverer and conqueror,” a general account of its climate, topography, the nature of its inhabitants, and “whether in former times it had a greater or lesser population; the causes for the increase or diminution and whether the inhabitants live permanently together in regular towns or not.” The respondents were also to report the inhabitants’ character and “the condition of their intelligence,” inclinations, and modes of life; also whether different languages were spoken throughout the whole province or if all inhabitants spoke the same one.19 The questionnaire’s attention then turned to cartographical manners, inquiring about the site’s latitude, its distance from Page 47 →nearby Spanish towns, the nearest audiencia, and the distance to bordering regions. Question 10 sought a “plan or colored painting showing the streets, squares, and other places; mark the monasteries. This can be easily sketched on paper and shall be done as well as possible. It is to be noted which parts of the town face North and which South.”20 Had the responders been diligent in supplying the information in this first section, the cosmographer would have had all he needed to compile the region’s general cosmography: geographic coordinates, regional maps, and concise descriptions of each province and its peoples. Next, in Question 11, they requested information about the distance of Indian towns to the capital, as well as to centers of teaching religious doctrines, much like the Chinese gazetteer fanli, which Joe Dennis discusses in the next chapter, which requests descriptions about local Confucian schools.21 The next five questions asked general information, but specifically about towns inhabited by the Indigenous population and governed by local Indigenous leaders (caciques). Again, it inquired about the names of the towns, their location—distances only, not latitudes—and what the name of the town meant in the native language. Interest in cultural matters extended to the natives’ former and current modes of government, their language, customs, “good or bad” rites, dress, and whether they had been healthier in the past than in the present and what explanation they had for this.

Questions 16 to 30 concerned the local or particular geography and natural history of each town, and were to be answered for both Spanish and Indigenous towns. The questionnaire asked respondents to describe significant geographical features surrounding the town, such as mountains, lakes, volcanoes, and rivers, specifically if the waterways were navigable or good for irrigation. Next, the questions sought information about foodstuffs, asking about native trees and grains, and likewise about the state of cultivation of trees and plants introduced from Spain (wheat, barley, wine, olive oil—the staples of the Spanish diet). The questions on natural history also covered medicinal plants, native and domesticated animals, and minerals (gold, silver, and precious stones). Questions 30 to 32 inquired about the built environment: houses, building materials, fortresses, and strongholds. Question 33 concerned trade and commerce and how the town supported itself. Questions 34 to 37 sought information about the relationship between the town and the church and asked Page 48 →for a listing of churches, monasteries, convents, hospitals, colleges, and the religious orders they were attached to. Questions 38 to 47 applied only to coastal towns and nearby islands. Question 48 asked about depopulated towns and why they were now in that state. Finally, the authors were invited to comment on “any other notable thing about the natural features, and any effects of soil, air, sky, which may be found in any part and which are worthy of being noted.”22

Had the responders answered all the questions comprehensively, López de Velasco would have had all the information he needed to include the regions and particular towns in a cosmographical description and maps, except for two aspects: the region’s history and its exact location in terms of geographical longitude. He tellingly omitted to ask for a history of the region or town, other than the cursory information about its discovery and an explanation concerning changes in the Indigenous population. Instead, and in a roughly parallel effort, he solicited historical material directly from the ranking authorities and asked that the material be sent directly to him. Historical accounts about the conquest and pacification of the Indies were sensitive matters not to be discussed by questionnaire respondents that included Spaniards and Indians. These types of accounts were heavily censored by the Council during the second half of the sixteenth century.23 Longitude was also a strategic matter since it concerned the Treaty of Tordesillas, as well as an astronomical measurement that required expertise. In 1577 López de Velasco also devised a project for the synchronous observation of lunar eclipses, in what constitutes the first global project of astronomical observations.24

The relaciones project’s success hinged on whether the viceroys and the local audiencias distributed the questionnaires and urged compliance. Compliance with the 1577 royal instructions was uneven, for whereas the viceroy of New Spain Martín Enríquez (?-ca. 1583) complied, the viceroy of Peru, Francisco de Toledo (1515–1582), refused to distribute the six hundred questionnaires and instead promised to send a history and description written by Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, as Jeremy Mikecz further discusses in Chapter 11.25 Most of the replies from Peru and Quito were written after Enríquez succeeded Toledo as viceroy of Peru and were prepared in response to the 1584 questionnaire. One hundred and seventy-seven of the nearly two hundred surviving responses Page 49 →come from the Viceroyalty of New Spain (Mexico, Yucatán, and Central America). Then the number of responses drops significantly, with fifteen from the Viceroyalty of Peru, twelve from modern-day Venezuela, ten from the Audiencia de Quito, seven from the New Kingdom of Granada (Colombia), and one from the Caribbean region.26

The Council of the Indies did not abandon the questionnaire format after López de Velasco’s departure. In 1604, then-president Pedro Fernández de Castro (1576–1622), Count of Lemos, promulgated a new questionnaire of 355 questions.27 This new questionnaire emphasized quantitative answers and focused on issues of trade, commerce, and demography rather than geographical information.28 According to Cline this lengthy questionnaire only resulted in thirty-two responses. Curiously, while the responses to the 1577/1584 project were never used to write a cosmography or even a regional geographical description, one response from the 1604 questionnaire was used by then Royal Chronicler of the Indies, Pedro de Valencia, to write and publish a regional description of Quijos in modern-day Ecuador.29 By the seventeenth century, the questionnaire format fell out of favor. Instead, the Council of the Indies continued to rely on periodic letters from its viceroys describing the state of overseas possessions and ad hoc replies to specific requests for information. Mountains of paper continued to flood the Council of the Indies, but the questionnaires had proven ineffective as a comprehensive source of information, or at least as a source for an all-encompassing cosmography of the New World the Cosmographer-Chronicler of the Council of the Indies had been charged with writing.



The Relaciones Geográficas and Knowledge

What do the relaciones tell us about knowledge creation in highly local, multicultural settings? Maybe it is best to begin with what the relaciones are not. You will not find long responses with natural philosophical speculations, or systematic treatments of the botanical or natural historical features of the territory being described. The questionnaire format was by design meant to yield atomized bits of information, not long treatises, let alone speculative philosophical tracts. The questionnaire also offered no guidance as to how the descriptions were to be interpreted. Page 50 →This worked well when the authors restricted their responses to pure description but cracked the door for others who wanted to explain why American nature was the way it was. What the Cosmographer-Chronicler of the Council of the Indies sought was empirical knowledge describing the people, land, sea, climate, and natural productions of a particular region. Historians of science know that asking for “just the facts” is a chimera, something that surely escaped the pragmatic royal cosmographers who carried out the project. So, in effect, every bit of information in a relación is shaped by the author’s notion of what was or was not considered knowledge of nature. Although never articulated in natural philosophical language, the responses in the relaciones were the product of specific epistemological approaches to empirical information. Even more interesting, perhaps, is that they juxtapose the epistemologies and ontologies of very different cultural groups: European, Indigenous, and mestizo. The responses reveal a process of mediation between European and Indigenous mentalities, cosmologies, and attitudes toward nature. For example, we find instances of early modern conceptions of the relationship between geography, local climate, and disease that highlight the differences between the two.

Nonetheless, the relaciones are also vast repositories of didactic information. They contain topographical descriptions, rich descriptions of landscapes, and the communication routes that united territories. They are also replete with descriptions of the uses and therapeutics of medicinal plants, as described by Indigenous informants, and also how Europeans or Creoles understood them to work. In some instances, the informants often went to some length describing the plants so they could be identified by others less familiar with the region’s flora. In other cases, the respondents did not try to offer explanations but only asserted that these medicinal uses were something the Indigenous inhabitants knew or had known.

While, broadly speaking, the way knowledge was produced via the relaciones shares many of the features of how empirical knowledge was communicated at the time in Europe, the corpus has some distinctive features that are the product of their function within the Spanish empire. As mentioned earlier, cosmography was the chosen conceptual framework from which to approach the New World within the Council of the Indies. However, this cosmographical product had to obey a utilitarian Page 51 →mandate which resulted in the quantifiable and discrete mode of collecting, compiling, and presenting knowledge by means of specific responses to a questionnaire. The underlying epistemology, as clearly expressed in the instructions that preceded the list of questions, privileged first-hand accounts above other sources. In a unique twist, instead of treating these as sources of cosmographical knowledge that required interpretation, López de Velasco apparently treated them as legal depositions and sworn testimonies. Ultimately, he never prepared a cosmographical opus based on them, but rather kept them in the secret archive of the Council of the Indies.

For all the bureaucratic efficiency the questionnaires promised, there was a far more personal dimension to the whole project. In his study of the “paper machinery” of the sixteenth-century Spanish empire, Arndt Brendecke has shown the agency the paper that traveled to and from the Americas could have.30 The respondents to the questionnaires understood this agency very well, and saw it as an opportunity to be “virtually” present in front of the king’s Council of the Indies when their responses were read, maybe even the king himself.31 Thus, many of the responses were carefully crafted not just to comply with a royal directive, but to further the interests of the most powerful voices in the room. Let us not forget that the stated purpose of the relaciones was to further the “good government and ennoblement” of the Indies.32 Thus, the responses are also shaped by the political and personal imperatives of its authors under the guise of contributing to the “ennoblement” of the territories. These imperatives shaped the way nature was described and the type of natural knowledge that was collected.33 The relaciones were often treated by white, mestizo, and Indigenous populations alike as a space in which to air grievances. Despite this, a lot was left unsaid for fear of overreach or interference from Madrid, particularly if the territory was portrayed as not yet completely pacified or prone to revolts. In sum, the relaciones are highly mediated documents and need to be read while being very sensitive to the macro-historical and local contexts from which they originated.

Yet, in the interstices of the roughly two hundred surviving responses and the cartography that accompanied many of them, we can find transcultural exercises of knowledge formation: knowledge about people, natural history, climate, geography, and medicine. The responses to the Page 52 →natural historical questions are, in essence, exercises one step removed from purely empirical observation. In only a few cases do we see the apparatus of Western natural philosophy or Plinian natural history dictating how nature should be described or explained. We will see in Chapter 11 how these responses can be critically interpreted to write the history of the landscape and environment of the post-conquest Americas. For now, let us first focus on the broader epistemic issues: how the relaciones responses can be interrogated for the criteria employed to ascertain that something is actually known. In the Spanish vernacular these epistemic issues found expression in the word “certain” (“cierto”), as in “known for certain,” or “known to be so.” Its antonym can be a categorical “not true” (“no cierto”), or the more nuanced “doubtful” (“dudoso”). The final section of this chapter will discuss the epistemic criteria that resulted in expressions of doubt, or its counterpart, confident assertions of natural facts. These serve as good entry points into how the multicultural respondents of the relaciones questionnaire determined what constituted knowledge of nature and how it was conveyed or constructed during this time and in this place.



Representing Certainty and Doubt to the State

In the last paragraph of the preamble of the relaciones questionnaires of 1577 and 1584, there is a little-noticed sentence right before the list of questions. It reads that the responses should be written “affirming as accurate things that are such, and indicating as doubtful those that are not. So that the accounts are accurate, and comply with what is contained in the following chapters.”34 The sentence is more than just a warning for the respondents to be diligent and truthful, but rather encourages the respondents to articulate how they had tried to ensure that the information supplied was “true/accurate” (“cierta”), or why they had judged some of the information as “doubtful” (“dudoso”). Respondents had to think carefully about what was known, or not known, or not known too well, or known by some but not by others, or that it was once known but had been forgotten. They also had to perform an extraordinary feat of cultural translation, for most of what was unknown to the Spanish was very well known to the Indigenous informants who were summoned to Page 53 →answer. Finally, the officials in charge had to convey this information to Spain in a manner that was intelligible to a European audience largely—if not completely—unfamiliar with the Indigenous voices and the natural world they described.

In a description that predates the relaciones questionnaire, we already see the type of language of doubt, or alternatively, of certainty, that authors used when reporting to the Council of the Indies. Some key terms emerge to denote that which had been personally witnessed: “seen by my own eyes” (“visto de ojos”), “I have traversed” (“yo he pasado”), “I have complete knowledge” (“tengo entera noticia”). In one instance the author was responding to a request that he “declare what he knew about what lies between Quito and the city of Lima” (“declarase lo que supiese en lo que hay de Quito a la ciudad de Lima”). He explains by way of preface, “I’ll put here what I know, the one, by sight and which I have traversed, and of those things which I know only through others, I’ll likewise put here what news I have about the case.”35 What follows is a description of the itinerary between the towns with brief observations of the landscape, the nature of the towns, and their principal productions. He was careful to point out that he had not been to Chile, but many others had and could give better accounts of it. After signing the letter, he realized he had omitted or forgotten a few more towns, and added them to the bottom of the page. “I had left this out and thought that I had not given enough of what I had been asked; and thus, what I’ve said is said.”36 The author understood that his description carried the most weight if it could meet the test of having been seen by his own eyes and the more times the better. It also suggests that he had to be comprehensive, but not overstep the bound of what he knew by experience.

[image: Visual representation of Zapotitlan, located in the Diocese of Guatemala. Created by Fernando de Niebla, the map depicts the coastline near Zapotitlan and the larger area of Suchitepquez. Visible at the top of the map are the prominent volcanoes in Guatemala near Quetzaltenango, Lake Atitlan, and Guatemala City as well as the prominent rivers that run toward the Pacific coast from the range of volcanoes. The map shows the towns and villages within the depicted region. The population centers are labeled and include a population count. There is also a large depiction of the map and the region at the bottom of the map. Created in response to questions one and ten listed within the_relaciones geográficas_questionnaire for Zapotitlan.]Figure 1.2.Map of the Descripción de Zapotitlán and Suchitepec (1579). Benson Latin American Collection. The University of Texas at Austin.

This eye-witnessing language carried over to the relaciones. The Relación of Zapotitlán (1580) is unique for the author’s confidence in his knowledge of the region and the length to which he went to make the reader aware that they were dealing with a learned person who was following the tenets of geographical science.37 The author was the governor Capt. Juan de Estrada, a person familiar with cosmographical principles and author of the Western-style map that accompanied the relación (Figure 1.2). Estrada explained that he observed the nature of the coastline and tides over several days. Standing on a sandy hill—the spot is marked by a cross on the Page 54 →left-hand part of the map—he drew the mountain ranges that could be seen from the spot, noting that this could be useful to ships sailing along the coast and wanting to recognize the site.38 Estrada was aware that the map lacked precision. Although it included a scale and he had used an astrolabe to take the latitude, he still decided to include additional topographical details not visible from the spot where he stood, including the Atitlán lagoon and nearby mountains, because they were one of the “most notable things in the region.”39 He explained that he was the sole informant, and although he had sent the printed instructions to some friars and clerics, they had been remiss to respond in writing. Nonetheless, after communicating and making inquiries with others, he felt that what was included in the responses was “very enlightening” (“de mucha lumbre”).40Page 55 →

Claiming the authority of the eye-witness was not the sole province of Spanish respondents. In the description of Xauxa (1582), the response explains that the printed instruction (instrucción de molde) was translated and read orally to the caciques. The text clarified that Felipe Guarca Páucar, “a mestizo Indian who has been to Spain and is the brother of the principal chief of this region,” would deliver the instructions. From there, they could inform themselves of all that they had to report on and declare the whole truth, specifying what they knew to be true from what they thought doubtful.41 Along with three caciques and the governor, there were other principal Indigenous persons from each province accompanied by eight of the “oldest Indians” they could find. While the caciques’ role was to stand in as a voice of authority, the “oldest Indians” served as the living memory witnesses. The scribe of the relación established a certain formula for the responses. Sometimes the response is prefaced with a simple “they declared” (“declararon”) and other times “they said and it is true” (“dijeron, y es cierto”) or “they said and it is so” (“dijeron y es así”). The scribe’s clear intention was to validate, or by the telling omission of the phrases create doubt about, the testimony of the Indigenous informants. The scribe concluded explaining that some questions were not addressed because no one knew or had anything to say about the subject.

Perhaps the most common way to mitigate doubt about the veracity or accuracy of the information was to certify the trustworthiness of the informants. The instructions that accompanied the questionnaire specified that the respondent had to consult locals who knew the territory well. As we saw above, for the most part, the respondents did just that. One response stated, “After discussing and talking about how best to inform Your Majesty about the particulars you want us to report on according to your instructions, and having been informed by ‘ancient persons’ (‘personas antiguas’), the first settlers, and having asked some old Indians to come and give their opinion, they all responded in the following manner . . .”42 Yet some Spanish officials were of the opinion that they knew enough about the land to provide all the information requested. The author of the description of Yauyos (1586), Diego Davila Brizeño, said of his account, “Here it goes certain and true, as a person who has been here for more than forty-five years, has been and is the mayor (corregidor) of this province.”43 He went on to explain that Page 56 →he had been personally responsible for establishing the reducciones in the region, which had consolidated the existing Indigenous settlements from a total of two hundred to only thirty-nine.44 Because of this, he explained, “Nobody can describe it better than I, the said corregidor, since I have measured it on foot, overthrowing the old towns.”45 This meant he visited the settlements, forcefully moved the Indigenous residents into new towns, and destroyed the old settlements; he was not exaggerating when he stated he knew them well. He went on to describe the number of hospitals he built and how he trained the Indians to be healers. Davila, in effect, turned the response into a personal report of his merits and services rendered to the crown!

The head of the local jurisdictions did not always respond to the questionnaire in such a self-serving manner. In many cases the informants were many and they had to be certified as trustworthy and knowledgeable in order to mitigate doubt about the report’s integrity. In the description of the province of Vilcas Guaman (1586), the corregidor, don Pedro de Carabajal, ordered Father Baltasar de Soria to write and collect the specific descriptions as “a man of science and experience who has resided in this kingdom for a long time and knows sufficiently the language of the natives.”46 Soria wrote a general description of the territory first—being one of the few to understand that this was the intention of the first ten questions of the instruction. In it, he echoed the Indians’ reasons for why the population had diminished so much, alleging it was due to excessive work in the mercury and silver mines and in sugar plantations. For Question 14 about the region’s history prior to the arrival of the Spanish, he included an account of “the tyranny of the Incas,” and only doubted the number of years the Inka tyranny had lasted: “400 years more or less, that in this the truth cannot be known, because the Indians lack writing and order to be able to know ancient things, other than by public fame, thus differing in the length [of time] by a few years.”47 Perhaps unsatisfied with what Soria reported about the Inka rule, Carabajal gathered the ancient elders again, and this time inquired more about the customs and religious rituals of the Inka and found their oral histories worthy of noting. In this case, the learned, Western informant had provided information that had not satisfied the ranking authority, and the responses had to be amended with the accounts of the local elders.48Page 57 →

While Indigenous informants sometimes remained nameless, in other instances the veracity of their testimony was reinforced by listing their names. The Relación of Los Collaguas lists the names of twenty-seven persons gathered to answer the questionnaire. Among them was Diego Coro Inca, “who was born and grew up in [this land] and as a man of reason and capacity is the scribe of the town council of this town and our teacher who instructs the boys how to read, write and count.”49 The name of each of the priests who testified is listed, followed by the number of years he had resided in the region. Indigenous informants could also gain credibility because of their social roles. In the Relación of Santiago de Atitlán (1585) the witnesses consisted of three Spaniards and three “indios tequitlatos” (Indigenous scribes who collected and distributed tributes) and other principal persons of the town plus some old persons who by their appearance seem to be of more than eighty years of age.50 It seems that the Indigenous participants were the principal respondents for the questions concerning the old customs and beliefs of the Indians and thus it was important to confirm that they could have witnessed the rituals and past events described. Similarly, in the Relación of San Bartolomé the testimony was given by “two Indians of more than seventy and one of more than fifty.”51 In both instances, the Indians described a significant diminution of the population due to war or disease. However, the contribution of Fray Pedro de Arboleda, who acted as their interpreter, is still evident, particularly because of the details given when describing the work of the Franciscans in the area.52 Signatures were important and when the witness could not sign his name, it was noted: “because they did not know how to sign (porque no supieron firmar).”53

[image: Map of the town of Itztepexic and its surroundings in the Valley of Oaxaca.]Figure 1.3.Map of the Relación de Itztepexic (1579). Real Academia de Historia. ©. C-028-013

Some relaciones are notable for what they reveal about the complex intercultural dynamics between respondents and compilers. In the Relación de Itztepexic (1579), today Santa Catarina Ixtepeji in Oaxaca, the corregidor, Juan Ximénez Ortíz, explained that after receiving the questionnaire, he did the best he could compiling it to make it as clear as possible, which was very difficult. The reason being that “the persons natural to this land are rude of mind” (“los naturales son broncos de entendimineto”), but that finally after studying their paintings and antiquities, he had come to know and verify the written description that accompanies the map (Figure 1.3). He concluded by asking his superior to amend Page 58 →the document’s faults, since “in this land we cannot find expert men, which we always lack.”54 At the end of the questionnaire, he explained that the complete relación was read to all the witnesses, and they were asked if they agreed with what was written and whether they had more to add, so that the relación was “certain and truthful.” The Indigenous persons present assented but added a caveat that was recorded in the response: “so far as they know or can know and what they know and can know from their parents and grandparents or older relatives.”55 And only after having said this did they swear to the document. Generally, however, undermining Indigenous informants so as to convey doubt was not uncommon. While the Indigenous informants had been vetted in the Relación of Chunbiblicas, the information they conveyed about Question 26 concerning medicinal plants was couched in a way that undermined their credibility: “There are many types of herbs that the Indians say they use to heal themselves, such as tobacco, chichira and puropuro, and other exquisite names that they do not know how to explain.”56Page 59 →

Once the persons giving testimony had been vetted and the suitable caveats placed around their persons or testimonies (if needed), the responses to the questions could commence. Within the responses, doubt hovered often unacknowledged, but ever-present. It is possible to sketch a rough taxonomy of doubt operating in the relaciones. In addition to the reliability of the eye-witnesses, these can be grouped around a few strategies: the similarity or distinctiveness between European and American nature, the unintelligibility of American nature, uncertainty about past events, intentional deceit by the Indigenous informants, thwarted efforts to verify facts, and demonic influence.

As in other well-studied instances of early modern European discourses describing previously unknown natural phenomena, the respondents of the relaciones often resorted to establishing analogies with what was known in Europe as a strategy for mitigating doubt. This was often the case in responses to Question 26 about local medicinal plants. The solution was to find equivalent plants or remedies that a European reader would recognize. The respondent from Antequera indicated that persons familiar with medicinal herbs (herbolarios) said that all the medicinal and aromatic plants found in Spain could be found there, and even more, although the ones in Antequera, while more “corpulent,” did not have as much “virtue” or “efficacy” as the ones in Spain. This apparent similitude between natures, however, could deceive. Among the precious stones, this same informant described bezoar stones. Some were true, “natural and perfect” bezoar stones and this was known because they had experienced their virtue and effect on many passions and dangerous, poisonous illnesses. But there were also false bezoars, which “the Indians make and sell.”57

For the author of the Relación de Atlatlaucca y Malinaltepeque (1582) many of the medical practices carried out by the Indians that he had witnessed were straightforward analogs of European ones, such as going into thermal or cold baths, using concoctions and unguents, and bleeding with lancets “like ours,” except that these were made of stone. He found it relevant to point out that most of the doctors there were women. Yet, in his response to Question 26 on medicinal plants, the author listed some he knew about, with the caveat that these were the ones the Indigenous doctors could “explain” (“saben dar razón”). After a list of remedies, the Page 60 →author concluded with a statement that absolved him further of not knowing about more beneficial plants, by placing the blame on the Indigenous informant. “They must have many others, but do not want to declare them nor the ones that are poisonous.”58 In other instances, the analogies were tenuous. When describing the many products that can be made from the maguey plant, the author of the Relación of Chichicapa mentioned a certain “penca dello caliente” that yielded a juice that cured everything. “It is as tested as balsam, of which great experiments and cures have been made.”59

European ways of identifying the causes of disease were used to explain the general quality of the land (calidad de la tierra) and the etiology of specific diseases. The Relación de Papaloticpac is instructive as to how the relationship between geography, climate, and disease was understood at the time. The Spanish author explained that the town was upon a high mountain, with steep hills and humid gullies that gave the region a disagreeable climate. Local inhabitants were prone to coughs, colds, and even bloody fluxes, which could be attributed to the coldness of the town and the tremendous work it took to reach the town. Up to this point, the author had been using a climate model of disease to explain the insalubrities of the place in a manner that a European would understand, but then the voice of the Indigenous informant seems to break through: “Although they also say that after the Spanish came they got the most dangerous disease that they say they have had, smallpox, from which a lot of people died in New Spain even though they have had other diseases from which a lot of the natives have died like the one of last year where one-third of the people died.”60



European and Indigenous Epistemologies

The unintelligibility between European and Indigenous healing practices could also prove to be insurmountable, with tragic consequences. The Relación of Verapaz referred to the Indigenous healers as “the old philosophers and doctors of this land,” but then explained that while they cured many illnesses, they did so in the past using words and invocations instigated by the devil. At the present, the author continued, they only cure with natural things and the sign of the cross. While he extolled the Page 61 →virtue of local plants to heal any illness or wound, he noted that “now the old men and women do not dare cure out of fear, so that they will not be accused or smeared. And thus, little by little we will lose knowledge (la noticia) of these things that were passed down from hand to hand, although full of superstitions because of their evil ways.” Some Indigenous persons, he explained, no longer used local remedies because they were terrified of the different diseases they experienced after having been brought together in towns, and the change in work and lifestyle this had brought. The final sentence of this section is truly heartbreaking: “The men used to live long lives in the past, free from the illnesses they now have, as the old persons tell us, they now live as if embalmed.”61 Fray Juan de Mata in the Relación of Teozapotlan, when responding to the same question, expressed a similar sentiment: “Nowadays, we believe they know little about the medicinal plants, the reason being is because religious persons saw that they mixed many superstitions in their cures and medicines, and trying to remove the superstitions, we have lost the rest.”62 Fray Juan’s remark is a stunning recognition of how the arrival of the Europeans had broken the oral epistemic chain that was the foundation of Indigenous knowledge of nature. This knowledge was now “lost” (“perdido”).

How could this lost knowledge be recovered or rediscovered, or could it be recreated at all? This challenge was often couched in expressions of doubt based on notions of American exceptionalism—things are different here—particularly in situations that did not seem to fit accepted European norms or standards. In response to Question 8 asking for the distance in leagues from the site to other Spanish towns, the author of the Relación of Guamanga (1586) explained that while it was known that there were eighty leagues to Lima, “the leagues must be understood to be large, bigger than the usual measure, because we have seen this in the many places where they have been measured, and this because they are in ‘folded’ land and with few flats and thus twisted roads.”63 Meanwhile, a different author in the Relación de Chunbiblicas explained that the leagues he was referring to were “small.”64 How to interpret this? Did the authors not understand that a league was a standard measure and should be the same everywhere? Or were they working with the definition of a league as a certain number of steps and because of the tortured nature of the Page 62 →road, it turned out to be more steps than what they expected the reader understood to be standard for a league? It is hard to know, but it lays bare the authors’ desire to describe as precisely as possible the nature of the road, even when the context was vastly different.

On a few occasions—rather few it should be noted—the author simply did not know and stated this plainly. In response to Question 6 concerning latitude, one author openly expressed his ignorance and had to rely on others who had taken the latitude of nearby cities, but whether these were the same for his town, he stated, “I do not know.” In response to the inquiry as to the day of the year on which the sun was on the zenith—meaning the two days a year the sun is directly overhead for people living between the tropics and another way of determining latitude—he responded, “Some say the in mid-may, more or less, the sun is at the zenith, and if this is so or not, I do not know.”65

The relaciones were also meant to inform about a few historical events, mostly events that had taken place before the arrival of the Spanish. In these responses, doubt was most often expressed in respect to the information supplied by the Indigenous respondents. Doubt could be attributed to faulty memory, lack of writing, or deceit. The Spanish authors of the Relación de Atlatlaucca y Malinaltepeque (1582) explained that historical memory was something uncertain because the Indians had no writing. The authors explained that they had recorded past events in paintings (pinturas
), but these had been taken from them because they had been seen as sources of idolatry. Because of this and because all the old persons had died, there was no one left who could explain the reasons for how things were the way they had been (razón de cosa).66 One of the most contested responses was to Question 5, which inquired about the population of the Indians, and if, in fact, it had diminished and why. In the above-mentioned relación the author explains, “The Indians say that there used to be a lot more people in these towns. And this is clearly known, that of the twenty there is but one. They do not know whether they were healthier in the past or not. But I understand that it must have been the same way, but that because there were more Indians you wouldn’t notice so much the ones who died.”67

Allegedly the Indians attributed the reduction in population to plagues, which the author confirms were indeed terrible. This account Page 63 →contrasts with that of the Relación of Chichicapa, which seems to be more of a faithful transcript of the testimony of the elder Indians present. They alleged that the pre-conquest Indians lived a rather ascetic life; they only ate dry tortillas, did not live in towns, and were strong and healthy (“recios y sanos”). Illness and death were the result of the “easy life” that came with the settlements (reducciones), to which the scribe added: “which seems to stand to reason” (“parece ser cosa de razón”).68 Other times, the reasons for the population decline were best left unsaid and to be inferred, as in the case of the Villa de Santiago del Valle de Nexapa, where the author simply said that there were different opinions on the matter, including one of the principal ones being that they had been relocated from the airy mountains to lowlands, “and other causes that will be understood over there.”69 Perhaps aware of the wide range of opinion and doubt on the subject, Fray Geronimo de Escobar used the Relación de Popayán (1582) to discuss the sorry state of the Indigenous population and the many abuses against the king’s finances taking place. To reinforce the veracity of his account he categorically stated: “All this relación . . . is true . . . and because I have seen and touched with my own hands these towns makes me reticent to not report it, for I understand that all that deserves reform and remedy should be told to Your Majesty.”70

The charge that the Indians lied or were deceitful was often made in relation to their inclination to hide knowledge of poisons. When asked in Question 26 to discuss poisons and other deadly plants, an author explained that not much was known because this region had been only recently discovered and populated. He complained that los naturales (Indigenous persons) also hid their knowledge of the poisons which they used to kill each other and had even used to kill some Spaniards. Yet, he explained, experience had taught Spaniards about some poisons, such as the manzanilla; it was a tree that if you fell asleep under it would cover you with its deadly sap and make your skin swell and itch.71 This author completely dismissed the possibility of getting accurate information from the Indians, yet felt that with more time Spaniards could come to learn about the local poisons themselves. This was, after all, “new land” (“tierra nueva”) and the Indigenous inhabitants were people “little inclined to tell the truth” (“son gente de poca verdad”).72 Similar responses to Question 26 highlight the unintelligibility of the Indigenous customs, particularly as Page 64 →to the efficiency of certain cures. There is a constant refrain that medicinal plants were only known to the Indigenous population. A frequent example concerned snake bites. The respondents described different cures, including some they truly did not care to understand. “They also cure snake bites by opening up the snake and taking out its liver and bile and eating it raw or cooked. And this according to them, had been proven as very beneficial to los naturales, but no Spaniard has done the experiment.”73

In the face of such insurmountable unintelligibility, it should not come as a surprise that the informants sometimes deferred to an accepted authority. There are a number of relaciones from Mexico that mention that someone expert on the matter was working on the question of medicinal plants and remedies, and they refer the reader to the work of the Chief Medical Doctor or protomédico Francisco Hernández, who indeed had been in the region experimenting with medicinal plants at the monarch’s behest.74 But he was not the only expert doing this kind of work. In the Relación de Otavalo (1582), on the issue of medicinal plants, the author explained that the person who could inform about these plants was a Dr. Heras, who was a physician and great herbalist. The author testified to having seen “two volumes he showed me of plants, animals, different stones and medicinal waters and their virtues. And because I saw them, and read some of them, I am informing about it.”75

Statements about verifying “by experience” things that remained in doubt were not uncommon. In the Relación de la Provincia de Pacajes when describing the buildings of the ruins of Tiwanaku in present-day Bolivia, the author could not help but convey the wonder he felt having inspected the building himself: “It causes admiration to see the old building and guacas, and the art, craftsmanship, and size of the stones . . . it is one of the wonders of the world.”76 Yet, he explained, all the “old Indians” could say was that they must have been built at night because they do not know when, by whom, or who ordered them built. There were also attempts to corroborate historical testimonies from the Indigenous persons and old-time residents with current observations, as in this example of trying to ascertain the origin of Indigenous toponyms. In the Relación de Papaloticpac (1579), likely written by the corregidor Pedro de Navarrete, when discussing the town’s name (Question 11) he explained Page 65 →that the name PafJalotiquipaque meant “mountain or mountain ranges of butterflies.” Then he added, “Asking how the name originated, they say that the founders of the town came from the [A]‌Mecameca Mountains in Mexico and they named this mountain in remembrance of from where they came.”77 However, the corregidor noted that others had given a different explanation which he thought was “truer”; the town itself seems to form the head and body of a butterfly and two nearby mountains seem to form its wings.

It was not just the Indigenous people who were difficult to understand or untrustworthy; often the land itself did not yield its secrets easily. In the vicinity of modern-day Caracas, the author of the Relación of Santiago de León was puzzled by the character of the land, soil, and rocks around him. He and others had hoped to find mines of precious metals or mercury (which was just as important). He explained the gold that had been found in creeks had “not been born there”—meaning it had come from elsewhere and its true source was unknown. He provided detailed explanations of the reddish color of the soil in some areas and the color of local rocks, all of which would have suggested the existence of metallic ores. This reddish soil had been dug up and assayed (probado), “but the little experience that we have of them and poverty [of the soil], has not yielded an explanation [of what it is].” They had also noticed loose and embedded rocks of different colors, and upon digging noticed they changed colors, but they did not know “the secret of what it may be.”78

The miraculous or magical was often described without any qualifications as to whether the reader should approach it with doubt. While some Spanish informants seemed skeptical of some Indigenous claims about magical interventions, they never doubted that in their “idolatrous” religion they conferred directly with the devil. “As to their rites, as far as we can understand about the ones they used to do in the past and still carry out, consist of communicating with the devil by means of superstitious rites and inhaling the smoke from a herb they call tabaco, that is the same as beleño in Spain;79 and this smoke makes them drunk so that whatever they have in their imagination they then take for certain and they give it credit. And they are people of little truth, and have many women without establishing family relationships.”80 For this respondent, any attempt to disentangle, let alone try to understand, the Indigenous religion was Page 66 →futile. All he chose to do was describe the rites as vices that led to fantasies and the loose morals of the naturales.



What the State Couldn’t Know

All the respondents of the relaciones, from the Indigenous elders to the officials responsible for ensuring compliance, developed a range of discursive strategies to communicate different degrees of doubt or certainty. Witnesses were sworn in and vetted, with the intention of giving the impression that the information had been diligently collected and that it was “cierta.” The number of witnesses, the experience of the local residents, their age, education, and social standing all functioned to buttress the responses’ believability. Most informants put significant effort into trying to comply with the instructions. Yet they recognized—as the project’s architect had— that knowledge of las Indias was imperfect and that what was doubtful had to be recorded as such. As we have seen, many respondents were not satisfied with simply expressing ignorance or reporting something as not well-known but instead used a range of strategies to either ascertain veracity or convey doubt.

Doubt, nonetheless, remained at the center of the discursive strategies employed in the relaciones. Accounts and descriptions could be qualified, or disqualified, as suited the respondent or the ranking official who affixed his signature to the document. Memory—good, faulty, erased—emerges as the most frequent strategy to make something doubtful, especially where there was no written record or there were no Indigenous informants left to testify. Claims of unintelligibility was another recourse, particularly in the case of the Indigenous pictorial record or medicinal practices. In some instances, efforts were made to verify some information empirically. But the unintelligibility of the new was sometimes impossible to overcome. In these instances, the Indigenous population was accused of intentional deceit or, worse yet, of communing with the devil.

Why were strategies of articulating doubt so prevalent in the relaciones? One explanation is that the long and evolving tradition of describing the newly colonized lands in relaciones which had been codified into the relaciones questionnaire put the burden of knowing this land on the local community. It was expected that a local administrator or principal Page 67 →person—Indigenous or Spanish—had to provide this information to the monarch; only in rare instances were experts commissioned to collect this information. As a consequence of this way of compiling knowledge, open expressions of doubt could be perceived in the metropolis as the neglectful actions of an unworthy vassal or simple carelessness. This might explain why discourses of doubt often placed the source of doubt on the body, mind, or memory of the Indigenous population or, alternatively, depicted uncertain knowledge as something that given enough time could eventually become known in a manner that was intelligible to the Europeans.

In the relaciones project’s embrace of the notion that some of the information conveyed in the responses to the questionnaires would be doubtful, the Spanish monarchy was reacting pragmatically to the reality of managing information and knowledge that originated in disparate local contexts and was the product of a multicultural environment despite being mediated by persons trained in the Western tradition. Distance described not only the geographical displacement between the imperial center and its overseas possessions, but also the cultural one between the center and the informants on whose reports the monarchy relied. In the interstices of this cultural distance—between a peninsular Spaniard and his mestizo American cousin, or between a cacique and a notary—local actors put their stamp of the very knowledge upon which the Spanish monarchy based its most important decisions. They did so knowingly and in the hope of getting the monarch’s attention. This was a very different socio-political configuration compared to the one in which the court and officials of Ming China operated. Instead of doubt, Chinese local gazetteers produced by the latter were dominated by an assertive language of cultural integration, which nevertheless could not efface the frictions between the imperial and the locals.
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	67.Acuña 1982–1988, 2.1: 55.“Los indios dicen que antiguamente hubo mucha gente en estos pueblos. Y esto claramente se sabe: que, de veinte partes, no hay la una. No saben decir si vivían más sanos o no. Yo entiendo que debía ser de una misma manera, salvo que, como había más indios, echábase menos de ver los que morían. Y la causa de haberse consumido ellos, dicen que han sido tres pestilencias que ha habido después que los españoles vinieron. Y no hay duda sino que es así, porque [en] una que ahora tres años pasó, que todos vimos, no hubo pueblo donde no murieron la cuarta [parte] de la gente o la tercia. De presente habrá como setecientos indios en estos dos pueblos.”


	68.Acuña 1982–1988, 2.1: 68. “Dan por razón los naturales antiguos que la causa de vivir ahora menos que en tiempo de su infidelidad es que, antiguamente, no dormían en poblado ni comían si no eran tortillas secas, y [estaban] hechos a Page 74 →mucho trabajo e inquietudes, y así vivían recios y sanos. Y, cuando se venían a casar, eran por lo menos de treinta años, y así vivían muy sanos. Y que, después de venidos los españoles, hicieron casas, y tuvieron quietud y sosiego y muchas comidas en abundancia, y andan vestidos y se hicieron al regalo, y los mozos se casan de doce y quince años. Y todas estas cosas hallan ellos ser p[ar]te de vivir menos t[iem]po ahora, como viven, [lo] que parece ser cosa conforme a razón.”
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	71.Descripción de Santiago de León (1578), in Arellano 1964, 130. “26. Por ser esta tierra nueva y ha poco que se pobló, no se puede dar muy larga ni cierta relación del contenido en este capítulo; mas de que hay hierbas mortíferas y ponzoñosas con que los naturales se matan unos a otros y han muerto (a) algunos españoles echándolas en las comidas y bebidas, no se conocen, porque los naturales las han ocultado. La manzanilla es conocida ponzoña, y echándose alguno a dormir debajo de su sombra, se hincha el rostro y le salen ronchas, y es muy dañosa (tal) dormida, y mucho peor si la lecha de este árbol cae y le da en el rostro y manos o en parte descubierta.”


	72.Descripción de Santiago de León (1578), in Arellano 1964, 151.


	73.Descripción de Santiago de León (1578), in Arellano 1964, 154–55. “Tienen otro remedio los naturales, porque siendo picados de víboras que hay en gran cantidad, abren la culebra y á sácanle, el hígado y la hiel y crudo o asado se lo comen. Y esto es beneficio muy probado entre ellos, según los naturales dicen, pero ningún español ha hecho la experiencia.”


	74.Several relaciones from Mexico refer to the work of the protomédico or mention Hernández by name, among them Coatepec (Acuña 1982–1988, 6: 151–52), Cuahuitlan (Acuña 1982–1988, 2: 134), Nexapa (Acuña 1982–1988, 2: 353), Tasco (Acuña 1982–1988, 7: 129), Texcoco (Acuña 1982–1988, 8: 109), and Tlaxcala (Acuña 1982–1988, 4: 269).Page 75 →


	75.Ponce 1991, 367. “Q 26: Y quien daría noticias de todas (las yerbas medicinales) que las va escribiendo y tiene las más dellas escritas, es el Dr. Heras, ques un médico gran herbolario; y yo vi dos volúmenes suyos que me enseñó de solas yerbas y animales y diferencias de piedras y aguas medicinales y las virtudes de todas en general puestas por su orden; y porque los vi y leí parte dellos, doy avisos desto.”


	76.Jiménez de la Espada 1881–1897, 183: 336.


	77.Acuña 1982–1988, 3.2: 27–28. “El pu[ebl]o de PafJalotiquipaque) quiere decir, en n[uest]ra lengua vulgar castellana, ‘cerro o sierra de mariposa’. E, inquiriendo de dónde tuvo principio y origen este nombre, dicen los naturales q[ue] porq[ue] los prim[er]os pobladores de este pu[eb]1o vinieron de un valle que está junto a las Sierras de Mecameca, provincia de Méx[i]‌co, q[ue] se llamaba de este nombre, y, en memoria de su naturaleza, pusieron este nombre al cerro y asiento donde poblaron. Otros lo interpretan de otra manera, q[ue] creo debe ser la más verdadera, y es q[ue] el cerro o sierra en q[ue] están asentados y poblados tiene dos sierras a cerca de sí q[ue] parecen alas del cerro en q[ue] está este pu[ebl]o, al cual hacen cabeza y cuerpo de mariposa y, a los dichos dos cerros, alas.”


	78.Arellano 1964, 133. “El oro de las quebradas y madres como extranjero y no nacido allí, se ha ido acabando todo. En los términos de esta ciudad hay muchas requemazones y bermejales que demuestran tener mucho metal. Hase probado a ver lo que es, y la poca experiencia que aquí de ellos se tiene y la pobreza, no lo ha dado a entender. Las más de las piedras que travadas y sueltas se demuestran en la superficie de la tierra, son entre pardas, bermejas y mezcladas en piedra marmolina blanca; requemadas, y ahondando algunos estados, se han mostrado entre moradas y azules, y con el mismo guijarro blanco. No se sabe el secreto de lo que es.”


	79.The reference to beleño is likely to hyoscyamus niger, commonly known as henbane, black henbane or stinking nightshade. It is a poisonous plant in the Solanaceae family.


	80.Relación de Santiago de León, in Arellano 1964, 151. “Y los ritos, a lo que se entiende, los que usaban antes y usan ahora, es comunicarse con el demonio por medio de supersticiones y ritos y bebiendo el humo de una hierba que llaman tabaco, que es propiamente como el beleño de España; y este humo bebido, los embriaga, y aquello que entonces tienen [en] la imaginación, éso tienen por cierto y se le dá crédito entre ellos. Y son gente de poca verdad, y tienen muchas mujeres sin guardar parentesco ninguno.”








Chapter Two The Chinese Local Gazetteers

 Principles of Compilation

By Joseph DENNIS



Local Gazetteers in the Late Imperial Chinese State

Local gazetteers as a Chinese imperial genre took shape during the Song dynasty (960–1279), but it was the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) that saw the tradition flourish. The Great Ming (1368–1644) was heir to both the Mongol-led Great Yuan founded by Kublai Khan in 1271, and the Chinese-led Song dynasty (960–1279) that preceded it. Ming ideology emphasized Chinese cultural practices, but its administration inherited and expanded on Mongol administration.1 After the Manchu-led Great Qing supplanted Ming in 1644, it carried on many Ming institutions, especially in governing the Chinese parts of its empire. The Ming is often considered the smaller “Chinese” dynasty that ruled in between two vast multi-ethnic conquest dynasties led by non-Chinese northerners. Although there is some truth in this, the homogenous Chinese nature of Ming should not be overstated. Many Mongols and Central Asians remained in Great Ming after its founding, and there were non-Chinese in much of the south and Page 77 →southwest. Even among people who spoke one of the Chinese dialects, there were significant regional linguistic and cultural differences, as Part 5 of the book explores in greater detail. The Ming’s use of Chinese as the universal written language of government and elite discourse obscures from historians differences that were readily apparent under polyglot Mongol and Manchu rule.

By the end of its reign in the mid-seventeenth century, Ming governed a population similar in size to that of the United States in the mid-twentieth century, living in a territory a little more than half as large. The most densely settled regions were in the east and, increasingly over the course of Ming, Sichuan Province in the southwest. Ming territory was mostly stable over the course of its history. Although a few emperors and ministers advocated expansionist policies in the early Ming, for example the Yongle Emperor (r. 1402–1424) campaigned north into Mongol lands, briefly occupied what is now northern Vietnam, and sent maritime expeditions as far as the east coast of Africa, these areas were not conquered and Ming territory remained limited to the areas south of Mongol and Jurchen lands, and east of Tibetan and Turkic lands. In the southwest, highland peoples with their own cultures and languages had only loose connections to the Ming central state and were governed by local leaders, many of whom were granted hereditary titles and appointed to “native offices” (tusi 土司). At times, the Ming court tried to increase control in zones of cultural contact, and incorporated a few areas directly into the regular territorial administration.2 But most such areas remained only weakly linked to the Ming core. One has to wait until the eighteenth century to see these regions becoming tightly integrated into the fabric of the imperial State, under the Qing dynasty, which extended its imperial rule to vast spans of non-Chinese territories in Inner Asia.3

Governance was carried out through an elaborate and complex system, but like other early modern states, the number of officials was relatively small and much was left to locals. There was an imperial court in Beijing, the primary capital after 1421, but Nanjing remained as secondary capital and had more immediate access to the economic heartland in South China. Most government actions were executed by territorial administrators serving in a nested hierarchy of provinces (sheng 省), prefectures (fu 府), and counties (xian 縣). Some places had a fourth level—departments Page 78 →(zhou 州)—that were subordinate only to the province, or to both the province and prefecture. In addition, there were two province-sized capital regions around Beijing and Nanjing, and military defense commands that ran garrison towns. The heads of territorial administrations were centrally appointed, ranked officials who were not natives of the provinces in which they served. Almost all of these officials had succeeded in the civil service examination, which was a critical institution for linking state and society, center and local, and inculcating students with a state orthodoxy.4 It was the Ming and Qing states’ core tool for elite formation and a precocious and singular system in the early modern world. Aspiring officials registered at county and prefectural Confucian schools that were not only places to study for the exams, but also sites of moral transformation, elite socialization, and networking. They could also study with tutors, in private academies, or family schools. Passing the lowest-level local exam meant a man could wear clothing indicating his elite status, receive tax breaks and labor service exemptions, access the county magistrate, and sit for the provincial examination. The provincial exams and the metropolitan exams that followed could lead to ranked appointments. Most students remained in their native places as they prepared, and they often became involved in local governance. Even though most never passed the exams, even after years or decades of study, the ongoing pursuit gave them access to the circles of power and gave them a stake in maintaining the system.

Due to the law of avoidance, officials were required to leave home while in office.5 A magistrate, the head of a county or department; or a prefect, the head of a prefecture, typically served in one place for a three-year term before rotating out, although he could be reappointed or transferred before his term was up. A county magistrate had primary responsibility for all governance in his jurisdiction: tax collection, security, litigation, disaster relief, infrastructure, moral development, etc. He usually had just a few other centrally appointed officials serving with him, such as a vice magistrate and officials in the provincial administration and surveillance commissions’ branch offices. Much of the daily work of governing was done by staff consisting of local hires and people performing labor service (a form of tax). However, magistrates also relied on local elites, especially former, current, and future officials. Most important were men who had Page 79 →already served as officials elsewhere but were now living in their native places. These included retired officials, officials on temporary home leave for a mandatory mourning period taken upon the death of a parent, or ones who were between posts.6

Local elites were also especially important in connecting magistrates to organizations in villages and wards. Wealthier families, who had not necessarily had a successful exam graduate, but may have made money through commerce or agriculture, served in rotation as the heads of multi-household groups such as administrative communities (li jia 里甲), community covenants, and lineage organizations that were formed to collect taxes, provide security, repair and construct local infrastructure, and disseminate government policy, law, and ideology.7 The magistrates needed these leaders’ cooperation to govern effectively and thus had to strike a balance between local and central interests.

To make the state function, the court and bureaucracy required extensive information on local areas. Magistrates and prefects directed its systematic gathering and submission through established channels to superior units in the provincial and central capitals. Each local government center had offices corresponding to the six ministries that created and maintained local records and sent duplicates of key records to the provincial administration commission and other offices. Information was transmitted along a system of postal roads and waterways that linked all county and prefectural seats with the capitals. Using early modern communication methods the Ming state was able to learn much about its local areas, even those at great distance from the capitals.8 Much of that information, however, was mediated by local elites.



Gazetteer Contents and Ordering

Local gazetteers were part of this web of information that tied local areas to the imperial court and the broader literati population. The Ming and Qing court repeatedly launched empire-level gazetteer projects in 1376, 1412, 1418, 1454, 1524, 1672, and in subsequent periods. Each of them triggered another round of gazetteer compilation. Upon receiving the imperial edict, local officials would put a local scholar in charge of the project of compiling a gazetteer, often based on an older edition or an existing Page 80 →private work. These gazetteers were submitted to the imperial court to be kept in the palace library or ministries; their purpose was to serve the compilation of empire-wide state gazetteers, some of which were completed, while others were not. There are few traces left by these gazetteers submitted in manuscript form. What remains in greater mass is what local elites made of these texts. Because local elite members could revise these manuscripts and raise funds to have them printed and disseminated to the broader readership of literati, these subsequent iterations became the dominant paper trail of the local gazetteers. Local elites also sometimes decided to undertake a new, updated edition of a gazetteer without imperial instruction, as the existence of a gazetteer consolidated the prestige of a locale as a civilized place. The overwhelming majority of local gazetteers that survived until today are these locally printed works.

About 1,014 titles exist from the Ming, another 7,000 from the Qing and Republican period, and new gazetteers continue to be published in the People’s Republic of China. A majority of the gazetteers are readily available to researchers through reprint series collected by academic libraries and keyword-searchable databases, such as China Comprehensive Gazetteers (Zhongguo zonghe fangzhi ku 中國綜合方志庫), Database of Chinese Local Records (Zhongguo fangzhi ku 中國方志庫), and Diaolong Full-text Database of Chinese and Japanese Ancient Books (Diaolong Zhong Ri guji quanwen ziliaoku 雕籠中日古籍全文資料庫). Original imprints and manuscripts can be found in libraries, mainly in East Asia, North America, and Europe. Research guides describe major collections.9

Local gazetteers were different from other forms of imperially gathered information, such as memorials, investigative reports, etc., in that they were cumulative public records of a place, not closely held government documents related to a current issue. After a memorial or report was sent to the central or provincial government it might disappear into an archive, and the official who wrote it would leave the locale within a few years. But gazetteers preserved significant local texts and made them broadly available to both locals and non-locals over a long period of time. They became public information that circulated outside of government offices.

Gazetteers contain extensive evidence of underlying epistemologies and ontologies that shaped thought in Ming and Qing. Categories of information of interest to both the central state and local elites were Page 81 →used to organize gazetteers and were listed in the tables of contents and section headings. Discussions in prefaces and other paratextual elements explain compilers’ reasons for choosing and excluding certain topics, and why they were arranged in a particular order.

Content and arrangement were shaped by multiple factors before, during, and after the gazetteers were first compiled. As editorial personnel planned, they often, but not always, copied the organization from previous editions, or looked to their superior-unit gazetteers as models, either for convenience or by order. As materials began to be collected, compilers were impacted by intellectual trends, political considerations, financial capacity, and the availability of editorial personnel and source materials. After initial publication, new materials, even whole chapters or appendices, could be added, sometimes years later, and other items removed.

Of all the things that shaped gazetteers, one of the most important was the fanli 凡例, which has been variously translated as “principles of compilation,” “reading directions,” “general principles,” “editorial principles,” and “general rules.” They could consist of not only general editorial principles, but also itemized listings of included information.10 These appeared in the front matter, usually following the prefaces, and were written by the compilers or a supervising official, or provided to the locale by a superior governmental entity. The earliest-known gazetteer fanli is a short set of five principles found in the 1252 Yufeng zhi 玉峰志, a gazetteer of Kunshan 崑山 (in modern Jiangsu Province).11 After the Mongol conquest, fanli spread. In 1285, shortly after the Yuan founding, the Mongol court began the first state-wide gazetteer, the Da Yuan da yitong zhi 大元大一統志 (Great Unified Gazetteer of the Great Yuan) by collecting “maps/illustrations and treatises from the 10,000 places.”12 In 1296, eleven years into the project, the compilation office circulated guidelines for compiling gazetteers at the circuit (lu 路) level, which Timothy Brook has called “significant as the first attempt by the central government to regulate the style and contents of local gazetteers.” The project universalized gazetteer compilation down to the circuit level.13 During the Yuan, the types of materials in gazetteers continued to expand along with local interest in reading gazetteers and more intensive efforts by officials and local scholars to produce them.Page 82 →

After the Mongol collapse and the Ming founding in 1368, the central government expanded the Yuan practice of mandating gazetteer compilation. The Ming needed to reconstitute local records to create a foundation for administration, so they conducted a census, registered households for taxation, and began collecting and compiling gazetteers. In 1370, two years after the Ming founding, a gazetteer of the entire state, the Da Ming zhi shu 大明志書 (Gazetteer of the Great Ming), was printed and distributed.14 Its coverage went down to the county level.

In the spring of 1376, the court once again collected local gazetteers, this time through provincial administration commissions. In Huguang Province, the commission opened a gazetteer office and ordered each prefecture to compile gazetteers based on old editions supplemented with new information on the locale’s population, land tax, topography, geography, local products, customs, famous people, famous officials, and stelae inscriptions.15 In 1395, the work was finished and the Hongwu zhi shu 洪武志書 (Gazetteer of the Hongwu Reign) was published. The topics covered were “the capital, mountains and rivers, lands, changes in territorial administration, the system of palaces, towers, and gates, and the establishment of, and changes to, altars, temples, streets, markets, and bridges.”16 Additional empire-wide collection and compilation edicts followed in 1412, 1418, 1454, 1524, 1672, and later in the Qing and Republican eras.17 Several of these edicts ultimately resulted in state-level gazetteers, including the Da Ming yitong zhi 大明一統志 (Unified Gazetteer of the Great Ming), which was first published in 1461, followed later by the Da Qing yitong zhi 大清一統志 (Unified Gazetteer of the Great Qing) in 1744, 1789, and 1842.

Imperial compilation edicts stressed the need for better information as the underlying motivation. Like emperors before him, the Jiajing 嘉靖 Emperor wanted to know more about his empire. His 1524 edict was the culmination of a process that began soon after he ascended the throne in 1522. In that year, the court dispatched metropolitan degree holders around the empire to collect materials to update the Unified Gazetteer of the Great Ming, which by that time was over sixty years old. The 1524 edict required locales to compile and submit gazetteers to the Historiography Institute, an important central government agency.18Page 83 →



Editorial Principles for Coverage of Schools

How did fanli relate to and shape the collection and presentation of materials in gazetteers during the Ming and early Qing? We shall now explore this question by focusing on one topic: school records. Schools, especially the Confucian schools, were a core topic of gazetteers, and school records appeared in multiple places therein. Schools played critical social, political, cultural, and ideological roles in early modern China, in both core and peripheral areas. They were sites where aspiring members of the elite interacted with each other and current officials, the magistrates and instructors who registered the students, taught them, and conducted state rituals. They housed the books that were tested on the exams, contained the shrines to local worthies, Confucian sages, and the god of literature, and displayed the stelae and banners issued by the court to transmit and celebrate imperial ideology, law, and policy. Schools were sites of multifaceted transformations and a key state institution. Although schools are just one topic covered by gazetteers, their coverage is a useful lens for understanding the gazetteer genre.

The ways in which gazetteers documented schools reflected a particular view of locality and what makes a civilized place, and reveal underlying assumptions about categories of knowledge. Most gazetteers have dedicated chapters on schools (xuexiao zhi 學校志). Examining chapter contents in conjunction with the fanli, tables of contents, introductions to chapters and sections about schools, and the gazetteer prefaces and postfaces gives a fuller understanding of the underlying ontologies and epistemologies. The paratextual elements provide details on structure and categories, but these were not always unified into a coherent whole. It is common to find content that the fanli ignored, or that was present in a way that contradicted the rules of the fanli. The central argument of this section is that although fanli were an important determinant of gazetteer content and organization, other factors played critical roles in shaping the text.

Fanli are generally arranged with each item introduced by the term “one” (yi 一), which acted as a bullet point in lists, as seen in the illustration in Figure 2.1 from the 1545 Shaxian zhi 沙縣志 (Gazetteer of Sha County). Some gazetteers have fanli items discussing broad principles forPage 84 → Page 85 →the entire text, while others give one item for each chapter. An example of the first type is the 1634 Gazetteer of Fuzhou Prefecture 撫州府 in Jiangxi, which has “Eight compilation principles” (zuan xiu fanli ba tiao 纂修凡例八條).19

[image: Principles of compilation for the Shaxian County Gazetteer.]Figure 2.1.Fanli of 1545 Gazetteer of Sha County 沙縣志.

Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing gazetteers almost always had schools chapters, but the first extant editorial principles for how to cover schools date to the early 1400s. After the Ming founding in 1368, the court initiated empire-level gazetteer projects, but the earliest fanli have been lost. However, those for the 1412 and 1418 projects survive. The 1412 fanli were divided into seventeen sections and contained instructions on what to collect and record, including the following item for schools:


Schools. The flourishing and decline of schools built in former dynasties varies. You must examine what is documented in old gazetteers, and record who founded them, why they went to ruin, and for those still standing, where they are located. If there is an extant commemorative stele for a famous person or worthy scholar, transcribe it. If a well-known person came from a particular school, then record the person along with the school’s size, regulations, buildings, and archery ground.20


It is not clear how many gazetteers used the 1412 fanli, and no state-level gazetteer using them was completed. Nevertheless, they are important as a baseline for studying how fanli changed over time. Just six years later, in 1418, the court ordered the compilation of the Tianxia junxian zhishu 天下郡縣志書 (Gazetteer of the Realm’s Localities) and appointed Minister of Revenue Xia Yuanji 夏原吉 (1366–1430) and two members of the Hanlin Academy, a key central agency that drafted a variety of imperial writings. They issued a revised set of fanli and the Ministry of Rites dispatched officials to “visit locales everywhere to widely collect traces of events and old gazetteers.”21

The officials in charge of the new compilation made changes to the 1412 fanli. They combined categories, separated others, created new topics, removed a few items, and added details. This second set of fanli was expanded to twenty-one sections.22 Zhang Yingping’s study of Southern Metropolitan Region (Nanzhili 南直隸) gazetteers of the Ming dynasty Page 86 →shows that even though the imperial gazetteer project was suspended after the Yongle Emperor’s death in 1424, these categories were influential, and later compilers looked to the Yongle-era fanli in organizing their texts.23 In fact, they continued to affect gazetteer compilation into the late Qing dynasty. Three sections that were most relevant to recording schools follow:


	•For schools, narrate their establishment and those who reconstructed them. Also record the buildings, offices, books, and stelae commemorative records. Also record in detail the school officials and the talents who passed the examinations or became tribute students. If there are stelae commemorative records, also transcribe them.24

	•For shrines and monasteries (cimiao 祠廟), record in detail the Confucian Temple’s construction, all of its ritual implements, musical instruments, and stelae commemorative records, leaving out nothing. For other shrines and monasteries, also narrate their construction and how they were established, and record things such as imperial grants, edicts, and stelae commemorative records.25

	•For biographies (renwu 人物, literally “People”), record all worthies, martyrs, loyal ministers, famous generals, officials, filial children, compliant grandchildren, righteous husbands, virtuous wives, hermits, Confucian scholars, experts in methods and techniques, and those who were able to protect the community, from former dynasties to this esteemed dynasty.26


The primary 1418 rule for schools expanded on that of 1412, which had been more narrowly focused on school origins, buildings, grounds, and people connected to them. The new rule added books and more categories of students and scholars. The shrines and monasteries rule gave more details on recording the Temple of Culture (wenmiao 文廟), which was normally located on school grounds and the site of school rituals. The biographies section added Confucian scholars. The items listed in these fanli became part of the typical school-related contents for most Ming and early Qing gazetteers. Fanli discussed so far reveal that coverage of schools was governed in part by rules that applied broadly to Page 87 →multiple institutions, buildings, people, and texts, and in part by dedicated “school” fanli, like the ones seen in the Yongle-era rules.

For three decades the state gazetteer project languished, until in 1454 the Ministry of Rites was ordered to compile the Huanyu tong zhi 寰宇通志 (Comprehensive Gazetteer of the Realm). The Ministry of Rites sent officials to each provincial administration commission as well as to the two capital region governments to oversee the collection and updating of old gazetteers, which were then submitted to the court. The state-wide gazetteer was completed in 1456. However, after the Tianshun Emperor came to power in 1457, he ordered its recompilation. It was ultimately published as the Unified Gazetteer of the Great Ming in 1461.

The state gazetteer project stimulated widespread local gazetteer compilation in the late 1400s and many of these materials on schools appeared in a core “Schools” chapter, plus as parts of various other chapters. For example, the Hongzhi-era (1488–1506) Da Ming Xinghua fu zhi 大明興化府志 (Gazetteer of Xinghua Prefecture, Fujian) has a schools chapter organized chronologically by dynasty. For each dynasty there is a lead section “schools from beginning to end” (xue xiao shimo 學校始末), followed by slightly different content for each dynasty: the Song and Yuan sections each had a subsection on the examination grounds (gongyuan 貢院), which the Ming section did not, while Ming also had appendices on the archery ground, academies, community schools, and the Pinghai Guard Unit School (Pinghai we xue 平海衛學).27 In addition to the main schools chapter, another chapter listed Song and Yuan school instructors, two chapters listed pre-Ming graduates, with Yuan period graduates divided by ethnicity, and there was a chapter for Ming graduates, a chapter for tribute students (candidates recommended by local governments for further studies in the capital), and four chapters on rituals, mostly connected to the schools, covering things such as the “opening of study ritual” (kai du li 開讀禮
), “archery ritual,” “ritual for former teachers,” and the musical instruments and music used in the rituals. The literature chapters include records of school construction, etc.

Many late-fifteenth-century local gazetteers referred to either the Yongle-era fanli or the format of the Unified Gazetteer of the Great Ming as they made categories for their local gazetteer, but they often substantially expanded on them. The fanli of the 1475 Gazetteer of Hangzhou Page 88 →Prefecture (杭州府) in Zhejiang explained that because it was a prefectural gazetteer it covered both the prefecture and its subordinate counties, and it had been fifty some years since the 1418 edition, so there were many gaps to fill.28 One of its rules covering schools and other institutions demanded the compilers record shortcomings in the systems and rituals and emphasized the present over the past:


For things falling in categories such as public government offices, schools, altars and temples, Buddhist and Daoist religious institutions, if among them there are inadequacies in the system and rituals, and other places, examine them here. Record today’s institutions in detail to respect the current ruler. Append the old institutions.29


By the mid-sixteenth century, fanli more directly addressed coverage of school rituals. This can be seen in the 1557 Gazetteer of Qingyang Prefecture (Qingyang fu zhi 慶陽
府志, Shaanxi), which discussed them in a rule dedicated to schools:


Schools are the places where we nourish elders and educate worthies. The old gazetteer only recorded the school buildings, but not the ritual implements, ritual offerings, musical instruments, books, community wine-drinking ceremony, and stipends; they were left out. Now, collect and edit to fill the [old edition’s] gaps, do not tire of compiling materials on moral cultivation by the various offices, do not neglect this essential documentation.30


Documenting the ritual implements became a standard section of schools chapters and persisted deep into the Qing. The fanli of the 1708 Gazetteer of Qiongshan County (Qiongshan xian zhi 瓊山縣志, Guangdong) starts with a statement about schools’ connection to human resources development and, thus, argues that there needs to be detailed information on the schools’ histories, support, and rituals:


Schools are places for gathering and cultivating human talent. To provide for reference, record in detail their construction and collapse, movement and expansion, order of worship, ritual implements, school fields, school lands, charitable schools, academies, etc.31


Page 89 →Ritual implements were usually just listed as text, but were sometimes illustrated. In the 1477 Gazetteer of Xinchang County (Xinchang xianzhi 新昌縣志, Zhejiang) both school ritual implements and sacrificial animals are illustrated (Figure 2.2):

[image: Illustration of ritual implements in the Xinchang County school.]Figure 2.2.1477 Gazetteer of Xinchang County 新昌縣志 (1521 reprint edition), illustrations.

These illustrations were copied from images cut into stelae in 1241 by the county magistrate and erected in the county school lecture hall.

Although illustrations of school ritual implements are relatively rare in Ming gazetteers, many have an illustration of the local Confucian school and sometimes academies. Many were simple schematics of the standard school buildings, such as that found in the 1597 Lincheng xian zhi 臨城縣志 (Gazetteer of Lincheng County, Northern Metropolitan Region) (Figure 2.3):

[image: Diagram of Lincheng County school compound.]Figure 2.3.Diagram of the Lincheng County school compound, 1597 Lincheng County Gazetteer 臨城縣志
.

School illustrations were most commonly placed in the illustrations (tu 圖) section in the front matter of the gazetteer, following the territorial overview maps and illustrations of the county or prefectural seat and government center.32 In this diagram, we can see the main shrines, Page 90 →teachers’ quarters, main lecture hall, storage room for ritual implements, etc. Some school illustrations, like the one in Figure 2.3, had labels but no textual explanations. Others had accompanying explanations, usually after the illustration.33

Most gazetteer fanli did not address the illustrations, but some did, such as the 1545 Gazetteer of Sha County.34 The first fanli rule states:


Illustrations. Altogether six: The comprehensive illustration of the county territory, although it has mountains and rivers, only has labels that name the urban neighborhoods and rural townships. Next is the county seat illustration. Next is the county offices illustration. Next is the county school illustration, which has explanations of historical changes included after the illustration, in the manner of the Study of the Illustrations of Jinling. Next is the illustration of the mountains of the entire county . . .


Page 91 →Schools appeared not only as separate illustrations, but also as items on general maps, as in this illustration of Jiujiang Prefecture (九江府) (Jiangxi) in which both the prefecture school and county school appear inside the city walls (Figure 2.4).

[image: Map of Jiujiang Prefecture.]Figure 2.4.Illustration of Jiujiang Prefecture. Gazetteer of Jiujiang Prefecture 九江府志, 1527.



Debates over Scope of Collecting and Order of Presentation

Although gathering information about the empire was a key purpose for compiling gazetteers, not all types of information were valued. Debates over which topics were appropriate and how they should be presented are reflected in the fanli of gazetteers throughout the period under study. Key disagreements included what was information of a public nature that belonged in a gazetteer versus private information that did not: whether to cover institutions, practices, and people that did not closely connect Page 92 →to primary state institutions and ideals, whether to record only the good or also the bad, whether to cover living people or only those who had already died, and the appropriate weight of the recent versus the more distant past. Schools were a type of orthodox institution that compilers agreed deserved extensive coverage, as seen in the fanli of the Hongzhi-era Gazetteer of Xinghua Prefecture (discussed above):


Literature. Include records about the prefecture and county schools, water resources, and other matters; and verse about local landscape and affairs of this place. Do not include any other things such as commemorative records of Buddhist and Daoist temples, family halls, and prefaces and records written on other topics by the literati.35


Buddhist and Daoist temples and family halls were critically important social and cultural institutions in late imperial China, but they received much less coverage in local gazetteers than Confucian schools. Gazetteers reflected the intersection of the central state with the local scholar-official elite; they were not a genre that gave equal weight to all things important to local people. Chapters 12 and 14 will further explore these oversights by focusing on the local dialects and popular religions that gazetteers fail to reflect.

Gazetteers were cumulative records of a place, but, to save space, older materials were pared down over time, and compilers referred readers to previous editions. But some gazetteer compilers listed names of school teachers from centuries before. Venerating teachers was an important element of state ritual. The Ming and early Qing state were interested not only in natural resources, but in human resources. In fact, gazetteers suggest that understanding historical human capital was of paramount importance in understanding how a place fit into the broader empire. In peripheral areas populated by non-Han peoples, the local gazetteer might be the first official Chinese-language literary project, and it was a chance to demonstrate participation in, and conformity to, the state order and dominant ideas of what made a place “civilized.”

Many gazetteer fanli took positions on the appropriate order for subjects to appear. For example, the Hongzhi-era (1488–1506) Fujian Provincial Gazetteer (Ba Ming Tongzhi 八閩通志) fanli section starts by Page 93 →saying that the gazetteer follows the Unified Gazetteer of the Great Ming, but because that work covered the entire realm, it was necessarily sketchy, and because they were compiling a gazetteer about one locale it must be more detailed. The fanli section then argues that once a region’s boundaries are set, then they get walls and moats, mountains and rivers, so those things have to come first in the gazetteer. Then, the compilers argue, come people and taxes, whereupon talents can be cultivated and scholars selected, so schools and the civil service examination should appear next. As we will see in other fanli, other compilers thought that schools were more important than mountains and rivers, and so must precede them in gazetteers.

Most school-related fanli in Ming gazetteers were basic descriptions of things to include and exclude. In the fanli of gazetteers after the Qing conquest, however, some went further, portraying the new Qing administration as supporting the local schools that were such important places in the Confucian order. The fanli of the 1683 Gazetteer of Jianning Prefecture (建寧府) (Fujian) even records the actions of particular officials in boosting the local schools:


Schools are the source of transformation through education, and are tied to the rise and fall of human talent. The purity or impurity of customs is also tied to them. Jianning prefecture repeatedly encountered the fires of war. Even though the school’s [structural] appearance had not changed, it was covered in vermillion and white dust. Fortunately, the provincial educational commissioner together with the prefect, magistrates, and Confucian school instructors provided money to renovate and repair it so that it was grand like new. Recently, Governor General Yao donated from his salary to establish school fields and plant trees on the school grounds to abundantly provide for the poor scholars, revitalize ritual and study in the four seasons, and invigorate human culture. It has indeed become a grand system that should be specially and repeatedly recorded so that his will shall not be disregarded.36


The compilers of the 1691 Yunnan Provincial Gazetteer 雲南通志 were also concerned about the relative positions of the school records compared to the landscape records. They criticized the previous compilers for Page 94 →including schools in the “sacrifices” chapter and placing them later than the landscape chapter.


Schools are the place where human talent is widely cultivated; to record them is to esteem transformation through teaching (jiaohua 教化
). The establishment of the Temples of Culture causes all scholars who enter the schools to receive the spreading virtue. No other sacrifices can be compared to the shidian 釋奠 sacrifices to the Former Teachers. The previous edition placed the schools in the “sacrifices” [chapter], and moreover after the “mountains and rivers,” as if the altars of the soil and grain are not core. Now we change the gazetteer to have a Schools chapter to respect them as core. The emperor’s esteeming Confucianism and valuing the Way is not [merely] a private opinion.37


Of course, gazetteers were not simply about information-gathering; they also served local interests in showing off their locales and acted as didactic materials for the state. This last purpose is suggested by the fanli to the 1733 Gazetteer of Ningbo Prefecture 寧波府志, Zhejiang. It describes the school section as being for recording imperially provided texts and shrines built to the virtuous, and frames it as something to make readers appreciate the Qing’s good governance.


In the school section, include imperially issued plaques, books, the arranged sacrificial order, shrines constructed by edict for the loyal, righteous, filial sons, and chaste women, to manifest this radiant dynasty’s governance surpassing the ancients and causing a sense of appreciation to arise in readers.38




Relationships between Fanli, Content, and Compilers’ Sense of Order

Gazetteer compilers could use the fanli and gazetteer content to advocate for particular intellectual, moral, social, or policy agendas. An example of this can be seen in the fanli of the 1573 Gazetteer of Yanzhou Prefecture 兗州府志, Shandong, in which the lead compilers, Prefect Zhu Tai 朱㤗 Page 95 →and Assistant Prefect Bao Daguan 包大爟, both from Ningbo, argued for resurrecting school rituals:


Schools. Because the shidian ritual, the community wine-drinking ritual, and community archery ritual have been abandoned or declined over the long span of the generations, record them in the gazetteer to restore the ancient Way. Only record them for the prefectural school as an example; each department and county school shall act on this and carry them out.39


The long schools chapter, consisting of fifty-eight leaves, and other parts of the gazetteer, place an unusual emphasis on narrating the history of school rituals and explaining their procedures.40 Yanzhou Prefecture was the ancient home of Confucius, and ritual correctness took on added importance. Reading the schools chapter in light of the fanli, it is clear that the fanli closely guided the manner in which the compilers presented the schools.

But there was not always a complete match between what was asserted in the fanli, how chapters and sections were listed in the table of contents, and how the actual contents were arranged and labeled. The fanli to the 1527 Gazetteer of Jiujiang, Jiangxi, instructed the compilers to distinguish how they recorded the main school ritual building, the Temple of Culture, from other ritual buildings. The fanli stated:


Do not record shrines and temples other than the Temple of Culture in the Schools chapter. As to records of [shrines] to the mountains and rivers, soil and grain, orphaned spirits, the loyal and chaste, famous officials, and local worthies that are included in the Sacrificial Statutes (sidian 祀典) section, leave them there.41


The 1418 imperially issued fanli, discussed above, revealed the importance of the Temple of Culture in the ritual landscape, but placed its coverage in with other shrines and monasteries. The 1527 Jiujiang fanli, however, placed the Temple of Culture in the schools chapter. The special treatment of the Temple of Culture in relation to other shrines was a significant issue to sixteenth-century gazetteer compilers.Page 96 →

In accordance with the fanli, the Jiujiang gazetteer compilers put records of two other shrines that were located on the prefectural school grounds, the Shrine to the Founding Sages (Qisheng ci 啓聖祠) and the Shrine to Respectful Loyalty (Jingzhong ci 靖忠祠), in the sacrificial statutes section of the first Official Service (zhiguan 職官) chapter, rather than in the schools chapter. They did, however, despite the fanli instructions, leave sections on the shrines to famous officials (minghuanci 名宦祠) and local worthies (xiangxianci 鄉賢祠
) in the schools chapter, inside the Academies section, while also minimally documenting them in the sacrificial statutes section. There, the compilers simply listed them and referred readers to the schools chapter. The schools chapter reprinted a commemorative record of each beneath a sub-section cartouche.

Tables of contents frequently left out references to sections that appeared in the body of the chapters. Sometimes this was because the topic was arguably, to scholars of the time, not part of what gazetteers should cover. For example, in addition to the state-sanctioned shrines, temples, and altars mentioned above, the Jiujiang gazetteer also included an appendix of thirteen temples to gods worshiped by the commoners (fu min si shenmiao 附民祀神廟). It also had a school section on the prefectural elementary school that did not appear in the table of contents, which only listed three sections: “Chapter 10, Record of Schools: Confucian Schools, Academies, Community Schools.” The table of contents and fanli thus should be better understood as providing general guidance about the key contents, but gazetteer chapters often contain additional materials that compilers did not wish to draw attention to in the front matter.

Fanli frequently defined which types of biographies were collected or written for the gazetteer, and many biographies were of people connected to the local schools. This should not be surprising because most gazetteers were in a sense “school projects.” The majority of gazetteer editorial labor were people connected to the schools. The instructor or assistant instructor, under the general supervision of the local magistrate, typically led the collecting and arranging of the texts that would go into the gazetteer. Students and former students did much of the actual work. Officials from the locale who had retired or were on leave frequently participated. A gazetteer could strengthen the local scholar-official socio-political order and its connections to the imperial order. This was expressed in the gazetteer’s Page 97 →textual order, not only in the biographies, but also in records of donations of school endowment lands, books, building construction costs, etc.

Some fanli emphasized documenting people already sanctioned by the central state as worthy of veneration. The fanli of the 1588 Gazetteer of Nanchang 南昌 Prefecture, Jiangxi, link the famous officials and local worthies’ biographies to prefectural school ritual practice. A section of the fanli states:


The biographies [of famous officials and local worthies] are mainly those who already have sacrifices at the prefectural school because this gazetteer is compiled for the prefecture. Others all stop in the last year of the Jiajing era [1566–1567]. As for the many worthies and philosophers of this auspicious era, there must be an interval of separation from the world, then feelings are forgotten; when a long time has passed, then the judgment becomes fixed. Wait for future editions to collect and record them.42


In addition to linking biographies to sacrifices, the Nanchang rule prohibited writing biographies of living people. Such attempts to limit inclusion of recent exemplars that some locals thought deserved documentation reflects the tension in gazetteers between local and central interests.

Biographies of famous officials and local worthies could, and generally did, go well beyond people who already had official sacrifices to them. For the 1543 Gazetteer of Anhua County 安化縣志, Hunan, Confucian school students collected materials and contributors wrote many school-related biographies. The fanli instructed them to do so:


Specially write short biographies for worthy Confucian school teachers, outstanding administrators, and those whose teachings leave a clear trace.43


Most of the schools chapter contents that have been discussed so far relate to school construction, rituals, and people. But the schools chapters also dealt with various types of school property. Property owned by schools, known as “school fields” (xuetian 學田
), provided the school with income, and appeared in gazetteers by the Song dynasty.44 In the Song, Page 98 →these could appear in the tax (fu 賦) chapter, under the section heading “household and land registry” (banji 版籍
), rather than the schools chapter, which was typical in Ming. School rental income (xuezu 學租) was often recorded together with the school fields. Land records were also kept in schools and other government offices, but the gazetteer created a public record that could preserve basic information when other records were lost.

In the discussion above, ritual implements were discussed in connection with school rituals, but they were also a form of property. They typically preceded other types of property, such as lists of books owned by school libraries. These lists appeared by the Song dynasty, but became more common in the mid-Ming. This continued into the Republican period. Fanli sometimes mention books, as in the 1759 Gazetteer of Huanggang County 黃岡縣志 (Hubei), which states:


Carefully follow the prefectural gazetteer and establish one main heading to record: Confucian school construction; imperially set rituals, music, and books; the veneration of Confucianism and valuing the Way, teaching and developing human talent. Also append the academy records to the school field records.45


Fanli can be understood as attempts to set out the general parameters and principles to be used in compiling gazetteers, but there was not always a rigorous correlation between the rules and the final products. Because most gazetteers were group projects that expressed central, local, and personal interests, conflicting ideas could lead to inclusion of non-conforming materials. The fanli related to schools emphasized a socio-political order in which current, aspiring, and retired scholar-officials were the dominant group, even in places where merchants or clerics also had important leadership roles.



The State’s “Civilizing” Mission

From the above examination of fanli related to schools in Ming and early Qing gazetteers, and comparison to the contents, we can see that the fanli played an important role in shaping gazetteers, but they did not determine everything. Through them, we can see how gazetteer compilers Page 99 →viewed various issues and topics and connected them to changes in political, intellectual, cultural, and social changes in early modern China. Compilers debated how to understand schools—whether as simply government buildings, as places to cultivate human talent for the state, or as sites for moral development—and their place in the locality in relation to other things, such as landscape and religious institutions. By carefully examining gazetteer fanli in conjunction with other paratextual elements and the chapter contents, we can open windows into the epistemologies and ontologies of early modern China.

The central state needed to know about its localities and gazetteers were a key source of information. What the state wanted to know was reflected in imperial compilation edicts that delineated categories. These edicts were further developed and clarified in fanli written for specific gazetteers. Editorial labor was carried out by people connected to the Confucian schools, which were the core institution of the state’s “civilizing mission.” Through the schools, the state co-opted local elites and strengthened their societies’ adherence to imperial ideology. But local people often had their own sense of how their locales fit into the greater state, and examining fanli in conjunction with actual contents can reveal how compilers negotiated these tensions.
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Chapter Three Imperial Territorial Data before the Age of Print

 “Illustrated Guidelines” as Local Repositories for Knowing the Chinese Empire

By Alexis LYCAS



Medieval Chinese Manuscripts for Empire-Building

Empire-building was precocious in China, as was the development of bureaucracy and textual culture.1 While China’s first empire (Qin) sprang up in the third century BCE from its base in Northwest China around Xianyang, printing only gained widespread use by the tenth century. Before that, the Qin and Han dynasties (third century BCE–third century CE) mostly used wooden and bamboo slips, as recent finds have shown.2 Beyond their obvious historical interest, these findings underline that local governments had a high degree of autonomy. This phenomenon lasted during a long period of territorial division known as the Six Dynasties (220–589 CE), a period that witnessed the development of regionalism and thus a surge in local writings, especially in the South. Page 103 →It was in those early medieval times that paper became an important medium for administrative writing.

Despite its medieval development, print was not the only means for circulating information. Beyond empire-wide geographies and technical treatises, geographical knowledge was embodied in and made possible by producing a wealth of local writings. Among such local writings, “illustrated guidelines” (tujing 圖經) appear to be a highly original and—to a certain extent—standardized subgenre. They are known for having foreshadowed the local gazetteer (difangzhi) genre, the single most important type of codified local writings to have been produced during the second millennium of the Chinese empire and a major historical and geographical source to understand the evolution of local and regional Chinese society during that period.

It is now accepted that tujing led the way to and were gradually replaced by difangzhi. Tujing are still sometimes presented as an early and imperfect form that only properly bloomed with the difangzhi genre. This interpretation has material and historiographical roots. First, all illustrated guidelines written between the Han and the Five Dynasties (907–960 CE) are now fragmentary. Most fragments can be found in Tang–Song encyclopedias, while some manuscripts were discovered in Dunhuang at the turn of the twentieth century. This can be contrasted with extant Song local gazetteers produced in the print age. Second, scholarship has, with a few exceptions, hitherto focused on the Song and following dynasties, in the footsteps of important historians such as Aoyama Sadao 青山定雄 (1903–1983).3 

This essay offers a less teleological interpretation by focusing on illustrated guidelines produced between the first and tenth century CE, especially during the Tang dynasty (618–907 CE). It will examine two linked questions: for what purposes and through which historiographical means was geographical information produced and transmitted in China before the age of print? In other words, what did a Han-time official from the capital Luoyang know about Sichuan and a Tang-period literatus from the capital Chang’an understand about Dunhuang?

The Tang dynasty was a cosmopolitan empire that reached an unprecedented territorial stretch, from modern Vietnam to the Taklamakan Page 104 →desert in Central Asia, that would only be surpassed centuries later by the Qing (1644–1912). Its capital, Chang’an (nowadays Xi’an), was probably the most populated city in the world, and the realm was organized around the drainage basin of the Yellow River and its tributaries. At the end of the dynasty, following the long-lasting impact of the An Lushan rebellion (755–763 CE) from which the dynasty never fully recovered, the empire’s core had shifted to the lower reaches of the Yangzi basin.

Before difangzhi came into being during the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE), tujing, alongside other subgenres, were compiled and regularly updated following imperial decree. They served as a reliable collection of bureaucratic knowledge concerning a locale. These documents were not meant to be kept but rather circulated, used, and reused as evolving, non-perennial documents. They were anonymous, although a handful of well-known authors were involved in composing or revising a tujing
. The anonymity makes it difficult for scholars to trace the life cycle of these texts, especially when we are left with mere fragments that often bear no explicit title. Nonetheless, historical actors engaged with these “illustrated guidelines” during the Tang dynasty. Their production gave them epistemic value as reliable sources of information for administrators; those who used them drew models for actions from their contents and codified their cultural significance by reusing them in other official writings. Whether the authors of tujing themselves or individuals featured in these documents, these historical actors—prefects and magistrates, members of the local elite and commoners—played a fundamental part in the construction of localities in relation with or in opposition to the central government, hence contributing to medieval experiences of space.4



What Are the “Illustrated Guidelines”?

Recent analyses of medieval manuscripts found in the 1900s in Dunhuang (modern-day Gansu) have shown that the terminology, layout, structure, and content of illustrated guidelines testify to a highly organized and codified form of geographical knowledge.5 Four of these geographical manuscripts—S.2593, located at the British Library; P.2005, P.2695, and P.5034, at the Bibliothèque nationale de France—explicitly belong to the tujing genre and can be dated to the seventh–eighth centuries. All are Page 105 →fragmentary, but the P.2005 is almost complete and testifies to the maturity this genre had reached by the high Tang.

Here, the focus will be on how actors considered and used these “guidelines” by looking at transmitted quotations that discuss these documents. Dating to the second century CE and describing modern-day Chongqing, the Bajun tujing 巴郡圖經 (Illustrated Guidelines of Ba Commandery) is one of the earliest known tujing
:


On the jiawu day of the third month of the second year of the Yongxing era (154 CE), [the governor of Ba commandery Dan 但] Wang addressed a memorial to the emperor: “According to the Illustrated Guidelines of Ba Commandery, the limits [of Yi province?] are 4,000 li from north to south, 5,000 li east–west, and more than 10,000 li in circumference. [The commandery] has fourteen counties, five offices of salt and iron, each with commandery aides and secretaries. Households number 464,780 and people 1,875,535. The most distant counties from the seat of the commandery are located 200 to 1,500 li away, while precincts are between 3 to 400 and sometimes 1,000 li away from county seats.”6


Although these distances are unreliable, the census’s highly precise numbers appear to be accurate. Notwithstanding the reliability of the data, the topographic information selected from the Bajun tujing exemplifies the multilevel authority of a tujing regarding frontier management. The data on distances, economy, and population correspond to what might be expected of practical information on a distant and remote area. Yet this Han excerpt is not conclusive enough to determine whether illustrated guidelines were considered trusted administrative material. The Tang and Five Dynasties (907–979 CE) accounts reference discussions on and potential use of illustrated guidelines.

Between 932 and 933, Emperor Mingzong 明宗 (r. 926–933 CE) of the Later Tang issued an “Imperial degree ordering that all circuits submit illustrated guidelines for every prefecture and district” (令諸道進州縣圖經敕
), which describes the official requirements when preparing a tujing
:


Moreover, it is necessary to verify the text. Mistakes will not be accepted . . . Among [illustrated guidelines], some contain old or recent Page 106 →remnants of past events. The distances between mountains and rivers, the suitable ways in which the soils should be used, and the important elements pertaining to local customs, must all be annotated in detail. Omitting [these elements] is not possible.7


These lines reveal that a tujing was supposed to be a reliable and thorough repository of local knowledge. Any literate individual who wished to know more about a locality could turn to it. One could not only find more local information in a tujing but also “complete” (bei 備) one’s knowledge in a tujing, where information was usually recorded “in detail” (xiang 詳). Indeed, several Tang accounts display biographical information about local worthies that could be found on inscribed stelae (bei 碑), epitaphs (ming 銘), and various local records (ji 記), as later gazetteer compilers were still instructed by relevant imperial edicts to record local information. On at least seven occasions, the authors of these documents claim that one should turn to illustrated guidelines for more detailed and complete information on the event or matters that are discussed.8 This information exemplifies the combined value of illustrated guidelines with other written and inscribed forms of local knowledge for understanding a place; at the same time, they single out tujing as repositories specifically containing information not found elsewhere.

How was the reliability of illustrated guidelines enforced? They had to be seen as generic guides in which one could find a standardized set of information, regardless of the geographical area in question, just as their late imperial successors and their early modern counterparts in the Spanish empire.9 But generic content meant that tujing had to be constantly updated and checked in order to be considered as a trusted source of information for managing a locality. Among other duties, the Bureau of Operations (zhifang 職方) was in charge of gathering geographical information, including tujing
. The dynastic history Xin Tang shu 新唐書 (New History of the Tang) writes that every tujing “must be revised every five years, and every year together with the census sent to the court”.10 The Wudai huiyao 五代會要 (Essential Administrative Documents of the Five Dynasties) states: “Every circuit, prefecture and garrison must, on every intercalary year, gather and send illustrated guidelines and maps”.11Page 107 →

We can gather two types of elements from these citations. First, tujing were indeed officially commissioned and had to be produced, sent to the court, and updated on regular, fixed intervals. Tujing circulated between the local and the central, but also between a myriad of localities; furthermore, various copies were made along the way for private use and future inclusion into updated illustrated guidelines—this last aspect seems to stand in with what we know of the subsequent local usage of most relaciones geográficas.12 Second, illustrated guidelines displayed knowledge on local aspects of topography, land use and customs, and material manifestations of religious elements such as ancestral temples (miao 廟), monasteries (guan 觀), and stelae.13 But these decrees also confirm that census records, maps, and illustrated guidelines were different types of material with varying information and thus served distinctive purposes.

Various local documents (stelae, maps, records, poems) and official historiography suggest that a tujing contained both comprehensive and practical geographical information. Illustrated guidelines were thus supposed to be detailed and complete, as well as useful and functional. These attributes should not be opposed, as their reliability was made possible because tujing had to be updated at regular intervals and because they were made onsite through a systematic gathering of information.



Knowledge-Making in Authorless Documents?

The Sui (581–618 CE) dynasty initiated a reform that would be maintained by the Tang: from 583 CE, lower-level local officials were replaced by officially appointed non-local officials who lacked knowledge of the locality they were appointed to.14 Therefore, the development of illustrated guidelines may be due to this social change in the administrative gathering of information. However, this narrative appears as an oversimplification since tujing and other local writings already had a centuries-old history. Yet who were these governmental agents in charge of producing local knowledge? Whether minor clerks with extensive knowledge of the locality or court-appointed officials, did their function impact the type of information they produced?

Out of approximately two hundred identifiable illustrated guidelines composed between the second and tenth centuries, ninety are Page 108 →geographically identifiable, and only seven texts identify authors (alternatively revisers or compilers) (Figure 3.1). In contrast to other subgenres of local writings, especially Six Dynasties local records (ji 記) or late imperial local gazetteers composed or compiled by members of local elites, most of the guidelines are anonymous. Moreover, these tujing were regularly revised, and authorship was a minor issue, as technical texts did not derive their authority from being attributed to an identified author. However, analyzing the few identified authors allows scholars to explore the reasons why these documents were produced. Such studies may also shed light upon the importance of professional mobility in developing a sense of place, as displayed first in illustrated guidelines and later in local gazetteers.

[image: Modern map of illustrated guidelines.]Figure 3.1.A map of all illustrated guidelines that are geographically identifiable. By Alexis Lycas, created with Palladio.

The earliest identified author to whom a tujing is attributed is Wang Yi 王逸 (89?–158 CE), from Nan 南 commandery (today’s Hubei). He is mostly known for his commentary to the Chu ci 楚辭 (Elegies of Chu), an anthology of ancient poems mostly originating from the Kingdom of Chu (centered on today’s Hubei–Hunan area) of the fourth and third century BCE. We know he is the author of the Guangling jun tujing 廣陵郡圖經 (modern Yangzhou 揚州, Jiangsu) thanks to Li Shan’s 李善 (d. 689 CE) commentary to the poet Bao Zhao’s 鮑照 (d. 466 CE) Wucheng fu 蕪城賦 (Wucheng Rhapsody; Wucheng is another name for Guangling):


Page 109 →Wang Yi’s Illustrated Guidelines of Guangling Commandery goes: “The [city] walls of [the seat of] the commandery were built by [Liu] Pi, prince of Wu.”15


Li Shan explicitly attributes the Guangling jun tujing to Wang Yi, possibly because he had Wang Yi’s collected works at hand when he composed this commentary, since he also quoted Wang Yi’s otherwise lost Chu ci zhangju 楚辭章句 (Verse Glossary of the Elegies of Chu). Wang Yi’s biography only tells us that he held positions at the capital, working at the imperial palace, but we know that he traveled to a few places including Lu 魯 and Taishan 泰山 (both in Shandong) with his son Wang Yanshou 王延壽 (118–138 CE), who later drowned somewhere in the river Xiang 湘 (Hunan). No information on a position in Guangling is provided, so we cannot say in which capacity nor in which conditions he wrote the Illustrated Guidelines of Guangling Commandery. It should, however, be noted that this text is almost exactly contemporaneous with the earliest example of tujing, the anonymous and aforementioned Illustrated Guidelines of Ba Commandery. We can therefore confirm that this type of document was already produced in the 150s CE in the southern part of the empire, which was then far from being fully controlled.

Moving to the Tang dynasty, we find that two famous literati, Lu Yu 陸羽 (733–804 CE), author of the Chajing 茶經 (Classic of Tea), and the poet Yuan Zhen 元稹 (779–831 CE), were known for producing illustrated guidelines, although the content of their texts is not known.16

The Kuizhou tujing
 夔州圖經 (Illustrated Guidelines of Kuizhou, nowadays Sichuan) was written by Yuan Qianyao 源乾曜 (d. 731 CE).17 While the Kuizhou tujing
 has been quoted in a variety of sources, no recovered fragments of it mention an author.18 However, two administrative records mention that Yuan Qianyao composed it:


Therefore, the chancellor and duke of Anyang and once military aide [Yuan] Qianyao revised the Illustrated Guidelines, which tell of [Kuizhou’s] customs in the most comprehensive way.19

Originally, the temple [of Confucius] was Yuan Qianyao’s office; he was already the commandery’s military aide when he wrote the Illustrated Guidelines; he then became grand minister.20


Page 110 →These examples confirm that mentioning tujing authors was not a common practice among authors using previous geographical documents in their own production. Moreover, these citations show the direct relationship between the writing of the tujing and the military position (of military aide) then held by Yuan Qianyao, as well as the fact that he revised an existing version.

Wu Xing 吳興 (fl. eighth/ninth century), the author of an extant preface to the lost Zhangzhou tujing 漳州圖經 (Illustrated Guidelines of Zhangzhou), mostly concerned himself with matters regarding a given locale, here Zhangzhou (Yunxiao 雲霄, Fujian). He first presents a geo-historical account of the prefecture which involved interventions by benevolent officials to tame local brigands; he also describes the diseases that swarmed the area: “Because the land was filled with malaria, officials and commoners suffered from it, the elder Yu Gongne and others begged to be displaced to another location.”21 He then provides an account of the administrative divisions and their subsequent evolution, much like the yan’ge 沿革 (“historical evolution”) which will later become a standard section in local gazetteers: “Thereupon, it was decided that the fortified [city] of Longxi [county] would be the seat of the prefecture, overseeing the three counties of Longxi, Zhangpu, and Longyan.”22 He further links nature’s beauty to the accomplishments of worthy generals, and ends with auspicious omens which underline the qualities of the place: “The Datong era [535–546 CE] witnessed the auspicious appearance of nine dragons, the Kaiyuan era [713–742 CE] witnessed the favorable sign of auspicious clouds.”23 This preface offers a rather stereotypical “pride of place,” resembling the introductory sections of an official “geographical treatise” (dilizhi 地理志), which is usually found in a standard dynastic history.24 However, the elements brought by Wu Xing also suggest that he is introducing a detailed table of contents to announce what the reader will find next.

This short list of known authors and compilers of illustrated guidelines puts two rather important literati (Wang Yi and Lu Yu) and other compilers who updated tujing while administering the locality into question. In each case, their names were mentioned for serendipitous or indirect reasons. This identification confirms the given anonymity of the genre, since composing and revising illustrated guidelines was an Page 111 →ongoing process that was performed by, or under the aegis of, the official in charge at the local level.



The Experience of Place and the Cost of Cumulative Knowledge

In terms of usage, tujing conveyed several temporalities. Both members of the elite and lower-ranking officials who possessed basic literacy could consult illustrated guidelines before they even explored and experienced for themselves any given area. In 821 CE, Yuan Zhen submitted a memorial explaining why he had prepared a tujing for the northern regions:


. . . I searched among the old and new maps and the census records, and I compiled the Illustrated Guidelines of the Regions West and North of the Capital in four scrolls. Everything that I inscribed in it covers [Your Highness’s] mat, and lying on a pillow, [Your Highness] may still observe every prefecture and village. While on an imperial inspection tour, You may lean on a horse, and mountains and rivers would all appear present. In addition, since princess Taihe will be married off, I humbly fear that Your Holy thought is preoccupied by the length of the journey. Thus I have recorded and included in the Illustrated Guidelines all places to eat, sleep, and find water that are between north of Tiande city [today’s Inner Mongolia], up until the imperial tents of the Uyghurs. I have also provided an additional copy [singling out the princess’s itinerary] that I have respectfully sealed together with the preface of the Illustrated Guidelines, to be presented. The four-scroll graphic part will be presented to the emperor following this memorial.25


The primary function of this tujing was to provide the emperor and the princess with information that would enhance their practical knowledge of the upcoming journey to the Khan’s palace: where to eat, drink, and sleep. Moreover, it was a welcome distraction from the inherent boredom associated with the journey, more specifically during that very journey. Turning to a tujing to prepare for one’s trip to unfamiliar and borderland areas was common in the Tang, as other sources were considered Page 112 →too general, in the case of standard histories, or too specific, as in the case of maps and biographies.26 Illustrated guidelines were also used in the context of those administrative and ritual practices that involved the emperor.27 Finally, their use in literary circles should not be overlooked: on several occasions, Tang poets developed tropes picturing themselves as idle individuals using their free time to inquire and learn about (often exotic) landscapes by looking into a tujing
.28

While illustrated guidelines held an ephemeral purpose, their usefulness did not wither after the user’s journey. Literati would still consult the guidelines even after physically experiencing the territory, seeking to enhance their knowledge with empirical information that they could not grasp for technical or historical reasons.29 In addition, compilers of empire-wide gazetteers and other officially sponsored enterprises would often turn to tujing while preparing their work.30

We should also remember that producing these codified forms of local knowledge had a cost, and that cost had to be provisioned for and handled locally. The imperial decree examined briefly earlier in this chapter contains additional information on how the production of tujing should be handled:


All the paid fees for scribal labor involved by the preparation of the copy must be covered by various fines collected at the district and prefectural level. It is not possible to smooth [this cost] out from the taxes taken from the population . . . The deadline for presenting the illustrated guidelines is the end of the year. The graphic components are to be drawn when the paper arrives. [Directions on how to] piece the graphics and the texts together will be made via another imperial decree.31


These lines detail the material aspects of the production process of illustrated guidelines. They show that the graphic components of a tujing were produced on a different type of paper. The format was also most likely different, as the difficulty of assembling the textual and graphic parts required an additional decree.32 Together with the elements analyzed in the first section of this chapter, this decree suggests that illustrated guidelines did contain graphic components (tu 圖). However, these graphics may very well have been illustrations, diagrams, plans or charts, Page 113 →and not maps, for maps (ditu 地圖), being artifacts, were explicitly mentioned on several instances as being produced or used along illustrated guidelines.33 Material evidence and transmitted fragments, however, corroborate the fact that, unlike textual elements, graphics were not the primary component of a tujing
.34

Let us finally turn to manuscript S.6111, an early eighth-century document discovered in Dunhuang at the beginning of the twentieth century and currently held at the British Library.35 The manuscript was probably longer originally, but only ten incomplete lines survive. The theme, if not the title, can be drawn from column 1: “Presenting an official report to the court examining how the scribe Suo Dalu received money for [producing/revising] graphics and related topics pertaining to guidelines.”36 The fragment addresses questions related to the procedure and funding source related to the revisions of a tujing, probably for Dunhuang or one of its counties. The report explains that Suo Dalu 索大祿, a local scribe in charge of producing and/or revising a tujing, had to ask his superior Dou Hao 竇昊,37 the military aide in charge of financial affairs, for financial support to achieve this task. Therefore, a tally (fu 符) between the two was formed to keep track of the procedure. Once the tally was endorsed, Suo Dalu would receive the money needed to produce the graphics (tu 圖) and the guidelines (jing 經). The document could potentially prove that Suo Dalu did not commit any wrongdoings in the case of a legal investigation. More importantly, it reveals that a low-level scribe was in charge of producing a copy of a tujing, but that he needed hierarchical approval to do so: the production happened at the lowest status, while the decision-making occurred at the prefectural level. The difficulties related to the production cost—probably the cost of finding and buying paper—explain why this report was written.

The cost of producing a tujing must be understood in direct relation to this genre’s fiscal, political, and cultural value. In practice, the few examples that discuss the usage of illustrated guidelines emphasize frontier management—including communication, economy, diplomacy, and war—in less familiar border areas controlled by the state, such as Sichuan, Gansu, and Inner Mongolia. But this inference does not necessarily mean that the type of information gathered elsewhere was different. However, it confirms that the central government wished to keep up with those changes implemented locally.Page 114 →



Precedents for Embodied Localism

The Tang and Song-era encyclopedias, on which most scholars draw to reconstruct the now-lost illustrated guidelines, do not record the names of their authors. None of the manuscript copies of illustrated guidelines nor other local writings found in the Dunhuang library cave explicitly identify authors.38 Tujing provided first-hand information for the administrative management of these localities, with the intention of being regularly updated and displaced. Thus, the norm was to refrain from identifying authors of these illustrated guidelines.

What were these anonymous illustrated guidelines supposed to be used for? As a subgenre of geographical writing, tujing were composite documents that displayed cumulative knowledge. They were intended to supplement information on given locales, while specific parts of their content (on schools, temples, walls, etc.) were then reused, either in empire-wide geographical repositories of gazetteers or in thematic parts of general encyclopedias.39 They were already standardized by the Tang, as confirmed by material evidence and what historical actors said about them when discussing production costs.

Beyond their historiographical significance, tujing also held value in terms of experience of place, which was conveyed through the practical value of the data they provided, through their usage by officials seeking specific information, and by literati in search of anecdotes. Illustrated guidelines were thus not only repositories of knowledge; they were repositories of specifically local knowledge and, like inscribed stelae or temples, embodied and produced expressions of localism.40 Beyond obvious similarities with Song localism, this embodied localism was quite original in that it combined diachronic layers of local knowledge with implicit or explicit interventions of newly appointed officials.
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 Part Two
Structures of Knowing

Chinese local gazetteers and the relaciones geográficas of New Spain provide an enormous amount of information about localities in two of the most important early modern empires in history: China and Spain, respectively. As historical sources, these two large corpora have allowed scholars to understand how such empires comprehended the territories under their control and how they created, organized, and carried out projects to know them. Reflecting on this process from the digital age, we can see it as an early modern version of big data.

On the broadest level, as their names indicate, both projects take geography as their ordering principle. This is to say, both projects situated localities, towns, villages, and other human settlements in their surroundings, georeferenced them, and described them. However, local gazetteers and relaciones geográficas are also uniquely comparable in that, in addition to their geographic organization, they were ordered according to particular knowledge structures and ontological categories that represented the empire’s constituent localities as commensurate. Through the analysis of such categories, scholars can access the cosmovisions of both early modern empires and the societies under their dominion. By cosmovisions, we mean the ways in which people conceptualize their Page 118 →world through structured visions. As the Chinese empire embarked on a wholesale modernization in the nineteenth century, we see new Western knowledge categories enter the local gazetteer structure on a par with the traditional categories established by imperial edicts in the fifteenth century, resulting in a clash between, and integration of, multiple cosmovisions. In the case of New Spain, a similar entanglement of Spanish and Indigenous American cosmovisions occurred, leading to a reconfiguration of all dimensions of life.

Where can we identify such ontological categories? In this part, we consider how the information in these documents was collected. In the case of the relaciones, it was collected through a structured questionnaire to which local administrators responded by relying on the expertise of New Spain’s inhabitants. Both the questions and the answers provide us with the opportunity to extract categories of knowledge. In China, the structure of each local gazetteer followed a set of top-down guidelines established by the court, provincial governments, or historical gazetteers. Imperially appointed officials and local elites drew on these models to collect and compile knowledge about their own localities. However, in both imperial China and New Spain, local people also actively shaped the corpuses from the bottom up, by deciding on what information might fill the given structure, or even by reshaping the structure itself. In short, both corpuses document the negotiation and interweaving of the cosmovisions of different stakeholders of the empire, from the central to the local level.

Digital methods offer an excellent way to outline these knowledge structures systematically and to highlight the tensions among stakeholders. They transform each corpus into what we might imagine as a multifaceted gem. Digital tools allow modern readers to both examine the gem at a distance, taking in its overall shape, and see the relationships between the many parts of the corpus. They also allow users to zoom in on particular angles and facets, or to reveal specific elements that the early modern compilers did not intend to highlight, such as the persistence of the Indigenous cosmovision in the descriptions of American fauna. In short, by shifting angles and changing scale with the help of these tools, scholars can empirically verify hypotheses they had formulated in pre-digital times, ask new questions of these materials, and uncover facets hitherto Page 119 →unstudied. The corpuses, then, become playgrounds where scholars can dig into and experiment with research topics.

By putting two independently designed digital projects—Local Gazetteer Research Tool (LoGaRT) and Digging into Early Colonial Mexico (DECM)—into dialogue, we hope to reflect what the modern digital humanities can do with these structured corpuses.1 We see many commonalities between the two projects. For example, both offer the possibility of visualizing the results of a full-text search on a map, thus foregrounding the spatial dimension of the data. However, we also see a significant divergence between the two projects, as they are built around different historiographic assumptions about empire and colonialism. While the LoGaRT takes the section headings of the imperial-era corpus as a given to reveal the evolution of knowledge structures, the DECM project adopts a more critical approach to the structure of the original early modern questionnaires, creating instead an ontology for modern scholars based on recent anti-colonial scholarship. This was a strategic choice that sought a balance between the Spanish imperial cosmovision with local and Indigenous knowledge. Digital tools are not value-neutral: they are shaped by the early modern corpuses and their historical contexts, but also by the questions modern scholars wish to ask of these materials.



Note


	1.Other digital projects have employed the American – particularly the sixteenth century New Spanish – relaciones. In 2018-19, I (Mackenzie Cooley) developed a tool called “Searching the Relaciones Geográficas” for the New World Nature project with support from the LITS committee at Hamilton College. The site was useful but is no longer updated. Ongoing projects exist to prepare digital editions, including efforts by the Benson Library: See Albert Palacios and Jennifer Isasi, Relaciones Geográficas: LLILAS Benson Latin American Studies and Collections, https://sites.utexas.edu/llilasbensonds/ projects/relaciones-geograficas/.Page 120 →









Chapter Four What One Should Know about a Locality

 Analyzing Knowledge Categories in the Chinese Local Gazetteers

By CHEN Shih-Pei


When compared with the Spanish relaciones geográficas de Nueva España, Chinese local gazetteers (difangzhi 地方志) have a far longer history, which can be traced as far back as the tujing tradition of early and medieval China (see Lycas in Part 1, Chapter 3).1 Modern scholarship holds that it was during the Southern Song dynasty (1127–1279) that difangzhi finally took off, replaced other formats, and became the mainstream of geographic writing in China.2 This means that the corpus is incommensurably bigger than the relaciones: at least 8,000 distinct titles have survived to date, stored in libraries and museums around the world, while the total number of historical gazetteers compiled before the People’s Republic of China could range from 13,000 to 20,000.3 To Chinese historians’ great benefit, half of the extant local gazetteers have been digitized in the past decade, not only as scanned images but also as searchable digital texts.4 Most of them are dated after the fifteenth century, and they Page 122 →cover not only the well-populated but also the less well-populated regions of historical China. In terms of information, one of the three major gazetteer databases, Erudition’s Zhongguo Fangzhi Ku (中國方志庫), which includes 4,000 titles of historical gazetteers as of 2024 and thus encompasses roughly 20% to 33% of all historical gazetteers ever compiled in China, contains a billion characters. From a statistical point of view, this amount of digital text might sufficiently represent all the local gazetteers that ever existed, and thus it opens up the possibility of using a big-data approach to analyze this well-studied corpus in a way that could never have been done before.


Analyzing the Local Gazetteers with Digital Methods

Historians of China have long paid attention to the trajectory of geographic writings and local gazetteers. Since the 1970s, several works that systematically introduce the genre have been published in China as textbooks for teaching fangzhi xue 方志學, the discipline of studying local gazetteers that was set up only in the early twentieth century.5 Such works survey the history of this genre, including its origins, how it emerged before the Song dynasty from other types of geographic writings, and its development over time in the late imperial period. Another focus of these works is the genre’s categories, formats, and structures, as they are crucial to answering the question of “what the local gazetteers really are,” which also helps to guide the compilation of modern-day gazetteers. In the West, Donald Leslie, Pierre-Etienne Will, and Peter Bol have all analyzed the genre at article length.6 Joseph Dennis’s work is the first book-length work on the genre in English and the first one to go beyond textual analyses of its contents to examine the production, circulation, and use of the local gazetteers.7

Local gazetteers have been used by scholars as major sources of information on local conditions. However, due to its size, no single historian could claim to have read the entire corpus of Chinese local gazetteers. On the other hand, digital (or computational) methods, by achieving an unprecedented comprehensiveness, can help historians glance through large textual corpora and discover general patterns and longue durée Page 123 →evolution that historians were never aware of, or conversely, confirm our impressions of the genre with empirical and statistical evidence.

The local gazetteers as a genre also possess unique characteristics that make them well-suited for digital analyses. First, local gazetteers are full of data. Each compilation of a local gazetteer can be seen as a “data collection” project—the compilers’ first step has always been to collect up-to-date local information from various sources. While gazetteers include information from their older editions or from the official histories of previous dynasties, they also include more recent local official documents, archives, and gazetteers from lower- or higher-level administrative units of the region. When no written records could be found, the compilers might have acquired up-to-date information by conducting investigations themselves. This quality of “being data” means that these early modern sources coincide with the research behind modern digital analysis, making it natural to bring the two together.

This quality is supplemented by the genre’s second characteristic—being structural. Each local gazetteer is, in a sense, a small database by itself. The data it presents are organized according to the topical categories that each compiler employed. Two types of factors influenced compilers’ decisions about which categories to adopt: state- or province-issued guidelines that suggested categories of information to include, as well as selection criteria for information in each category (see Dennis’s contribution in Part 1, Chapter 2); and how other local gazetteers (previous editions for the same place, those for neighboring places, and those for higher-level administrative units, as well as famous historical gazetteers) organized their contents.

Surprisingly, the categories used in local gazetteers across 800 years, and across a wide geographic span, turn out to be quite consistent. A set of these categories recurs throughout time and space. It is this consistent structure that allows all existing local gazetteers to be joined together to form a universal database of local knowledge for historical China. Furthermore, the high proportion of gazetteers that have been digitized in relation to all the historical gazetteers ever compiled—roughly 20%–30% and increasing—allows us to use a big enough subset of digitized gazetteers as a statistical probe to investigate the content and structure used by this genre to describe local knowledge: that is, as a representative sample of local gazetteers.Page 124 →

In this chapter, I employ digital methods to provide a systematic and empirical view of how the categories used by local gazetteers evolved and changed over the span of hundreds of years, as a way to answer these questions: What was this genre, how did it define itself through categorizing local knowledge under the Chinese empire, and how did that definition change over time? In response, some previous works have used computational big data.8 Although they identify concrete features and examples of change in categories of knowledge, it is still difficult to see a systematic view that can reveal large patterns and, at the same time, allow close examination of this process of change in detail. For example, when it comes down to tracing the development of a specific category, or change in the terminology used for a category, we rely on luck to find existing scholarly works that have done the fieldwork in the massive corpus of local gazetteers, or we stand in a void. It is worth mentioning that previous technical work on local gazetteers has been done by my team at Max-Planck-Institut für Wissenschaftsgeschichte (MPIWG). The Local Gazetteer Research Tool (LoGaRT) is a suite of digital tools we designed to allow collective analyses of a large set of digitized gazetteers. LoGaRT already provides a Section Search interface that can search for a specific category and show its temporal and geographic distributions. This feature is already useful for quickly checking when and where a category was used, as it hints at the use of a category by compilers.9

I will first give an overview of the temporal and geographic distributions of the digital set on which this research is based before trying to answer the larger question raised above. With the tables of contents of 4,000 local gazetteers, typed as digital texts, we are able to analyze the categories employed as topical section headings by a large portion of this historical genre from a bird’s-eye view. With statistical results showing what categories were most commonly used when and where, we can observe the nature of this genre from an empirical point of view. We also use these digital tools to cross-analyze these categories with the imperially issued fanli 凡例 (Principles of Compilation). While Dennis’s chapter in this volume offers a close reading of gazetteer writers’ explicit statements on their approach to the fanli, this chapter, aided by digital tools, systematically analyzes the relationship between the guidelines and actual editorial choices, uncovering patterns of tacit practices on a large Page 125 →scale. It traces the rise and fall in popularity of each topical section heading over time, empirically confirming earlier scholars’ impressions, but sometimes also making counterintuitive findings. This approach reveals the extent to which top-down guidelines influenced, and were themselves influenced by, gazetteer compilation. It also allows us to complicate the top-down model and chart the mutual influences that gazetteers exercised on one another. In other words, it allows us to ask, to what extent do gazetteers follow imperial guidelines, and how much do they follow the models set by other gazetteers?



The Geographic and Temporal Distributions of Local Gazetteers: An Overview

According to historical records, all 1,000 counties under imperial China had local gazetteers, although many of them are no longer extant today. However, our sample of digitized local gazetteers can provide important insight into the actual temporal and geographic coverage of historical gazetteers.

Figure 4.1 shows the temporal distribution of a sample collection of 4,000 local gazetteers being used for this study. Most of the local gazetteers in the sample are dated after AD 1500. The closer to the present time, the more gazetteers survive. Aside from the earliest extant tujing dated in the Tang dynasty (618–907), 23 of the local gazetteers were published during the Song (960–1279), 11 during the Yuan (1271–1368), 510 during the Ming (1368–1644), and the majority, 2,733 titles, during the Qing (1644–1911), during which 10 gazetteers, on average, were compiled each year. Another 721 titles were published during the Republican era (1912–1949), a relatively short period but a transformative one from all perspectives, including the political, social, and cultural. That era also has the highest production rate of gazetteers, with 19 compiled each year on average. Although the number of gazetteers increased steadily from 1500 to 1949, there are some peaks that may correlate with major political events of Chinese history. Specifically, the peaks at 1660–1700 and at 1860–1900 both follow major wartime disruptions—the former being the transition from Ming to Qing and the latter being the Opium Wars and the following Taiping Rebellion.10

[image: A bar graph with the greatest values closest to the present.]Figure 4.1.Temporal distribution of the 4,000 local gazetteers in the sample. The timeline is marked with major ruling regimes in China and their time frames.

Page 126 →Page 127 →In terms of geographic distribution, all the well-populated regions (China proper) of China today are well covered by the sample (Figure 4.2). Most of these gazetteers are written for administrative units: there are 106 provincial gazetteers, 860 prefectural gazetteers, 2,972 county-level gazetteers, and 61 for other types of localities, including garrisons. This count demonstrates that compiling gazetteers was an important means of governance for most local governments in historical China, regardless of ruling regime. Moreover, we can see that compilation of local gazetteers follows territorial expansion as a way of incorporating newly acquired regions—such as in the cases of Yunnan, Guizhou, Taiwan, and Xinjiang—which demonstrates the interest of the state in knowing its new territories. Figure 4.3 shows the temporal distribution of local gazetteers from Taiwan, which officially became part of the Qing empire in 1684. Its first local gazetteer was published in 1685, just one year later. Note that for many localities there are multiple editions of local gazetteers compiled atPage 128 → Page 129 →different times, which confirms that local gazetteers were working documents for local governments and thus needed to be updated.

[image: A map with lighter and darker colored areas and blue points of varying sizes.]Figure 4.2.Geographic distribution of the 4,000 local gazetteers in the sample. Background map: 1820 provincial boundaries from China Historical GIS, with colors denoting the numbers of gazetteers from each province: the darker the color, the higher the number. The blue points are another representation of the geographical distribution of these gazetteers. Due to the size of the page, points that appear densely are automatically clustered into bigger circles.

[image: A bar graph with peaks at 1660�1700 and 1860�1900.]Figure 4.3.Temporal distribution of the 19 Taiwan local gazetteers in the sample.



How Do Local Gazetteers Organize Information?

As mentioned above, local gazetteers are very structured in the way that most of them are organized via topics—the history of the place, its topographic features, its people and products, and so forth. Moreover, through the genre’s long history of development, the compilers of local gazetteers have come up with a consistent set of topics—a knowledge structure—to cover what one needs to know about a locality. Figure 4.4 shows the table of contents of the 1583 Shuntian fu zhi 順天府志 (Shuntian Prefectural Gazetteer, Beijing), which contains many of the same topical headings that can also be seen in other gazetteers. Such consistency might be partly due to the compilation guidelines issued by the imperial court to local governments that regulated what types of information should be included and how categories should be named. The very first court-issued guideline in history was issued in the Mongol Yuan for the compilation of Da Yuan da Page 130 →yitongzhi 大元大一統志 (Gazetteer of the Great Unified Great Yuan), when the Yuan had just taken over from the previous regimes that had occupied China and needed to know about its new territory.11 These guidelines were intended for the compilation of an empire-wide gazetteer, just as some later guidelines were. Beyond their direct effects on the resulting products, it is believed that such guidelines also had effects on gazetteers compiled by local governments, even those from later periods. For example, scholars point out that the guideline issued by the Ming court in 1418 was influential not only to Ming but also to Qing gazetteers, even though the initial empire-wide gazetteer the guidelines were intended for was not finished.12 However, it is not easy to see how much influence such guidelines had on local gazetteers in reality, or how much these guidelines stood out among all the other factors that might affect the compilers’ decisions on categories.Page 131 →

[image: A table of contents in Chinese.]Figure 4.4.An exemplary table of contents from Shuntian Prefectural Gazetteer, published in 1583 during the Ming, translated below. Image credit: ZGFZK.



	Juan 1: Geography


	Map of the prefectural seat. Map of the prefectural seat and its surroundings. Field Allocation.


	History of Establishment. Territory. Geographic Features.


	Local Customs. Mountains and Rivers. Monuments.


	Juan 2: Infrastructure


	City Walls and Moats. Bureaus. Schools. Altars.


	Postal Stations. Temples.


	Juan 3: Food and Commodities


	Households. Taxes. Labor Services.


	Horses. Budgets. Local Products.


	Juan 4: Politics


	Local Officials. Responsibilities. Famous Officials.


	Rituals and Ceremonies. Military Affairs.


	Juan 5: People


	Selection and Appointments. Meriteous Officials and Martyrs. Virtuous and Filial People.


	Local Worthies. Recluses. Foreigners. Daoist Priests and Buddhist Monks.


	Juan 6: Literature


	Steles. Poems and Songs.





Despite the consistency of categories used in local gazetteers throughout time and space, we rarely see two gazetteers that share identical tables of contents—there are always variations from gazetteer to gazetteer. Such variations in the actual end products show that compilers had freedom to choose what topics to include, how to organize them into categories, and how to name them as section headings. In some cases, localities had unique specialties that their gazetteer compilers had to reflect, so the compilers created new headings—for example, the section on Wood Management (muzheng 木政) was created by localities with significant timber production. While deciding categories was a dynamic process influenced by many factors, when we view the genre as an integrated whole, the categories used by all the gazetteers together reveal important information about historical China: what counts as local knowledge.

In order to analyze the tables of contents of 4,000 gazetteers at once, we employed digital methods. From the section headings of these digitized gazetteers, we derived a huge index table to keep track of “which headings were used by which gazetteers, which were published when.” From there, we calculated the most commonly used headings of all times and of each ruling regime: Song, Yuan, Ming, Qing, and the Republic. By examining these headings and their rise and fall through different periods, we can have an integral, systematic, and empirical view of how compilers’ individual decisions jointly defined what local knowledge was and how that changed over time.

Table 4.1 shows the 60 most popular headings of all time in our sample, together with how many times each heading is used in gazetteers in each historical period. From a first glance at these headings, we get a strong sense of how consistent they are: the first 14 headings appear in more than half of the 4,000 gazetteers. The rest of the top 60 headings appear in at least 14% of the collection. Looking at the headings, while the 1st (xu 序, Preface), 2nd (mulu 目錄, Table of Contents), 14th (fanli 凡例, Principles of Compilation), 41st (xingshi 姓氏, Names of Editors), and 57th (ba 跋, Postscripts) are part of the editorial peritext, the rest give us an overview of the kinds of topics normally included in the Chinese local gazetteers: they are either historical (e.g., History of Establishment, People, Literature, Monuments), topographic (e.g., Territory, Mountains and Rivers, Topography), functional (e.g., Local Products, Selection and Appointment, Households, Taxes), or a mixture of the three.13 Together, Page 132 →these top headings show us the basic structure of what the Chinese state, or at least the class of Chinese officials, considered to be local knowledge that contributed to the state.

If we trace the headings in Table 4.1 chronologically, we can see that most of the headings ranked 19th or higher appeared as early as the Song or the Yuan, which indicates that the headings most commonly used over time might be rooted in these early periods when local gazetteers had just emerged as a genre.

Table 4.1. Top 60 most used section headings in the sample of local gazetteers. The upward- and downward-pointing arrows indicate a significant rise or fall of over 20%.


	Rank

	Heading

	% in corpus

	Number in Song (23)

	Number in Yuan (11)

	% in Ming

	% in Qing

	% in Republic

	Appeared in 1418 fanli?





	1

	xu 序: Preface

	85.5%

	11

	3

	79.4%

	88.3%

	81.3%

	



	2

	mulu 目錄: Table of Contents

	67.6%

	5

	3

	69.8%

	69.4%

	61.3%

	



	3

	renwu 人物: People

	67.0%

	10

	7

	59.6%

	71.0%

	58.1%

	Yes




	4

	yiwen 藝文: Literature

	65.8%

	0

	0

	32.0%

	↗74.1%

	61.4%

	



	5

	fengsu 風俗: Customs

	62.8%

	13

	5

	64.3%

	67.9%

	↘43.1%

	Yes




	6

	xuexiao 學校: Schools

	62.5%

	14

	5

	51.8%

	68.9%

	↘46.3%

	Yes




	7

	guji 古蹟: Monuments

	59.1%

	7

	5

	54.3%

	62.2%

	52.0%

	Yes




	8

	chengchi 城池: City Walls and Moats

	57.1%

	2

	0

	51.8%

	63.6%

	↘38.4%

	Yes




	9

	wuchan 物產: Local Products

	56.3%

	6

	0

	39.6%

	↗59.5%

	57.8%

	



	10

	xuanju 選舉: Selection and Appointment

	55.6%

	0

	0

	35.9%

	↗61.4%

	50.5%

	



	11

	jiangyu 疆域: Territory

	55.5%

	2

	0

	48.2%

	58.9%

	50.1%

	Yes




	12

	shanchuan 山川: Mountains and Rivers

	55.1%

	4

	3

	57.8%

	61.0%

	↘32.3%

	Yes
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	huko 戶口: Households

	52.8%

	7

	4

	57.8%

	53.3%

	48.3%

	Yes




	14

	fanli 凡例: Principles of Compilation

	51.4%

	0

	0

	32.9%

	↗55.9%

	49.9%

	



	15

	lienü 列女: Women of Virtue

	46.4%

	3

	0

	21.2%

	↗51.8%

	45.6%

	



	16

	yange 沿革: History of Establishment

	46.0%

	0

	4

	32.9%

	48.8%

	46.0%

	Yes (listed jointly with jiangzhi
)




	17

	jianzhi 建置: Infrastructure

	45.3%

	0

	0

	34.3%

	48.6%

	43.1%

	Yes (listed jointly with yange
)




	18

	tianfu 田賦: Taxes

	42.7%

	0

	0

	40.2%

	45.8%

	34.4%

	



	19

	siguan 寺觀: Temples

	39.7%

	4

	0

	48.6%

	42.6%

	↘23.7%

	Yes




	20

	gongshu 公署: Bureaus

	39.3%

	0

	0

	48.2%

	43.5%

	↘19.1%

	



	21

	zhíguān 職官: Officials

	38.7%

	0

	0

	15.1%

	↗42.2%

	44.0%

	



	22

	xingye 星野: Astral Fields

	36.2%

	0

	0

	21.6%

	↗45.3%

	↘13.7%
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	minghuan 名宦: Famous Officials

	35.1%

	0

	2

	35.5%

	39.0%

	↘21.4%

	



	24

	xiangyi 祥異: Auspicious and Anomalies

	29.2%

	3

	0

	21.4%

	34.3%

	16.4%

	



	25

	yinyi 隱逸: Recluses

	29.0%

	0

	0

	26.1%

	32.5%

	18.9%

	



	26

	xianshi 仙釋: Daoist Priests and Buddhist Monks

	28.3%

	2

	0

	24.5%

	33.5%

	↘12.6%

	Yes




	27

	liuyu 流寓: Foreigners

	26.3%

	0

	0

	19.0%

	29.5%

	20.4%

	



	28

	xingsheng 形勝: Topographic Features

	26.1%

	0

	0

	43.7%

	↘26.9%

	↘11.9%

	



	29

	shuili 水利: Water Conservancies

	25.7%

	5

	0

	22.9%

	26.1%

	26.8%

	



	30

	fangbiao 坊表: Archways

	25.6%

	0

	0

	13.5%

	29.1%

	21.9%

	



	31

	shi 詩: Poems

	24.5%

	2

	0

	15.5%

	29.1%

	↘14.3%

	



	32

	xiaoyou 孝友: Filial and Loyal People

	24.1%

	0

	0

	16.1%

	25.6%

	25.1%

	



	33

	fuyi 賦役: Taxes and Labors

	22.7%

	0

	0

	9.8%

	↗28.5%

	↘10.8%

	



	Page 136 →34

	jinshi 進士: Jinshi Degree Holders

	22.6%

	2

	2

	18.8%

	26.3%

	↘11.5%

	



	35

	shuyuan 書院: Academies

	22.5%

	0

	0

	12.9%

	25.0%

	20.9%

	



	36

	tanmiao 壇廟: Altars

	20.6%

	0

	0

	9.0%

	24.2%

	16.2%

	



	37

	ji 記: Memorial Notes

	20.5%

	4

	0

	10.4%

	25.2%

	↘10.4%

	



	38

	bingfang 兵防: Defenses

	19.5%

	0

	3

	14.3%

	22.1%

	14.0%

	



	39

	jinliang 津梁: Ports and Bridges

	18.5%

	0

	0

	11.6%

	21.8%

	↘11.5%

	



	40

	sidian 祀典: Sacrificial Statutes

	18.5%

	0

	0

	16.1%

	20.7%

	12.6%

	



	41

	xingshi 姓氏: Names of Editors

	18.3%

	3

	0

	3.3%

	↗22.6%

	12.5%

	



	42

	juren 舉人: Juren Degree Holders

	18.0%

	0

	0

	7.8%

	22.2%

	↘10.3%

	



	43

	wubei 武備: Military

	17.7%

	0

	0

	12.9%

	18.7%

	17.9%

	



	44

	cisi 祠祀: Shrine Sacrifices

	16.9%

	2

	2

	17.5%

	18.0%

	12.8%

	



	45

	dili 地理: Topography

	16.7%

	2

	0

	18.2%

	14.4%

	↗24.4%

	



	46

	wenyuan 文苑: Literary World

	16.6%

	0

	0

	8.0%

	19.1%

	13.7%

	



	47

	xiangxian 鄉賢: Local Worthies

	16.3%

	0

	0

	11.4%

	17.5%

	16.1%
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	shihuo 食貨: Food and Commodities

	16.3%

	0

	0

	19.6%

	16.6%

	13.3%

	



	49

	tu 圖: Illustrations

	15.9%

	3

	0

	18.8%

	14.6%

	19.1%

	



	50

	cangchu 倉儲: Storages

	15.9%

	0

	0

	2.9%

	16.8%

	22.2%

	



	51

	qiaoliang 橋梁: Bridges

	15.7%

	11

	3

	18.8%

	15.1%

	14.6%

	Yes




	52

	zhìguān 秩官: Officials

	15.6%

	2

	0

	14.3%

	18.6%

	↘5.8%

	



	53

	fu 賦: Rhapsodies

	15.4%

	0

	0

	7.1%

	19.1%

	↘8.2%

	



	54

	guangshi 官師: Officials

	14.7%

	0

	0

	16.9%

	15.7%

	10.1%

	



	55

	jianpi 薦辟: Recommendations

	14.7%

	0

	0

	13.1%

	16.8%

	8.3%

	



	56

	fengzeng 封贈: Granted Privileges

	14.6%

	0

	0

	12.4%

	16.7%

	8.9%

	



	57

	ba 跋: Postscripts

	14.6%

	0

	0

	7.5%

	16.0%

	14.8%

	



	58

	yudi 輿地: Geography

	14.2%

	0

	0

	9.2%

	14.0%

	19.3%

	



	59

	fenye 分野: Field Allocation

	13.9%

	8

	0

	32.0%

	↘12.9%

	↘4.4%

	Yes




	60

	xiaoyi 孝義: Filial and Righteous People

	13.9%

	0

	0

	10.4%

	15.5%

	11.1%

	






Moving on to later periods, during which the number of gazetteers that were compiled and survived increase dramatically, we start to see fascinating phenomena that become apparent only with computational methods, such as the rise and fall of headings. In Table 4.1, we give the percentage of gazetteers in each time period that used a certain heading, so that we can immediately spot the increase, decrease, creation, and deprecation of headings over time. For example, yiwen 藝文 (Literature), which ranks 4th and occurs in 66% of all gazetteers, appears in only 32% of the Ming gazetteers. Its adoption in gazetteers rises dramatically from the Ming to the Qing and reaches a peak of 74% in the Qing. The following headings also increase dramatically from the Ming to the Qing: wuchan 物產 (Local Products), xuanju 選舉 (Selection and Appointment), fanli 凡例 (Principles of Compilation), lienü 列女 (Women of Virtue), zhiguan 職官 (Officials), xingye 星野 (Astral Fields), fuyi 賦役 (Taxes and Labors), and xingshi 姓氏 (Names of Editors). Some of these changes might be seen as simple changes in terminology. For instance, Ming gazetteers used both wuchan and tuchan to refer to the section Local Products, while Qing gazetteers used wuchan dominantly. Similarly, xingye (Astral Fields) overtook fenye (Field Allocation) and became the dominant section heading in the Qing for describing astral correspondences with earthly locations,14 and zhìguān 秩官 was replaced by zhíguān 職官 as the heading for the section on officials. However, by digging deeper, we see that such changes in terminology might indicate changes in political agendas, social background, or cosmological concepts that were deeply rooted in a historical period. On the other hand, the dramatic rise of yiwen during the Qing seems to demonstrate a true rise of gazetteers’ attention to literature. Even if we sum up all the other section headings in the Ming that denote literary content, only about 40% of Ming gazetteers contain such sections. What does that tell us? DoesPage 133 → Page 138 →it reflect the progress of general education level and thus the growing number of literate individuals that each locale was able to produce?

The category lienü, or Women of Virtue, is often listed together with other categories of people of virtue. In Table 4.1, xiaoyou (33rd, 24%) and xiaoyi (59th, 14%) fall into that group: xiao 孝 means filial, you 友 means caring (as brothers), and yi 義 means righteous. All of these terms refer to important Confucian virtues that the Chinese state promoted, and were used only for men. It is surprising to discover that the heading Women of Virtue appears significantly more often (46%) than all its counterparts and in all time periods. It is striking that female virtues consistently receive more attention than male virtues over time. It also seems that lienü was the first virtue-related heading installed in the gazetteers since the Song. Like yiwen, lienü increased dramatically in its occurrence from the Ming to the Qing—from 20% to 50%. What would be the reason behind this phenomenon? Even more interesting is its persistence during the Republican era, given that women’s liberation from the “old morality” had been such a prominent idea in the 1911 Revolution. Why did the heading lienü persist against such a cultural background?

The rise of fanli, or Principles of Compilation, during the Qing might also have a deeper root in the cultural landscape of that period. Scholarship has indicated that, compared with those of the Ming, Qing gazetteers attracted more top-tier scholars, such as Zhang Xuecheng 章學誠 (1738–1801), who made the first attempt to systematize the editorial principles of local gazetteers as a historiographic genre.15 Is the sheer increase of gazetteers that include fanli across the Qing evidence of the growing self-awareness of the genre? Were there many lesser-known local scholars actually taking part in this arguably collective reflection on the purpose and scope of a gazetteer, in addition to prominent scholars such as Zhang Xuecheng?

Perhaps the most dramatic shift to look at is from the Qing to the Republic, when China experienced dramatic changes in its political system, social structure, and cosmology, including knowledge epistemology, or what is regarded as knowledge. During this period, Western scientific knowledge, including engineering, Western medicine, and astronomy, was brought to China as a new set of knowledge and largely replaced the existing knowledge being taught at traditional Confucian schools. New Page 139 →types of schools were established, in which knowledge was formulated as disciplines and taught to a larger group of citizens. In the meantime, the production rate of local gazetteers had never been higher: the Republican era produced 721 (18%) of the gazetteers in our sample during its short 38-year history. During such a transformative period, one might expect that the Republican gazetteer compilers would also reform the knowledge structure within the genre, and that the gazetteers they produced would look very different from the imperial ones. Indeed, in Table 4.1, we can see that many prominent Qing section headings decreased in the Republican era, the most significant ones including xuexiao 學校 (Schools), fengsu 風俗 (Customs), chengchi 城池 (City Walls and Moats), shanchuan 山川 (Mountains and Rivers), gongshu 公署 (Bureaus), xianshi 仙釋 (Daoist Priests and Buddhist Monks), and xingye 星野 (Astral Fields). These changes might be easy to explain, as these sections are all strongly tied to the traditional Chinese ideology, cosmology, politics, and culture that the Republicans started to replace. Interestingly, the 19 headings most commonly used in the Republican era remained the same as the ones most commonly used in imperial times (see Table 4.2), although their use in the Republican gazetteers did decrease significantly. But indeed, we also see that many categories rose in frequency from the Qing to the Republic—several increased by 10%, such as qihou 氣候 (Climate), jinshi 金石 (Stelae Inscriptions), and daolu 道路 (Roads). Moreover, a set of “new categories” emerged in the Republican era, including jiaoyu 教育 (Education), zongjiao 宗教 (Religions), shiye 實業 (Industries), jiaotong 交通 (Transportation), tielu 鐵路 (Railways), dianbao 電報 (Telegraph), lisu 禮俗 (Rituals and Folk Customs), zizhi 自治 (Self-Governance), yiyuan 議員 (Congressmen), caizheng 財政 (Finance), waijiao 外交 (Foreign Relations), jingcha 警察 (Police), and jingweidu 經緯度 (Longitude and Latitude), illustrating the new knowledge structure of the period.16


Table 4.2. Top 60 most used section headings in the Republican era.


	Rank

	Heading

	% in the Qing

	% in the Republic

	Major increase from Qing?





	1

	xu 序: Preface

	88.3%

	81.3%

	



	2

	yiwen 藝文: Literature

	74.1%

	61.4%

	



	3

	mulu 目錄: Table of Contents

	69.4%

	61.3%

	



	4

	renwu 人物: People

	71.0%

	58.1%

	



	5

	wuchan 物產: Local Products

	59.5%

	57.8%

	



	6

	guji 古蹟: Monuments

	62.2%

	52.0%

	



	7

	xuanju 選舉: Selection and Appointment

	61.4%

	50.5%

	



	8

	jiangyu 疆域: Territory

	58.9%

	50.1%

	



	9

	fanli 凡例: Principles of Compilation

	55.9%

	49.9%

	



	10

	hukou 戶口: Households

	53.3%

	48.3%

	



	11

	xuexiao 學校: Schools

	68.9%

	46.3%

	



	12

	yange 沿革: History of Establishment

	48.8%

	46.0%

	



	13

	lienü 列女: Women of Virtue

	51.8%

	45.6%
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	zhíguān 職官: Officials

	42.2%

	44.0%

	



	15

	jianzhi 建置: Infrastructure

	48.6%

	43.1%

	



	16

	fengsu 風俗: Customs

	67.9%

	43.1%

	



	17

	chengchi 城池: City Walls and Moats

	63.6%

	38.4%

	



	18

	tianfu 田賦: Taxes

	45.8%

	34.4%

	



	19

	shanchuan 山川: Mountains and Rivers

	61.0%

	32.3%

	



	20

	jiaoyu 教育: Education

	0.2%

	↗↗30.7%

	Yes (new)




	21

	zongjiao 宗教: Religions

	0.3%

	↗↗29.3%

	Yes (new)




	22

	jinshi 金石: Stelae Inscriptions

	10.0%

	↗29.3%

	Yes




	23

	qihou 氣候: Climate

	11.9%

	↗26.8%

	Yes




	24

	shuili 水利: Water Conservancies

	26.1%

	26.8%

	



	25

	shiye 實業: Industries

	0.5%

	↗↗26.6%

	Yes (new)




	26

	jiaotong 交通: Transportation

	0.1%

	↗↗25.5%

	Yes (new)




	27

	xiaoyou 孝友: Filial and Loyal People

	25.6%

	25.1%

	



	28

	dili 地理: Topography

	14.4%

	24.4%

	



	29

	siguan 寺觀: Temples

	42.6%

	23.7%
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	lisu 禮俗: Ritual

	0.9%

	↗↗22.6%

	Yes (new)




	31

	cangchu 倉儲: Storages

	16.8%

	22.2%

	



	32

	fangbiao 坊表: Archways

	29.1%

	21.9%

	



	33

	minghuan 名宦: Famous Officials

	39.0%

	21.4%

	



	34

	shuyuan 書院: Academies

	25.0%

	20.9%

	



	35

	liuyu 流寓: Foreigners

	29.5%

	20.4%

	



	36

	yudi 輿地: Geography

	14.0%

	19.3%

	



	37

	gongshu 公署: Bureaus

	43.5%

	19.1%

	



	38

	tu 圖: Illustrations

	14.6%

	19.1%

	



	39

	yinyi 隱逸: Recluses

	32.5%

	18.9%

	



	40

	fangyan 方言: Dialects

	3.0%

	↗18.4%

	Yes




	41

	wubei 武備: Military

	18.7%

	17.9%

	



	42

	zizhi 自治: Self-Governance

	0.1%

	↗↗17.8%

	Yes (new)




	43

	caizheng 財政: Finance

	0.1%

	↗↗16.6%

	Yes (new)




	44

	xiangyi 祥異: Auspicious and Anomalies

	34.3%

	16.4%
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	tanmiao 壇廟: Altars

	24.2%

	16.2%

	



	46

	xiangxian 鄉賢: Local Worthies

	17.5%

	16.1%

	



	47

	wenxue 文學: Literary Works

	11.2%

	15.8%

	



	48

	mingsheng 名勝: Scenic Spots

	3.7%

	↗15.3%

	Yes




	49

	zhongyi 忠義: Loyal and Righteous People

	14.5%

	15.3%

	



	50

	xuegong 學宮: Schools

	15.6%

	14.8%

	



	51

	ba 跋: Postscripts

	16.0%

	14.8%

	



	52

	qiaoliang 橋梁: Bridges

	15.1%

	14.6%

	



	53

	shi 詩: Poems

	29.1%

	14.3%

	



	54

	jingcha 警察: Police

	0.3%

	↗↗14.3%

	Yes (new)




	55

	bingshi 兵事: Military Affairs

	6.0%

	14.1%

	



	56

	bingfang 兵防: Defenses

	22.1%

	14.0%

	



	57

	liezhuan 列傳: Biographies

	8.8%

	14.0%

	



	58

	wenyuan 文苑: Literary World

	19.1%

	13.7%

	



	59

	xingye 星野: Astral Fields

	45.3%

	13.7%

	



	60

	daolu 道路: Road

	2.4%

	↗13.7%

	Yes







In our analysis, we see a continuation of major categories from the Song to the Republic, while each period also has its own preferences that are closely related to its political and cosmological ideas. It is only when China transitions from imperial to Republican that we start to see big decreases in the use of traditional categories and the rise of new categories, indicating a new structure of knowledge. This observation confirms scholars’ impression of the genre, but now that impression is fullyPage 140 → Page 144 →supported with empirical evidence.17 Some of our findings are surprising and require further study. Most importantly, our analysis shows that with digital methods, we can now derive a systematic understanding of how local gazetteers used categories to formulate the basic structure of local knowledge. Furthermore, we can trace the use of categories and associated section headings through time and across space to see how they changed. The results lead us to study why they changed—whether it was changes in terminology and the underlying concepts, or changes in the definition of local knowledge itself—that is: what was important for state and local government to keep track of.



Influence Factors: To Follow Guidelines or Local Practices?

The fact that local gazetteers, after 800 years of development and change in ruling regimes from imperial to Republican China, have formed a consistent knowledge structure that can be applied to any given time and space is phenomenal. One major question that historians have about this process is how much of the decision-making on topics, categories, and section headings is influenced from the top down by compilation guidelines and how much is influenced by other local gazetteers, particularly those from the same geographic regions. The section headings from our sample of 4,000 digitized gazetteers provide a new opportunity to answer this question. Take the 1418 guideline, the earliest court-issued guideline that still exists today, as an example; it lists 22 major categories of information that a gazetteer should include, and under each category it details types of information that compilers should or should not include.18

Of the 22 categories, 13 appear among the top 60 headings in Table 4.1, while another 5 appear later in the rankings, between 61 and 160. In total, 18 of the 22 categories from the 1418 guideline are commonly used as headings in gazetteers across all historical periods. The remaining 4 categories, shiwen 詩文 (Poems and Prose), junwei 軍衛 (Military and Garrisons), junxian xieshe 郡縣廨舍 (Prefectures, Counties, Postal and Police Stations), and fang guo zhen shi 坊郭鎮市 (Streets, City Walls, Towns, Markets), may be represented by other, differently Page 145 →worded headings. Shiwen was probably overtaken by yiwen, the heading most commonly used to denote the Literature section. Junwei may have been overtaken by bingfang 兵防 (Defenses), which might represent a change in military terminology. In other words, not only the headings recommended by the 1418 guideline, but also the types of information those headings encompassed, by and large remained in common use. This observation shows that the 1418 guideline had a profound influence on later gazetteers, as scholars have already suggested. For example, Zhang Yinpin studied the Ming gazetteers with a geographic focus in Southern Zhili Province 南直隸. In her opinion, the 1418 guideline had a prolonged effect on gazetteer compilation throughout the Ming and into the Qing. The examples she gives that follow the 1418 guidelines include Gusu Gazetteer 姑蘇志 (Suzhou) (1506) and Jiangning County Gazetteer 江寧縣志 (Nanjing) (1521), which share 16 and 12 headings with the guidelines, respectively.19 Tracing these categories back in time, we find that most of the 1418 categories were already present in the Song gazetteers (see Table 4.1). Perhaps the most direct evidence of this is fang guo zhen shi 坊郭鎮市 (Streets, City Walls, Towns, Markets), which turned out to have been prominent in the Song: each of three related headings, chengguo 城郭 (City and Wall), fangxiang 坊巷 (Streets and Alleys), and fangshi 坊市 (Market Streets), appeared in at least 33% of the 23 Song gazetteers, whereas these headings were no longer significantly used in later periods. This again shows that the guidelines themselves were not created anew by the Ming court, but were rooted in the Song.

Many gazetteers’ prefaces note that their compilers, in addition to following top-down guidelines, referenced earlier editions of gazetteers from the same locale as well as gazetteers compiled by higher-level administrative units. How can we trace such regional lineages of gazetteers? We use our index table that keeps track of “which headings were used by which gazetteers” to further derive “which gazetteers share most similar headings” — in other words, we calculate the similarity between gazetteers in terms of the headings they share, in relation to all the other gazetteers in the set. In computer science, this is done by calculating the “distance” between each pair of gazetteers: the shorter the distance is, the more headings the two gazetteers share, and thus the more “similar” the two gazetteers are. After all the pairwise distances are obtained, in Page 146 →order to view all 4,000 local gazetteers at once in relation to their relative distances, we employed a tool called Embedding Projector, a data visualization tool from Google’s TensorFlow project for developers to interactively visualize and explore large, high-dimensional data.20 With this tool, we are able to visualize each gazetteer as a point in a three-dimensional space, in which the positioning of points reflects the distance between each pair of local gazetteers as much as possible.21

Embedding Projector is deliberately designed to allow scientists to visualize patterns in large datasets. With its capability of coloring each point according to associated metadata, we were able to create Figure 4.5, in which each gazetteer is color-coded by the historical period during which it was published.22 The first thing we observed is the giant cluster at Page 147 →the center, which comprises mostly Qing, but also Ming and Republican gazetteers. We also observed smaller clusters—at least three clusters of mainly Republican gazetteers appear at the edge of the diagram, suggesting that gazetteers in those clusters share more headings with one another than they share with the gazetteers in the center cluster. Both patterns preliminarily confirm what we observed when analyzing the headings most commonly used in each period: that the most common headings are common throughout historical time and that some formerly rare headings started to emerge in the Republican period, making the gazetteers of that time more similar to one another than they are to older gazetteers.

[image: A three-dimensional reduction view of 4,000 local gazetteers.]Figure 4.5.A three-dimensional reduction view of the distribution of 4,000 local gazetteers according to the section headings they share among each other. Each gazetteer is represented by a point. Distances between points are inversely related to the number of headings shared between two gazetteers. Points are colored by historical periods: pink for Ming, red for Qing, and blue for the Republican era.

Next, we used the same coloring technique to distinguish geographic regions and produced two more diagrams (Figures 4.6 and 4.7), in which each gazetteer is color-coded according to the modern Chinese province it was published in. Despite the fact that most gazetteers appear in the Page 148 →biggest cluster at the center, some smaller clusters consisting of gazetteers from the same province stand out. They include two clusters composed of gazetteers from modern-day Yunnan, and one cluster each composed solely of gazetteers from Fujian, Hainan, Taiwan, Sichuan, Jiangxi, Gansu, Guangdong, Liaoning and Jilin, Guizhou, and Jiangsu, respectively (see Figure 4.6 for the front view and Figure 4.7 for the bottom view). One would immediately notice that most of these geographic clusters represent the borders of historical China, suggesting not only that compilers’ editorial practices circulated regionally, but that such circulation happened in peripheral regions in particular. Gazetteer compilers often left textual references to older editions of gazetteers from the same locale, and sometimes to those from administrative units directly above their own. The reasons why gazetteer structure appears so regionally distinct may be manifold: gazetteers from the same region might include data that multiple compilers wished to directly incorporate; their structures Page 149 →might fit particularly well with the region’s specialties; and in terms of book circulation, gazetteers from the same region might simply be the easiest to obtain. The scope of mobility of local literati might also be at work. A locally renowned scholar might be employed to supervise more than one local gazetteer in a region, but not beyond. Tracing the local lineage of gazetteers can reveal the circulation networks of objects (books, in our case), humans, and, thus, knowledge.

[image: A three-dimensional reduction view of 4,000 local gazetteers.]Figure 4.6.The distribution of 4,000 local gazetteers according to the section headings they share among each other. Points are colored according to the modern province that each historical gazetteer falls within today. Front view.

[image: A three-dimensional reduction view of 4,000 local gazetteers.]Figure 4.7.The distribution of 4,000 local gazetteers according to the section headings they share among each other. Color denotation is the same as Figure 4.6. Bottom view (from a different angle to show different clusters).



Beyond Headings

By combining what we have learned from the analyses in this chapter, a clear history emerges. As local gazetteers became the major format for geographic writing in the Southern Song, some topics that should be included in a gazetteer were established and influenced later gazetteer compilations. Top-down compilation guidelines, such as the 1418 guideline issued by the Ming court, referenced earlier gazetteers. These guidelines provided a backbone for the generic knowledge structure used in gazetteers for all localities under the current state, which also turns out to be the backbone for all the later gazetteers from imperial times to the Republic. Precedence mattered. In the meantime, each gazetteer’s compilers had freedom to decide on what topics to include and how topical section headings should be worded. The compilers thus transformed the guidelines’ categories into a fully operable table of contents that could accommodate all the data that their locale had to offer.

Through computationally analyzing the actual section headings used by local gazetteer compilers across 800 years in different regions across historical China, this research offers a new perspective on the nature of local gazetteers and, in particular, on the question of what one needs to know about a locality. The digital method employed reveals bottom-up patterns in a large set of gazetteers to show how this invisible community of gazetteer compilers jointly defined a structure for hosting local knowledge in historical China and how that structure changed over time throughout different regimes and locales. More than that, it allows scholars to trace individual headings through time and space for fine-grained case studies with the large-scale patterns in mind. At first glance, digital methods might have revealed more questions than provided answers to Page 150 →existing ones. However, such broad discoveries are probably the only way to look through the large amount of digital data that has accumulated in the past decades due to the contribution of many institutions, public or private. This research only touches upon the surface of the full potential of this dataset, and there are many more computational analytical methods that can be used to further analyze and explore this data. There are also many other projects like this that deal with different kinds of historical data by leveraging existing computational methods in creative ways. May projects like this open a new page on further research on genres and their relationship with the states in the global context. With that, we transition from China to Mexico, where we see many of the same issues emerge in digital approaches to the relaciones geográficas.
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Chapter Five Placing New Spain through Early Modern Big Data

 Developing a Geographical Text Analysis Approach to the Relaciones Geográficas de Nueva España


By Patricia MURRIETA-FLORES, Diego JIMÉNEZ-BADILLO, and Mariana FAVILA-VÁZQUEZ


The relaciones geográficas de Nueva España have long been thought of as one of the most important collections of documents for the study of colonial America, forming part of the corpus of historical texts that has shaped our modern understanding of the history of Mexico during the sixteenth century. Laden with descriptions of the spatial orientation of communities, the complex relationships between groups and neighbors, the knowledge of critical issues such as medical advances that would transform the sciences, and the cultivation of plants of all kinds, including those that would be crucial to eventually advance chemistry and help to cure diseases around the world, the relaciones offer local insights into many areas. Although the corpus cannot match the Chinese local gazetteers in size, the relaciones, as the most substantial and systematic description of sixteenth-century New Spain, hold an astonishing amount Page 154 →of knowledge, whether spatial, historical, medicinal, technological, economic, social, or religious. This chapter considers how they can be fruitfully analyzed as a collective through digital tools, offering new and interesting pathways of understanding into different cosmovisions of the colonial Americas and their entanglements.

Recently, scholars including Alfredo López Austin, Serge Gruzinski, Barbara Mundy, Kelly McDonough, Federico Navarrete Linares, Marcy Norton, Federico Fernández-Christlieb, Angel García Zambrano, Ethelia Ruiz Medrano, and Susan Kellogg, among many others, have looked for new and anti-colonial ways of approaching these historical sources to understand colonial Mexico, and Latin America in general, beyond a Western, European perspective.1 Explicitly or implicitly using cosmovision as a framework, these authors suggest that investigation of the predominant technologies of colonial Latin America has the potential to reveal, in Norton’s words, the “centrality of subaltern actors throughout the region and the Atlantic world more broadly,” and to provide ways of exploring the “relationships between material and symbolic culture in the context of an ‘entangled’ early modern world.”2 The concept of cosmovision was compellingly applied by López Austin as a conceptual framework to study the history of Mesoamerican societies and the pre-Hispanic vision of the world. That vision encompasses shared core ideas, concepts, and understandings about what the world is and how it became that way, understanding the key impulses that enabled societies to act as a cultural unit. López Austin tells us that cosmovision is in many ways like a grammar; that is, the work of everyone and no one, a product of reason but not of consciousness. As such, cosmovision guides how we behave in society and nature, permeating not only individuals but also the diverse socio-cultural systems and institutions that we create.3 Our cosmovision is reflected in everything: in the ways we regard others, dress, work, write, and engage with the landscape and animals. Our vision of the world is also mirrored in social, economic, and political endeavors. Even our technological solutions and material culture can be seen as expressions of cosmovision.

As an instrument of the Spanish empire, the relaciones geográficas aimed to gather and organize particular kinds of information from the viceroyalty in the form of a questionnaire. Emerging from, but disrupting, a long discursive tradition, as Portuondo discusses in Part 1 (Chapter 1), Page 155 →the relaciones geográficas acted as an instrument that enabled historical, social, political, and material comparison of geographies, aspiring to compile what the European cosmovision, particularly that of the Spanish crown and its interests, deemed useful for improving the administration of the empire or for learning about subjects in faraway lands. As such, the relaciones have been traditionally regarded as a Spanish source, or at least one with heavy European influence.

However, because it required compiling information from thousands of towns and villages, the data collection was done by Spanish and Indigenous administrators (whether corregidores or alcaldes
), with the help of interpreters, elders, educated or knowledgeable local people, and sometimes scholars. Therefore, it can be argued that the corpus holds the cosmovisions of both the Indigenous and European worlds. Every township, every individual administrator, every collaborator contributed ideas of the material and more-than-material world around them. The relaciones, then, are an aggregator of local New Spain’s cosmovisions, rendered comparable through the comparata of questionnaires created by a European survey, all deeply entangled. The mosaic of traditions and languages that were part of Mesoamerica cannot be easily and neatly divided and identified due to local differences, but they all shared important characteristics that allow us to talk about the Mesoamerican cosmovision.

Faced with the challenge of studying this corpus, modern scholars are presented with at least two options: the first one is investigating what the Castilian authorities learned from the answers to the relaciones’ questionnaire and examining the practical effects that the information had on the administration of New Spain; the second one is seeking to reveal the multiple meanings of the corpus, the cultural clues registered unintentionally in texts and maps, shaped by the Indigenous and Spanish cosmovisions, as well as their impact upon our own mentality. In this chapter, we follow the second avenue by developing tools that facilitate the retrieval of information with such purposes.4 In this way, we join other scholars that are keenly aware of, and intent on rediscovering, the multiple belief systems, interests, and ways of engaging with knowledge that the corpus of relaciones embeds. These multiple cosmovisions manifest in the wonderful spatial depictions or maps attached to several relaciones, as Mundy discusses in more detail in Part 3 (Chapter 7). When the questionnaire Page 156 →asked respondents to include a painting or map (pintura
) of the territory described in the text, the royal cosmographer Juan López de Velasco expected to receive maps in the European cartographic sense. However, many of the pinturas that were collected clearly depict the Mesoamerican spatial tradition and cosmovision combined with the Spanish conception. Similarly, the textual descriptions in the relaciones often hold the intertwinement of these cosmovisions, as well as the creation of new knowledge that results from it. From these entanglements, the following question emerges: What can those instruments of empire, like the relaciones, actually tell us in terms of cosmovision—not only about space and place, but also about how groups that would eventually be made subaltern and their knowledge, technology, and ways of life subsisted, resisted, and continued? Furthermore, what can be learned from these documents about the ways in which different worldviews intertwined with and regarded each other?5

The great difficulty in studying a large corpus like the relaciones is scale. While certainly smaller in scope and temporal duration than the local gazetteers, the relaciones similarly come from many towns and counties, some of which were highly aware of what was happening in adjacent cities, others uninterested in those connections. The information contained in them can take a lifetime to explore, and the sheer scale of the data makes fine-grained linguistic or geographic comparisons challenging. Aiming to address this challenge, we explore how the use of new theoretical and methodological approaches derived from the digital humanities and computer science can help us, not only in the identification of information in very large historical collections, but also in the study of Indigenous, subaltern, European, and intercultural knowledge, opening the floor to careful reflection about the information that Latin American colonial sources contain.


Toward Historical Big Data Using Computational Approaches

As discussed in the introduction to this volume, the relaciones questionnaire acted as an overarching “metatext” to enable the comparison and connection of information not only among the multiple geographies recorded, but also among specific categories of knowledge.6 In a way, this Page 157 →questionnaire was designed to do what modern information technologies do today: compile and compare massive amounts of data. With 168 manuscript reports that collectively contain nearly a million words, as well as 78 pictographic maps,7 the relaciones offer information about 50 provinces, 414 major towns (cabeceras
), and thousands of small towns and villages.8 Therefore, the reports are inextricably linked to geographies. As such, they offer the potential to explore historical questions and topics at different spatial scales. Furthermore, the combination of a geographic and a linguistic method making use of advanced computational means opens the possibility of studying historical sources from a distinct perspective.

Using the central premise of distant reading that aims to unearth broad patterns from a large amount of text using quantitative methods,9 and aiming to design new ways of exploring large historical collections, our project, Digging into Early Colonial Mexico: A Large-Scale Computational Analysis of 16th Century Historical Sources (DECM), used the relaciones as the basis for creating new datasets that can expedite approaches to Mexican colonial history and open new lines of research.10 The datasets we have created include the first online digital sixteenth-century historical gazetteer of New Spain; a collection of seventy layers of colonial historical information, such as ecclesiastical and civil jurisdictions, available in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) format; and a fully annotated corpus of the relaciones as edited by René Acuña (1982–1988) and Mercedes de la Garza (1983). These relaciones cover the regions historically divided into Guatemala, Antequera, Tlaxcala, Mexico, Michoacan, Nueva Galicia, and Yucatán. Our project has also developed and refined a new computational methodology, with accompanying software, called Geographical Text Analysis (GTA). This technique uses a combination of GIS and corpus linguistics to facilitate exploration of historical corpora, text mining, and the identification and cross-referencing of textual information associated with geographies, combining close and distant reading.11



A Digital Gazetteer of New Spain

Our digital gazetteer emerged not only from the opportunity to use novel approaches and technologies derived from GIS, but also from the necessity of developing new pathways to a better understanding of the Page 158 →historical geographies of the colonial period. Unlike the Chinese empire, which had been consolidated over centuries, at least in its core territory where most local gazetteers were written, Mesoamerica, upon the arrival of European colonizers, experienced abrupt social, economic, political, and hence territorial transformations and shifts within a short span of time. The pre-conquest Mesoamericans conceived the landscape in terms of altepetl (literally atl = water, tepetl = hill), a crucial spatial Indigenous concept that has been understood as the integration of individual territorial units distributed through a discontinuous space that belongs to a single community organized under economic, political, social, and religious principles, as Mundy discusses further.12 This geographic vision and the sense of place it entailed were radically reshaped by the founding of new cities, towns, and villages during colonial times. Many generations of scholars have undertaken the recording and study of the historical geographies of Mexico and the territorial organization of New Spain, which is no easy task. Moreover, larger shifts in settlement patterns have proved almost impossible to analyze due to the immense volume of information that needs to be compiled, making it extremely difficult to identify major changes and shifts or to carry out larger comparisons between regions. This is not to say that there has not been excellent research aiming to understand these changes in the pre-Hispanic and colonial periods. From the seminal works by Gibson, González Aparicio, Gerhard, and Lockhart, who identified the main altepeme and examined their relationships with its subject towns using ethnohistorical sources,13 to the archaeological surveys by Sanders, Sanders et al., Parsons, Parsons et al., and Blanton,14 to more recent efforts from Smith et al., Mundy, Fernández-Christlieb, García Zambrano, and Johnson,15 among many others, research looking into settlement patterns and historical geography has advanced our knowledge of pre-Hispanic and colonial territories. Nevertheless, while some projects, lead for example by García Ramírez and Martínez Mendoza, and by Tanck de Estrada,16 have compiled valuable data on thousands of toponyms, and while the National Institute of Anthropology and History of Mexico (INAH) has an extensive record of archaeological sites and historical monuments, a digital historical gazetteer of New Spain documenting the geographies of the sixteenth century is still a necessary resource. The works by Gerhard17 and Cline18 had already established the basis for Page 159 →such an effort, using the relaciones as a springboard to investigate further historical geographies. The creation of the dataset that we present here facilitates advanced spatial analyses that will make possible the exploration of changes in historical geography from the late postclassic period (1200–1519) to the late sixteenth century at different scales.

Without a readily available historical GIS like the one that scholars of imperial China have, we first had to compile all the place names in the corpus. This was done by extracting a list of place names from the analytical indexes of the Acuña and de la Garza editions. Once we had this list, the next step was to assign the corresponding geographic coordinates. The sixteenth-century digital gazetteer we compiled includes all the toponyms, or place names, mentioned in the corpus, and in most cases, we could identify and record the longitude and latitude corresponding to a toponym’s sixteenth-century location.

As expected, we were confronted with a series of challenges.19 Although some toponyms have preserved their original form and their sixteenth-century location, others have changed significantly over time for one or more of the following reasons:


	•Toponyms from the sixteenth-century correspond to localities that no longer exist due to the colonial resettlement processes that occurred during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries (e.g., Cacamatzintla, which disappeared in the late sixteenth-century and would have been in the modern state of Veracruz).

	•The toponym has completely changed, but the location has not (e.g., Cintla or Zentla has become Colonia Manuel González).

	•There are spelling variations of the same toponym, a consequence of the linguistic normalization of Indigenous spelling into Spanish (e.g., Cuistlabaca, Cuestlaguaca, and Coixtlahuaca).

	•Words have been added to the original toponym, such as the name of a saint or a natural resource typical of the area (e.g., Ixtapan de la Sal).

	•The same place has at least two toponyms in different languages (e.g., Santiago Mitlantongo; Mictlantongo or Mitlantongo in Spanish/Nahuatl; Dzandaya or Sandaya in Mixtec).Page 160 →

	•The presence of a homonym, that is, a toponym that corresponds to several locations (e.g., Acatlán can refer to a town in Guerrero, a town in the state of Puebla, or a town in Veracruz).


To solve these challenges, we had to disambiguate each of the problematic cases linguistically and geographically through historical research. This process allowed us to eliminate doubt when relating a certain toponym to its coordinates. When we were confident that a historical toponym corresponded to a current location, we assigned the coordinates through GIS or retrieved them from geographic databases such as the INEGI toponyms database, Geonames, or the Getty Thesaurus of Geographical Names. We were able to assign geographic coordinates to nearly 4,000 locations mentioned in the relaciones and recorded a total of 14,800 historical place names and their variations.20

The creation of a digital historical gazetteer also opens other new and exciting possibilities. The relaciones, as explained in Chapter 1, organize information using geography as an ordering principle, and the collection contains an enormous wealth of historical information, including Indigenous history, wars, past and present demographics, geographies and landscapes, political and economic status, territorial organization, scientific and medical knowledge, and resources such as animals, plants, foods, minerals, and metals. The ability to map this information, compare it at a large scale, and analyze it from a geographic perspective provides, as we have said, the potential to enhance current research and facilitate new discoveries.

To realize this potential, it was also necessary to develop ways in which historical information of interest could be identified and organized to enable analyses combining close and distant reading. This aim was achieved by applying computational linguistics and artificial intelligence methods that allowed us to “teach” a computer to automatically identify keywords and concepts of historical interest in the relaciones. That task required the creation of an ontology, or analytical framework, with categories that permitted the identification and analysis of specific words and concepts (e.g., people’s names, place names, dates, institutions, activities, artifacts). Using this ontology, we achieved the annotation of words belonging to those categories in the historical documents.Page 161 →



Defining and Identifying Knowledge in the Relaciones

The creation of a conceptual model to identify information in the relaciones required careful consideration. If we are to understand and approach through digital means the ways in which the Mesoamerican and European cosmovisions remained, persisted, influenced each other, intertwined, or were transformed, it is necessary to reflect on the diversity of the knowledge categories that the relaciones aimed to capture as well as on our interpretations of such categories. Attending to the specific information that was asked for in the relaciones questionnaire, the responses to such questions, and the categories created by our project to “capture” such knowledge, can help us in the identification of the abovementioned entanglements and transformations.

Such categories can be identified through an ontology that enables the computer to learn and to automatically identify and tag all the words or concepts that designate entities of historical and geographic interest. Whose categories should we use to extract information from the historical corpus? And what does it mean in terms of cosmovisions to assign such categories? Given the historical complexity of these documents and the multiple ways in which researchers today engage with such documents, we considered three models, or “conceptions,” of knowledge categories: the one contained and established in the design of the questionnaire, which corresponds to the Spanish cosmovision; a second one that is actually contained in the answers provided, in which we find information about Spanish, Indigenous, and intercultural cosmovisions; and finally our own ontology, which aims to capture information related to the usual historical questions that modern scholarship has pursued (Figure 5.1). We believe, however, that the answers to the previous questions still need further discussion and that the ontologies created to annotate historical documents can certainly be modified accordingly.

[image: This graphic organizer shows the correspondence between three categories and their knowledge models.]Figure 5.1.Models of knowledge categories related to the relaciones geográficas.

The ontology we created contains the eighteen analytical entities that we considered would best match the knowledge categories contained in the relaciones. Some of these entities mirror the information the questionnaire aimed to capture (e.g., plants, animals, resources), while others compile information in more complex categories of knowledge (e.g., activity, Page 162 →location, cultural artifact, health). With this ontology defined, the project proceeded to train a machine-learning model using a technique called Named Entity Recognition and Disambiguation (NERD), which automatically annotates those words that refer to any class of entity of historical or geographic interest. The objective is to classify each word or phrase and then attach a label indicating the analytical category to which it belongs as defined in the ontology.21 The term “Atlixco,” for example, would be labeled as a toponym, “Francisco Mendoza” would be marked as a personal name, “silver” as a natural resource, and so on.

One challenge in the development of the NERD model was to adapt the machine-learning techniques to the particularities of the relaciones. The corpus is characterized by the use of a pre-modern form of Castilian that has significant syntactic and grammatical differences from contemporary Spanish.22 Additionally, the model had to respond to the frequent presence of words in at least sixty-nine Indigenous languages such as Nahuatl, Mixtec, Tarascan, Otomi, and several dialects of Maya.23 Another challenge was distinguishing the different semantic contexts in which some words appear. For example, in the phrase The Order of Saint Francis was established in these lands in 1524 (La orden de San Francisco se estableció en estas tierras en 1524
), the term San Francisco refers to a religious institution, but in The mendicant friars helped the poor following the teachings of Saint Francis (Los frailes mendicantes ayudaron a los pobres siguiendo las enseñanzas de San Francisco
), the same term refers to a person. In another context, the term may represent a geographic location: “The current population of San Francisco Tlalcilalcalpan is 18,721 people” (“La población actual de San Francisco Tlalcilalcalpan es de 18,721 personas
”). Word-embedding algorithms learn those distinctions, helping neural networks to make correct annotations in the corpus.

Once the corpus had been annotated, we designed and implemented software for a method called Geographical Text Analysis.24 This method Page 163 →allows researchers to map and analyze the knowledge categories contained in the relaciones at an unprecedented scale.



Geographical Text Analysis and the Identification of Information at Large Scale

As mentioned before, Geographical Text Analysis (GTA) combines several machine-learning techniques to parse the content of documents and automatically identify predefined categories of information in order to extract and analyze such data. A detailed description of the method can be found elsewhere.25 Nevertheless, in essence, the method applies a combination of two concepts from corpus linguistics and GIS: Keyword in Context (KWIC) and Geographic Collocation Analysis.

In the case of KWIC, the software searches for a term in the corpus relevant to the analysis (i.e., the keyword or “entity”) in order to retrieve not only that term, but also the fragments of text that appear before and after it (i.e., the context), or that are close enough to be considered semantically significant. The number of words to be retrieved as context is defined by the researcher at each query. As a result, fragments of text to the left and right of the keyword are presented to the user, revealing how the keyword is used in different passages of the relaciones. In other words, the results show the different semantic contexts in which the keyword appears.

Geographic Collocation Analysis26 facilitates the recognition and retrieval, across the corpus, of all place names that collocate with, or are close to, a keyword of interest according to a predefined proximity threshold. This threshold is usually defined in terms of the maximum number of words between the search term (KWIC) and the collocate, but it can also be defined more loosely, identifying, for instance, the first toponym mentioned to the left and/or right of the search term. In this manner, and following the example above, if a researcher is interested in investigating medicinal knowledge, they could retrieve all phrases linked to “remedies” (e.g., piciete, zumo, yerba, purga, raíz) and the places associated with the mention of such terms (e.g., “They take some purgatives with fava beans, which is the common purgative throughout this coast, and with another root, which naturally is that of Mechuacan . . .”). Table 5.1 Page 164 →shows an example of the original Spanish text and the disaggregation of key word “purgative” from the text.

Table 5.1. Geographic Collocation Analysis identifies toponyms in the context of the search term or KWIC and also retrieves their coordinates.


	Left context

	KWIC

	Right context

	Associated toponym

	Latitude

	Longitude






	la purga común en toda esta costa, y con otra raíz, que, naturalmente, es la de Mechuacan, porque la hay en cantidad. En esta tierra, así fresca, es muy buena

	purga

	. Y antes les es dañosa, porque con la purga, y como ellos están con aquella calor, se bañan.

	Mechuacan

	19.62326

	−101.57340







In the specific case of the relaciones, the keyword can belong to one of the categories (i.e., entities) defined in the ontology of the corpus. For example, the ethnic category “Otomi” could be searched to extract the adjectives most frequently associated with this word. In certain contexts, the results could yield qualifiers such as upstarts (advenedizos
) or barbarians (bárbaros
)—especially in passages that record the opinion of Nahua informants about their Otomi neighbors; but in other passages that describe work in the mines controlled by the Spaniards, one might find obedient (obedientes
), hardworking (trabajadores
), or quite the opposite, lazy (perezosos
). The identification of such patterns of association allows us to infer different valuations and ways of regarding “the other” to find an explanation for those patterns, which has, in itself, immense value for historical research. If georeferences are added to such data, then it could Page 165 →be discovered that the first opinion about the Otomi comes from people living where the Nahuas had settled long before the Otomi and considered the latter intruders, outsiders, or upstarts; and the second from places where, although the Nahuas were the most recent migrants, they saw the Otomi as “barbarians” due to their unsophisticated way of life.

The project has developed GTA software to facilitate this type of analysis.27 Figure 5.2 shows the main interface of this tool during a keyword in context analysis. The user can upload any annotated documents or corpora of their choosing. In the interface, the user can see several windows. In Documents (Figure 5.2, left), the user chooses the texts he/she wants to analyze; these can correspond to a single document, a group of relaciones, or the entire corpus. The Corpus window (Figure 5.2, top center) displays the full content of the document, highlighting the significant terms that result from the search. The Gazetteer window (Figure 5.2, top right) shows all the geographic locations associated with the terms in the query. The Annotation Details window (Figure 5.2, bottom right; Figure 5.3) shows metadata and an extended view of the context for the term queried. The results of any query are displayed in tabular form in the Context window (Figure 5.2, bottom center; Figure 5.4), which has four columns showing the document name, context on the left, keyword in context, and context on the right.

[image: Dashboard of the GTA software interface showing five windows.]Figure 5.2.Geographical Text Analysis software interface.

[image: Detail of the GTA Annotation Details window displaying metadata.]Figure 5.3.GTA Annotation Details window.

[image: Detail of the GTA Context window displaying tabular data.]Figure 5.4.GTA Context window.

All these windows are linked and interactive: every instance of the keyword in context is linked to the original text, allowing the user toPage 166 → Page 167 →move back and forth between the query result and the original text shown in the Corpus window. Furthermore, the Gazetteer tool is also linked to the results, so that selecting a line in the Context window will update the map, showing the geographic locations associated with the keyword.

The software also allows the user to carry out a multiplicity of queries, and these queries can be either textual or geographic. Queries can be done through the filter tools (Figure 5.2, left) by searching a single keyword, by selecting one or more entities or labels (i.e., semantic categories), or through the complex query builder that allows Boolean searches (e.g., retrieve all data on health between 1575 and 1583, but not 1576). Searches can also be done through the Corpus window by selecting an annotation or a word, or by highlighting any text. By drawing a polygon on the map, users can also launch geographic queries through the Gazetteer window. These tools are of significant help when the researcher wants to explore what is being said about specific places or wants to know where toponyms appear in the corpus.

The results of any query are formatted and saved in the background as a table containing all the metadata needed, including an index number to connect back to the corpus, the name of the source, the type of entity, the keyword in its context, the associated toponyms and coordinates, and when available, in which historical source the place names appear, among many others. This table can be exported to .csv (Excel format) and then uploaded to other software, such as Google Earth, for further visualization or GIS for more advanced spatial analyses (Figure 5.5).28

[image: Table of query results exported by the GTA software in CVS format.]Figure 5.5.Example of query results exported by GTA software.29

Page 168 →With these datasets, methods, and software, the potential for researchers to ask complex questions at a variety of scales combining distant and close reading becomes boundless. The next section provides only a few examples showcasing the potential of GTA, attending particularly to research in the etymology of historical place names, as well as ideas of space and place, as depicted in the relaciones.



Analyzing Conceptions of Space and Place at Large Scales

Although the relaciones take geography as an ordering principle, the associations that these documents make between locations and the thematic information they contain are far from simple. The questionnaire asks explicitly for toponyms in eleven of the fifty questions (numbers 1, 9, 13, 16, 19, 20, 21, 34, 41, 42, and 47). However, the answers to the questionnaire tend to include multiple spatial references that are not place names, although, of course, toponyms appear in almost all answers. As we annotated the corpus with the ontology, we encountered thousands of mentions of other entities that provide essential information about the relationships between all kinds of activities or other knowledge categories and spatial references. To retrieve all this information, we had to consider the multiple ways in which spatial knowledge was depicted and how we could capture that knowledge for interpretation. In this case, multiple labels associated with the broader “location” entity were created. Settlement types were annotated as headquarters (cabeceras
), subjects (sujetos
), towns (pueblos), and other types of settlements including county (corregimiento
), town (villa), and ranches (estancias
); these were supplemented with other ecclesiastical and civil jurisdictions. Geographic feature types included mountain range (sierra), river (río), cave (cueva
), ravine (quebrada
), spring (fuente
), hills (cerros
), lagoons (lagunas
), and lake (lago
). Imaginary entity locations were annotated heaven (cielo
) or hell (infierno
), while toponym labels annotated locations such as Nueva España, Totolapan, and Tlayacapan.

Not all words annotated with the toponym label have associated geographic coordinates, but all are included in the gazetteer. As previously explained, this allows us to assign a specific geographic context to all Page 169 →the other words of interest associated with that toponym. However, the other labels of the location entity enable us to retrieve the terms that refer to spatial footprints that are not always geographically identifiable but provide us with information on the spatial knowledge contained in the answers to the questionnaire. An example of the complexity of this concept can be recognized in the responses to Question 14, which asks about forms of worship, deities, and good or evil customs. For example, in the Relación de Coatepec, the informant provides two locations where Indigenous people performed some rite (called idolatry by the author of the relación): the Tonaltepec cave and a “cerro pelado
” (a bare hill). The first place mentioned includes a toponym that is identifiable (Tonaltepec), but the second one is only a geographic feature reference (a hill). Later, the text mentions a church on this hill called Santa Cruz, so the identification may correspond to a hill called Santa Cruz, which is close to the Tonaltepec cave. Apparently, the church has disappeared, and its toponym now seems to correspond to the hill. This reference might have been missed if we had paid attention only to the toponym information (both Tonaltepec and Coatepec), but the label geographic feature type helps us relate that information to a hill that has the potential to be linked to the ritual.

What happens, then, if we retrieve all the words related to ritual activities and ask how these words are related to various places? An extraction with the GTA tool of all the words and their context annotated as such in the relaciones from the Arzobispado de México provides us with 769 results. The extraction found the following conjugated verbs and some variations associated with them: worship (adoraciones
), rites (ritos
), married (casaban
), sacrifice (sacrificio
), dances (bailes
), buried (enterraban
), idolatry (idolatría
), fasted (ayunaban
), among many others.

This extraction allows us to promptly identify patterns. For example, we found the following trends in the case of burials: in the towns of Tequizistlán, Ichcateupan, Coatepec, Teloloapan, Utatlán, Tlacotepeque, Tequixquiac, and Citlaltepec, the deceased were buried in their houses, whether they were commoners or rulers. In Tzicaputzalco and Tutultepeque, the bodies of deceased ordinary people were abandoned in the field or buried in any available place, while only in Tetela, Tzicaputzalco, and Xilotzingo, the corpses of the lords were buried in Page 170 →temples. Further questions can follow from these patterns: First, is archaeological research confirming these observations or not, and what does that imply? Second, how are locations of burials in the past conceived in the memory of the inhabitants in the present? Third, does this affect their present relationship with their ancestors? And finally, if we amplify this analysis to the totality of New Spain, how have burial practices varied regionally?

Another interesting pattern immediately observed is related to marriages, which could be celebrated either in temples or in the house of the bride or the groom. There are thirteen mentions of marriages happening in houses, while only two are mentioned as happening in a temple. From these results, we could make a map of the spatiality of celebrations by Indigenous peoples. However, it would be necessary to consider whether the text describes such celebrations as occurring in the historical moment before the arrival of the Europeans or refers to colonial time. This consideration can help us reflect on how certain traditions were maintained or changed with the process of Christian evangelization.

Finally, most sacrifices were made in the temples (forty-eight mentions), but there are twenty mentions of sacrifices made in places such as hills, rocks, lagoons, and caves. Most mentions identify the deity to whom a sacrifice was made, either in a temple or in the landscape, which would allow mapping the distribution of deity cults. The joint or separate analysis of these cases would allow us to delve into the notion of ritual landscapes developed by Johanna Broda in her studies of sources such as the General History of New Spain by Fray Bernardino Sahagún.30 In addition, the spatial relationships between the rituals and the places mentioned in different sources from the sixteenth century could be compared. Ethnographic and environmental studies could also find in the GTA method an ideal companion for complementary interpretation, asking, for instance, how have geographic features been transformed over time? Are there geographic features where rituals are still performed today, or has this changed?

With the GTA approach, we can also study how toponyms have changed over time. The annotation of thousands of place names, and the identification of information about landscapes and other forms of spatial understanding, allow us to identify and analyze information Page 171 →regarding the diversity of spatial conceptions among the different cosmovisions depicted in the relaciones. Our ability to do so establishes the basis for the exploration of questions of great historical importance at large scales: How do place names change over time? What forms do these transformations take? Why do some toponyms retain their Indigenous forms, while others become “entangled” with Spanish religious dedications, among other things, or get purely Spanish names? How are “foreign” place names instituted, and how are they replaced by others? What might the recording of place names in these historical documents tell us about political positioning in contested contexts? How do toponyms in different Indigenous languages get recorded in colonial documents? How are toponyms in languages that no longer exist (e.g., the language of the Chontales from Guerrero, which was extinguished by the seventeenth century) recorded? And for how long do Mesoamerican expressions such as glyphic toponyms persist in spatial imagery, and how does this compare with written sources? Furthermore, possible spatial patterns behind these changes can also be analyzed. Are these changes related to the practices of particular religious orders? Did these changes happen more in some regions than others?

An exploration of these questions can be started by a simple GTA query aiming to identify all the toponyms mentioned in the relaciones. Taking again as an example all the relaciones belonging to the Arzobispado de México, 1,273 toponyms were identified.30 Of those toponyms, 882 were recorded only with an Indigenous name (e.g., Acatepec, Huexotla, Teotihuacan), 276 were composites (e.g., San Agustín Atlapulco, San Lucas Tolanzingo, Santa María Tlamimilolpa), 97 were Spanish (e.g., Asunción de Santa María, Guadalajara, La Trinidad), and at least 7 were euphonies (or phonetically named sites) (e.g., Cuernavaca, Churubusco, Tacuba) (Figure 5.6).

[image: Bar chart showing the distribution of the type of toponyms in the relaciones geográficas of the Archbishopric of Mexico. The most common category is Indigenous toponyms, followed by composite, Spanish, and euphony types.]Figure 5.6.Results of a query identifying the toponyms in the relaciones of the Arzobispado de México with a simple classification.

The observation that, by the end of the sixteenth century, most Indigenous place names remained, is captivating in itself but other patterns of interest also emerge. By mapping this simple classification, it can be observed that composite toponyms seem to cluster geographically (Figure 5.7). The possible reasons for this pattern need to be investigated further, but while most place names recorded are Indigenous, we can also observe that some that were identified only with an IndigenousPage 172 → Page 173 →component in the relaciones had, in fact, a Christian religious advocation. In other words, some of the relaciones explicitly record the name of a place without the dedication to the Christian saint, even though it has one. Why are some place names recorded with and some without this Christian component? Can this pattern tell us something about the state of the social relationships of the moment? Naming a place in one way or another can tell us about the quality of these relationships and could signal acts of contestation. This possibility could be further explored by correlating these cases with information about who speaks and makes these records on behalf of the communities, and the history of these specific towns and villages.

[image: Map of Mexico displaying the spatial distribution of the type of toponyms registered in the relaciones geográficas of the Archbishopric of Mexico.]Figure 5.7.Geographic distribution of the toponyms in the relaciones of the Archbishopric of Mexico.

Furthermore, as demonstrated decades earlier by Marc Bloch, variation in place names can also tell us about social, economic, and political complexity as well as ethnic diversity.31 For instance, place names that talk about cattle farming can be identified by searching in the settlement type category for those places annotated as estancias
. With this query, we can identify 136 mentions of such places and see what is being said about them. Moreover, we can map these toponyms, and with an analysis of their linguistic context in the resulting query, although more broadly the widespread use of Nahua toponymy speaks of the political importance of that language—and this might certainly pose difficulties in the interpretative sense—one can clearly identify ethnic influences. For instance, the relación of the Minas de Taxco states that “the second real, which is to the east, is named Cantarranas, established by the Spaniards, and the Indians name it Texaltitlan.” We see something similar in the title of the next relación: “Relación of the vicarage and region of Santa Cruz, which in Mexican is called Ixtepec, and in Zapotec Quialoo.” Having the context around the toponym can give us valuable information about it, something that is not possible with only a gazetteer or a list of place names. The mapping of toponyms can also help us identify the geographic distribution of particular language variants, such as occidental Nahuatl, mainly used on the Pacific coast.32

Another example can be the exploration of important historical subjects such as how the diseases and the epidemics that ravaged the land across the sixteenth century were recorded. Extracting all information Page 174 →about diseases annotated in the whole corpus gives us a total of 2,022 instances mentioning a wide range of illnesses in Spanish and Indigenous languages. These include terms such as measles (sarampión
), asthma (ahogamiento de pecho
), and cocoliztli (a Nahuatl word often used for smallpox, but that can make reference to various illnesses), among many others. From this simple query we have uncovered 302 individual terms related to diseases and forms of illness. Our focus here has primarily been on discerning between Indigenous and Spanish-origin terms, a task motivated by several reasons.

One noteworthy example that underscores the richness of this linguistic tapestry is the Nahuatl term totomonaliztli, which is one of the early words to designate smallpox. This disease among others, as it is widely known, was introduced to America by Europeans, and there is the need to investigate further the ways in which Indigenous people dealt linguistically with new illnesses. Something that becomes evident when investigating the term totomonaliztli is that the diverse range of terms referring to smallpox among the Nahua offers profound insights into their conceptualization of illness. It appears that specific terms were assigned to diseases based on their perceived causes, reflecting the intricate web of beliefs surrounding health within their culture. Another interesting venue of research regarding terms assigned to smallpox is related to what is linguistically called “loan terms,” where words from one language seamlessly transition into another when cultures intersect. In this respect, something that deserves attention is the delayed integration of Spanish terms into Nahuatl. Surprisingly, it was not until the late 1550s, three decades following the arrival of the Spanish, that the term Spanish term for smallpox (viruela
) made its way into Nahuatl discourse. Instead, it was the Spanish who adopted the Nahuatl term “cocoliztli
” to describe the devastating epidemics ravaging the region. This linguistic peculiarity raises profound questions about the continuity of Mesoamerican medical traditions and the evolution of disease concepts during this pivotal period. It suggests that despite the profound socio-cultural shifts catalyzed by European colonization, the fundamental tenets of the Mesoamerican medical system remained remarkably resilient well into the late sixteenth-century.

As in the cases above, the mention of diseases can be also mapped (Figure 5.8). Our latest endeavor has yielded intriguing preliminary Page 175 →findings, particularly concerning the cataloging of terms directly associated with epidemics. Among these, we have highlighted notable examples such as cocoliztli, totomonaliztli, viruela, pestilencia, and mortandad, among others. These terms serve as linguistic markers, offering invaluable insights into the historical landscape of disease within Mesoamerican societies. Yet our exploration is far from complete. As we delve deeper into the spatial analysis of these terms, a fascinating narrative begins to emerge. Not only do we observe clusters of disease mentions, but we also note the conspicuous absence of such references in certain regions where it is known that epidemics happened. It is imperative to acknowledge not only the areas where diseases are documented but also those regions where silence in the documents prevail—a silence that speaks volumes about the complex dynamics of health and illness in these societies. Moreover, our method extends beyond mere enumeration; it delves into the implications of disease mentions within each relación and the underlying reasons behind these mentions. How frequently are diseases mentioned? Do the sources offer insights into the perceived causes of diseases within these towns? Do they give indications of how affected these places were?

Furthermore, this query can also open another venue of exploration, such as the investigation into the remedies documented alongside Page 176 →mentions of diseases. This approach might help shed light not only on the afflictions themselves but also on the diverse array of healing practices employed and recorded in these documents.

[image: GIS project showing the map base of Mexico with red points representing the distribution of 2,022 words related to diseases that were registered by the whole corpus of the relaciones geográficas.]Figure 5.8.GIS project showing the mapping of the 2,022 instances of diseases mentioned in the relaciones.

These are only a few of the examples that demonstrate the potential of the datasets, methods, and tools our project has created. Following in the steps of researchers who have advanced the study of historical geography in Mexico across generations, we can now harness digital tools to identify toponyms and information of interest in thousands of pages in just seconds.33 These tools also allow us to explore patterns at large scales while combining them with the close reading of the texts. We believe that this way of engaging with historical sources has the potential to unlock new interpretations through its ability to expedite searches, but particularly through the cross-referencing of thousands of records, which would otherwise be impossible.



Mining Early Modern Big Data

The GTA approach is perfectly suited for the study of both the relaciones geográficas and the Chinese local gazetteers. In both cases, the structure of the textual content—fifty questions in the relaciones and predefined tables of contents in the Chinese corpus—can easily be projected into a series of ontological categories relevant to historical research. Both KWIC and Geographic Collocation Analysis, in particular, offer the possibility of revealing the web of relationships between objects, people, places, events, and ideas. Such a possibility cannot be overestimated. Historians have long been paying attention to specific topics of interest in the relaciones while investigating economic, social, and cultural aspects of New Spain. Moreno Toscano, for example, searched for categories related to agriculture in the whole corpus to create a matrix in which she found correlations that helped her reconstruct the economic geography of New Spain.34 More recently, McDonough extracted specific categories of information from thirty-one relaciones from the Arzobispado de México to discover complex systems of knowledge, practices, and products described in the corpus.35 She went “from thinking about nouns (things), to thinking about both nouns (things, places, and actors) and verbs (actions leading up to, during the production of, and resulting from the making of Page 177 →the ‘things’).” By retrieving toponyms and explanations of their meaning, for example, the author managed to elucidate collective histories in relation to the land. As she points out, “The practice of linking placenames to the people’s past forms a lasting—yet also flexible—memory of who, where, what, why, and how the people know themselves.” Such studies could have been performed faster and more easily with the GTA method and tools. Furthermore, this kind of approach is not bound to one specific corpus. The researcher can now integrate any historical text or collection with others to query and cross-link information from multiple texts. A researcher interested, for instance, in the history of plants or medicine could identify in seconds information across the works of Sahagún, Francisco Hernández, the Badianus Codex, Jacinto de la Serna, the relaciones geográficas, and any other historical documents or collections found in any archive. In Part 5 of this volume, we see how Che Qun applies a similar method to the Chinese local gazetteers, tracing the change in names of hydraulic works in the Dongting Lake region to uncover long-term environmental changes (Chapter 8).

Most interestingly, GTA, by providing a way of identifying and “mining” information at large scales, offers a different “view” of historical evidence. Moreover, it allows us to approach historical documents in a way that has not been possible before. This method allows us to cross-reference linguistic and geographic information in a way that facilitates pinning down details that might give us unmatched clues to the lives, activities, ideas, and things that concerned the actors writing, as well as the ones being described in these documents. Being able to do this at an unprecedented scale also opens the possibility of understanding much more about the broader aspects and patterns that made up the cosmovisions in early modern empires, whether considered colonial or not. At the same time, having the ability to establish search parameters, and being able to replicate and analyze the results of these searches in a more precise way, can also help us as researchers to reflect carefully about how we interpret the sources, and therefore, about how we practice the discipline of history. These are, however, still early days, and we have a long way to go in the application of artificial intelligence and computational technologies to the humanities. How these methods and technologies will transform the ways in which we engage with historical documents, Page 178 →and how we will study them in the future, is still far from being fully understood. The potential, however, is clear—as it has always been. Just as the corregidores and alcaldes
—both Indigenous and Spanish—and the Chinese officials and literati did centuries ago, historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists will use the technologies at their disposal to answer the most interesting questions: Why do we think the way we do? What are the ideas and histories of the “self” and the “others”? And how, when different visions of the world encounter each other, are they entangled and transformed?
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 Part Three
Knowing Space

In this part, we hope to launch a dialogue between the visual representations of imperial space in the gazetteers and relaciones and the imperial epistemologies they reflected. When it came to creating images of imperial territories, a great deal was at stake. To what extent could local worlds be made legible on paper, and what aspects of that legibility were explicitly intended for the imperial center? What was to be highlighted or occluded? Should the mapmaker adopt a bird’s-eye view, reducing mountains and towns to abstract lines and dots? Or, should they instead adopt the perspective of a pedestrian, depicting the landscape as it appears to locals? Could the top-down imperial vision coexist with alternative epistemologies? To whom did these maps speak, and who could gain access to them?

At first glance, the relaciones maps and the general gazetteer maps appear to have nothing in common. The maps from the Ming state’s gazetteer were printed, black-and-white diagrams that neatly followed the imperial administrative division and hierarchy. They offer a uniformized vision of imperial provincial territories as commensurate. Essentially, they visualized a coherent whole larger than the sum of its parts. These maps were seized by the vibrant commercial book market. From there, Page 182 →they were refashioned and reprinted, enjoying a wide circulation beyond the confines of the government offices, and popularizing visions of imperial space that exuded government authority without being controlled by the court. On the contrary, the relaciones maps were colorful painted manuscripts. What first strikes a viewer is their heterogeneity. Drawn by Indigenous painters using the graphic language from the pre-Hispanic age, these maps encapsulate layers of conflicting understandings of territory between the colonizers and the colonized. They are not so much tools of integration into the empire as an Indigenous episteme that could not and would not fit into the European imperial imagination. Undecipherable to cosmographers in Madrid whose planned general cosmography never materialized, they were kept secret and never used to create public mapping discourse about the empire. For most of the early modern period, few had the privilege to see them at all. They reemerged in the nineteenth century with the printing press of the industrial age to serve the construction of nationalist and post-colonial historiographies.

This part attends to these glaring contrasts. Indeed, the contrasts themselves epitomize the divergence between the gazetteers and the relaciones in terms of maturity and circulation. That divergence, in turn, is revealing of the very uneven degree of imperial integration between Ming China and the Spanish empire. However, this part also shows how historians can fruitfully apply similar research questions to these maps. In doing so, we demonstrate how both the gazetteer maps and the relaciones maps encapsulate diverging epistemologies or mapping discourses, and how those tensions reveal competing claims of power by different stakeholders of the Chinese and the Spanish empire at the local level.

The maps of New Spain produced by Indigenous mapmakers intentionally highlighted the empire’s internal fracture. They offered a vision of New Spain as loaded with cultural and political meaning that predated Spanish rule. They depict genealogies of pre-Hispanic rulers and the history of power struggle between Indigenous polities. Yet these maps also showcase how the Indigenous elite actively appropriated the new imperial order on their own terms. In them, current Indigenous rulers appear by their Spanish names, while the Catholic churches were depicted as sacred monuments sanctioned by Indigenous authorities. Meanwhile, despite their apparent uniformity, maps from Chinese works of geography Page 183 →underwent paradigmatic shifts during the Ming dynasty, serving different textual functions and visions of imperial rule. In the court-issued state gazetteers, maps functioned as indexing devices that imposed an order on the structural organization of text. This contrasted with the scholarly atlases championed by scholar-officials critical of the court, as they employed a reformed visual language harking back to pre-Ming models and emphasized connection to the socio-political reality of the empire. Later, putting an abrupt end to the discursive openness of Ming works, the Qing court sought to monopolize mapping techniques and control the circulation of maps in a way not dissimilar to the Spanish court. In short, gazetteer maps and relaciones maps are undergirded by very different configurations of power dynamics; neither can be simply analyzed in terms of either unity or conflict, domination or resistance.

There is surely a wide chasm, both visual and epistemic, between maps from the gazetteers and the relaciones. But is this gap wider than the chasm between these early modern imperial maps and modern cartography? In fact, in the sixteenth century, neither the Spanish nor the Chinese had an exact equivalent of the modern English “map.” The Chinese had tu 圖, which demoted any type of illustration, picture, drawing, or diagram, while the New Spanish relaciones used pintura, which broadly meant a painting or picture. Rather than reading them with the expectation that they would be accurate measurements of distance and topography, we may more productively attend to these early modern forms of spatial representation in terms of the competing agendas and epistemologies they encompass. They are a window into the worldview of the mapmakers.Page 184 →






Chapter Six Mapping Ming China

 Modes of Mapping in the Comprehensive Geographies of the Late Ming Era

By Mario CAMS


In 1368, after approximately a century of Mongol rule over continental East Asia, a new Chinese dynasty known as the Da Ming 大明 (Great Ming) was founded. From its inception, this new Ming state sought to assert itself by commencing large book compilation projects that laid out its spatial organization and administrative procedures. These court-sponsored initiatives navigated a delicate balance between affirming the legitimacy of Ming governance by situating it within a lineage of historical Chinese states, while concurrently demarcating the Great Ming as distinct from its dynastic predecessors. A prominent example is the 1461 Da Ming yitong zhi 大明一統志 (Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming), a compilation project that can be traced back to 1370.1 Comprising no fewer than ninety chapters, the work systematically presents information categorized per prefecture, all redacted from local materials and covering the entire expanse of Ming territorial administration. Printed and disseminated by the court, this enormous compilation was first and foremost an attempt at establishing a dominant discourse of Ming space to local Page 186 →elites and the community of scholar-officials, who wielded substantial influence over the state machinery.

Unlike the Habsburg rulers of New Spain, who extensively mapped their lands in Europe2 and sent out a printed questionnaire in an effort to know their new American possessions, the young Ming state inherited a tradition of “knowing empire” that was well-established in time and space. Local gazetteers (difang zhi 地方志), as repositories of local knowledge, had long since matured into a robust genre by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and formed a dependable source base for the court’s project of compiling a comprehensive state gazetteer (yitong zhi 一統志). The compilation project could even fall back on the precedent established by the Da Yuan da yitong zhi 大元大一統志 (Gazetteer of the Great Unified Great Yuan), completed under Mongol rule. Despite these early efforts by the court to legitimize and bolster its rule by ensuring that it controlled the way in which Ming space was represented and known by its literate subjects, it faced severe challenges from the mid-sixteenth century onwards. Scholar-officials holding high degrees and offices took over the initiative to produce works of geography, later joined by lower degree holders and eventually by men with no degree at all. This evolution, combined with scholars’ frustrations with Ming rulership and societal change, greatly eroded the Ming court’s control over what Du Yongtao has called “the ordering of space.”3 Thus, a thriving and increasingly commercialized market emerged for what is best described as “comprehensive geographies”: printed works of geography covering the entirety of the Ming state’s administration as well as neighboring states and peoples. The state gazetteer and other comprehensive geographies are roughly contemporary to the relaciones geográficas. Yet the latter never circulated outside of the Council of the Indies, and the all-encompassing cosmography to which they were meant as source materials was never written. In some ways, comparison with the Chinese gazetteers poses the question of the public afterlife which the relaciones could have enjoyed in a context of greater centralization and more robust book culture.

This chapter moves beyond the local gazetteers to investigate how the empire-wide Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming and its late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth-century challengers highlighted the spatial relationships that connected the Ming world for an ever-expanding readership. Page 187 →In other words, if the local gazetteer ordered and provided geo-historical information on the individual places that constituted the Ming, how did the state gazetteer and other comprehensive geographies go about ordering these places to construct an overarching spatial discourse? Maps provide an important clue to this question: compilers nearly always included a series of maps, either inserted in different chapters or as one set in front. The Chinese term used to describe these maps is tu 圖, denoting any type of illustration, picture, drawing, or diagram. These tu should therefore not be approached in search of geometrical, mensurational, or topographical accuracy, but rather as devices that guide or support the reader in their exploration of a work’s textual contents.4 By indexing, structuring, visualizing, and illustrating the spatial relationships that undergird the often lengthy textual descriptions, the tu in these works thoroughly shaped the way in which contemporary audiences could know and access Ming space.

Local gazetteers also routinely include tu maps depicting specific regions and towns, as Dennis’s chapter shows (Figure 2.4). This chapter, however, moves beyond these local maps of the gazetteer tradition to focus on the tu maps included in the comprehensive geographies of the Ming era, and the spatial discourses they carry on the imperial territory as a whole. It becomes clear that readers were confronted with two distinct modes of mapping. The first mode originates from the Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming, in which tu function as indices that allow the reader to visualize the spatial hierarchies undergirding the organization of the text. By the mid-sixteenth century, a second mode of mapping emerged that was first introduced by an individual scholar named Luo Hongxian 羅洪先 (1504–1564), who had occupied high office in the imperial administration. In a significant move and apparent challenge of the court’s spatial discourse, Luo reinvented pre-Ming representations of space in which tu occupy a much more central position and function. The two competing modes of mapping circulated widely in print and were eventually combined and juxtaposed in an ever more thriving book market. These developments led to a discursive openness in representations of Ming space, one that greatly impacted the way in which Ming readers engaged with and imagined imperial and world geography. By the turn of the seventeenth century, in contrast to the mapping of New Page 188 →Spain, mapping the Ming and spatially ordering the known world was no longer confined to the purview of the imperial throne and had become a matter of public concern.


The Enduring Authority of “Maps” from THE State Gazetteer

The above-mentioned Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming was completed in 1461 by scholars of the imperial Hanlin Academy under the direction of Li Xian 李賢 (1408–1467). As an imperially endorsed attempt by the court to construct an overarching narrative of Ming space,5 the categorized geo-historical descriptions it contains had originally been submitted to the central administration by prefectural and provincial units across the empire. The extensive materials are physically organized in ninety juan 卷 or chapters, of which the first eighty-eight cover all the 160 prefectures of the Ming administration across fifteen provinces, whereas only the last two deal with surrounding states and polities. In total, sixteen tu are included, one general diagram-map that indexes the work as a whole, and one for each of the fifteen provinces inserted at the front of the several chapters that cover the prefectures of that given province (Figures 6.1 and 6.2).6 Unlike the maps found among the relaciones geográficas, these tu Page 189 →were not produced locally but rather designed centrally by the compilers to visually strengthen and augment the spatial relationships that emanate from the textual contents.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.1.Read from right to left: the general diagram-map inserted as one folio in the opening chapter of the Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming (1461). Library of Congress, Chinese Rare Book Collection.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.2.Read from right to left: the diagram-map of the Northern Metropolitan Region (or the capital province) inserted as one folio in chapter 1 of the Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming (1461). Library of Congress, Chinese Rare Book Collection.

As basic illustrations of the spatial logic emphasized by the volume’s structure, these diagram-maps place the main prefectures within a highly stylized landscape of mountains and rivers: place names on the provincial maps are limited to the boxed-in names of prefectures, printed intaglio for emphasis, while mountains, wavy seas, and exaggerated river courses are the only other elements adorning these depictions and margins indicate bordering regions in the four cardinal and intercardinal directions. The general diagram-map at the front, while similarly using boxed-in toponyms to indicate the fifteen provinces that structure the work as a whole, additionally features the names (in regular cut) of the major neighboring polities: this is a map of the known world with Ming China at the center. With only the most fundamental spatial relationships laid out, the main function of these tu is to visually bind together, and help readers navigate, the extensive textual contents of this ninety-chapter compilation. The sense of space communicated by these tu is therefore limited to the main arteries of the state-administrative hierarchy of provinces and prefectures: precisely the overarching structure of the work as a whole.Page 190 →

The state gazetteer circulated widely and is extant in several reprints, which were increasingly produced independently from the central state institutions.7 Around 1520, far away from the imperial court in the southeast coastal province of Fujian, scholar-official Liao Shizhao 廖世昭 compressed the state gazetteer and composed the Da Ming yitong zhilüe 大明一統志略 (Abridged Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming), a popular abbreviated edition that counted only sixteen chapters.8 In this shorthand version of the state gazetteer, the relationship between tu and text changes dramatically: not one but two diagram-maps are included for each province. Each time the original tu (albeit without its title and in a stylistic variation) is followed by a secondary one, adding the place names of a deeper layer of Ming administration in the space freed up by excluding mountain symbols and simplifying the depictions of rivers. It also introduces borderlines between prefectures, an exaggerated depiction of the Great Wall, and the names of neighboring provinces (Figures 6.3 and 6.4). These secondary diagram-maps include the same marginal annotations as the primary ones, indicating the eight cardinal and intercardinal directions and also naming the adjacent territories. Preceding all these double provincial tu, thirty in all, is a revised overview one that names not only the provinces, but all the prefectures of the empire. In Page 191 →the last chapter of this abridged version, moreover, three additional tu appear that depict surrounding states to the northeast, southeast, and northwest respectively.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.3.Read from right to left: the general map and first half of the provincial map in the Abridged Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming. The general map names not only the provinces, but all the prefectures of the empire. Library of Congress, Chinese Rare Book Collection.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.4.Read from right to left: the second half of the map of the Northern Metropolitan Region, followed by the secondary map of that province showing a deeper layer of subordinate administrative units. The three maps (Figures 6.3 and 6.4) are found across the first three folios of the Abridged Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming. Library of Congress, Chinese Rare Book Collection.

The increase in the number of tu between the court-sponsored 1461 Gazetteer of the Unified Great Ming and its abridged version goes to show that the circulation of tu across the different iterations of the state gazetteer did not necessarily follow the logic professed in their titles. On the contrary, in this case, the “abridged” version expanded the geo-administrative coverage of the original tu, not only by adding a secondary map for each province and three new maps of neighboring polities, but also by weakening their original function as indices to the text: the tu in the abridged edition no longer simply provide readers with an index to the textual structure organized by prefectures and grouped in provinces; they also visualize the entire state administration down to districts and counties, both subordinate administrative units that play no part in structuring the textual contents. It thus appears that a disconnect emerged between tu and text, as the state gazetteer was reworked far away from the imperial center.

By the mid-sixteenth century, this particular mode of mapping, with its origins in an imperially endorsed visualization of the Page 192 →state’s geo-administrative order, circulated into other works. An imprint dated 1566 and entitled Guang yutu xu 廣輿圖敘 (Preface to the Enlarged Territorial Maps, not to be confused with the Enlarged Territorial Maps below), for example, consists of just one chapter and achieves a perfect balance between text and maps; for each province, a brief general description augmented with statistics is matched by the two provincial diagram-maps from the Abridged Gazetteer.9 Another imprint that included this mode of mapping, albeit with minor stylistic variations, is the 1573 Huang Ming yitong jiyao 皇明一統紀要 (Summary of the Unified Imperial Ming).10 It is composed of thirteen chapters and features two additional diagram-maps showing the spatial make-up of the Zhou (1046–256 BCE) and Tang (618–906 CE) eras. Finally, in 1626, as the Ming state started to unravel, the Guang huangyu kao 廣皇輿考 (Enlarged Study of Imperial Territories) appeared on the market. The fifteen provincial maps included in this work each combine the primary and secondary provincial diagram-maps into a single one by naming only the prefectures yet still indicating prefectural borders and leaving out mountain symbols and margins.11 These three examples show how an authoritative set of diagram-maps circulated away from its original contexts and reappeared, sometimes slightly edited, in other works of comprehensive geography, further deepening the gap between text and tu
.

In short, the state gazetteer constructed a uniquely Ming space by centrally compiling place-bound information that had been locally collected. Its diagram-maps emphasized the superimposed order undergirding the structural organization of the text—all along the main nodes of the state-administrative hierarchy. This mode of mapping was intended to visually augment, order, and index extensive geo-historical descriptions from the perspective of the imperial center. But as production and printing moved away from the court in the sixteenth century, it continued to circulate into an abridged edition and eventually into other works of comprehensive geography. As Chang Che-chia has shown, the tu from the imperial gazetteer even stylistically impacted the “maps” found in local gazetteers of the era, which often emulate their mountain symbols and include margins that name adjacent units of administration.12 The fact that this mode of mapping had its roots in the court-sanctioned Page 193 →gazetteer explains their lasting impact, both stylistically and discursively, on local gazetteers and comprehensive geographies alike.



The Practical Appeal of a Scholarly Atlas

In contrast to the state gazetteer, with maps initially designed as illustrative indices to a centrally imposed structural-administrative order, the mid-sixteenth-century Guang yutu 廣輿圖 (Enlarged Territorial Maps, 1540s, first printed 1556) operates as an atlas and reaches a balance between tu and text.13 It was created by Luo Hongxian, a prominent scholar-official dismissed from high office after allegedly insulting the emperor. Luo’s atlas was nothing short of a critique on the state gazetteer, which had been widely criticized among Ming scholar-officials for its lack of connection to the socio-political reality of the sixteenth century and for its inability to provide readers with useful information on frontier areas amid a series of territorial emergencies.14

Luo responded to these criticisms by reframing Ming geography and increasing its practical appeal. He effectively remedied the need for more hands-on knowledge by including, for each province, statistical information, administrative tables that list the main hierarchy of civil and military administrations, and, most importantly, radically different maps that harked back to a trans-dynastic mode of mapping: the basis for these maps, which emphasize distance with the help of gridlines and thus aim at some measure of accuracy (Figures 6.5 and 6.6), was a large map by Taoist monk Zhu Siben 朱思本 (b. 1273) that dated back to the Mongol-controlled Yuan state (ca. 1271–1368).15 With these innovations, Luo’s atlas marked a complete departure from the state gazetteer and thereby filled a gap in the market, giving rise to at least six different editions before 1580.16

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.5.The general map as found in a 1588 edition of the Enlarged Territorial Maps. Library of Congress, Chinese Rare Book Collection.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.6.The map of the Northern Metropolitan Region as found in a 1558 edition of the Enlarged Territorial Maps. Library of Congress, Chinese Rare Book Collection.

Luo organized his atlas in two parts. The first consists of one general and fifteen provincial maps that, although in a different order when compared to the maps in the state gazetteer, largely endorse the Ming state’s spatial order along the main administrative units. Besides the balance between tu and text, the main difference with the state gazetteer is that Luo’s work structures tables, data, and descriptive information per province rather than per prefecture. The second part of the atlas, on the other hand, consists of twenty-three maps (some cut up into two or three Page 194 →sheets) that represent bordering regions, neighboring states, transport systems, and defense structures along rivers and seas, thereby transecting the hierarchy of Ming administrative units and including territories that lay far beyond the Ming state’s administrative reach. As such, this scholarly atlas reaches a careful balance not only between text and tu, but also between Ming and world geography.

Given the popularity and scholarly appeal of Luo’s atlas, many comprehensive geographies of the late Ming borrowed its maps, although most works did so selectively and without including the gridlines. This is true for the Da Ming guanzhi daquan 大明官制大全 (Complete Guide Page 195 →of Official Posts of the Great Ming), a work with similar practical ambitions that survives in commercial editions dating back to 1586 and 1613. Originally a guidebook for imperial administrators who were regularly reassigned across the empire, it lists abridged information on all civil and military offices and their jurisdictions. A selection of Luo’s maps, including the provincial ones, the two general maps, and the map of Liaodong, were roughly copied to adorn the Complete Guide.17 It is a prominent example of how the maps from Luo’s atlas formed a second potent mode of mapping the Ming. Given its trans-dynastic aspects and more practical Page 196 →ambitions, China’s scholarly elites embraced it as an alternative to the static mode of mapping associated with the state gazetteer.

Another commercial geography that includes Luo’s maps is the Guang yu ji 廣輿記 (Enlarged Territorial Records, ca. 1600). This is an extensive work in twenty-four chapters that originally did not include maps and was first compiled by Lu Yingyang 陆應阳 (1542–1627).18 As the similarity between the two titles suggests, the Enlarged Territorial Records may have originally been conceived as a more narrative counterpart to Luo’s atlas, or perhaps the compiler just adopted the literary reference in his title to increase his work’s appeal on the market. It was printed in at least three editions before the fall of the Ming, of which only the latter two include one general and fifteen provincial maps, all copied from Luo’s atlas and inserted as a set between the preface and the main text (Figures 6.7 and 6.8).19 As a result of this practice, there are contradictions between the tu maps and the text: the mid-sixteenth-century Page 197 →administrative order inscribed onto the provincial maps differs from the one presented in the text that follows and which dates to the turn of the seventeenth century.20

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.7.The general map as found across one folio in the Enlarged Territorial Records. Naikaku Bunko, Chinese Classics.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.8.Map of the Northern Metropolitan Region as found across one folio in the Enlarged Territorial Records. Naikaku Bunko, Chinese Classics.

With these contradictions between text and tu, the Enlarged Territorial Records is a strong testimony to the wide circulation of Luo’s maps away from their original context and facilitated by an increased commercialization of the genre in the early seventeenth century. Much like the diagram-maps from the state gazetteer, this more scholarly mode of mapping Ming space also trickled down into the world of local gazetteers, some of which include maps that take over the distance-based grid for representing local spaces.21 This goes to show that tu from both the gazetteer and the atlas circulated widely and were easily incorporated into other works. By the late sixteenth century, however, the booming commercial Page 198 →book market gradually displaced the original titles and started producing comprehensive geographies that creatively combined these two dominant and authoritative modes of mapping the Ming.



The Discursive Openness in Commercial Prints

The dynamics that shaped the two modes of mapping tally with some of the general insights put forward by historians of the late Ming book market: a shift away from the state and toward the world of the scholar-officials. As we have seen, the first mode of mapping was inherently shaped by state-initiated representations of imperial space, whereas the second was inspired by the statecraft-oriented ambitions of scholar-officials. Yet both modes could also enter dialogue. In 1557, shortly after the appearance of Luo’s scholarly atlas, a comprehensive geography entitled Huangyu kao 皇輿考 (Study of Imperial Territories) appeared on the book market, wherein the two modes of mapping were juxtaposed in a way that reflects their respective strengths: provincial descriptions appear with one general and thirty provincial tu (two for each), matching those included in the Abridged Gazetteer mentioned above.22 In the second half of the book, tu with gridlines covering surrounding territories appear under seventeen titles, all taken directly from Luo’s atlas.23

As an early attempt at juxtaposing the two dominant modes of mapping, the Study of Imperial Territories was itself a success, with at least three editions extant. It paved the road for the evolution of comprehensive geography during the last decades of Ming rule from about 1575 onwards, a period marked by a vibrant and strong commercial book market centered near the lower Yangzi River.24 With comprehensive geographies circulating widely, authorship spilled over from the community of scholar-officials to that of literate men without an official degree. Whereas the Study of Imperial Territories juxtaposes two modes of mapping in a way that emphasizes their respective strengths (as imperially endorsed maps of the inner realm of Ming administration versus maps visualizing frontier zones and the world beyond), other works of geography attempted to be comprehensive by combining the two different modes of mapping with other tu
.Page 199 →

The Xiurang tongkao 修攘通考 (Appended and Rearranged Comprehensive Study), for example, is a combination of four books, each operating its own mode of mapping.25 The first part sports a set of historical diagrams and short introductions to the dynasties of the past, all taken from a Song-era (960–1279) historical geography entitled Lidai dili zhizhang tu 歷代地理指掌圖 (Handy Maps of the Geography of Past Dynasties, 1185).26 Second is a set of tu which uniquely depict the Ming provinces by combining the two dominant modes of mapping into one single map per province.27 The third part is a set of military maps of the northern frontier borrowed from a 1538 work by Xu Lun 許論.28 The last part, finally, features a set of frontier and defense maps from Luo’s atlas, albeit without the gridlines. In all, the book combines four divergent modes of mapping. Later examples of similar combinations are the Yudi tukao 輿地圖考 (Study of Territorial Maps) composed in the 1620s and the Ditu zongyao 地圖總要 (General Outline of Maps) of 1645.29

This creativity and discursive openness linked to the late Ming publishing boom also led to combinations with modes of mapping that came from further afield. In 1612, Cheng Bai’er 程百二 and others compiled the Fangyu shenglüe 方輿勝略 (Abridged Survey of Earthly Territories).30 In the first half of the work, the grid-based maps from Luo’s atlas are combined with an abridged provincial narrative in the gazetteer genre. In the second half, however, the book lays out narratives of polities surrounding the Ming state. Among these materials is a description and depiction (in two hemispheres) of global geography (Figures 6.9 and 6.10), representing a mode of mapping originating in the European Renaissance that can be traced back to the Chinese-language world maps produced with the assistance of the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci (1552–1610).31 Contents of the Abridged Survey of Earthly Territories, including the two hemispherical maps, also migrated into a later compilation.32

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.9.The Western hemisphere, featuring the Americas, as included in the Abridged Survey of Earthly Territories of 1612. Naikaku Bunko, Chinese Classics.

[image: Historic map of China with associated description.]Figure 6.10.The Eastern hemisphere, featuring Asia, Africa and Europe, as included in the Abridged Survey of Earthly Territories of 1612. Naikaku Bunko, Chinese Classics.

Looking closely at these works of comprehensive geography produced during the last decades of Ming rule suggest a discursive openness within the genre, in part building on the early juxtaposition and combination of two competing modes of mapping the Ming world: one linked to the court and its state gazetteer, the other emerging from scholar-official critiques in the form of an atlas. By the end of the Page 200 →sixteenth century, the commercial production of geographies continuously pushed the genre towards combining distinct mapping traditions into one single work, which became common practice by the seventeenth century. This suggests that these widely different modes of mapping the Ming and its place in the world did not represent a clash or conflict between different mapping traditions. Rather, by the end of the Ming, different ideas about Ming space and its place in the world easily entered into a conversation about imperial space, often within the same printed work. Only the collapse of the Ming state and advent of Manchu-Qing power in 1644 brought an abrupt end to this dynamism and saw efforts by the state to monopolize both mapping techniques and the circulation of maps.33Page 201 →



The Creation of Ming Imperial Space

As a genre, the different comprehensive geographies provided their diverse audiences with competing spatial arrangements expressed in texts and tu
. The peculiarities of printing in East Asia certainly helps to explain the tangible impact technology had on the relationship between tu and text, as well as on their circulation within society.34 In contrast to printing in Europe, where highly specialized print shops operated heavy and expensive equipment, the ubiquitous practice of woodblock printing in Ming China was more flexible and accessible to private individuals, who could hire carvers and sponsor their own works. After the initial block carving and printing of a book, the woodblocks would be stored so Page 202 →that more printing could take place at a later stage: adaptation, rearrangement, or modification remained possible so long as the blocks survived. Woodblock printing also did not require maps and other illustrations to be produced with different techniques and inserted separately into the book, a common practice in Europe. As an integral part of the East Asian book world, therefore, the modes of mapping Ming space charted above formed a public image in print, perhaps best understood as the early modern equivalent of the “geo-body” as described by Thongchai Winichakul.35

The creation of this public image of Ming space stands in stark contrast to the “cloak of secrecy” surrounding the mapping of New Spain that Mundy discusses later in this volume (Chapter 7). Although the Habsburg and Ming courts both requested local information to be sent to the imperial center for compilation purposes, the role of the maps produced in the process could not have differed more. Whereas, in the case of New Spain, maps communicated the spatial understanding of local communities, the Chinese maps discussed here have their origins in top-down efforts of the authorities to order the imperial space and its relations to the rest of the known world. At first, it was the Ming court that sought to construct its own spatial order, but the powerful community of scholar-officials soon took over the initiative. As a result, two distinct modes of mapping the Ming emerged, each operating its own spatial discourse, and competing publicly in an increasingly commercial environment.

After the Manchus of the Qing conquered the geographical heart of commerce and printing in China along the lower Yangzi River, the market for comprehensive geographies was greatly reduced. As Qing emperors sought to regain control over spatial discourses, they looked at Ming precedent and ordered the compilation of a gazetteer for their new state: the Da Qing yitong zhi 大清一統志 (Gazetteer of the Unified Great Qing) was first printed in 1686. But whereas the Ming court had rescinded its initiative in this regard soon after the state gazetteer was completed, the Qing followed up by initiating a radically new mode of mapping that led to an empire-wide and survey-based mapping project in the early eighteenth century. It gave voice to an expansionist and explicitly Manchu vision of the empire and kept the power to order space firmly in the hands of the court. The enormous court atlases that resulted from this initiative were not available beyond the court; only strongly modified and reduced Page 203 →versions appeared in print. China’s last empire-state thus reasserted the court’s role in the production of new spatial discourses. It strictly limited the circulation of new maps, marking a sharp rupture with the very public enterprise of ordering Ming space.36
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Chapter Seven Mapping New Spain

 Indigenous Cartography and Imperial Knowledge

By Barbara E. MUNDY


News about the existence of a nearby continent received by the Spanish court in 1493 was like the first sighting of a distant meteor, whose full impact and dimension would only be perceived with time. The diminutive parameter, both as a geographic expanse and object of knowledge, granted by the first missives of Columbus, where they were described as “islands of India beyond the Ganges” (“insulus Indie supra Gangem”), would expand rapidly into “Indies and Overseas Territory” (“Indias e Ultramar”) over the course of the next century. But naming something is relatively easy compared to understanding it. Even by the 1570s, the Habsburg government under Philip II was still grappling with what the Americas were, in their geographic expanse, the numbers of peoples, and the diverse products that they held, both above and within the soil. Spain was certainly not the first European nation to encounter a foreign one, but it was the first time that such expanses had been put under its control. First came the 1493 Papal Bull granting Spain’s monarchs domain over American lands and the souls of the members of the “barbarous nations” within. Later, the terrifying tactics of the conquistadors followed. Page 207 →Finally, the slow creep of bureaucrats began as they assumed control of Indigenous peoples and territories over the sixteenth century.

Unlike in China, heading an empire was a new experience to Ferdinand and Isabel, rulers of Castile and Aragon and recipients of Columbus’s letter, their Habsburg grandson, Charles V (r. 1516–1556), and great-grandson, Philip II (r. 1556–1598). Thus, the first relaciones geográficas project, generated by sending out a standard printed questionnaire of fifty items first in 1577 and again in 1584 to administrators in overseas territories, was a novel experiment of, what Cooley and Wu call in their introduction, an “imperial epistemology.” So were the responses it generated, which came from across the American continent.1 Like the China gazetteers, the responses reflect local ways of knowing within a standard format, although the Spanish corpus is much more limited temporally, with the great majority of responses drawn up soon after the receipt of the 1577 and 1584 questionnaires.2 And like some members of the Chinese corpus, the Spanish one includes maps drawn by local informants. Even though they were generated within the frame of an imperially sponsored questionnaire which limited the kind and extent of information they contain, the responses to the questionnaire were produced by local officials and, thus, offer a glimpse of local knowledge.

Nowhere is this better seen than in a set of maps created ca. 1578–1584 in New Spain. Perhaps to a greater extent than the texts, which were fairly circumscribed by the demands of the questionnaire, the maps present a range of understandings about space and territory. They are the responses to item number 10, which called rather broadly for an image that would show “the plan and design, painted, of the streets, the plazas, and other significant places, such as monasteries, as is fitting, that can be easily sketched on a piece of paper” (“la traça y designo en pintura de las calles, las plaças y otras lugares señalados de monasterios como quiere que se pueda rasciñar facilmente en un papel”). Today, seventy-six maps generated by this question survive from New Spain.

This painted corpus allows us to see the wide parameters of “local knowledge,” as imperial subjects visualized space in graphic form. Most pertinent to the diversity of knowledge captured in this corpus is that many Spanish crown officials, lacking training in any kind of drawing or painting, turned to local painters. The majority were Indigenous Page 208 →artists—that is, members of America’s autochthonous communities who had developed customs and languages long before the arrival of Europeans to the American continent. The maps that they contributed in response to the relaciones questionnaire drew on longstanding traditions of mapmaking. Taken individually, they offer a glimpse of how spaces were conceptualized and then depicted by the different Indigenous cultures of Mexico.3 However, those Indigenous maps created in response to the relaciones questionnaire can also be considered as part of imperial projects, manifesting epistemic practices, and activating communication networks that allowed for the exercise of political power. These are all features of the successful expansion of Spain’s overseas empire, which in Arndt Brendecke’s formulation, included “the web of social networks that made the exercise of power possible.”4 But rather than focus on Spain’s extension of state power into the Americas, as others like Brendecke have done, our discussion of the maps will reveal how, below the foundations of Spain’s information-gathering project, lay preexisting Indigenous epistemes and social networks, themselves entwined with the ways that Indigenous elites could (and did) exercise power. On the local level, it was Indigenous power and its exercise by Indigenous elites that both enabled and limited the exercise of the power of the Spanish state as it tried to exert control over the newly conquered American territories. We will close by moving back to the larger frame of the Spanish project, to consider the question of dissemination of the initial questionnaire and of the American responses. Here, we will contrast the deployment of local knowledge within the Spanish imperial context, specifically cartographic knowledge, with that of the Chinese gazetteers, especially the coeval ones of the sixteenth century, to offer a reflection on the differences between these imperial projects and their consequences today.


Changing Archives and Local Power

The historiography of the Americas now includes a rich literature about the Indigenous foundations upon which the Habsburg imperial edifice was built; the newness of the imperial project allowed for both experimentation and malleability in the face of local realities. One important vector of the historiography has been propelled by the discovery and the Page 209 →use of Indigenous language archives.5 We now understand, for instance, that Spanish conquistadors would never have gained a foothold in Mexico had it not been for their Indigenous allies.6 And when Spain’s government began to successfully consolidate its political power, it did so by incorporating the highest-ranking members of the Indigenous elite into its economic order, specifically through block grants of labor in the form of encomiendas. But even more importantly, it co-opted Indigenous elites by giving them political offices, allowing them a legally recognized arena to wield political power.7 These offices were within a separate sphere of the “república de indios,” which was distinct from the “república de españoles.” The concept of a government divided into separate spheres allowed for the coexistence of different political codes and cultures; within the república de indios, its Indigenous members could pursue customary practices, and such practices (sometimes labeled as “costumbres”) were recognized as valid by their Spanish counterparts.

Today, records written in Indigenous languages have revealed, and continue to reveal, how important Indigenous governors were within the Habsburg state.8 It was they who maintained political stability and economic productivity within the república de indios. One of the largest corpuses extant in archives in Mexico and elsewhere was produced by speakers and writers of Nahuatl, the dominant Indigenous language of Central Mexico. Before the Spanish invasion, Nahuatl-speaking polities in the Basin of Mexico controlled the Aztec empire, and after it, their language became the de facto second language of the Spanish empire, after Spanish. From the documents written by the Nahua, scholars have been able to reconstruct the continuity of ideologies about the role of governors under the shelter that the umbrella concept of “costumbres” afforded. For instance, the paper trail from the archives has shown that Indigenous families who held power in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries continued to produce local leaders and maintain their elite status across the sixteenth century, and in centuries following.9 They did so by deploying long-held Indigenous notions about just rule.

Another branch of research has looked at the longue durée of the relationship of Indigenous communities to their surrounding environments.10 That relationship is not separate from the Indigenous political project. The term in Nahuatl for a city-state or community-kingdom is Page 210 →altepetl, a diphrase that combines two words to create a third term that is greater than the sum of its parts (atl = water, tepetl = hill), signaling the unity of the human community with the surrounding environment, a topic that Patricia Murrieta Flores et al. look at in greater detail in Part 2 of this volume (Chapter 5). Rulers were considered to be the guardians of the altepetl
; without an independent ruler, an altepetl would cease to exist.11 In other Indigenous regions, as in the Mixtec-speaking regions in southern Mexico (today’s state of Oaxaca), the ruler’s role was similar.12

Long before the Spanish invasion of Mexico, maps were a key visual forum for painters and their patrons to express the relationship between the human communities and their environments in ways that were legible (and sometimes even agreeable) to their audiences. In particular, they allowed the interrelated spheres of “government” and “environment” to be expressed together, using the same medium. And, just as certain textual documents record broad continuities in the membership of the political elite and the ritual expression of political power across the sixteenth century, the maps created in response to the relaciones questionnaire reveal similar continuities of Indigenous epistemes and social networks.



“Pinturas”

The questionnaire sent out by Habsburg bureaucrats used the term “pintura
” in its request for what we now, in English, call “map.” That term is itself marked by an ontological uncertainty that shows both the novelty of the Habsburg project and the epistemological gaps between an Indigenous (here coded as “local”) spatial understanding and the emergent Spanish one. In Spanish, “en pintura” simply means “painted” and can, and was, used to describe a whole range of graphic products in the sixteenth century. “Pintura” could refer to the medium of colored pigment, but it also conveyed, in broad terms, a mimetic representation of a thing, capturing its “surroundings and qualities” (“circunstancias y calidades”).13 The questionnaire, responding to this uncertainty, delimits that this painted object was to be made on paper and was to limit itself to features of the built environment, specifically “the plan and design, painted, of the streets, the plazas, and other significant places, such as monasteries.” Other cartographic terms, like “mapa” or “plano,” were still Page 211 →nascent ones, and they were not selected by the crown administrators who created the questionnaire. They did not use the term “plano,” a term that suggested a measured drawing of a limited urbanized space, perhaps because crown bureaucrats envisioned (correctly) that few professional mapmakers would be responding to the questionnaire. Nor did it use the term “mapa,” which at the time had the meaning of “diagram” and whose cartographic valence would emerge only later in time.

In calling specifically for a “pintura,” crown bureaucrats, unwittingly or not, used a term that was already in use in New Spain to characterize the pictographic documents produced by Indigenous communities. Many Indigenous languages of the Americas, particularly those that would be subsumed in the later entity of New Spain, were written pictographically, rather than alphabetically; when Indigenous manuscripts were being considered by Spanish administrators and jurists, they were called generically “pinturas,” no matter if their genre were cartographic, genealogical, or administrative. But while the term suggests the constricted ontological frame that the Spanish crown was creating for “local” and Indigenous documents, the capacious responses from New Spain show how broad a field “en pintura” could encompass in the Americas. Because of the reach and temporal depth of pictography (scholars suspect that painted manuscripts were being created by the beginning of the first millennium, if not before), it was a revered form of encoding knowledge. By the sixteenth century, writer-scribes were elite social actors. Many of their creations encoded sacred knowledge in the form of ritual guides and calendars for prognostication, giving them, and their painted records, immense authority in communities. While ritual manuscripts contained highly specialized knowledge and were likely kept from widespread public view, other forms of painting were cast for a broad public, and they included elite genealogies and maps of territory. As such, these public documents can be considered as a key way that Indigenous rulers made the knowledge of territories visible to their viewers. In doing so, they also linked their own presence to the image of territory, thereby annealing ruler to territory through the authority of the document.

[image: A pictographic map with a genealogy on the left, and a circular map on the right.]Figure 7.1.Unknown creator, Map of Teozacoalco, Oaxaca, ca. 1580. Pigment on European paper, approx. 177 x 142 centimeters. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas at Austin.

The ca. 1580 map created in response to the relaciones questionnaire from Teozacoalco, Oaxaca, a Mixtec-speaking city-state (altepetl
) clearly shows the linkage between a ruling line and physical expanse of Page 212 →a territory. This city-state, like others in its region, was actively expansionist, conquering or incorporating new territories. Now in the Benson Library at the University of Texas at Austin, it was created by pasting twenty-three sheets of European paper together to create a mega-sheet of 177 x 142 centimeters, thereby following the Spanish questionnaire’s request for a document on paper. However, these dimensions are close to that of the more traditional medium for maps in the region, large cloth sheets called lienzos, raising the possibility that the Teozacoalco map was copied from an earlier document, now no longer known (Figure 7.1). An inscribed circle dominates the map, and along its edges are pictographic place names, each one designating the position of a named place or boundary marker. Within the large circle, the artist lay down blue rivers and ochre-colored roads, each one roughly corresponding to their position on the ground. Between them, the artist filled the map with Page 213 →broad washes of blue, green, and ochre pigment to convey a landscape filled with hills, rises, and ravines. To the left of the landscape, the painter added two genealogical lines. Beginning at the bottom left of the sheet, with two large pictographic place names, the painter recorded the generations of the ruling kings and queens of the kingdom of Tilantongo, whose dynasties were founded in the eleventh century on the left, and of the kingdom of Teozacoalco, on the right. The genealogical line of Teozacoalco extends into the space defined by the map and, within that bounded landscape, the artist included the last seven generations of rulers of Teozacoalco, ending with don Felipe de Santiago (whose Mixtec name was not written down on the map), who was the ruler at the time the map was painted ca. 1580, and his son, don Francisco de Mendoza (Figure 7.2).

[image: A genealogy of figures in a landscape.]Figure 7.2.Detail of Figure 7.1, showing the last seven generations of the ruling line of Teozacoalco; six of them are pictured as facing male/female pairs, seated on a woven mat.

The longevity of this line and the control of so much territory was the result of a successful imperial strategy on the part of Teozacoalco rulers, which is obliquely rendered through the map’s contents. The rulers of Mixtec-speaking polities like Teozacoalco were able to extend their territorial domain through two ways: warfare, which brought adjacent communities under their control, and marriage, wherein royal brides, who could be rulers themselves, brought new territories to the marital union. The map of Teozacoalco shows the final territorial expanse, but we can imagine how this territory expanded gradually with each union depicted on the left. Moreover, two of the men entering the territory confront a line of elaborately clothed warriors, and their successful defeat of their armed enemies further emphasizes the martial power of these Mixtec kings.

Dotting the landscape are highly conventionalized images of churches, the visible result of evangelization campaigns spearheaded by Dominicans in the Oaxaca region, beginning in the 1530s (see bottom of Figure 7.2). Recent research has shown that these church-building programs were the result of successful alliances that the Dominicans were able to make with Mixtec elites, who were instrumental in commandeering the labor and the resources needed to build large structures.14 In this respect, the monumental architecture appearing on the map also stems from an embedded part of the Indigenous imperial project: as stewards of the religious lives of their peoples, Mixtec kings were also responsiblePage 214 → Page 215 →for creating its sacred architecture. The churches on the map, therefore, can be seen as multivocal: public signs of the successful evangelization of the region, they also represent (Indigenous) royally sanctioned and commissioned sacred architecture.

The map of Teozacoalco indexes its spatial reach in ways beyond its surface iconography. While some pigments on the map, like the blacks (carbon or lampblack), ochres, and the reds (almost certainly derived from cochineal, although no extensive testing has been done on the map) were produced in Oaxaca, the blues appear to be a pigment known as Maya blue. Indigo was needed for its manufacture, as it was water-saturated with palygorskite clay.15 Both these ingredients came from far to the south of Teozacoalco, from the Yucatán and Guatemala, and were acquired through long-distance trading routes. Such high-status materials, including gold and feathers, were a constant preoccupation of elites, and their acquisition and display as part of sumptuary clothing were part of the expected roles of an elite Mixtec person. The men and women portrayed in the map, for instance, wear elaborate headdresses made of luxury materials such as ocelotl pelts and carry accoutrements made of feathers, visible in Figure 7.2.16 Another high-status good was European paper, on this map deployed in excess. Acquiring such a good meant an elite ability to tap into new networks for goods of foreign origin, these ones involving Spanish partners. Taken together, all these elements in the map reveal how deeply dependent it is on an elite imagining of their specifically Mixtec imperial space.

[image: A pictographic map showing a landscape.]Figure 7.3.Unknown creator, Map of Cempoala, Hidalgo, ca. 1580. Pigment on European paper, 83 x 66 cm. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas at Austin.

The second of two of the largest maps of the corpus also reveals how the Indigenous empire was envisioned from the point of view of a dominated state. The map from Cempoala (Zempoala), Hidalgo, was created in a region that had been the subject of the expansionist policies of the Aztec empire. It is not quite as large as Teozacoalco, and it presents a different vision of the empire, from the view of a subject province (Figure 7.3). The map shows an even larger expanse than Teozacoalco, covering the area of what is now called Zempoala, stretching from the mining center of Pachuca in the northwest to Santiago Tepeyahualco in the south, of a region to the northwest of Mexico City, now in the state of Hidalgo. Since the map is meant to be read from all its sides, its symbols are not consistently oriented in one direction. Notwithstanding, the sides of the Page 216 →map can be oriented to the cardinal directions. The map’s artist left much of the ground unpainted and drew on a vocabulary of symbolic forms and representational imagery to convey the contents of this space. There are two consistent orientations of these forms: most of them are oriented towards the north, and a second group is oriented to the east.

[image: A pictographic map showing a landscape and a large glyph.]Figure 7.4.Detail of Figure 7.3, showing the pictographic hill glyph, topped with the head of an Otomí elite man.

Page 217 →Most prominent is the pictographic hill glyph that dominates the north–south axis of the map (Figure 7.4). While some images of this pictographic hill glyph can be interpreted as mimetic (the three deer and rabbit that roam over the hill), others are equally symbolic. An owl and another colorful bird perch on a nopal cactus, and a hummingbird sips from one of its flowers; the bird–tree combination is found in sacred manuscripts to designate the world tree or axis mundi. The diamond patterning of the hill and the pink and yellow stripes at its bottom connected it to symbols of the earth in Indigenous cosmologies, conceived of as a giant caiman. The hill culminates in a head, who has his hair bound at Page 218 →the back of his head with red leather straps, and whose ears and lower lip are decorated with turquoise-colored ear and lip plugs. These distinguish him as an Otomí elite, one of the original ethnic groups of the region. “Cempoala,” in fact, may derive from an Otomí word.

[image: A pictographic map showing a landscape and a church.]Figure 7.5.Detail of Figure 7.3, showing the church of Cempoala and surrounding area, rotated 90 degrees clockwise for clarity.

Set on the east–west axis, oriented to the east, is the largest building on the map, the church of Todos Santos Cempoala, whose austere façade is shown in elevation view (Figure 7.5). In front of it, a large open atrium is defined by a low wall, with arches allowing entry. To the left of the church is another bounded space identified by the gloss as “tiaquiztli,” or marketplace. At its center is a hexagonal fountain, which is fed by a canal of freshwater that loops to the north before heading south where it links to its source in the corner of the map, four arches representing one of the arcades of the great aqueduct built in 1553–1570 under the auspices of the Franciscan friar Francisco de Tembleque—the largest of these arcades Page 219 →reaching almost 40 meters.17 Smaller, more formulaic images of chapels dot the landscape to represent the chapels that Franciscan missionaries in the region had built.

[image: Two manuscripts showing seated rulers.]Figure 7.6.At left: unknown creator, the ruler Itzcoatl, Codex Mendoza, fol. 5v, detail, ca. 1542. Pigment on European paper, ca. 21 x 31 cm. Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, Ms. Arch. Selden A1. On the right, detail of Figure 7.3, Map of Cempoala, Hidalgo, showing the ruler named “Don Diego.”

The integration of Indigenous political authority into this landscape is affected by the standardized portraits of rulers that appear on the map. Around the church of Todos Santos Cempoala appear five Nahua rulers, distinguished by white cloaks tied at their shoulders. Their pointed “miter” headdresses and their woven reed seats both index the special status of Nahua rulers. One of them, glossed as “Don Diego,” has a count of twenty-nine years in front of him, shown by symbols for circular turquoise mosaics that represent years, with the banner symbol representing twenty. The Codex Mendoza, a manuscript of about 1545, made in Tenochtitlan, the heart of the empire, presents the huei tlatoani, the “great speakers,” or imperial leaders of the Aztec empire, in an identical way. Figure 7.6 compares the figure of the Aztec ruler Itzcoatl (“Obsidian serpent”) from fol. 5v, on the left, to don Diego of Cempoala on the right to show the similarities. The thirteen years that Itzcoatl ruled is represented by the square glyphs with year names, painted with turquoise pigment, four of which are fully visible in Figure 7.6 along the left edge of the page; he wears the same white cloak, the miter, and sits on the reed throne as do his later counterparts in Cempoala. On the map, nearby don Diego and company, are three other Indigenous men, these ones lacking Page 220 →both seat and headdress and dressed in furry cloaks; one is partially visible at the bottom right of Figure 7.6. This garb signals their separate ethnic status: they are Otomí elites. Two of them bear Nahuatl names that are represented both by pictographs and glosses: Acapa and Cuazcotzin. Four other towns are pictured with Indigenous rulers; the two of the three Nahua bear Spanish names, while the one Otomí has a Nahuatl name. At the corner of the map farthest from Cempoala, at the mining town of Pachuca, an unnamed Spanish official is pictured, sporting a red beard, a long purple robe, holding a long staff of office and seated on a curule chair, a typical “throne” for Spanish officials in Indigenous manuscripts, as can be seen in the bottom right corner of Figure 7.3. He is the only non-Indigenous person depicted within the space of the map.

[image: Two pages from a manuscript showing tribute goods.]Figure 7.7.Unknown creators, the Acolhuacan tribute region, Codex Mendoza, fols. 21v–22r, ca. 1542. Pigment on European paper, ca. 21 x 31 cm. Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, Ms. Arch. Selden A1.

It is through these men that we can understand the political history of this region, whose economic importance stemmed from local deposits of obsidian, the hard volcanic glass that was worked into blades and knives. In the first part of the fourteenth century, Cempoala paid tribute to the Nahuatl-speaking altepetl of Tetzcoco, one of the three head cities of the Aztec empire in the basin of Mexico, which meant that it had been conquered by this altepetl to the south.18 In the Indigenous empires of the period (including the Aztec), after conquest, local altepetl maintained their hereditary nobility and a degree of political autonomy, in exchange for paying tribute, up to three times a year. The Codex Mendoza preserves lists of the tribute that was demanded of conquered altepetl within the Aztec empire. For purposes of imperial organization, adjacent conquests were grouped into large tribute-paying regions, and each region seems to have delivered its required tribute to a head town, which would, in turn, funnel the tribute towards the imperial center. Cempoala appears in the tributary lists on fols. 21v-22r (Figure 7.7).

Around the time that the Cempoala region was roped into the tributary system that was being created by powerful Nahuatl-speaking altepetl in the Basin of Mexico, Nahua leaders came to be preeminent, that is, more powerful than the autochthonous Otomí lords of the region. A clear indication of the status of the Nahua is shown by the almost exclusive use of their language, Nahuatl, to name not only places, but the Otomí lords themselves, who lack names in the Otomí language. Many of these Nahuatl names are represented with pictographs on the Cempoala map. Page 221 →During the reign of the Aztec emperor Itzcoatl (r. 1427 or 1428 to 1440), Cempoala’s tribute payments were redirected to the increasingly powerful Tenochtitlan, either as the result of a new battlefield loss, or because of direct negotiations between Tetzcoco (who gave up the tribute) and Tenochtitlan (who gained it). Itzcoatl constructed a building in the town, perhaps as a center of tribute collection. This is represented as a frontal building, whose post and lintel doorway is painted the same pink and yellow as the adjacent hill glyph. The Nahuatl gloss next to it reads, Mexico tlatovani Yzcovatzi Ycha, or “The residence of the Mexica ruler Itzcoatl” (visible at the bottom right of Figure 7.4).

After the Spanish invasion of 1519–1521, Franciscans entered the region to evangelize it, building churches and baptizing local leaders. As a result of these campaigns, the Nahua rulers pictured on the map came to have Spanish names and titles: don Juan, don Diego, don Francisco, don Andrés, and so forth. Thus the different nomenclature represent distinct temporal periods and successive imperial orders: the most recent, from Page 222 →the present back to the 1530s, shows local leaders as Christians bearing Spanish titles and names of saints; before that, the Nahuatl of Tetzcoco and Tenochca overlords was imposed on places in the landscape. And deeper in time still was the Otomí horizon, marked by the absence of Otomí as a language, but present in the ethnic moniker of the “Otomí” head on the principal place name glyph in the map (see Figure 7.4).

The way the territory was represented on this map is both indebted to and divergent from earlier known forms of pre-Hispanic empires. Fols. 21v-22r of the Codex Mendoza are dedicated to the tribute from the region that included Cempoala (see Figure 7.7). The main towns in the region are presented via small pictographic place names that line the left, bottom, and lower-right edges of the bifolio. Within the space they define is the tribute due: cloaks of decorated and undecorated cotton cloth, elaborate costumes for warriors made out of feathered textiles, and finally, large containers of dried maize and beans. Three of the towns represented with pictographs on the Codex Mendoza page, Cempoala, Epazoyucan, and Tlaquilpan, also appear on the Cempoala map. Figure 7.8 compares the ways their Nahuatl names were written on the two documents, the tribute list and the map, revealing the close similarity. We can suggest that the high level of codification in the graphic writing systems in both the Codex Mendoza, a document from the center of empire, and the Cempoala map, from its peripheral province, reveals the importance of these Indigenous empires not only in codifying writing systems, but in offering a legible form of self-representation for communities in the empire. Particularly notable is the sign for Cempoala, an ethnic moniker with little relation to the Nahuatl etymology of the name, used at large scale as the principal identifier in the map.

[image: A comparison of six place name glyphs.]Figure 7.8.Comparison of pictographic place names of the Cempoala region: Cempoala, left column; Epazoyucan, central column; and Tlaquilpan, right column. Place names in the Codex Mendoza appear in the top row and the Map of Cempoala in the bottom row. Codex Mendoza details from Figure 7.7 and Map of Cempoala details from Figure 7.3.

What the two maps of Teozacoalco and Cempoala reveal is the degree to which the responses to the questionnaire from the Habsburg rulers in Spain depended on pre-existing understandings of territory and modes of graphic rendering. These were built out of local knowledge of respondents in these Mixtec- and Otomí- and Nahuatl-speaking regions. And the two maps also show evidence of earlier patterns of Indigenous polity-building by the rulers of Teozacoalco and by Mexica rulers like Itzcoatl. These maps offered a synchronous view of territory, set down as it looked Page 223 →in ca. 1580, in combination with a historical narrative that made the land into a kingdom or an altepetl
. In doing so, they reveal a different epistemic construction of the land, wherein territory was brought into being through the actions of historical figures. In this vision, both diachronic creation and synchronic territory were bound together within the field of representation. Rather than erasing these long-held territorial understandings of the Mixtec and the Nahua, the creation of these maps in response to the relaciones questionnaire may have reinscribed them, a local self-presentation directed towards an audience nearly half a world away. Unlike the Chinese maps that Mario Cams discusses in the previous chapter, which were guided by the spatial logic and hierarchy of imperial administration, the maps made in response to the relaciones questionnaire followed no such top-down dictates, responding instead to local imperatives, or to the order imposed by an Indigenous imperium, not a European one.Page 224 →



Habsburg Imperium

The questionnaire sent by the Habsburg arrived at places like Teozacoalco and Cempoala in the form of a folded folio sheet of paper, printed on three of its resulting pages, the remaining blank face serving as a kind of envelope. This is significant: the Spanish crown’s early affinity in the fifteenth century for using the printing press for state projects provided the foundational medium for its American information-gathering attempts. Specifically, forms created on the printing press were the standardized instrument used to gather knowledge, and similar uses of printed questionnaires would be repeated across centuries.19 The standardization that presses afforded may have offered the conceptual model for the enterprise. The Spanish crown’s earliest printed projects had a wide reach, and they included the official history of Spain created under Ferdinand and Isabel, making them the first European monarchs to see the value of forging a common history for the lands under their control and disseminating it widely.20 Another Isabeline publishing project was the 1492 Latin-to-Castilian lexicon of Antonio de Nebrija, which both promoted and standardized the Castilian tongue.21 But print played a very different role in the Spanish context than it did in the Chinese one. Unlike in China, where the relative ease of woodblock printing allowed localities to publish information reflecting local interests, and the gazetteer was a genre designed to be printed and shared, in Spain, presses were few, and they were strictly controlled by the crown. The earliest, and most important, presses in Spain were connected to the court. And after Spain’s expansion into the Americas, the first printing press would arrive in New Spain in the 1540s. Its printer, Juan Pablos, printed manuals useful in the evangelization of Indigenous communities, a compilation of royal dictates, and a rare theological treatise.22 Included in the output were the sermons by the Franciscan Juan Bautista and other friars that were translated into Indigenous languages such as Nahuatl for publication.23 While a few more printing houses were established in Mexico City by the end of the sixteenth century, they too depended on crown and church patronage for their output. While the Mexico City press’s output included vocabularies in Indigenous languages, these were also part of the evangelization effort, and all of them were created under the direction of members of religious orders.24Page 225 →

At the same time, the Spanish crown showed a distinct reluctance to allow new information about the Indies to enter the circulatory networks of print without its approval; publishing without direct approval from the crown was punishable by death.25 The fawning biography of the conquistador Hernán Cortés by Francisco López de Gómara, first published in 1552, was banned by the crown in 1556. But the crown clearly understood the value of an official narrative of its sixteenth-century history. As María Portuondo has discussed in Part 1 of this volume (Chapter 1), part of the purpose of the information collected by questionnaires was to be the documentary basis for such a history, to be written by the cronista mayor (official historian) of the Indies, a new position within the crown bureaucracy created in 1571. Its first officeholder was Juan López de Velasco, who spearheaded the relaciones project. Any history he might write was to be published only after passing through the strict scrutiny by the crown’s ministers. López de Velasco never completed a grand history of the Americas. It was not until the beginning of the seventeenth century that the office produced fruit, in the form of Antonio de Herrera y Tordesilla’s four-volume history General History of the Deeds of the Castilians on the Islands and Mainland of the Ocean Sea, Which They Call the West Indies 1601–15 (Historia general de los hechos de los castellanos en las Islas y Tierra Firme del mar Océano que llaman Indias Occidentales).

The same cloak of secrecy surrounded cartography. Preceding the fifty-item printed questionnaire of the late sixteenth century was another published survey, designed to determine the spatial expanse of its empire by collecting observation results of the lunar eclipses of 1577.26 Observations of eclipses taken across the globe will allow one to determine the position of the various observers, and thereby extract crucial (and in the sixteenth century, yet unknown) measurements of longitude. Such data, had it been successfully collected, would have allowed Spain’s official cosmographer (cosmógrafo mayor) to construct a map of Spanish possessions and their spatial relationships across the globe. But the project was not successful, leaving us with little idea if such a global map would have been disseminated.

The extant evidence does little to suggest that territorial maps were ever envisioned as being used to create some kind of public image of a region or an empire, as was the case with the sixteenth- and Page 226 →seventeenth-century maps created in the Ming dynasty. Habsburg image programs certainly include city maps, the most prominent being the hall of maps in the Alcázar, a palace in Madrid that was painted under Philip II (r. 1556–1598). Lining the walls of the reception hall were bird’s-eye views of the cities of the Spanish empire.27 But their value seems to have been ornamental and rhetorical, offering a visual statement of the reach of the Habsburg realm. In addition, they were directed to an exclusive audience, serving largely for the monarch to show his visitors. Instead of the territorial map, the spatial imaginary promoted by the Spanish crown to a broad public was schematic and metaphoric. Most widespread was the symbol of two vertical pillars, representing the pillars of Hercules in the Strait of Gibraltar, which conveyed the southern limit of the Habsburg domain, appearing on peso coins that were stamped out in royal mints. Like official histories, these were created under strict crown supervision.

Perhaps the designers of the relaciones questionnaire, among them López de Velasco, nurtured a vague hope that the “pinturas
” elicited from the relaciones could be recast to fit within the cartographic gallery of the Alcázar palace. On its own terms, Indigenous pictography was particularly flexible for cartographic ends: it was highly effective in conveying information spatially, given that pictographs can be arranged spatially to mirror geographic referents. But it may have been largely unknowable to Spanish crown officials. Indigenous systems of writing that depended on pictography (including maps) proved largely unintelligible to outside observers. Even today, one must have certain culturally based knowledge to decode them.

One way to think of the fate of the Indigenous maps of the relaciones is to underscore their eventual invisibility: sent back to Spain, they were never deployed in any mapping project that we know of, and they seemed to disappear into the vast storehouses of paper of Spanish imperial archives. We can also read in them limits of the Habsburg imperial project: while making use of the vast resources and human labor that the American continents offered, the Spanish crown was never able to fully impose its language on the Indigenous communities of Mexico, nor was it able to fully truncate their historical claims both to land and to imagined landscapes. The maps created for the relaciones questionnaire are at the same time both the product of the seemingly relentless quest for Page 227 →information that Habsburg rulers embarked upon in the sixteenth century, and its boundary marker, for in them we see traces of an Indigenous episteme that refused to fit into a European imperial imagination.

If the printing press generated the questionnaire, it was the printing press that would bring the responses to the questionnaire into wider circulation, but only three centuries after they were written. By the late nineteenth century, the Spanish zoologist Marcos Jiménez de la Espada (1831–1898), long interested in the geography of the Americas, undertook the transcription and publication of a number of sixteenth-century accounts and descriptions of Spain’s overseas colonies, until then available only in manuscript form.28 Between 1881 and 1897, he published four volumes of the relaciones responses from Peru, but not from New Spain. His sponsoring institution was the Spanish Ministerio de Fomento (Ministry of Development), which speaks to Spain’s interest at this moment in relationships to its former colonies, be they historic or commercial, put on public display in 1892 in its sponsorship of the Exposición Histórico-Americana in Madrid.29

Jiménez de la Espada included a few maps with little comment (vol. 1: Quito, Yauyos), and they appeared as chromolithographs, that is, artistic copies of originals rather than photographic reproductions. Unlike in New Spain, in Peru there was no longstanding Indigenous tradition of graphic recordkeeping or cartography. Soon after the publication of the responses from the Viceroyalty of Peru, the Mexican historian Francisco del Paso y Troncoso (1842–1916) collected those responses from New Spain that were held in Spanish archives, about half of the known corpus. Using government funds, he published them in four volumes under the title Papers of New Spain (Papeles de la Nueva España) in from 1905 to 1906.30 This publication, which included black-and-white photographs of the accompanying maps, was the first time any substantial portion of the cartographic corpus had been made public.

Thus it took over three hundred years for many of these maps created ca. 1580 to be publicly available through reproduction. And the entire corpus from New Spain, including the works now at the University of Texas at Austin, was not systematically transcribed and published until the edition of René Acuña in the 1980s, that is, four hundred years after their creation.31 It is worth underscoring that both the early twentieth century Page 228 →and 1980s publication were nationalist projects, the former sponsored by the Mexican government of Porfirio Díaz and the latter by Mexico’s national university. Once published, both the relaciones texts and maps became important primary sources for understanding the sixteenth-century New World and, as all chapters in this book underscore, particularly rich sources for an Indigenous historiography. Most often, the maps are used to recapture a local perspective, often an Indigenous one. On one hand, in the frequent adherence to local realities that we find among the work of the corpus’s mapmakers, we can read an implicit resistance to the global ambitions of the Habsburg sponsors. But on the other hand, the very idea of a “global” empire is also the product of our own historical position. As the fruitful comparisons to the Chinese corpus show, the Habsburg relaciones questionnaire was an experiment of empire, rather than a project growing out of deeply rooted ideas of the relationship between parts and the whole, between centers and periphery, as we find in the parallel Chinese case. In China, the creation of a common spatial order was part of the imperial program. Moreover, the technological barriers for, and Habsburg suspicion of, the wide popular circulation of images meant that the maps of the relaciones had to wait patiently in the archives, until their very particular vision of the world in ca. 1580 would add to our understanding of the rich, multi-ethnic past of the Americas.
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 Part Four
Knowing Nature

This part considers two imperial bodies of knowledge about nature and the challenges they pose to historians. A shared desire to know nature, to penetrate its secrets and to make natural riches into manageable resources, undergirded the two imperial projects from their inception. In China, the 1412 fanli (Principles of Compilation) issued by the Yongle emperor pointedly requested gazetteer editors to include headings of “mountains and rivers” (shanchuan 山川) and “local products” (tuchan 土產) as linked to “tribute taxes” (gongfu 貢賦): how prominent topographic features were named in ancient records and today, how they were written about by famous literati, how natural products each locale yielded were presented to the central court since the high antiquity as a sign of allegiance. In Spain, up to half of the fifty questions in the 1577 relación requested information about nature: the changing names of natural features such as mountains, rivers, lakes, and volcanoes; the climate, topography, general healthfulness of specific locales; trees, plants, and animals both native and introduced from Spain; precious minerals that funded the empire, mines, stone deposits, and salt pans; waterways and their navigability, islands and their suitability for habitation, etc.Page 232 →

Behind these parallel requests is an anthropocentric vision of nature shared by early modern imperial states. They saw nature as surroundings and as commodities for humans to inhabit and exploit, laden with both meaning and potential to be tapped rather than a self-sustained existence for its own end. The gazetteer and relaciones compilers recorded nature through the prism of the needs and deeds of men, not nature in the raw, and they did so knowingly. As Peter Bol shows in the analysis of the work of Hong Zun 洪遵 (1120–1174), one of the earliest gazetteer writers, it was “not the landscape that interests him but the history of the human naming of the landscape.”1

But whose naming of nature were they recording? In whose name and for whose profit were the splendor and wealth of nature to be celebrated? The imperial genres do not leave us with objective photography of the Chinese and American landscapes. This part features four exercises of reading against the grain to uncover diverging, even antagonistic, agendas or epistemologies at play in the making of these documents. By doing so, they also reflect on the imperial ideology of good governance, prominent in both Spain and China, and the place knowledge of nature occupies in it. Different facets of nature were not equally fit to be recorded. For the agrarian empire of China, the taming of water through hydraulic work, or the knowledge of different local soil conditions inside the empire and the unique fruits they may bear, were central to the Confucian interpretation of good governance. Spanish administrators sought to know where they might graft Old World plants onto New World plants both literally and figuratively; they used the relaciones to seek out rootstock that could support the citrus plants familiar in Spain, knowingly linking the metaphor of imperial grafting with its physical implementation.

Yet we ought not to overestimate the homogeneity of imperial ideology or the visions of empires its elite held. As the making of the imperial genre co-opted different groups of actors, both the gazetteers and the relaciones became an arena of competing epistemologies. In China, as Bian He analyzes, under the veneer of dynastic continuum, lists of tribute fruits in six editions of Guangdong provincial gazetteers between the sixteenth and the eighteenth century reveal heightened debates among literati on how to maintain a just relationship between central and local powers, or how to resist arbitrary exploitation of local riches by the center. In the Americas, Page 233 →where the wounds of the colonial conquest lay fresh and bare, Indigenous informers of the relaciones responded to questions about topography and mineral resources with vivid memories from times before the Europeans’ arrival, displaying local knowledge of highland climates, reminiscing about past economic and religious lives, and deploring the forced relocation of their communities, as Jeremy Mikecz illustrates. Narratives of nature as inhabited and humanized can offer alternative visions of empire, even voice doubts and resistance against it.

Imperial politics shaped these historical records of nature; they also decisively transformed nature itself by orienting the flux of human activities. How can today’s historians utilize the data from the gazetteers and the relaciones to comprehend that process of environmental transformation? Throughout this book, we have emphasized the comparability of imperial knowledge in China and Spain, and relativized the habitual dichotomy between colonial and non-colonial empires. Nevertheless, the abruptness of colonial conquest in the Americas does make a significant difference here, for the environmental transformation it provoked becomes far more visible in the relaciones. In China, at least in its core areas such as the Yangzi drainage basin, environmental changes were as incremental as the consolidation of the empire itself. These longue durée changes are difficult for human observers to perceive during their short lifetimes, and more difficult still for the early modern imperial state to act on. As Che Qun shows, while the imperial authorities meticulously kept detailed records of unusual weather conditions, they failed to perceive the more gradual change of sediment accumulation until it led to a dramatic reshaping of the region’s water environment. Today’s historians must painstakingly comb through centuries of gazetteer records of water conservancy work, and employ sophisticated digital tools, to uncover indirect evidence of environmental changes in the region.

In the Spanish Americas, in contrast, large-scale environmental changes happened in a short span of time, as a direct consequence of the colonial conquest, and often an intended one. They thus enjoyed a much higher visibility in the relaciones where they became a celebrated achievement of the empire. The high-altitude lakes and canals of Mexico-Tenochtitlan were drained, as conquistadors saw it as a swamp of potential rebellion and a source of flooding that threatened the colonial Page 234 →hacienda agriculture. Large Indigenous herbivores of the Americas, such as llamas and vicuñas, lost the protection they enjoyed under the Inka agricultural system, to be replaced by horses, cattle, and sheep from the Old World. As Cooley notes, the relaciones offer a wealth of information about these radical transformations, as colonialists explicitly recorded how they remodeled the natural world of the Americas according to Spanish lifestyle and values. The Chinese and Spanish empires shared an imperative for knowledge of nature, and the two imperial genres can be scrutinized by similar analytical tools to unravel the social tensions that undergirded their making. Yet the two empires’ diverging trajectories also brought about two radically different environmental histories, as well as two visions of nature’s malleability. The narratives of nature in the gazetteers and the relaciones, their insights and oversights, are to be read with these histories in mind.



Note


	1.Bol 2001, 49.









Chapter Eight Archiving the Yangzi River (1600–1900)

By CHE Qun


Imperial China has long been perceived as a “hydraulic society” in which the imperatives of irrigation farming elicited monopolized state power, a formulation put forward by Karl August Wittfogel’s 1957 book Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power.1 The immediate controversies it aroused enduringly shaped the historiography of hydraulic society that we see today. Wittfogel’s framework has been a vastly influential paradigm for interpreting the durability of state power in imperial China; more recently, it has also been strongly challenged. China scholars such as Pierre-Etienne Will2 and Peter Perdue3 have provided ample counterexamples and shaken the foundation of Wittfogel’s theory. In contrast to Wittfogel’s emphasis on the crushing of state power over social power, these regional studies show how the cooperation and autonomy of grass-roots production communities, local hydraulic communities,4 and cultural networks played significant roles.5 Rather than a one-sided relation of top-down domination, water conservancy constructions enacted interactive relations between different central and local actors as well as a co-construction of knowledge and ideologies.Page 236 →

This chapter delves into the micro-region of the middle reaches of the Yangzi River and its long-term environmental changes. It illustrates how human mentality and perceptions adapt to natural changes, and how these conscious or unconscious adaptations influence their record-keeping behaviors. Additionally, it aims to understand how natural processes are regulated or even facilitated by human activities, and the role politics play in the evolving human perception of the environment. In this context, water conservancy issues emerge as a crucial intersection between environmental history and political history.

The chapter utilizes two primary types of documents resulting from the interactions between central bureaucrats and local elites: imperial memorials and local gazetteers. It explores the records of water conservancy construction from 1644 to 1886, focusing on their creation, documentation, and removal, and the controversies surrounding these projects at both local and central levels. Although both memorials and local gazetteers provide extensive descriptions of local conditions, they differ significantly in their production purposes, cycles, audiences, and systematic approaches.

Memorials encompass everything from routine to emergency affairs and events, requiring reports on central and local politics, economy, military, and culture, as well as the opinions, propositions, and solutions of central and local officials regarding these matters. In contrast, local gazetteers are comprehensive, systematic documents detailing the history as well as present conditions of a given administrative region. Mostly compiled by local officials and literati elites, these gazetteers serve as references for local governance, travel guides, judicial bases, and more. They often provide more detailed local knowledge, including records of people, events, and documents not preserved in official histories.

Cross-reading different types of historical sources, we argue that local power dynamics surrounding water conservancy projects exhibit a form of resistance to the central bureaucratic institution—whether overt or covert—rather than being subservient to it. Local officials, acting as a bridge between the central and local levels, constantly oscillate between central values and local perspectives, with their governance influenced by both. Overall, in a continuously changing natural environment, local responses demonstrate more pronounced divergence Page 237 →and adaptability, compared to the consistent water conservancy policies of the central government.


1861 and 1862: Turning Point of North–South Elevation Shift

This study focuses on the area along the Jingjiang River 荊江, a segment in the middle reaches of the Yangzi River between Zhicheng 枝城 in Hubei and Chenglingji 城陵磯 in Hunan Province. Although the straight-line distance between the two cities consists of around merely 200 kilometers, the meandering river channel doubles the actual length of the riverway to more than 430 kilometers. From Zhicheng, the Yangzi River rushes out of the rolling mountains into a wide expanse of flat land. The channel widens with a moderate gradient, resulting in a reduced river velocity compared to its upper reach. The sediment settles here, and thus makes it the most volatile area of erosion-deposition along the Yangzi River, causing constant floods in the area it traverses.

In 1861 and 1862, the Jingjiang Levee collapsed in Ouchi 藕池 and Songzi 松滋 and scoured out two distributaries into the Dongting Lake 洞庭湖. This flood was not merely the result of unusual weather conditions; it was a turning point of a longue durée environmental history that fundamentally shaped this region.

During the past two millennia, the relative elevation between the regions north and south of the Jingjiang River shifted twice because of sediment. During the early imperial time (pre-seventh century), the terrain traversed from the south to the north in this region, where the Jingjiang, existing as a couple of distributaries, cross-flowed into a vast wetland north to the current Yangzi River, known as Yunmeng Lakes 雲夢澤 during the pre-Qin period (Figure 8.1). By the seventh century, as sediment accumulated, the Yunmeng Lakes’ region lifted up and disappeared to become today’s Jianghan Plain 江漢平原. According to geographer Zhang Xiugui’s research, the Jingjiang river configuration evolved from distributive to single along with the disappearance of the Yunmeng Lakes. In the Tang-Song period (ca. seventh–thirteenth century), there were still a few apertures on the north bank, through which the Jingjiang River mainly shunted to the northern Jianghan Plain.6 Not until the Page 238 →Yuan-Ming period (ca. fourteenth–seventeenth centuries) did the “orifices” gradually die out. In 1524, the Haoxue aperture 郝穴, the last one on the north bank, was blocked for the levee construction. The formation of the northern levee marks the end of the first phase of terrain shift.

[image: Modern map of lakes and rivers.]Figure 8.1.Yunmeng Lakes in the Qin-Han period. Redrawn based on Zou 2013, 43.

From the sixteenth century onward, the Jingjiang distributaries turned southward as the northern terrain kept rising. The Dongting Lake south to the Yangzi River thus became the main distributary area for the Jingjiang River. The southward distributary channels—the Tiaoxian 調絃 and Hudu 虎渡 Rivers—formed around the Song period (ca. tenth–thirteenth centuries) at the latest. Both distributaries had low flow volume prior to the seventeenth century. As the 1572 Gazetteer of Yuezhou Prefecture recorded: “The channel [the Tiaoxian River] derives from the Yangzi River, flows in summer and dries out in winter.”7 However, the flow volume increased and enlarged both apertures by the turn of the eighteenth century. In 1744, the Censor Zhang Han 張翰 (dates unknown), reported in the memorial to the Qianlong Emperor: “There remains the Hudu aperture, when flood comes, the water rises several Page 239 →zhang 丈 [1 zhang = 3.3m] and no way to discharge. Land and houses would thus be flooded. This is the source of evil of the Jingjiang River.”

By the mid-seventeenth century, the Jingjiang River and the Dongting Lake were still divided by the Huarong Uplift 華容隆起, which blocked floodwater from pouring southward. However, with an influx of internal immigration and the diffusion of American crops,8 adjacent mountainous regions were rapidly reclaimed, leading to aggravated soil erosion and increased sediment deposition in the river.9 From 1780 to 1910, as will be discussed in detail later, the floodwater level in the Yanglinji gauge measurement records increased more than 20 meters (Figure 8.4). In consequence, the water held back by the Jingjiang Levee started to pour southward into the lower-lying Dongting Lake through the Hudu and Tiaoxian Rivers.

The 1866 Gazetteer of Zhijiang County 枝江縣志 contains a record of an inscription about the Shuifu Temple 水府廟,10 which was erected for water god worship on a cliff near the waterfall where the Manao River 瑪瑙河 used to join the Yangzi River southward in 1789. The temple still exists today, but the waterfall and cliff have disappeared. The Shuifu Temple sits at an elevation of 44 meters, about 10 meters higher than the floodwater level in the 1780s. With the water level increasing, a large area of water later named Yunpan Lake 雲盤湖 (Dongshi hou Lake 董市后湖) appeared in the confluence of the Manao River and the Yangzi River, which appeared in the late-Qing period from 1866 onward.11 The nearby Honghu Lake 洪湖 rapidly expanded for the same reason. As a consequence of the rising water level, flood exceeded the Huarong Uplift in 1861 and 1862 and scoured out the two distributaries of Songzi and Ouchi. Subsequently, the Dongting Lake started in turn to lift up as the Yunmeng Lakes once did during the first millennium. In the 1930s, the hydrologist Li Yizhi 李仪祉 assessed the four distributaries: “Songzi is big enough but far from the lake, sediments are mostly left on the way. Hudu and Tiaoxian are small streams. Ouchi is the biggest of the four and close enough to the lake, and is crucial to the lake’s survival.”12 However, the death of the Dongting Lake occurred at an outstanding speed. The northwestern lake region formed land at an unprecedented rate (18 square kilometers per year),13 and the lake body moved southward and flooded the embankments built earlier, on the south and west bank. This process lasted only around two hundred years (Figure 8.2).

[image: Modern map of lakes and rivers.]Figure 8.2.Development of reclamation in the Dongting Lake area. Redrawn based on Bian 1985. (1) The Ming embankments (1368–1644), (2) the early Qing embankments (1644–1720), (3) the late Qing embankments (1720–1911), (4) the late Qing abandoned embankments.

Page 240 →Never before did so many people in this region have to adapt to such a rapidly changing environment. Were the people aware of the shift? How did humankind perceive the shift and adapt to it? How was the natural course modulated or precipitated by human activities? And how were these adaptations and changes, and even political influences, reflected Page 241 →in the data of water projects? A digital exploration of the local gazetteer corpus can help us reconstruct this process through the records of water conservancy constructions, the most representative adaptation to water surroundings.



1788: “Shifting Baseline” in Flood Level Perceptions

In 1788, Jingzhou 荊州 city, capital of Jingzhou Prefecture, suffered an unprecedented flood that destroyed the city and killed tens of thousands of residents. The emperor Qianlong (r. 1735–1796) became enraged, declaring that such a catastrophe had “never ever happened” and urging the magistrates to conduct a stringent investigation into the cause of the flood. Local officials quickly reported that the flood had been caused by an expanded sandbar in the Yangzi River, south of Jingzhou city. The sandbar had come to occupy much of the river channel, forcing water to rage northward. For flood countermeasures, officials first restored the dikes and then constructed several strips of stones stretching into the river to guide the water to the south.14 Finally, they built up a stone water gauge called Yanglinji 楊林磯 (Figure 8.3) to monitor water level during future flood seasons. From that point forward, officials reported the river’s status to the emperor on an annual basis.15

[image: Historical image of water gauge.]Figure 8.3.Yanglinji stone water gauge excavated in 1954. From Wang 1996.

These reports contained not only water level records of the Yanglinji gauge but also descriptions of flood process, severity, damage to dikes, and so on. Of all these 121 reports, forty-two had both the concrete water-stage records and the perceptive descriptions of flood. These reports described observers’ perceptions of flood severity in four levels: steady (pingwen 平穩, yilü wengu 一律穩固), rising (suizhang suixiao 隨漲隨消, zhangfa 漲發), soaring (shengzhang 盛漲), and unusual soaring (hanjian 罕見, yichang shengzhang 異常盛漲, jiejie weixian 節節危險).

[image: Modern chart of flood level and severity.]Figure 8.4.Actual flood level and perceptive flood severity.17

Figure 8.416 illustrates the benchmark against which observers evaluated how floods rose over time. Before the early nineteenth century, “steady” represented a measurement lower than 1.26 chi 尺 (1 chi = 33 centimeters) below the gauge top (0 refers to the gauge top), while “rising” represented a range of 0.4–0.9 chi below. Two years’ records described the flood as “soaring,” 0.8 chi below the gauge top in 1891 and level withPage 242 → Page 243 →the gauge-height in 1792, and one year of “soaring” when the flood level reached 1 chi above the gauge top.

After early 1800, the floodwater level kept rising and submerged the gauge top. It was a comprehensive result of the cultivation of the Jianghan Plain and the construction of the Jingjiang Levee, as well as accelerated soil erosion caused by mountain development. As for the perceptions, the 1880s made the watershed as well: prior to the time, the “soaring” records concentrated in the range of 0.5–1.3 and increased rapidly to 1.37–2.19 afterwards. Two years’ records of “steady”—1.62 and 1.88, respectively—even exceeded the “soaring” benchmark before the 1880s. The same happened in the “rising” category.

From this point on, as the floodwater level continued to rise, humans’ tolerance for this change simultaneously increased. A number of factors impacted their tolerance levels. First, the Jingjiang Levee system—the Wancheng 萬城 Dike—saw continuous improvements (Figure 8.5). The levee system had been initiated since the Eastern Jin period (317–420 CE), but it had been privately maintained before the reign of the Qianlong emperor (1735–1796 CE). After the 1788 flood, the emperor Qianlong issued twenty-four edicts and earmarked two million taels (liang 两) of silver for the levee reconstruction of the disaster area. He voiced complaints about the undisciplined and vulnerable private works, ordering an official reimbursement for the essential sections of the Jingjiang Levee and urging magistrates of the Jingzhou-Yichang-Shinan Circuit 荆宜施道 and Jingzhou Prefecture to supervise the construction directly in return for a ten-year warranty.18 This attention from the emperor conferred a vital role to the levee system. As Qing scholar Ni Wenwei 倪文蔚 (1823–1890) emphasized, “there is nothing more essential than the Yangzi River flood prevention in the Hubei province’s politics, and the critical part of the prevention is the Wancheng Dike.”19 After that, the levee acquired the title of Emperor’s Levee (huangdi 皇堤).

There is no documentation about the size of the Jingjiang Levee before the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). According to the Kangxi-era Gazetteer of Jingzhou Prefecture (1685), the levee was 3.5 zhang (ca. 11.5 meters) wide at the top, 15 zhang (49.5 meters) wide at the bottom, and around 1.6 zhang (ca. 5.3 meters) high.20 After the 1788 flood, the Wancheng Dike extended vertically at least 2 chi (ca. 0.7 meters) to match the water-stained linesPage 244 → Page 245 →of the flooded trees and houses.22 As a result, the critical sections were improved to 19–25 meters wide on the top, 48–54 meters wide at the bottom, and 5–7 meters high.23 After several major repairs in the Jiaqing (1796–1820) and Daoguang (1820–1850) periods, the levee was extended to at least 12–16 meters high according to a military survey in 1949.24 The flood control capacity continually increased and thus enhanced human tolerance.

[image: Modern map of the Wancheng Dike of Jingzhou Prefecture.]Figure 8.5.Map of the Wancheng Dike of Jingzhou Prefecture.21

Other factors also impacted human descriptions of flood. In 1838, the flood went 2.62 zhang (ca. 8.6 meters) above the gauge top, reaching a much higher level than the years before and after by comparison. However, the description in this year’s memorial did not reflect the severity in flood level, perhaps due to less damage caused by the flood. It emphasized that “we turned perils into safety, preserving [the region] unharmed(化險爲平，得保無虞),”25 a line which recurred again and again in later memorials. In contrast, the local official described the flood in 1905 as “rare and unusual” (hanjian 罕見, yichang 異常), even though its measurement showed no significant difference to the adjacent years. This year may have had a relatively strong wind or flood detention time, or perhaps winds and waves slightly damaged the Jingjiang Levee.26

The severity of floods as perceived by human observers appears to be the result of the improvement of hydro-technics, the incurred losses, and the rhythm and detention of a flood rather than an objective measurement of the flood level. Therefore, historians should avoid relying on the actors’ description of “soaring” or “exceptional” to rate a flood. In the process, while the Jingzhou people gradually adapted to the increasing flood level, people on the southern Dongting Lake Plain established another adaptive cycle to continue enhancing distributary channels from Jingjiang. We now turn to the hydraulic project’s construction to further probe the shifting struggles and conflicts during the adaptive process.



A Struggle between Water and Land in the Post-transition Era: An Observation from Local Gazetteers

Unlike imperial memorials, which report on government work and flood information on an annual basis, local gazetteers were compiled at intervals of several decades and reflected the image that the locality wished to Page 246 →project of itself. As a genre, local gazetteers contain systematic records of water projects. Compared to natural disasters, which were recorded at local as well as central levels, water project records were mostly locally derived. These records may seem rather straightforward to interpret, as their production, preservation, and circulation usually occurred within the locality, and were less impacted by external factors. However, this chapter suggests that the local sources, such as the gazetteers, are far from an objective depiction of historical processes. It attempts to show how local gazetteer records of water projects were shaped by the context of a frequently changing environment and the compiler’s visions and strategies, as well as the hidden interest and power struggle behind the act of recording.

There are systematic biases across the whole dataset: local gazetteers in different regions were compiled at uneven intervals, they do not evenly cover the whole period nor the entire geographical expanse, and compilers all have varying motivations, etc. Thus, chronological, regional, and even individual differences exist in the recording behavior. Moreover, compared with the actual construction of these water conservancy projects, their recordings in local gazetteers are relatively delayed. The frequent mention of embankments in local gazetteers is better understood as a peak of recording rather than a peak of construction. We need to be reminded that local gazetteers were products of their social context rather than objective records of historical facts. Yet, for all these biases, the records overall reflect a history of human behavior shaped by the environment in which it occurred.

The terminology used to describe water projects in imperial China was very diverse and distinct from the modern naming of hydraulic engineering. Technical terms such as di 堤 (dike), yuan 垸 (embankment), yu 圫 (waterside), bei 陂 (pond), tang塘 (pool), dang 垱 (dike of water reservoir), yan 堰 (weir), and quan 泉 (spring) represent different functions, sizes, and levels in water management. As the historical records employing these terms also emphasize the local landscape and hydrologic conditions, we can understand which demand for water regulation each of these projects responded to. di, yuan, and yu were constructed in flood-prone lowland to prevent flooding in farmland or residence; bei and tang were mostly located on plain or plain-mountain junction areas where water gathered and served as irrigation projects. Figures 8.6 and 8.7 shows the series ofPage 248 →Page 247 → Page 249 →maps of temporal-spatial distribution of the types of the newly built water projects in 1654–1795 and 1797–1885 as recorded in local gazetteers, which we have systematically determined using the digital Local Gazetteers Research Tools (LoGaRT).27 The gradient color from blue to red indicates the environment from flood-prone to drought-prone.

[image: Modern map of 1645�1796 water projects records.]Figure 8.6.1645–1796 water projects records.

[image: Modern map of 1797�1885 water projects records.]Figure 8.7.1797–1885 water projects records.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the quantity of the water project records increased more rapidly on the southern bank than on the northern bank. Embankments started to appear on the southern shore of the Dongting Lake in parallel to the migration flow and the spread of intensive farming. A considerable number of projects for water catchment appeared in the Dongting Lake region during this period (Figure 8.6). At least until the end of the eighteenth century, counties around the Dongting Lake had not yet formed a landscape of “watery place” (shuixiang 水鄉) like those descriptions after the late nineteenth century. As water kept heading southward until the nineteenth century, regions along the Yangzi River, Songzi, Anxiang 安鄉, and Xiangyin 湘陰 became vulnerable to flood. Thus, a great number of dikes and embankments emerged in these places (Figure 8.7).

The natural causes mentioned above only partially contributed to the surge of number of embankments in the local gazetteers after the nineteenth century. A closer reading of the sources shows that this abrupt quantitative surge was not so much of an actual construction peak as a “recording peak.” The recording behaviors were behind the actual time of the embankments’ construction due to political and institutional considerations.

For instance, the 1751 Gazetteer of Xiangyin County 湘陰縣志 only recorded sixteen official embankments (guanwei 官圍, guanyuan 官垸) and fifty-two civil embankments (minwei 民圍, minyuan 民垸); the 1880 edition of the county gazetteer, in addition to the sixty-seven official and civil embankments, also recorded fifty-seven private embankments (sigeng 私埂). We can see that the compiler chose a different term, geng as opposed to yuan, to separate the “illegal” ones from the official and civil ones which had been reported to the government and taxed accordingly. Evidence suggests that these private embankments were not newly constructed. They very probably already existed before 1751, but were not Page 250 →recorded in earlier gazetteers as they were being more actively targeted by government prohibition.

In 1743, Jiang Pu 蒋溥 (1708–1761), the provincial governor of Hunan Province, submitted a memorial to Emperor Qianlong asking him to prohibit the unlicensed reclamation in the Dongting Lake region. Four years later, governor Yang Xifu 楊鍚紱 (1701–1769) reaffirmed the ban.28 As a result, private embankments in the lake region were twice banned in 1747 and 1757. In 1757, Chen Hongmou 陳宏謀 (1696–1771), the Hunan governor, inspected twenty-eight private embankments and had twenty-five of them destroyed.29 The mid-eighteenth-century gazetteers thus dutifully recorded the destruction of private embankments to celebrate the achievement of provincial officials. However, some destroyed embankments appeared again in the 1880 edition of the gazetteer. The records most likely mean that, in practice, illegal private reclamation continued in the gray areas as a result of intertwining local interests, even during the eighteenth century when governmental prohibition was drastically reinforced. Local people did not suddenly undertake massive construction of water conservancy projects, but continuously adapted to the changing environment of the Dongting Lake region. Nineteenth-century-gazetteers only recognized their existence when local officials became less obedient to central command and openly defended what they perceived as legitimate local interest.

Gazetteers are semi-official documents reflecting the views of officials and elite members at different levels. Compared to the provincial-level gazetteers, the county-level gazetteers exhibit a more ambiguous attitude towards these private embankments. The county-level officials frequently stated the legitimacy of the private embankments and defended them intentionally or unintentionally in their correspondence. Local gazetteers also frequently preserve such documents, known as fuhan 覆函. For example, in the Gazetteer of the Wancheng Dike, Hu Xunxiang 胡訊詳, magistrate of Shishou 石首 County, approved the Zhangcheng embankment 張成垸, newly built by the local gentry member Li Shenkun 李申琨, for the Zhangcheng embankment was one of “the official embankments recorded in the previous gazetteer.” In fact, Li Shenkun was only borrowing the name of an existing official embankment to legitimize a fait Page 251 →accompli. Hu even distorted the records, stating in the new gazetteer that “the Zhangcheng embankment is divided into upper, middle and lower parts,” so that the area of the official embankment could be expanded to include the newly built private one. The prefecture government, however, eventually discovered this maneuver and denounced it, before ordering the destruction of the newly built embankments and the revision of the gazetteer.30

Local officials recorded private embankments in various ways across different regions and at different administrative levels, and local gazetteers reflect their ambiguous attitudes. Some gazetteers described private embankments as “repeatedly banned and indiscriminately destroyed (屢經示禁,一律平毀),” while others did not record the illegal ones at all. The complexity lies in the conflicts of interest between the central and local governments.

In the process of the terrain shift in the Dongting Lake area, although never publicly declared, the idea that one ought to “sacrifice two- or three-hundred li of river-ravaged land and water [in the south] in order to safeguard more than one thousand li of fertile land [of the north] for the people” (捐弃二三百里江所蹂躏之地与水，全千余里肥饶之地与民)31 had gone through the entire Qing policy. In particular, the Jingjiang Levee held a high status since it protected the political center of Jingzhou city and the fertile farmlands of the Jianghan Plain. In 1744, the aforementioned censor Zhang Han asked Emperor Qianlong to dredge the waterways both into the Jianghan Plain and into the Dongting Lake, in order to relieve the Jingjiang River from the risk of high flood level. In response to the proposal, Emida 鄂弥达, the Governor-General of Huguang Province (today’s Hunan and Hubei Provinces), stated that he had nothing against distributing water southward into the Dongting Lake, but objected to leading floodwater northward into the Jianghan Plain. He argued that floodwater would “destroy farmlands and housings, displacing people from their homes” (田地庐舍为墟,人民失所).32 Many first-tier statecraft thinkers shared this opinion, from Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613–1682)33 in the mid-seventeenth century to Wei Yuan 魏源 (1794–1857)34 in the nineteenth century, who considered all embankments as a “blockade to the waterways (有碍水道).” Floods Page 252 →were understood to be monstrous from the top-down perspective of high officials.

But members of the local elite, being close to the social and environmental reality of the region, have gradually developed a more nuanced view. Some of them expressed their concerns about the intensifying flood and the increasingly obvious “Beggar-Thy-Neighbor” policy (yiling weihe 以邻为壑) of the north. Collecting local sources, the scholar Duan Yuyun 段毓云 noted in 1931: “In the Guangxu period (1875–1908), people usually built a one-zhang dike when constructing embankments around the Dongting Lake. By the early Republic period, due to the gradual silting, the dikes needed to be raised to two zhang, though this was still not considered sturdy enough. The recently repaired dikes, due to more favorable geographical conditions, also required around two zhang in height. As for the old dikes, it seemed that if they were not over three zhang high, they could not effectively withstand flooding; just as the proverb goes, ‘new embankments flourish, old ones discarded (新挽垸肥,旧挽垸废).’”35 Duan Yuyun also recorded another sensational legend, describing how a Manchu general of Jingzhou who supervised the Jingjiang Levee ordered his soldiers to fire at the southern dikes when people refused to break them amidst the rising flood.36 Despite this story’s questionable authenticity, it reflected tensions driven by the north–south power imbalance as well as nationalist sentiment against the Manchu.

While floods brought disasters, they also brought resources. The displaced were themselves the first to notice the benefit: fertile sediment and a wide expanse of fields growing out of the Dongting Lake’s center (Figure 8.2). Enormous alluvial fans and deltas formed along the tributary streams’ mouths at the northern part of the lake. In 1895, local authorities created a new county, Nanxian 南县, to administer this newly formed land. Local governments quickly realized the potential profit that could be extracted from it. In the Gazetteer of Bao’an Lake Fields 保安湖田志, compiled in 1915, they emphasized that “the suddenly emergent” fields should belong to the government rather than being occupied by prominent local clans.37 The local officials were united against the top-down policy that prohibited the construction of new embankments in the Dongting Lake region.38 Recognizing that unregulated private embankments would hinder flood discharge, they instead promoted the Page 253 →construction of embankments and measurement of fields under governmental auspices.39 It was a policy that sought the middle ground between local interests and central government guidelines.



Can Empires “Shift the Baseline”?

The “Shifting Baseline Syndrome” is a concept first raised by Daniel Pauly, a fishery scientist. In his paper “Anecdotes and the Shifting Baseline Syndrome,” he discusses how each generation’s fishery scientists accept distinct stock size and species composition as a means to evaluate the subsequent changes, thus resulting in inappropriate reference points for the evaluation.40 Pauly’s reflection on the Shifting Baseline Syndrome triggered widespread interest among environmental scientists as well as environmental historians. It highlights a gradually accepted norm (baseline) in a dynamic interaction between humankind and nature, and how knowledge, awareness, and unawareness impact humans’ adaptation to the environment. As the theory implies, the baseline standard—a conclusion widely accepted by the scientific and public communities—changes with human activities and cognition rather than remaining immutable. It helps to break the static and binary view of increasing versus deterioration, material reality versus human impact, and introduces the concept of a “shifting” Nature.41

From this perspective, instead of a sudden shift as the gazetteer records seem to suggest, and the historiography tends to emphasize, the middle stream of the Yangzi River shows a gradual increase of resilience and adaptation to both environmental and political change. In the process, the local attitudes towards central policies range from absolute obedience in the High Qing period, to tension-filled struggles, even total opposition towards the end of the imperial period. While the imperial government throughout the Qing Dynasty promoted the macro-policy of “sacrificing the south and protecting the north (shenan baobei 舍南保北),” at the county level, we see the limits of this macro-policy. The conflict between local and central interests undoubtedly counterbalanced the autocratic nature of the imperial center which Wittfogel’s “hydraulic society” thesis maintained. Records of local gazetteers reflect such passive resistance of the local world.

Table 8.1. Titles of local gazetteers.


	Book name

	Section name

	Book year

	Edition year






	Shimen xian zhi 石門縣志(Gazetteer of Shimen County)

	水利志 (Water Conservancy)

	1818

	1818




	Xiangyin xian zhi 湘陰縣志(Gazetteer of Xiangyin County)

	創設 (Establishment)

	1554

	1554




	Yuezhou fu zhi 岳州府志(Gazetteer of Yuezhou Prefecture)

	水利考 (Water Conservancy)

	1572

	1572




	Jingzhou fu zhi 荊州府志(Gazetteer of Jingzhou Prefecture)

	萬城隄 (Wancheng Dike)

	1880

	1880




	Zhijiang xian zhi 枝江縣志 (Gazetteer of Zhijiang County)

	隄防(Dike)

	1866

	1866




	Hanyang xian zhi 漢陽縣志(Gazetteer of Hanyang County)

	隄防(Dike)

	1748

	1748




	Wuchang xian zhi 武昌縣志(Gazetteer of Wuchang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1885

	1885




	Songzi xian zhi 松滋縣志(Gazetteer of Songzi County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1722

	1722




	Huanggang xian zhi 黃崗縣志(Gazetteer of Huanggang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1796

	1796




	Shishou xian zhi 石首縣志(Gazetteer of Shishou County)

	堤防(Dike)

	1796

	1796




	Page 255 →Zhijiang xian zhi 枝江縣志 (Gazetteer of Zhijiang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1796

	1796




	Yiyang xian zhi 益陽縣志 (Gazetteer of Yiyang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1874

	1874




	Anxiang xian zhi 安鄉縣志(Gazetteer of Anxiang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1741

	1741




	Yuanjiang xian zhi 沅江縣志(Gazetteer of Yuanjiang County)

	水利志(Water Conservancy)

	1810

	1810




	Xiangyin xian tu zhi 湘陰縣圖志 (Cartographic Gazetteer of Xiangyin County)

	水利志(Water Conservancy)

	1880

	1880




	Yuezhou fu zhi 岳州府志（Gazetteer of Yuezhou Prefecture）

	水利志(Water Conservancy)

	1746

	1746




	Chongkan gong’an xian zhi 重刊公安縣志 (Republished Gazetteer of Gong’an County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1487

	1487




	Baling xian zhi 巴陵縣志 (Gazetteer of Baling County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1804

	1804




	Gong’an xian zhi 公安縣志(Gazetteer of Gong’an County)

	堤防(Dike)

	1874

	1874




	Page 256 →Qizhou zhi 蘄州志(Gazetteer of Qizhou)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1852

	1852




	Shishou xian zhi 石首縣志 (Gazetteer of Shishou County)

	隄防：諸洲附 (Dike: Islets Attached)

	1866

	1866




	Qizhou zhi 蘄州志 (Gazetteer of Qizhou)

	水利：津梁附 (Water Conservancy: Ferry and Bridge Attached)

	1882

	1882




	Jingzhou fu zhi 荊州府志(Gazetteer of Jingzhou Prefecture)

	隄防(Dike)

	1685

	1685




	Huguang wuchang fu zhi 湖廣武昌府志(Gazetteer of Wuchang Prefecture)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1687

	1687




	Huanggang xian zhi 黃岡縣志
(Gazetteer of Huanggang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1759

	1759




	Huanggang xian zhi 黃岡縣志
(Gazetteer of Huanggang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1882

	1882




	Songzi xian zhi 松滋縣志(Gazetteer of Songzi County)

	水利志(Water Conservancy)

	1869

	1869




	Hanyang fu zhi 漢陽府志(Gazetteer of Hanyang Prefecture)

	堤垸(Dike and Embankment)

	1669

	1669




	Qishui xian zhi 蘄水縣志(Gazetteer of Qishui County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1547

	1547




	Page 257 →Huarong xian zhi 華容縣志(Gazetteer of Huarong County)

	堤垸(Dike)

	1760

	1760




	Jiangxia xian zhi 江夏縣志(Gazetteer of Jiangxia County)

	隄防(Dike)

	1868

	1868




	Chongxiu puqi xian zhi 重修蒲圻縣志(Republished Gazetteer of Puqi County)

	山川志(Mountains and Rivers)

	1739

	1739




	Xiangyin xian zhi 湘陰縣志(Gazetteer of Xiangyin County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1757

	1757




	Yiyang xian zhi 益陽縣志 (Gazetteer of Yiyang County)

	水利(Water Conservancy)

	1748

	1748




	Huguang tu jing zhi shu 湖廣圖經志書 (Cartographic Gazetteer of Hunan and Hubei Provinces)

	建置沿革

	1522

	1522




	Huguang zong zhi 湖廣總志(Gazetteer of Hunan and Hubei Provinces)

	水利志上(Water Conservancy)

	1591

	1591
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Chapter Nine Making Nature Spanish

 Environmental Change in the Relaciones

By Mackenzie COOLEY1


Spanish conquistadors frequently appear in narratives of environmental change as harbingers of devastation and transformation, heralding the Anthropocene, that earthly age defined by human influence on the climate and environment.2 In the canonical story, Iberian invasions and environmental change go hand-in-hand. Through voyages of exploration in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, they encountered lands they described as newly “discovered.” Continuing a tradition of conquista that culminated in Iberia with the fall of Granada in 1492, Spanish soldiers riding horses, firing guns, and decked out in armor sought to lay claim to the American landscape. Mexico-Tenochtitlan, the center of the Triple Alliance, popularly known as the Aztec empire, fell to the Spanish by 1521. Cusco, the central city of the Inkan Tawantinsuyu that sprawled across the Andes, fell to the Spanish by 1537. In the chaotic wake of rapid and destructive invasions led by military entrepreneurs who sought retrospective legitimation of their seizure of Indigenous empires, the Spanish crown aimed to regularize a system of labor exploitation, Page 261 →territorial expropriation, and Christianization that allowed some space for Indigenous hierarchies and assets.

The complex, unfolding consequences of conquest, and the environmental change that came in its wake, can be gauged by an effort to turn the imperial administration into an information system. As in other chapters, so also here we turn to the questionnaire as a mechanism for comparing and connecting local worlds. Administrators responded to explicit prompts to address the state of the landscape, its flora and fauna, and the economic resources associated with its exploitation. From this, we can gain a sense of the extent to which those who lived through these years of consolidation in the late sixteenth century saw their natural world as flexible and full of promise. Starting in the Caribbean at the end of the fifteenth century, the Spanish returned horses to the Americas, allowed their sheep to eat through Indigenous flora, shifted the priorities of camelid breeding, and drained the waterscapes of key cities in favor of European-style farms and urban squares. The Columbian Exchange—the unequal transfer of plants, animals, cultures, diseases, and human populations between Afro-Eurasia and the Western Hemisphere—linked disparate early modern places.3

We will better understand the shape of Spanish colonization and environmental transformation if we have a clearer sense of how these historical actors understood what they were doing, and why they were doing it. Recently, environmental historians have moved to address the extent of the intentionality behind human-produced environmental change in the early modern period. Rather than reading the events teleologically, imagining the extractive, capitalistic, globalized world to come, scholars have turned to how early moderns understood their actions within a more-than-human world.4 Through an attention to early modern actors’ categories, scholars have seen their choices as an outgrowth of their worldview or, as Patricia Murrieta-Flores, Diego Jiménez-Badillo, and Mariana Favila-Vázquez suggest in Chapter 5, cosmovision. How much did the Spanish crown, local administrators, and Indigenous and mestizo collaborators in the Americas know about the changes they were enacting as they were enacting them? As Spain itself was also undergoing dramatic changes, how did local administrators there understand their Page 262 →place? Should we read the extent of environmental transformation precipitated by the importation of European livestock and extensive mining as intentional, or the unexpected outcome of processes larger than any one group could imagine?

To address these questions, this chapter reads descriptions of the environment—mineral, plant, and animal landscapes—across the relaciones topográficas of Spain and the relaciones geográficas of the Spanish Americas. In so doing, it sees the two sets of responses to questionnaires as part of a continuous project to render highly distinct places comparable, stitching them as patches into one quilt. By reading these relaciones as efforts at juxtapositional comparative thinking, I focus on moments where the respondents describe their environment as either highly unique—like the valleys of Chinchilla, Spain, where now-extinct zebra-like horses still galloped—or part of transregional trends, as in the adoption of wheat throughout swaths of Spanish America. The relaciones do not provide a direct window into on-the-ground realities in the Spanish colonial world, but neither are they only discursive products. Rather, they are a valuable source for thinking through the reality and perception of a material environment, especially when read critically in relation to other bodies of evidence. No wonder, then, that they have proven to be key sources for some of the most insightful historical analyses of environmental change in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Latin America.5

Through these snapshots, we can see changes over time amidst a wave of wondrous details about the naturecultures of the Spanish territories. Echoing Bian He’s attention to action on the historical stage in Chapter 10, I deploy narrative worldbuilding, stitching together impressions from the relaciones from Spain and the Spanish Americas through three distinct Acts. The first is focused on an invention of Spanish nature; the second, on the interplay between a rhetoric of abundance and the impulse to create New Spains, including through the transposition of an Iberian cropscape; and the third on syncretic imperial naturecultures and the rise of the global mercantile economy. Through responses from Toledo to Mérida, from the 1560s to 1745, what had been highly variable landscapes became increasingly amalgamated. In the early sixteenth century, as the crown consolidated its power in Iberia and stretched across American territories, locality created the opportunity for deep, place-based knowledge. Page 263 →However, the vertical system of administration and circulation of information meant that many places under Spanish domain knew little of one another and thought that others knew little about them. In this way, the relaciones can be read as a blind survey, an imperfect early modern iteration of the modern experimental model that generates survey responses that are independent and not influenced by the answers of others, which, in current protocols, maintain the integrity and validity of the data collected. While elites trained in theology and natural philosophy maintained idealized visions of the natural world as designed by God and therefore fixed, many relaciones authors promoted a much more pragmatic approach to nature, one that emphasized its flexibility and susceptibility to human influence. Instead of natural history, they recorded, and sometimes even relished, nature presents: dynamic captures of a world that was knowable and sometimes beyond certainty. Over the course of the early modern period, those diverse localisms became aware of global mercantile priorities, transforming rich local knowledge into readily marketable products.


Act I: Inventing Spanish Nature

Residents of Chinchilla in the Spanish region of Albacete did not often have cause to describe their world. It is little wonder, then, that García Alvarez took the opportunity of responding to the 1576 relaciones topográficas—structured surveys conducted for the crown in mid-sixteenth-century Iberia—to highlight the peculiar equines that galloped across his region.6 Alvarez wrote, “in this land, and only this land while the rest of Spain does not know it, there are many cebras, ashy mares the color of rats with a slightly blackish muzzle (or choleric temperament), that whinnied like mares and ran a great deal.”7 Alvarez’s account was one of the last of this diminishing population of primitive horses more widely known as zebros; they went extinct by the end of the sixteenth century. Despite many mentions of them across texts by prominent authors ranging from Antonio Pigafetta (1491–1531) to Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), the exact nature of these animals remains a mystery. Medieval and Renaissance accounts linked them to African zebras in spite of their beige coloring. Modern scholars have suggested an array of explanations, Page 264 →including that the zebro was an extinct onager Equus hydruntinus, an antecessor Sorraia horse, a modern onager introduced by Muslim inhabitants, or a feral domestic equid. Regardless of the animals’ origins, Muslim residents had trained Iberian zebros for riding and to serve as beasts of burden centuries before Alavarez’s relación. Following the fall of Chinchilla and its neighbors to the Christians in the thirteenth century, Muslim practices of protecting the animals disappeared, as suggested by records in toponyms and fueros (local legal privileges). Christians hunted the zebros with arrows and spears, chased them with hounds, and trapped them as big game. In parallel with Christian expansion across the peninsula, it came to pass that these animals, which had once been widespread across Iberia, disappeared outside of the province of Albacete by the last quarter of the sixteenth century.8

Just as Alvarez penned his relación from Castilla-La Mancha, reports from the Andes detailed the falling populations of other large herbivores: camelids including llamas, alpacas, vicuñas, and guanacos. The story was familiar. Previous centuries of Inka rule had protected these animals, which agriculturalists in the Tawantinsuyu bred for their wool and, in the case of the larger llamas, to carry burdens. However, the Spanish conquest of the Inka capital of Cusco in the 1530s disrupted the cultural priorities that had protected these animals. Relaciones from Peru recorded that, by 1564, wild camelids like guanacos and vicuñas were hunted along with deer; the hillsides on which they had foraged were transformed into pastureland for European horses, cattle, sheep, and goats.9 Relaciones told of widespread slaughter of domestic and wild camelids for meat and bezoar stones thought to act as anti-poisons. While they did not become extinct like the Iberian zebros, the camelid populations shrank considerably, lost diversity, and faced bottlenecks.10 In both cases, these animals had been maintained by a previous agricultural system that new Christian residents sought to displace. Alvarez’s contemporaries might not have set off to destroy the zebros and Andean camelids, but they erased space for them in pursuit of their own agricultural priorities.

Spanish landscapes were meant to feed Spanish cityscapes. When traveling through most urban centers in the former Spanish empire, one of the most striking features is the likeness of one town to the next. As Robert Bartlett has argued, Europe’s expansion was cellular.11 Into a Page 265 →foreign landscape, medieval Europeans dropped in a castle and a parish with a priest. These would, in turn, provide the locale with two interlocking hierarchies: one of feudal obligation and one of the Church. In principle, then, the whole world could be covered with these cells of the state and Church, scaling up to larger administrative units. The Spanish kingdoms had been beset by persistent aristocratic revolt and internal conflict until the triumph of Ferdinand and Isabella in both civil war and the unifying conquest of Granada in 1492. Therefore, the Castilian Crown adopted a modified Mediterranean version of this cellular system in the Americas that explicitly tried to avoid creating a hierarchy of lords and vassals, despite the conquistadors’ desire to become such nobles. Just as in Spain where the Crown had worked with towns to assert royal authority in the fifteenth century, in the Americas new Spanish urban centers became the anchor of a bureaucratic imperial system. In the Americas, the Spanish Crown had unusually extensive patronage rights and control of the Church under the Patronato Real, which made these hierarchies especially intertwined. Across the empire, cells radiated from urban centers, however small, in a pattern that universalized Spanish lifeways. Towns were meant to foster universal hierarchies of church, state, and commerce that were regulated by the imperial apparatus and stood on an agricultural and extractive base in which resources flowed in from the countryside. Towns all required the same features: a church, a plaza, a river and mill, building materials, farms with livestock and grain crops, vegetable gardens, and freshwater access often through a fountain or spring. The cellular network isolated nuclei from one another, surrounding urban centers with haciendas and mines in the countryside. This created the long-running Latin American paradox in which urban centers became homogenized while the countryside preserved local cultural and environmental priorities. Given the isolation of one town cell from another, it was little wonder that the rest of Spain, let alone the rest of the empire, knew next to nothing about Alvarez’s strange horses.

As María Portuondo has argued, the relaciones were meant to make the observations of an administrator looking out from a plaza in Tlaxcala, Mexico commensurate to one in Granada, Spain. From his vantage point in Chinchilla, Alvarez perceived himself to be a part of such a cell and likely understood the role of his contribution to the relaciones as recording Page 266 →its status within the rest of the imperial organism. Few responses from sixteenth-century Spain are as discerning. Unlike contributors to Chinese local gazetteers who waxed poetic about their localities, respondents writing from Spain’s peninsula interior more often wrote laconic responses that bemoaned their towns’ poverty and inability to produce any notable inhabitants. Rarely did they highlight anything that came from other parts of the empire, despite the fact that American cereal-equivalents like maize had crept into dominant Spanish olive oil producing regions like Jódar.12 Alvarez’s relación proved the exception. He wrote of the many kermes oaks (Quercus coccifera) that grew around Chinchilla, feeding the kermes insect (in the family of Hempitera) whose bodies produced the red dye crimson. However, local reliance on these Mediterranean oaks had dwindled since a brighter red created from cochineal insects (Dactylopius coccus) that fed on nopal cacti came from Mexico. While residents of Chinchilla had relied on the crimson trade in the past, Alvarez wrote, “since the arrival of cochineal from the Indies, the price of said grana has fallen considerably.”13 In La Mancha, where Don Quixote tilted at windmills, New World nature had outcompeted Spanish agriculture.

Whether short or long, the relaciones participated in world-building for the purpose of juxtapositional comparison, recording details of their localities with attention to conquest history and the ability of the natural world to change over time because of human and more-than-human influence. Both the Iberian and the American surveys rested on the new Renaissance discipline of cosmography, which attempted to unify disparate ways of knowing into one singular, global edifice. Cosmography sought to map the world through description, interweaving the modern approaches of natural history, history, ethnography, cartography, geography, and astronomy. The structure of the relaciones inquiries intentionally encoded cosmographers’ concerns into the responses produced by administrators throughout Spain and its colonies, requiring them to think about their world through the principles of this discipline and its roots in Renaissance humanism.14 Cosmography was a broader and more holistic approach to “knowing” that did not separate the environmental from the human as is common in modern disciplines—although the idea of human and natural geography preserves some of this approach. Popular and elite cosmographers of the Spanish empire were aware of the Page 267 →problems with ancient approaches given that they had observed geographies, peoples, plants, and animals that had been missing from Ptolemy’s Geography. In this attempt at building awareness of a shared globe, respondents embraced transdisciplinarity, describing politics and nature side by side, and noting the human bleeding into the more-than-human, and vice versa. To many respondents, civilization was not readily separable from other elements of nature. Many administrators agreed with a belief that Rebecca Earle has traced, that to remain a Spaniard in both body and mind when abroad, one needed to consume European foods. In their cosmovision, the human body was porous and in “active dialogue with its environment.”15 When Iberians imposed the culinary models they had inherited from Greco-Roman antiquity—a love of olive oil, wine, and wheat—on the regions they conquered, they did so because they thought these were key foods for civilization.16 Wheat became a key part of an imperial Mediterranean cropscape. As they marked the success and failure of human populations, the Spanish relaciones topográficas responses highlighted the ready availability of wheat, the presence of water mills to grind such grains, extinctions (both human and more-than-human), and the potential for loss in the landscape.

Even before they inquired about mines, flora, and fauna, as others in this volume have noted, relaciones surveys asked respondents to detail their region’s political history. Spanish relaciones topográficas questionnaires inquired specifically about when the territory had been seized from the Moors; Spanish American questionnaires asked about the original conquistador who laid claim to the town, as well as local politics before the arrival of Europeans.17 Respondents who paid particular attention to conquest history likewise displayed the greatest awareness of environmental change, suggesting that they saw an inexorable link between the natural world and human politics. As we have seen in other chapters, China’s rule seemed perennial to many local gazetteer authors who saw their histories as reaching back to the Han dynasty or further into the unimaginably deep sands of time. By contrast, inhabitants of the Spanish empire were generally aware of the youth of their colonial enterprise. This often came with a sense of the contingency of their own rule—just as the Aztecs had fallen to the Spanish, the Spanish could be unseated in turn.18 Thus, when read together as one cosmographical project, the Page 268 →relaciones topográficas and geográficas reveal the tension between Spanish hubris in seeking to create new Spains across the globe and administrators’ fears that such control might be fleeting. Even the landscape was subject to change, growing like myrtle in need of constant trimming rather than fixed like carved marble.19

From the perspective of European history, Spain was and remains quite large and diverse, with low population density and challenging topography. It took the empire to turn the kingdoms of Spain into “Spain” in a process of transformation that remains incomplete even today. In a worldview limited to Castile, the tripartite Crown of Aragon, Granada, and Navarre, the differences among these regions seemed vast. The empire forced a measure of abstraction and simplification. In the vast expanses of the Americas, new towns were built according to a Spanish Renaissance pattern, which produced a comparatively uniform style. Through the parallel relaciones topográficas in the metropole and the relaciones geográficas of the Americas, the Crown sought to use structurally similar documents to understand and reshape its domains according to a Spanish mold.20 Just as wider territorial swaths were christened as neo-Spains—La Española in the Caribbean, Nueva España and Nueva Galicia in Mexico, Nueva Segovia and Nueva Granada along the northern coasts of South America—Philip II created a new imperial geography in Iberia with Madrid at its geographic and political center.21

Spanish administrators, while in many ways at the heart of the empire, were particularist. While the cosmographers of the royal administration saw the relaciones system as a means of rendering imperial space knowable, respondents stressed the specificity of their locale and sought to serve its interest by protecting it and garnering support.22 Reports from Iberia mobilized a rhetoric that devalued their towns’ natural resources as a means of avoiding exactions. Despite the request for “curious and intelligent people” to write these relaciones, the resulting reports from Spain were generally shorter, unenthusiastic, and less detailed than those from the Americas.23 Respondents to the Iberian questionnaires emphasized homogeneity rather than belaboring the presence of social diversity. Rarely did reports highlight New Christian or Morisco residents, and they tacitly presumed spoken Castilian when in fact different regions included speakers of Basque, Gallego, Catalan, Ladino, and other dialects and linguistic Page 269 →variants.24 Many respondents did not know the origins of their own towns or provided tendentious interpretations of the Arabic names that had stuck to the region since Islamic rule. More loquacious respondents linked the city name to just-so stories centered on agricultural practices. Aravaca in Madrid got its name because the founder plowed (arar) with a cow (vaca).25 In Robledo de Mazo, there had once been an apiary “whose hives were a meal to bears in the area. In order to scare away those animals, they put a mallet in the irrigation stream. By a certain machine, the mallet was made to continuously strike the water, scaring the bears away.”26 Plowing fields, gathering honey, and frightening away predators were all quintessential parts of Spanish agriculture.27

As in much of Eurasia, the inhabitants of Spanish towns ate grain crops such as wheat, rye, and barley, seasoned with olive oil with accompanying glasses of wine. Relaciones from Iberia emphasized other staples such as flax, oats, and hemp, along with citrus fruits originally sourced from East Asia including oranges, citrons, and lemons.28 Local wildlife came off as rather familiar as respondents listed rabbits, hares, partridges, turtle doves, pigeons, and other birds known to Europeans.29 Predators were mostly annoying, not frightening. Farmers and local administrators worried that wolves, foxes, bears, and gatos campesinos might eat their livestock, especially the merino sheep that were key to the mesta system.30

Respondents to the Spanish relaciones topográficas survey had a vested interest in depicting the Iberian landscape as depleted. This was the result of a combination of features. First, Iberian administrators operated within a culture of complaint, a system in which they could lay claim to royal accommodations, but only if they submitted a persuasive case for what they lacked. Ironically, then, scarce resources were a coin of the realm. Second, citizens indicated trepidation that their hometown might itself be transformed into an extractive landscape. Indeed, many Iberian regions had been the resource-rich outposts fueling former empires, which meant that, third, often residents did have something to complain about. The veins of their mines and the trees of their forests had, in fact, been diminished by centuries of human habitation, interspersed with the colonial projects of former empires, whether Roman or Umayyad. While the relaciones from the Americas often emphasized bounty, those from Spain adopted a language of scarcity for real and political purposes.Page 270 →

These three issues are difficult to disentangle in the reports themselves. Sixteenth-century Spain was periodically beset by bad harvests and famines and, from 1580 to 1630, Old Castilian cereal production had fallen by nearly 40%, requiring Castile to rely on imports for crops that had once been grown locally.31 Mining had seen better days, too. Spain had been a major mining center for imperial Rome, but by early modernity that mineral wealth had been largely tapped out.32 The former Moorish settlement of Alía’s 1576 report was exceptional for its mines of copper and lead when most of the hillsides were described as exhausted.33 Inhabitants of prominent cities like Toledo might have boasted that their region was “the most prosperous land in the world” through which “pass all the people of the world,” but even Toledo’s natural resources had diminished; mines that “had once produced silver and other metals” now held hardly a trace of such riches.34 Iberia had also experienced significant deforestation by 1500, particularly in central Spain, which was dominated by a semi-arid climate. Relaciones emphasized the availability of timber, such as in the pine woods of Ajavir. Respondents readily observed the loss of wood, noting that regions such as Almoguera, which had produced a great deal of fine wood in the fifteenth century, produced less timber by the 1570s.35 Despite the many fisheries created under Philip II, Spaniards also complained that there were few fish available in rivers that had once been bountiful. The rivers near Beas still provided barbus, boga, eels, trout, and other fish, but other reports noted that freshwater eel populations had diminished in living memory.36 As Spanish relaciones evinced serious concerns about the health of their environment, they drew attention to its impact on human and more-than-human populations, often bemoaning the poor health of citizens as the inevitable result of living in such a place. Many reports deplored the state of regional hospitals, which could not improve the ailments of their population enough to increase their industry. In Alameda de Osuna near Madrid, no elderly people remained because the region’s rivers and fountains were too cold.37 The picture was often stark: life was hard, the earth often barren, and no more could fairly be asked of residents.

A correlation appeared in the reportage, linking administrators’ attention to environmental change to their ability to observe political change. Those administrators interested in conquests, politics, and empires past Page 271 →could literally see changes in the environment, often linked to those human shifts. Administrators that painted nature as static, however, generally exhibited neither knowledge of nor interest in local history. In regions perceived to have been settled in the deep past, respondents highlighted their ignorance about the city’s origins, lamenting that it was so old that inhabitants told no stories of the town’s foundations. Cityscapes became landscapes. Reports from Malagón, Spain drew attention to local ruins just as accounts from Mesoamerica stressed the presence of pre-Columbian antiquities. In Malagón, “under the earth they discovered two big rocks with inscriptions in Gothic letters.”38 Authors with a humanistic education sometimes recopied monumental inscriptions, translating the Latin into Castilian in their reports with varying degrees of competence. Even fewer reports engaged with Arabic linguistic remnants or Umayyad, Almoravid, Almohad, and Nasrid political history that had laid their towns’ foundations. Detailing past transitions might have been risky for the respondents who remembered them. Forgetting helped to foster homogeneity. Whether recalled in the relaciones or narratively erased, former imperial structures remained geographically prominent and were regularly used until some further catalyst (logistical or political) required their modification. Roman roads and bridges continued to shape travel and Spaniards relied on Islamic-era water management including fountains, dams, irrigation ditches, waterwheels, reservoirs, and weirs.39

The relaciones topográficas, like the relaciones geográficas, included structured prompts that sought to collect local knowledge around similar questionnaires and stitch it together into a cosmography, a coherent whole that transcended both discipline and locality. However, as administrators from Spain reflected on their landscape, they saw themselves as cellularly disparate, evincing a lack of awareness of what was happening elsewhere, even in Iberia. From many respondents throughout the peninsula, control looked quite feeble, both because the resources themselves had long ago been depleted and because political control had shifted in relatively recent historical memory. Many respondents emphasized the youth of their imperial project and the relatively recent Christian conquest from the Moors. For them, evidence of recent conquista was omnipresent, underpinning a vision of temporary dominion. Their nature was not static, but readily influenced by human priorities, whether in Page 272 →transforming rivers into energy for mills or locating veins to mine. With their heightened awareness of the landscape’s capacity for alteration and change, authors of the Spanish relaciones often joined Alvaréz in depicting snapshots of a dying world, one whose greatest fecundity and strength was behind it, along with the galloping zebros. The responses did not explicitly seek to motivate readers to find greater abundance in distant territories, or imagine a New World where such shortcomings would be ameliorated through extractive potential. But that would be a logical next step. Inventing Spanish nature came with nested ironies: those who lived in it often lamented the ruination of Iberian nature, and the conquista history meant that it was a recent creation, not some primordial truth. Despite these disparities, visions of the metropole, flaws and all, would inspire colonial administrators to replicate the homeland overseas. Cultivating Iberia overseas by exporting European livestock and cuttings and seeds of Old World plants was so requisite to settlers in the New World that, in the 1520s, all ships leaving Spanish harbors were required to bring these nonhuman tools of the Spanish project.40



Act II: From American Abundance to New Spains

A language of abundance characterized relaciones from the Spanish Americas in the second half of the sixteenth century, skating over violence and exploitation in favor of wonder at nature’s fecundity to incentivize further investment from the Crown.41 Although European armchair philosophers could speak broadly of the “New World,” reports instead differentiated between flora and fauna “of the land” (de la tierra) and those brought there from Spain.42 As a reflection of this belief in natural mutability, the relaciones geográficas questionnaires explicitly highlighted flux in the natural world, inquiring specifically about how the natural world had and could become more or less European. Questions inquired specifically about local trees, plants, medicines, animals, and other natural resources and separately requested information about how Spanish flora and fauna fared in the region. Unsurprisingly, given how the survey primed them, respondents demonstrated a keen awareness of the differences and overlaps between European and Indigenous nature. In short, one might go so far as to argue that the relaciones were designed Page 273 →to articulate the status of Columbian Exchange as the Spanish Crown understood it at the time.

Still, the earliest reports structured around relaciones-style inquiries stressed the novelty of a New World landscape as truly another realm, complete with different attributes and rules, as well as potential for European usage. Although Europeans remained interested in reports of cannibalism, relaciones more often avoided sensationalist topics to describe more basic differences in food cultures. Reports from Ancerma (in present-day Colombia) shortly after the Europeans’ arrival stressed that “indios of this land eat very little meat; the greatest thing they eat are fruits and herbs cooked in many ways, with chili pepper and they eat very little human meat, and that which they eat is from indios in distant lands.”43 Regardless of Indigenous peoples’ habits, reports from South America painted an Eden of surpluses, mines laden with metals, and rivers filled with fishes and banked by grass that would be ideal fodder for horses all year long.44 While Spanish reports lamented the lack of local mines, relaciones from the so-called New World celebrated the availability of gold, silver, copper, iron, and other minerals such as cobalt.45 The Marañón River, the mainstem of the Amazon, flowed along with a diversity of fish including shark, doncella catfish, capitane hogfish, tarpon, dorado, bocachico, and other creatures like turtles.46 There were so many fish that they could be hunted en masse. Fishermen around Trujillo in the 1570s continued to use the barbasco style of fishing, poisoning the water with toxic substances from regionally available plants such as manchineel apples in order to stun or kill fish in great numbers.47 Contemporary reports from Yucatan championed local agriculture, arguing that local fruits were “so sweet and delicious that none of those in Spain can match them.”48 Administrators in Venezuela noted fruits that would be novel to Spanish readers, including novos, ciruelas, guavas, totumos, and anonas.49 Noteworthy food crops purported to be locally sourced around sixteenth-century Quito included pineapples, guavas, star apples, anona sugar apples, passion fruit, tumbos, pears, lucuma, sapodilla, peanuts, sweet potatoes, and yams.50 A fair bit of this discussion of these American environments was of only local interest. While it appeared in an imperial genre produced in response to imperial questions, the realities of sixteenth-century demand and shipping logistics meant that there was little prospect that such fruits and fish would ever grace Spanish tables.Page 274 →

New World mammals were a source of wonder that required detailed explanation. Many reports devoted lengthy passages to anteaters, armadillos, and coatis, knowing that such creatures would be challenging for European readers to imagine regardless of the numerous travel accounts in circulation.51 In the Andes, widespread camelid husbandry had been common before the arrival of the Spanish; households also bred smaller meat animals like guinea pigs for consumption as well as sacrifice before local huacas.52 Reports from the Island of Margarita mentioned that “there are no farmers, but the people live by planting and gathering their fruits of máiz and cassava, and other fruits of the earth, as well as the fishing and hunting of deer and wild pigs.”53 Reports from Caracas noted that there were


lions the size of mastiffs and larger, [and] there are many of them. They are not very fierce because a man with a small dog that he carries makes them climb a tree, where he shoots and kills them. Their color is between reddish and brown; they harm sheep, goats, young mares (and) calves. There are tigers, although few; this is a very fierce animal and of larger body than the lion, they are spotted with yellow and black circles (and) are very harmful where they are fed because they attack all kinds of large and small livestock, and they often kill Indians and go to look for them in their homes.54


Less terrifying than the tigers, these “lions” were not the same maned African lions known in Europe, but rather an array of panthers, leopards, ocelots, serval cats, and cougars. Other animals that fell into the role of predatory nuisance included foxes, wolves, and even monkeys. However, as we saw with the zebros of Chinchilla, Spain, with Christians came increased hunting. Reports from Yucatan noted that while there were still wild animals such as tigers in the region by the end of the sixteenth century, in the past there had been many more.55 Many American relaciones stressed animal diversity as an asset to the Spanish colonial enterprise, although some emphasized the dangers of consuming unsuitable creatures as foods, such as the dogs that were fattened up and eaten throughout Mexico.56

Accounts of nature again mirror characterizations of human society. While Spanish administrators emphasized the homogenous elements in Page 275 →their natural world, reports from the Americas often emphasized diversity in both nature and human society. Mesoamerican relaciones detailed local uses of Mayan, Uto-Aztecan, Oto-Maguean, Hokan, Totozoquean, Totonacan, and Mixe-Zoquean languages. Despite their linguistic diversity, many American Indigenous peoples shared a reliance on staples like maize. A relación from the 1570s in northern Peru described linguistic variations across neighboring regions through their respective terms for maize and water. The report noted that in Jaén water was tuna and maize anás; in Chirinos, maize was yugato; in a town six leagues away, maize was xemé and water yumé; in nearby Langue, maize was chumac; in Sacata, it was umague; in Tabancalas, it was moa.57 Although maize came in different varieties, these seem to have all been one variant of the crop described with a different vocabulary depending on the region.58 Maize was such a cultural and material cornerstone that its constancy made linguistic differences visible.

Settlers of the Spanish Americas had seen with their own eyes the ephemerality of human lives and the more-than-human environments Indigenous civilizations had constructed. As with the zebros, nature could disappear, and that nature included humanity. While responses from the Americas often pointed out animals in nature presents, some worried about the former populations, like towering giants who were believed to have built ceremonial complexes around Mesoamerica, but had been vanquished and faded away.59 Because the relaciones were never aggregated into that cosmographical project, respondents and scholars struggled to judge rarity or compare the cases of extinction. Despite this, a sense of loss regularly appeared in their accounts, as did a desire to celebrate particularly unique flora, fauna, and stories about them.

Once again, attention to recent political shifts correlated with awareness of environmental change. Repeating self-serving Spanish stereotypes, relaciones written generations after initial conquest noted that regions like Michoacán had


few natives though it had many more in times past; they have diminished, and they diminish every day, with diseases and lack of food, and it appears with laziness; because in their past, they were greatly annoyed and overworked, and they did not eat or drink or dress or wear shoes as they do Page 276 →now, nor did they have horses on which to ride, nor rest or stillness. And now, that they have it all and they are privileged like children, they are diminishing.60


Even in such an unsympathetic account, the respondent noted the diminution of the Indigenous population. Scholars have continued to grapple with the extent of demographic collapse in the first century after the European invasion. Some estimates suggest that a population of 22,000,000 in 1519 in the region that became New Spain dwindled to 1,000,000 in 1620, although exact numbers remain challenging to confirm and the error margins are very large.61 The story repeated in many regions across the Americas. A report from Nueva Zamora and Lake Maracaibo in 1579 described the extent of environmental transformation in the last half century: “it was a province that was very populated by indios before the Welsers entered it and depopulated it” during their rule from 1528 to 1546.62 Indeed, many Indigenous people were unwilling to live under Spanish rule, leading not only to a fall in populations as a result of European diseases like smallpox but their unwillingness to have children who would be exploited under Spanish rule. In his 1550 report, the Bishop of Coro in Venezuela, Don Miguel Ballesteros, emphasized the challenges of building a mestizo population as a result of Indigenous peoples’ resistance to Spanish exploitation using local materia medica, writing


I find no remedy that can be had, because to say that their children will be good Christians, the truth is that they do not even have young women in whom to procreate[. . .]the few Indian women there are, if they become pregnant, take herbs to kill [their offspring], saying that they do not want their children to suffer in the hands of the Spaniards in the roles that they and their companions have suffered. I have prevented them from doing so, and they agree to keep [their unborn children].63


Even as women refused to have children, older people likewise resisted becoming “good Christians.” To escape, many fled to the mountains where the Bishop surmised that “the tigers and the Carib Indians killed them.”64 Coro painted a colonial trap in which the only way forward for inhabitants was through embracing Spanish priorities. Indigenous Page 277 →population declines reflected losses to disease, overwork, military conflict, flight, and a refusal to bring children into an exploitative system intent on transforming their world.

As in Spain, administrators in the Americas defaulted to nature presents and seeing local logics as a status quo. In the first decades following the conquest, administrators in many regions made relatively few changes to Indigenous structural and social infrastructures, nor did they aim to acquire advanced expert knowledge of things like local water management. Rather, they focused on creating an extractive infrastructure and imposing their cellular imperial apparatus through a precocious network of towns, both new and built on Indigenous foundations. The creation of familiar institutions was a means of providing cultural and social unification to such geographic breadth. By the 1550s, Popayán, Columbia was building churches and a cathedral. The City of Quito had constructed a large cathedral on the plaza complete with new construction from lime, stone, and brick by the 1570s. Smaller towns like Cali erected a parochial church with walls and covered in straw before adopting more traditional European structures.65 However, once the American populations declined and Indigenous deaths drained local knowledge, the Spanish project of transforming the landscape to become more European could accelerate. It was then more important than ever to create New Spains on the back of American abundance.

The wide-ranging responses to the relaciones from the Americas require us to both note key patterns about Europeans’ ideal colonial settlements and to exercise caution before painting colonization in broad brushstrokes. The colonization process was like a mosaic in which tesserae of Spanish-style agriculture were applied broadly but unevenly to many different regions, sticking better in some than others. Earle has argued that regions that proved suitable to the cultivation of European plants were thought by the Crown to be the best sites of colonization.66 However, sites that offered unique local advantages—mines, cochineal farms, pearl fisheries—were likewise celebrated as colonial centers.

The relaciones questionnaires inquired about the cultivation of Spanish flora and fauna in the American environment. Respondents dutifully recorded details about the growth of Spanish citrus fruits, like citrons, oranges, lemons, and limes, as well as pomegranates, figs, Page 278 →quinces, and dates.67 While parts of Venezuela could grow three types of grapes, many other regions never picked up the craft of viticulture in the sixteenth century.68 Likewise, the Quito region’s inhabitants had taken to some Spanish fruits—peaches, pomegranates, quinces, and figs—but respondents noted that inhabitants did not take to grapes. Reports from Otavalo noted that “there is no wine because the vines there are few, nor do they make oil because also there are few and up to this point all of the olives that there are in this district have not born fruit.”69 Throughout the sixteenth century, preferences for Spanish foodstuffs were localized. In the town of Mira, there were grapes and melons, and other Spanish fruits, as well as many cattle and goats.70 Regions that produced abundant tropical fruit often grew Spanish trees that, in turn, failed to bear fruit.71 Savannas and grasslands were thought to be more likely to grow Spanish-style crops.72 In Mérida, Yucatan, respondents celebrated the growth of Spanish-style gardens complete with radishes, turnips, cilantro, onions, lettuce, cabbages, parsley, peppermint, borage, and spinach.73 By the 1580s, Venezuelan reports also highlighted the successful cultivation of European crops such as wheat, barley, garbanzo beans, lima beans, eggplant, garlic, watercress, dill, bishop’s weed, melons, cucumber, fennel, pennyroyal, rue, cress, aloe, chamomile, and rice. Similar lists were reported in the regions around Quito up through the Andean highlands.74 Spanish chickens quickly found their way into Indigenous households from Mexico City to Coro, Venezuela to Peru; pigeons and ducks were bred to a lesser degree.75 As Chris Valesey has shown in the case of Mesoamerican Nahuas, in many regions Indigenous people quickly took up European animal husbandry, breeding sheep and goats as well as larger livestock such as cattle and horses.76 Spanish-style agriculture was spreading but its regional manifestations reflected its patchwork adoption.

Wheat was culturally and religiously central to the Spanish. Indeed, as Earle has argued in reference to the Host, “faith was wheat.”77 She suggests that throughout the sixteenth century wheat, wine, and olive oil dominated Spanish exports to the Indies.78 A relación from early settlements in Venezuela reported about such ships from Spain: “the merchandise that they bring to sell is sold at such high prices that the arroba of wine is worth two and a half pesos” and oil was also expensive.79 High prices notwithstanding, by the 1550s, while there was widespread Spanish livestock Page 279 →husbandry in Neiva, the region failed to cultivate either wheat or barley.80 The town of Cartago, Colombia likewise struggled to grow grains from Spain, but there was an “abundance of maize.”81 By the late 1560s, Guayaquil had impressively managed to cultivate a great deal of both wheat and maize, as well as building a mill to grind the European cereals, especially to make bizcocho, a long-lasting sponge cake sent onboard the ships departing from the nearby harbor.82 Reports from Quito in 1570 celebrated that “this is a land abundant with wheat and corn, more than there is in Peru. The bushel is ordinarily three to four tomín for wheat, the corn is always worth a tomín less than the wheat; barley is worth two tomines.”83 By this period, the use of wheat and barley was increasing as both Spaniards and Indigenous people began to sow it regionally.84 However, in the 1580s, inhabitants of regions such as Popayan still preferred maize to wheat.”85 And, in the many places where “the land does not yield wheat, one had no need of mills, despite the many waterfalls that could be used for them.”86 The uneven spread of wheat cultivation and consumption emblematizes the patchwork process of agricultural and cultural Hispanization. While administrative structures ostensibly covered all Spanish territory with a fairly uniform pattern of governance, the complex process of Columbian Exchange highlights varying degrees of de facto European influence.



Act III: Imperial Naturecultures

This final Act follows the impulse behind the years of consolidation, during which the Spanish empire became ever more homogenized. In these episodes, imperial values shaped what constituted useful nature in the case of water management, mining, and globalized commodities. From the early to mid-sixteenth century, the Spanish laid the basis for European-style cellular townships across what would become Latin America. Just as invasion and environmental change came hand-in-hand, legalized dominion over land and labor created a basis for the Spanish to implement their idealized vision of nature in what would become an imperial natureculture. Indigenous elites were both replaced and co-opted into a hierarchy that sought to create a Spanish Christian society modeled on Iberia, but with the notable difference that the conquerors Page 280 →sought to ground their elevated standing in the use of Indigenous labor. Over the next few generations, administrators transformed Indigenous townships from tributaries into European-style towns and sought to pin nomadic peoples down in landed labor systems—and, in so doing, access resource landscapes. First, the encomienda labor system granted Spanish encomenderos the right to extract tribute and forced labor from Indigenous peoples in exchange for their protection and religious instruction. After accusations of severe abuse, the repartimiento system grew, limiting labor demands. This system of townships and labor slowly became normalized, transitioning from a patchily implemented ideal, reminiscent of an idealized Iberia, into a homogenized and cellular imperial system, with major repercussions for the environment and more-than-human nature.

The creation of two improbable centers—Mexico City from the waterways of Tenochtitlan and the city of Potosí atop the most productive silver mine in the Americas—exemplified Spain’s imperial vision in full form, which captured the imagination of European travelers and writers of geographical texts. While the relaciones carefully recorded incremental agricultural changes that followed the Spanish conquest, the documents’ local focus obscured intensive building projects just as they missed growing reliance on black African slave labor, as Marcella Hayes’s chapter explores. In most regions, the Spanish were content to extract tribute and impose the European cellular network through towns and their agricultural surroundings. However, in certain high-value sites, the Spanish did much more, creating vast urban centers and intentionally molding the environment accordingly. The Spanish administration transformed the Mexican city of Tenochtitlan into a suitable viceregal capital for New Spain and the hillsides of the Cerro Rico into the mines that would pay for the empire. The Desagüe, or draining, of Mexico’s central lake system and the construction of a high-altitude mining center are extreme examples of the focused impact of imperial policy.

Iberians brought to the Americas a particular vision of water in agriculture. After centuries of exposure, residents of the Peninsula had taken up Roman and Moorish water management including aqueducts and mills that repurposed the energy of flowing water through waterwheels and other mechanisms to grind up grains. Mills came with wheat. Milling, irrigation, and defensive structures dominated Spanish water; Page 281 →in a land with few lakes, freshwater was meant to be flowing and controlled. An ocean away, Mesoamericans had developed a different water system. While Nahua agriculture made creative use of the lakes of central Mexico, Indigenous American maize processing generally relied on stone metates to grind up cornmeal by hand.87 Like Europeans, Mesoamericans relied on similar natural springs and wells for drinking water, which were continually used across the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries. In the Yucatan peninsula, a relación from 1581 happily noted the ready availability of drinking water due to the wells made by previous generations of Indigenous inhabitants.88 As they developed colonial centers in other regions, the Spanish eagerly looked to rivers as potential sites for mills, which would be all the better for churning up European-style grains. A relación suggested that a stream flowing down a mountainside near the town of Antiochía in present-day Columbia would be ideal for a mill, and the town would be well-supplied by at least four freshwater springs. Throughout the sixteenth century, towns without substantial wheat growth lacked a mill and vice versa.89

Many of the most impressive feats of pre-Columbian American water management did not suit European-style agriculture as well. For example, Mesoamericans had constructed major hydraulic structures to influence the flow of water along the alluvial plan of the Cuautitlan River, northern Zumpango, and Xalocan lakes before the sixteenth century. The Colhua had worked to reroute the Cuautitlan River since 1433, although they struggled against the erosive influences of gophers and snakes that threatened the structural integrity of the waterworks. In central Mexico, structures such as the Nezhualcoyotl dike helped separate brackish and fresh water by trapping water flowing in from the southern springs and aqueducts. Floating chinampa gardens (artificial islands constructed from lake settlement in piled mounds) were key for agricultural production in the lacustrine landscape, which was suitable for fishing and collection of insects by canoe.90

The capital city of Tenochtitlan—surrounded by its high-altitude lake system—was shaped by man-made aqueducts, causeways, and dams that served to protect the city, increase cultivable acreage, and provide fresh water for chinampas.91 Tenochtitlan’s lacustrine culture was not unique, however, but reflective of wider trends of ingenuity in Page 282 →Indigenous American water management. Lake Maracaibo in present-day Venezuela was likewise home to several separate language groups that built structures over the water as well as on the coastline.92 The conquest of Tenochtitlan by forces led by Hernán Cortés did not immediately transform land use and agriculture. For much of the sixteenth century, Spanish governors continued to be impressed with Indigenous water management. However, several flooding events in the early seventeenth century, combined with the fact that there were few fields suitable for grain cultivation and livestock breeding, incentivized the desagüe. Vera Candiani traces the growing Spanish impetus for environmental change to three interlinked features: increased flooding in the capital, increased demands on Indigenous lands as a result of the exhaustion of the original plunder economy that dominated the decades shortly after the conquest, and the precipitous decline in the Indigenous population.93 Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the former canals and lakes that had made the Mexica stronghold so resemble Venice in the eyes of early conquistadors were drained, leaving in its wake Mexico City’s dry countryside that could be farmed with European livestock and was less prone to flooding.

While European agriculture sustained a Hispanizing society, the imperial project from its conception accorded a central role to mining as a means of capturing the Americas’ wealth. The relaciones questionnaires inquired specifically about mines, leading respondents from Iberia to decry the poor state of local mining while American respondents reported rich deposits of minerals and metals. Pre-Columbian American societies had certainly practiced mining and collected precious substances from gold to turquoise. Prosaic but essential minerals like salt from the Yucatan salinas had also been used before the arrival of the Europeans and continued to be of interest to the Spaniards, who celebrated how the salt they yielded resembled snow, had a “very nice taste,” and was good for shipping.94 Reports from Izamal y Santa Maria in 1581 highlighted the salt flats along the coast of the sea to the north, “from which each year salt is extracted for these provinces and from other parts. Both in ancient times and now these are common because of all the peoples in this province who go for salt in these flats, as it is good and white salt.” However, when the Spanish came, some of these customs of salt extraction diminished.95 Page 283 →Spanish administrators were much more interested in gold, silver, copper, and iron.

The relaciones are an imperfect source of information about mining as administrators writing to the Crown described the legally sanctioned market rather than the black market that transported Potosí silver into Chinese coffers by way of the Manila galleon. The incentives for this partial information were immense: although silver was worth only one-tenth gold, it was a key output. Mexico and South America produced 80% of the world’s silver and 70% of the world’s gold from 1550 to 1800. Particularly rich deposits of high-grade silver suitable for smelting near the earth’s surface were found in Potosí in 1545 and in Zacatecas in 1548. Potosí and its Cerro Rico (known alternatively in Quechua as “The Man-eating Mountain”) alone produced over 7.6 million pesos each year from 1580 to 1640. Despite its 13,000 feet in elevation, Potosí’s population climbed from 14,000 in 1547 to about 160,000 in 1650, making it one of the largest cities in the empire. The mercury required for the amalgamation process was sourced locally in Mexico but imported to process Peruvian silver from royal mines in Spain at Almadén and, if those ran low, from Idrija in Central Europe.96 The Cerro Rico’s extractive landscape was only intelligible in the context of a Spanish empire myopically focused on silver, which was in turn used to fund the empire, run the Manila galleon, and trade with China.

The intensive labor required for mining exposed and codified social stratifications. Descriptions from Popayan y Nuevo Reino in 1559–1560 highlighted the prevalence of mines, especially including the gold mines run by encomenderos and worked by local indios, as well as the correspondingly high death rates among Indigenous peoples, horses, and mules forced to labor in the mines.97 Many relaciones from this region enumerated the encomenderos and the indios who worked for them, providing a quantitative window into the labor politics of early colonial resource extraction.98 Along with careful attention to tribute amounts, this coercively extractive economy relied on preexisting labor and infrastructure.99 By the 1550s, reports from the same region emphasized the growing population of black Africans enslaved and imported to fill the demographic lacuna created by falling numbers of Indigenous workers.100 Reports from the town of Zamora in 1570–1571 noted that African slaves Page 284 →brought to labor in the mines could be purchased for 250 to 350 pesos.101 The population of black slaves had boomed in the mines by 1590, and reports from this period emphasized the respective health of the Africans compared to that of Indigenous peoples.102 As Hayes explores in her essay, the racial stratification that would come to characterize Spanish imperial society was already developing. Reports in the last quarter of the sixteenth century from the Real Audiencia de Quito aimed to enumerate the number of mulatos, enslaved and free blacks, mestizos, and children descended from Spaniards.103

The Crown relied on American riches to underpin its global financial, cultural, and political power. Try as the monarchy might to limit circulation of these goods, the black market exceeded the official market. Silver pesos financed the Manila galleon, flowing on to China in quantities that far exceeded those mentioned in formal manifests.104 One consequence of this was to diminish the presence of Chinese influence in official documents. The relaciones mentioned China only rarely, although their hints reveal the extent of an extralegal trade that brought New World silver to Asia. By the 1580s, in Alimanzi, Cuzcaquauhtla y Epatlan, and Tlapalcatepeque near the Pacific coast of New Spain, ships from China were said to dock along the beach as merchants walked inland to trade.105 The Spanish government tried to ban the entry of Chinese silks into Spain, severed direct trade between Lima and the Philippines, and attempted to curtail direct trade between Mexico and Peru, but the bevy of laws restricting these exchanges indicate the extent of such intra-imperial commerce that sought to link China to the Americas.106

As the decades after conquest passed, processes of integration transcended the simple imperial model of flotas (convoys) and extraction linked directly to Spain. As the European cellular model took hold, the cells formed lateral bonds in ways that eventually forced adaptive responses from the imperial administration. The first step involved identifying comparabilities—axes of likeness or distinction—between Spain and the Americas. Respondents to the relaciones sought to include both the vocabulary employed in the Americas and that used in Spain, citing, for instance, chile and “pepper of the Indies” as it was known in Spain.107 Many relaciones emphasized the comparability of New World chickens (gallinas de la tierra) with those brought from Spain; squash, Page 285 →rabbits, and ducks also were to be found on either side of the Atlantic.108 Mesoamericans had consumed honey before the arrival of Europeans, and this tradition continued after, fusing Indigenous beekeeping practices with European ones.109 The climate of Muxupip was likened to that of Andalusia, while Spanish categories of alterity such as Gypsies, Moors, Jews, and Basque-speakers were used in analogies that helped Spanish administrators make sense of Indigenous American peoples, such as the Otomí who were regarded as primitive by the Nahua.110 American respondents spilled a great deal of ink in the hopes of translating unfamiliar New World nature to something comprehensible to European readers.

The 1570s and 1580s saw the growth of Spanish interest in New World nature both medically and aesthetically. As the Crown funded further data collection projects like Dr. Francisco Hernández’s medical expedition to New Spain, palo negro (er or ek’ wood) from Yucatan was sent back to Spain in large quantities along with guaiacum (palo de las indias), which was used to treat syphilis.111 By this period, a number of New World medical plants—such as guaiacum, sarsaparilla, cañafistola, tobacco, mechoacan, and maguey—were recognized sufficiently widely that many different administrators suggested that they could be cultivated in their territories whether or not they had grown there before Europeans’ arrival.112 Likewise, local experts, mestizos, creoles, and Spanish administrators all knew the market value of bezoar stones and extracted them from American deer, camelids, and even iguanas in order to compete with stones from the East Indies.113 When the administrators had access to local medical expertise, they included mentions of regionally specific materia medica such as ceyuas (used for nausea in Venezuela), hayo (which lessened thirst and hunger), and manchineel (a widely regarded poisonous tree found throughout the Caribbean).114 European medicine continued to rely on humoral theory but added to its toolkit both New World equivalents to Old World medicines and exclusively American materia medica.

Imperial food culture had begun to syncretize as products from one colony were cultivated in others. By the late 1570s, reports from Venezuela emphasized the cultivation of walnut, almond, and oak trees as well as local ceiba trees used for a wide variety of building projects.115 Another contemporary report listed potatoes, originally from the Andes, growing alongside maize and beans, comparing them to yams from Guinea Page 286 →that were likewise grown in the same regions.116 Indigenous Andean and African crops were already bleeding into one another in the minds of Spanish respondents. By the 1580s, agricultural products from Hispaniola such as coconuts, bananas, and mamey fruits were growing in Yucatan.117 Hispanized versions of Nahuatl words became the dominant vocabulary for products such as avocados (Nahuatl āhacatl; Spanish aguacates) across the empire.118 Likewise, the Nahuatl word tianguis was used to describe open-air markets throughout Mexico as well as Central and South America.119 For wheat flour and other preservatives that were challenging to grow locally and subject to increasing demands by Spaniards and Indigenous peoples, residents turned to New Spain. When that failed, they turned to the ports where ships came every year laden with European merchandise such as wine and oil, which were easier to ship overseas provided that their casks did not spring leaks along the way.120

An imperial language of agriculture spread along with modified practices. Inhabitants of the Spanish Americas found themselves thinking about seasonality as different environmental conditions led them to harvest their crops at times different from the cycle of reaping and sowing on the Iberian Peninsula. Reports from the high elevations around Quito noted that residents “do not seed the earth more than once a year as in Spain, and the natives grow maize, potatoes, and beans.”121 Reports from Nueva Segovia in the 1570s differentiated between Yucatan maize (which took five months to grow and was brought from other regions) and Cariaco maize (which grew in three months and was local to the region). Over the next decade, wheat, barley, maize, and beans were sown and harvested according to the Spanish agricultural cycle, although potatoes were planted in December and harvested in April and May.122

Early relaciones from the Spanish Americas painted the American empire as tenuous, built on foundations that could wither like European bodies that consumed the wrong foods. Later relaciones painted a very different picture. Theirs was a mature colonial system that seemed inevitable and outside of time. The zebros of Spain had faded into historical accounts that bordered on fiction and so too had memories of how pre-Columbian societies shaped their environments. The success of the Spanish colonial project made nature seem more static and beyond human influence than it ever had been.Page 287 →

Relaciones from the eighteenth century provide a window into a colonial culture that had matured over the two intervening centuries. Take, for example, a 1745 questionnaire response from Barquisimeto. Such later accounts are infused with militarized language and engrained racial divisions, which stratified the colonial society and economy. Statistics played a growing role and the relaciones were replete with charts that compared the availability of different crops and labor in different regions, building quantitative data-collection and techniques of comparability into responses to the survey itself.123 Livestock breeding entailed carefully counting and controlling matings across mules, horses, and cattle.124 Rivers were measured in different seasons and rainfall dutifully recorded. Crops that merited specific attention had changed as well. Gone were the useful local materia medica, to be replaced by the cash crops that characterized mercantilism—cotton, sugar, chocolate (cacao), and tobacco—and their respective uses in trading with neighbors. Raw sugar from the region around Lake Maracaibo and the city of Barinas would be sent to be refined in Spain.125 Bananas had become more common and carefully grown in at least three varieties: large ones, dominicos of medium size, and cambur.126 While previous centuries of agricultural experiments had prioritized wheat, by the eighteenth century some regions had failed to maintain their mills; thus it was American maize that became “the common bread of the province.”127 The cellular model of European expansion had borne fruit, although not to create new Spains but something new in the shadow of Spain. Sugar, cattle, tobacco, and bananas had become a new set of staples that displaced the old debates about wheat and maize, defining a new, coherent natureculture of Latin America.



Conclusions

This volume interrogates comparability across space and time through practices of imperial knowing. Under conventions of regional division, Spain and the Spanish American colonies are often treated quite separately. The cases of the relaciones topográficas and relaciones geográficas emphasize the work of comparison and connectivity present across Spanish-administrated territories in the early modern period. Looking beyond the well-studied Mesoamerican documents, we ought to include Page 288 →relaciones from Iberia itself and distant colonial strongholds in Quito and Peru. To know an empire across the Spanish world means breaking down the distinction between Latin America and the metropole and reckoning with the many local worlds inhabitants envisioned across each landscape. Building on the juxtapositional comparative methodology employed across the volume as a whole, this essay has read across local impressions of the environment, tracing likenesses and tensions as the Spanish consolidated imperial systems in the late sixteenth century.

From the zebros running across La Mancha to the tigers of Caracas, environment under Spanish dominion seemed inevitable, a vivacious nature present, until suddenly it shifted. Captured in the words of respondents who knew little of their neighbors in the early sixteenth century, by reading across the cacophony of narrative reckonings with the process of making nature Spanish, we see snippets of transformation in the early years of imperial consolidation. During that time, the cosmographic impulse behind the relaciones surveys assumed a smooth cellular model. Creators of the prompts for both the relaciones topográficas and relaciones geográficas might have envisioned comparable administrators, sitting on another square with another church, each constituent pieces of a shared entity, who could all answer questions according to similar priorities.

However, by reading across the answers to these prompts, and the visions of environmental engagement they promoted, we see a pervasive lack of interest and awareness about what was going on in other regions, and a pleasure in reckoning with local issues, reveling in local cosmovisions. Through the three-act structure, inspired by Bian He’s framing I began in Act I to show first an impulse to create a vision of Spanish nature that was idealized, while the reality suffered from recent conquista histories and the depletion of key resources. Next, Act II turned to responses to the relaciones geográficas that emphasized American abundance and the potential for creating New Spains overseas. Many responses emphasized locality, revealing not a smooth imposition of imperial priorities but a patchwork in which packages of European flora, fauna, and culture that prospered in zones made a dramatic piecemeal impact. From these relaciones responses in both Spain and the Spanish Americas, we see a patchwork Columbian Exchange, decided by local conditions rather than a whole-cloth transformation of continents, wherein one region was only partially aware of Page 289 →what was happening in other towns at the same time. The exchange, and indeed colonial extraction, occurred in fits and starts according to a mosaic of different adoptions and resistances in different regions.

Only in the third Act do we see the ultimate consolidation of Iberian naturecultures. Here, the empire’s environment was homogenized through the transformation of major urban areas, extractive efforts like mining, and the globalization of key commodities that would take on keystone status in the mercantile economy. At last, the cellular model took hold, creating markets and comparable structures to smooth differences across the diverse environments that the Spanish empire, in all of its vastness, administered.
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Chapter Ten Politics and Scholarship of Local Products in Ming-Qing Provincial Gazetteers

By BIAN He




世傳南果以子名者百二十，半是山野間草本實，猿狙之所甘， 人強名以為果。故余不能盡識，錄其識可食者五十五種。

The world knows about one hundred and twenty southern fruits named with the word “seed”. Half of them are born out of herbaceous plants in the mountains and fields, relished by apes and monkeys. They hardly qualify to be called “fruits.” I cannot recognize all of them, so here I only record fifty-five kinds that I know to be edible.




- Fan Chengda 范成大 (1126–1193), Gui hai yu heng zhi 桂海虞衡志 (Accounts of Mountain and Marsh across the Osmanthus Sea)



The list of local products (tuchan 土產/ wuchan 物產) constitutes a consistent feature in thousands of local gazetteers in late imperial China. A common refrain in those sections cites the distinct climate and soil conditions of the locality that in turn yielded unique products from the land. Implicit in this celebration of local culture lies a cosmographic interest found in many early modern empires around the world: the constellation Page 296 →of provinces, each with their signature products, maps onto a larger cosmic order that in turn buttresses the legitimacy of imperial rule. Note the intentional conflation of the imperial center with the cosmic center: the further one moves away from the center, the more cultural significance would be bestowed to local products in such exotic places. In sum, local product lists in late imperial Chinese gazetteers function as a space where the exotic and the unfamiliar become tamed and brought into the imperial order—and thus inherently political.1

Yet the political significance of local product lists goes far beyond the symbolic level: already in Shangshu 尚書 (Book of Documents), an ancient compilation of governmental stipulations and kingly speeches that gained classical stature in Confucian teachings, the sage King Yu made the definitive gesture to associate his knowledge of unique soil conditions for each district of his dominion with his right to “designate the tribute (zuogong 作貢)” that shall come forth from that place. Beginning in the fifteenth century, the moral admonition for rulers against excessive and arbitrary tribute collections intensified into systematic discourses of political economy: for the state to hoard up too much material wealth (cai 財) and profit (li 利) comes at the expense of impoverishment of the local people (min 民). Elsewhere, I have discussed how local product lists in mid- and late Ming gazetteers became sites of passionate contention over state appropriation of local material wealth, which in part motivated the overall policy shift toward monetization of the tax revenue in the late sixteenth century.2 The question remains, however, as to how this political tension between center and local interests continues to evolve beyond the dynastic transition in the mid-seventeenth century. It is thus the first aim of this essay to show how local products in gazetteers could reflect an evolving set of political norms and relationships between the central and local administrations between 1500 and 1800.

Further complicating the contention between central and local interests is the fact that, throughout this period, most civil officials who commissioned gazetteers belonged to the classically educated elite who considered themselves Confucians (ru 儒) and were almost always appointed to posts away from their own native towns. At least in rhetoric, the civil service examination system generated a cosmopolitan elite with a shared set of civilizational commitments and thus ensured the cultural Page 297 →unity of the Ming and Qing empires. Gazetteer compilers, who also may or may not have been locals, thus must negotiate not only with the officials in charge, but also make scholarly decisions vis-à-vis the accumulated textual and literary record that they inherited from previous times. As a result, the local product lists were beholden to both the pressing political exigencies of the day and the accumulated cultural tradition over centuries, heavily loaded with quotes from ancient and modern sources and intended for the perusal of not only future administrators but also scholar readers beyond officialdom. A second aim of this essay is thus to outline how the scholarly norms and practices associated with local product lists also underwent profound transformations between 1500 and 1800, a period that witnessed sharp divisions and challenges over what constituted Confucian learning (xue 學).3 This essay thus illustrates how local product lists in late imperial Chinese gazetteers could lend themselves to meaningful historical analysis of both politics and scholarship of the time.

As it is practically impossible to survey local product lists everywhere all at once, I impose a few constraints on my inquiry in this chapter. First, I propose a detailed comparison of numerous editions of gazetteer for the same locality, showing how they by no means form a cumulative and unbroken record. Instead, we should assume that each gazetteer edition resulted from distinct, and sometimes idiosyncratic, stances vis-à-vis center-local politics and learned scholarship. Second, to better illustrate broader trends of change, I will examine provincial-level gazetteers (shengzhi 省志) instead of the more numerous and idiosyncratic prefectural (fu) and county (xian)-level gazetteers. Guangdong—the southernmost province of Ming-Qing China with its sub-tropical and tropical habitats—boasted six extant editions of the Guangdong tong zhi 廣東通志 (Guangdong Provincial Gazetteer) compiled and published in print between 1535 and 1822, a rich dataset that provides ample opportunities for comparing the documentation of exotic products with the relaciones geográficas. During this long period, Guangdong was transformed from a constellation of locales with distinct customs and dialects into one of the strongest provincial administrations, its economy boosted by shifting tides of domestic and overseas trade. Guangdong became further integrated with the rest of China but also developed strong articulations of Page 298 →local and regional identity, paving the way for the prominence of many Guangdong intellectuals in China’s modern revolutions.4

Lastly, I limit my inquiry to lists of “Fruits” (guo 果). The quote by the Southern Song poet Fan Chengda in the epigraph to this chapter illustrates the deeply uncertain state of knowledge elicited by exotic fruits of the South. While numerous literary records have waxed lyrical about earlier tribute items from the Far South, such as lychee, Fan’s scornful comments on the abundant “relishes for monkeys” that barely qualified as “fruits” vividly captured the tantalizing yet potentially alienating experience of cosmopolitan travelers to the Far South.5 Inspired by the recent work by Francesca Bray and others on “cropscapes” as the “constellation of elements” including human and non-human actants that shaped the mobility of species across space and time, I suggest that local product lists in Chinese gazetteers may be fruitfully (pun intended) mined to reveal the shifting cropscape of Guangdong during the early modern period. We will see how “fruits” proves to be a fluid and elastic category that could expand and shrink, exemplifying the historical processes by which certain species, such as sugar cane and various citrus fruits, entered the realm of local production (whether grafted from wilderness or imported from foreign lands) and managed or failed to flourish there in the dual sense of vegetal propagation and symbolic significance.6

The essay is divided into three “Acts.” The first Act examines the first provincial gazetteer of Guangdong in mid-Ming, when scholar-officials sought to establish new norms of documenting local products, including records that indicated the domestication of exotic species. The second Act in turn considers an interesting divergence from such norms as local product lists took a laconic turn during the seventeenth century. Yet what appears as a contraction of knowledge, I suggest, may have stemmed from a more sensitive and attentive attitude toward local abundance and a nomenclature less deferential to earlier cosmopolitan sources. Act Three examines the re-centralization of local historiography under Qing rule, which also elevated the gazetteer genre as a space of historical research that reconciled trans-local and local interest. This stage culminated in the monumental 334-juan Provincial Gazetteer published in 1822, the last provincial gazetteer of Guangdong before the twentieth century. While this preliminary survey by no means speaks for the entire corpus Page 299 →of Chinese local historiography, I hope it may help pave the way toward more nuanced and holistic engagement with local gazetteer data as Dagmar Schäfer, Shih-Pei Chen, and others have proposed and demonstrated in their work.7


Act I: Domesticating the Exotic, 1535

In 1535, Dai Jing 戴璟 (jinshi 1526) was stationed in Guangdong as a traveling censor to “observe local sentiments (guanfeng 觀風).” While there, he applied himself to the work of compiling Guangdong’s first provincial gazetteer—an undertaking that had been proposed multiple times by local officials but never followed through.8 At that time, Guangdong had become a province for over a century and a half since the beginning of the Ming dynasty. The early Ming redrew the boundaries of provincial administrations, especially in the south: Guangdong as a newly created province now integrated the northern and eastern parts that were more closely connected with Jiangxi and Fujian by waterways and coastal communities with the western part that served as corridor to the land-locked Guangxi and Huguang hinterlands, as well as Hainan Island (Qiongzhou 瓊州Prefecture) that had formerly maintained closer ties with places in Guangxi and even Annam via the sea routes (see Figure 10.1).9 A native of Zhejiang, another coastal province further north, Dai Jing had no previous experience of or connection with Guangdong. Rather, the fact that he took charge of its first provincial gazetteer—and completed the 40-juan-long “first draft” (chugao 初稿) within three months—reveals his commitment to the civilizational ideals held by scholar-officials hailing from the wealthy and well-connected Lower Yangzi region. Having earned a foothold in officialdom through a classical education and success in the civil service examination, Dai Jing and his peers led peripatetic careers that took them to administrative positions across the empire, where they built connections that in turn consolidated a common elite culture. When Dai Jing surveyed the local records of Guangdong, he must not only obey the conventions set forth in the 1461 empire-wide gazetteer (yitongzhi 一統志) commissioned by the imperial court in Beijing, but also reckon with a longer tradition of local writings about the Far South.

[image: Map of Guangdong Province in Guo Fei�s Guangdong tong zhi (1601), showing its borders with other provinces.]Figure 10.1.Map of Guangdong Province in Guo Fei’s Guangdong tong zhi (1601). Digital Archives of Waseda University.

Page 300 →Among Dai’s most important sources was a regional account of Guangzhou and its vicinity compiled by Yuan officials during the Dade 大德 reign (1297–1307).10 Quoting Fan Chengda’s aforementioned remarks on exotic fruits, the Yuan Gazetteer acknowledged the difficulty of knowing Guangdong products in general, due to the numerous presence of “unusual (yi 異)” creatures that were “not seen in the central states.” They proceeded to list what they did identify in the order of staple food and fibers, highlighting the “precious shells (baobei 寶貝)” and “aromatic medicine (xiangyao 香藥),” both luxury goods imported into Guangzhou from India and the Near East.11 In the section on “Fruits”, the Yuan Gazetteer listed thirty-eight exotic fruits with annotations and omitted comments for more homely species such as peach, pear, and jujube. Especially notable is an entry concerning lemons, known as yimuzi 宜母子 (lit. “good-for-mothers fruit”) or limengzi/limuzi. Citing a 1299 precedent by Fujian administrators who presented syrup (she-li-bie 舍里別) made from the distilled essence of lemons, the Yuan account noted two lemon orchards created in the vicinity of their district, where as many Page 301 →as eight hundred lemon trees had been planted.12 Watermelon (xigua 西瓜, “Western Melon”) too was introduced to Guangzhou after its figurative “submission” (guifu 歸附) to Kublai Khan “during the Zhiyuan reign” (1264–1294), upon which the “round and emerald” fruit became a “local product all over Lingnan.”13 The influence of Mongol and Central Asian tastes can also be seen in the Yuan Gazetteer’s description of local species perceived to have come from “Western Territories (xiyu 西域),” such as jackfruit (boluomi 波羅蜜, also known as nangka / “nang-jia-jie”) and Sterculia monosperma (pinpo 頻婆), both of which the editors located to specific trees growing at the premises of local Buddhist temples.14 The cropscape presented here attributed great agency to the Mongols and acknowledged the role of Buddhist temples as sites where exotic species were first introduced and localized.

Interestingly, Dai Jing not only deleted all mentions of Yuan administration but also re-phrased references to “Western Territories” to “foreign countries (waiguo 外國).” Whereas the Yuan Gazetteer’s fruit list started Page 302 →with jackfruit, Dai’s list started with lychee and longan, two delicacies from the Far South that had been presented as tribute to imperial courts since ancient times (see Figure 10.2).15 In a subtle cosmographical twist, Dai Jing re-aligned Guangdong not as a cosmopolitan trade entrepôt between the “East” and the “West” in previous histories and Buddhist worldview, but as the Ming empire’s southernmost outpost where “foreign” entities could potentially enter. As he introduced new entries to the list including the likes of mango and tamarind (suandou 酸豆, “sour beans”), the emphasis is less on their exotic origins but on the securely domesticated status of these items, which enriched his list to fifty-eight annotated entries under “Fruits.”16

[image: List of local fruits in the 1535 Guangdong tong zhi, beginning with lychee and longan.]Figure 10.2.List of fruits in Dai Jing’s 1535 Guangdong tong zhi. Source: Siku quanshu cunmu congshu (Jinan: Qilu shushe, 1997), vol. 189 (Histories), p. 516, lower panel.

Dai Jing also took an avid interest in regional differences within Guangdong province. Locals in Chaozhou 潮州 (Teochow, eastern Guangdong), he noted, could produce a specialty fabric using boiled banana leaves, whereas a red-colored “mountain banana (shan bajiao 山芭蕉)” was only found in Hainan (Qiongzhou Prefecture).17 Elsewhere in the gazetteer, Dai Jing also included a long treatise of his own to teach locals how to cultivate better orchards using the technique of grafting, with the goal of nourishing and enriching future generations.18 Here, there was no conflict between the interest in describing new species and the expectation to profit from these local products. Compared to Fan Chengda’s travel writings, Dai Jing and other Ming scholar-officials no longer saw southern fruits as wild “seeds” that could hardly qualify for human consumption, but key ingredients in fostering a robust civilizational order firmly grounded in the southern land. To do so, exotic species must first be domesticated in practice and in records like local gazetteers.

It should be noted that Dai Jing did not propose the domestication of fruit trees for the sake of the central state, but categorically opposed excessive central exploitation of local wealth. Here we see that his cultural predispositions as an outspoken Confucian scholar did not necessarily align with his status as a centrally dispatched official. Citing the long-standing disputes over the quota of harvesting pearls from the seashores of Guangdong, Dai advocated for minimizing spending on the part of the central state and cutting tax and tribute items from locals. The whole section on local products starts with a couplet that outlined his viewpoints:


Page 303 →Heaven and Earth give rise to beautiful and profitable products, to benefit the People. Enlightened kings would not exhaust such profits, so as to bequeath the surplus to the subjects.19

惟天地生羙利以利民，惟明王不盡利以遺下。


In general, Dai Jing argued against excessive extraction of material wealth by the state and warned future officials against overly boasting about the abundance of Guangdong’s cropscape. We shall see how this populist appeal further transformed the documentation of local products in Guangdong’s next provincial gazetteer.



Act II: Localized Abundance, 1560–1697

Soon after Dai Jing departed Guangdong, the provincial administration set about looking for someone who would revise and finalize Dai Jing’s draft gazetteer. By overwhelming recommendation, Huang Zuo 黃佐 (1490–1566, jinshi 1521), a native of Guangzhou Prefecture and a recently retired official, emerged as the obvious candidate. Not only had Huang already edited a much-acclaimed provincial gazetteer for the neighboring Guangxi province, he also enjoyed impeccable reputation locally as a pious and eloquent disciple of the moral philosophy of Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472–1529). Accepting the invitation, Huang Zuo convened a few helping hands including his son and completed the revised 70-juan gazetteer in four months. The result, according to Huang’s preface, only preserved “one percent” of Dai Jing’s work and updated the gazetteer with more accurate and up-to-date information—a clear assertion of local scholars’ authority over outsiders.20

The chapter on local products, too, looked very different from the 1535 “first draft.” The section on “Fruits” first named thirty-three kinds that were “present (you 有)” in the province, followed by another thirty-four that were “abundant (duo 多).” While the entire list only takes up the space of a half folio, Huang showcased his erudition in a long section (8.5 folios) of double-lined commentary. While some commentaries copied Dai Jing’s gazetteer entries verbatim, Huang did alter and expand the names and descriptions to a great extent. First, Huang gathered more Page 304 →relevant quotes from pre-Ming sources, likely combing through encyclopedic references, or “category books” (leishu 類書), compiled as guides to literary composition. For instance, describing a fruit dubbed dunianzi 都念子, Huang essentially paraphrased the entry about this fruit in the tenth-century “category book” Taiping yulan 太平御覽 (Perused by the Emperor in the Taiping Era) commissioned by the Song imperial court, which in turn quoted two Tang-era sources with no further comments.21 Second, Huang also took a notable interest absent from Dai Jing’s draft in medical sources, especially the bencao pharmacopeia compiled by the Song state in the eleventh century and still popular in his own days. Gooseberries, for example, became first known in China via the medieval trade of South Asian goods and documented in the Song bencao by its Sanskrit name (anmole 庵摩勒/ amla). By contrast, a vernacular Chinese name has been well attested in other sources as yugan 餘甘 (lit. “lingering sweetness”), including vivid anecdotes of local Guangdong people foraging them in the wilderness. Overall, Huang Zuo and his editorial staff established the “presence” of certain fruits in Guangdong by showcasing the depth and breadth of Guangdong literati’s classical learning, which allowed them to conjure up what Martina Siebert called “textual animals” and other species that would be recognizable by fellow literati readers across the empire.22

The list of “abundant” fruits, however, belies more input from vernacular knowledge in addition to the learned references. Huang Zuo praised the abundance of loquat (luju 蘆橘) and kumquat (jinju 金橘) (“small as a golden ball, with sour flesh and sweet skin”), two sorts of citrus fruits that also gained their Roman names from Cantonese pronunciations of these characters. Huang Zuo’s choice of loquat over the more literarily popular name of pipa 枇杷 (named after the fruit’s resemblance in shape with the musical instrument pipa 琵琶) could be interpreted as an avowal of vernacular names. In addition, the list also testifies to the abundance of citrus species in the province beyond exotic interest. In short comments of his own, Huang Zuo tried to differentiate gan 柑 (tangerine, with ten local cultivar names compared to three in the 1535 “first draft”), ju 橘 (oranges, with four local cultivar names, considered more sour in taste compared to tangerine), ju 桔 (a variety of oranges, some more sweet than others), cheng 橙 (also a variety of oranges, some more like tangerines Page 305 →but smaller in size and with fragrant skins), and you 柚 (pomelo, thick-skinned, has two kinds: red and white flesh).23 While he made no further effort to ascertain the provenance of each kind, there can be no question that various citrus species had become a firm component of Guangdong’s cropscape, with active marketing efforts to make local cultivars better known across the province and beyond.

This urge to broadcast local abundance in gazetteers would be further exploited in Guangdong’s subsequent updates to its provincial gazetteer, first in 1601, then in 1691. The 1601 revision to Huang Zuo’s provincial gazetteer was led by three Guangdong-native retirees, among whom Guo Fei 郭棐 (1529–1605, jinshi 1562) was the indisputable leader.24 Like Huang Zuo, Guo was widely respected at the time as not only a seasoned official who had held both capital and provincial posts, but also an experienced historian of Guangdong affairs. Prior to the provincial gazetteer, Guo Fei had already demonstrated his commitment to Guangdong historiography in at least two major works on the province, namely Yue da ji 粵大記 (A Grand Account of Guangdong) and Linghai mingsheng zhi 嶺海名勝志 (A History of Famous and Wonderful Sites between the Mountain Range and the Sea). Guo’s ambition of going above and beyond previous conventions is also clearly seen in the way in which he and his colleagues undertook an unusual move to re-organize Huang Zuo’s gazetteer not as one unified account of the province, but as two distinct parts that dealt in turn with the “provincial domain (fansheng 藩省)” (first thirteen juan
) and the ten prefectures and one sub-prefecture (junxian 郡縣) one by one.25 As a result, the 1601 Provincial Gazetteer has eleven local product lists for each sub-provincial administrative unit instead of one for the entire province. In other words, we are presented with not one unified cropscape but eleven micro-cropscapes of each prefecture.

This de-centering move cannot be glossed over as the editors seeking convenience by simply patching together the reports they had gathered from the prefectures. Rather, the political significance lies in the insistence on foregrounding regional differences within the province, which encompassed many distinct geographical and cultural characters, from the landlocked, mountainous prefectures in northern Guangdong to the tropical seascapes of Hainan Island. Also striking is the 1601 Provincial Gazetteer’s decision to do away with the immense commentary that Page 306 →followed Huang Zuo’s local product list. Guo Fei gave no explanation for this move, but notably also showed no interest elsewhere in his historical works in linking Guangdong’s products to the voluminous sources of the past. In the dazzling erudition that Huang Zuo displayed in his commentary, ancient and medieval accounts overshadow the sporadic remarks that reflected the lived experience of locals at the time. In the 1601 edition, by contrast, all we have are the laconic lists that simply noted the “presence” and “abundance” of certain species in various prefectures and nothing more.

Without the annotated commentary and the often excessively didactic voice of the gazetteer editor, what meanings can we coax out of the lists of fruit in the 1601 Guangdong Gazetteer? First of all, a closer look at the eleven prefectural lists indicates that they contained genuine effort to represent regional differences. The closely related lychee and longan, for instance, were recorded as “abundant” in the southwestern prefectures of Leizhou and Zhaoqing but absent from the northern prefectures Nanxiong and Huizhou. In general, the poorer northern prefectures of the province reported no presence of bananas (ganjiao) or ganlan 橄欖.26 Sugar cane, a crop that started to be grown and harvested on a large scale, was present in many prefectures but only recorded as “abundant” in Zhaoqing Prefecture, again to the southwest of Guangzhou. The only fruits that were recorded to be at least present in all eleven prefectural units are gan 柑 (tangerine) and xiangyuan 香櫞 (the citrus fruit known as Buddha’s hand, but not “abundant” in any locales). As Francesca Bray and others remarked, crops stood for “a regimented plant form with features useful to humans, that will yield sufficient output to make production and distribution worthwhile, and that can be reliably reproduced from one year to the next,” and to make that happen constituted “a struggle requiring continual inputs of resources and ingenuity, not to mention ingenious and often brutal systems of exploitation.”27 The localized distinction between “presence” and “abundance” here highlights the gazetteer compilers’ sensitivity toward the requisite ecological and social assemblages that were by no means uniform across the province.

Second, I did not find a sudden increase in species that had never been recorded in previous historiography, which indicated that prefectural administrators were likely asked to check and comment on a given Page 307 →list of fruits, likely based on Huang Zuo’s gazetteer, rather than initiating their own local surveys. Interestingly, we still see some variations in local nomenclature that escaped the uniformity of nomenclature overall: the longan fruit is mentioned by the more colloquial name yuanyan 圓眼 (lit. “round eye”) in two prefectural lists. Overwhelmingly, the lists use loquat over pipa. One curious fruit dubbed bunazi 不納子 (lit. “the fruit that is not accepted”), which Fan Chengda described as “resembling yellow and mature small prunes . . . pits can be made into prayer beads,” got its name from a lore in which the Chinese imperial court rejected the fruit as tribute. While Dai Jing affirmed this legend in 1535 and Huang Zuo even asserted its abundance in Guangdong, from the 1601 prefectural lists we can only glean four prefectures that documented its presence, whereas two of the four made a clever twist of its name, calling it binazi 必納子 (lit. “the fruit that must be accepted”).28 Through this tiny fruit, the politics of naming is revealed between the local people, who presented a product of value, and the imperial court, who used to wield the power of accepting or rejecting the item and inscribing its value onto these names. Here again, in the seemingly pedantic space of local product lists, we see the playful inversion of this power dynamic flashing through the celebration of localized abundance.

Simply put, my point here is that the laconic, commentary-free lists of Guangdong fruit in the 1601 Gazetteer contain more insight than meets the eye—arguably even more so than the erudite commentaries made by Dai Jing and Huang Zuo. This new style of documenting local products even outlived the Ming dynasty itself. In the winter of 1650–1651, Guangzhou, the provincial capital, fell to Qing forces under heavy cannon fire, effectively ending Ming rule of the province. Shang Kexi 尚可喜 (1606–1676), a former Ming general ennobled by the Manchu Qing rulers as the “South-Pacifying King (Pingnanwang 平南王),” took over the province as its new overlord for a brief period until the so-called Three Feudatory Rebellion was put down by 1681 and the Shang family’s fiefdom eliminated.29 As centralized rule over Guangdong resumed, the new governor-general of Guangdong and Guangxi swiftly organized the publication of a revised provincial gazetteer for the province, prodded by the Qing court’s effort to bring local historiography in line with the new dynasty.30 In 1697 (Kangxi 36), the much shorter revision (30 juan Page 308 →compared to 72 juan for the 1561 edition) was completed by a makeshift team of local students and minor officials, including one leading editor Wang Bingzhong 王秉中, whose position was only a deputy prefect (tongpan 通判, rank 6a) in charge of the city of Guangzhou’s granaries.31 It must have appeared as a lamentable downgrade in prestige compared to the stellar reputation enjoyed by the late Ming gazetteer compilers.

Given the circumstances, the Kangxi Provincial Gazetteer mostly tried to purge content now deemed inappropriate or offensive under the new regime: local worthies who supported the losing Ming cause were shunned in official historiography. Unsurprisingly, the unorthodox separation between provincial and prefectural accounts was also converted back to one centralized scheme: the eleven prefectural local product lists were brought together into one chapter, albeit not yet re-combined, with no scholarly annotations added.


Table 10.1. Number of “present” / “abundant” fruits in two seventeenth-century gazetteers.


	
	1601 Gazetteer

	1697 Gazetteer






	Guangzhou Prefecture 廣州府

	26/8

	26/15




	Shaozhou Prefecture 韶州府

	18/6

	20/6




	Nanxiong Prefecture 南雄府

	18/0

	18/0 (unchanged)




	Huizhou Prefecture 惠州府

	9/1

	28/0




	Chaozhou Prefecture 潮州府

	30/0

	31/0 (added peanuts)




	Zhaoqing Prefecture 肇慶府

	19/25

	21/23 (changed lychee and longan from “abundant” to “present”)




	Gaozhou Prefecture 高州府

	28/1 (ganlan)

	27/3 (changed jackfruit from “present” to “abundant”)




	Lianzhou Prefecture 廉州府

	39/0

	39/0 (unchanged)




	Leizhou Prefecture 雷州府

	10/7

	12/5 (changed lychee and longan from “abundant” to “present”)




	Qiongzhou Prefecture 瓊州府

	44/0

	44/0 (minor nomenclature changes)




	Luoding Sub-Prefecture 羅定州

	16/18

	15/19 (water chestnut changed to “abundant”)







Given the circumstances, it is nevertheless remarkable that the 1697 Gazetteer still managed to update the fruit lists in substantive ways (see Table 10.1). Whereas sugar cane, tangerines, bananas, lychee, and longan were previously only “present” in the Guangzhou Prefecture (the provincial capital), the 1697 Gazetteer listed them all as “abundant.” Most interestingly, peanut (luohuasheng 落花生, lit. “grown after the flower drops”), a New World crop imported to south China via Luzon, made its first appearance in Guangdong’s local gazetteers.32 It indicates that the local product lists remained a flexible and capacious format that captured in part the rapidly changing cropscape, despite the ostensible lack of scholarly aura in the Qing editorial staff. In the last Act of this essay, we will encounter a next wave of transformation in local historiography in the early eighteenth century.



Act III: Imperial Science, 1730–1822

In the late 1720s, another Zhejiang scholar, Lu Zengyu 魯曾煜 (jinshi 1722), arrived in Guangdong’s provincial capital. Unlike Dai Jing—also a Zhejiang native as we recall—two centuries earlier, Lu did not visit Guangdong in any official capacity but was recruited by Governor-General Hao Yulin 郝玉麟 (d. 1745) specifically for the revision of Guangdong’s Page 309 →provincial gazetteer. Hao, a Hanjun bannerman and seasoned provincial administrator, sensed the importance of the matter when an edict arrived from Beijing, ordering all provincial governors to submit an up-to-date gazetteer of their administration within one to two years, a very tight deadline.33 The arrangement of Lu Zengyu’s editorship illustrated the Page 310 →dependent nature of many Qing scholarly works on governmental projects: after delivering a revised 64-juan provincial gazetteer for Guangdong on schedule in 1731, Lu left the province to take up a teaching position in Henan. There is thus some aloofness in the Yongzheng Gazetteer from the fact that local literati were not put in charge—a distinct departure from the practice of local historiography as had been the case since 1560.

The clear change of mandate in local historiography can already be detected in Emperor Yongzheng’s 1728 edict, which asked for “detailed and clear research (kaoju xiangming 考據詳明)” based on a “refined and appropriate selection [of sources] (caizhi jingdang 採摭精當).”34 Here we see the emperor’s own exhortations for scholarly excellence with the implicit assumption that the imperial center, rather than locals, would serve as the final arbiter of good scholarship. The political agenda in deciding what constituted “appropriate” sources came to be fused with the language of evidence-based scholarly rigor. As a result, the heightened stature of imperial authority diminished the idiosyncratic agenda held by local officials and editors. Unsurprisingly, Lu Zengyu, as a hired hand from out of the province, did not include a preface in his own name.

The list of local fruits in the Yongzheng Gazetteer is thus replenished with “evidence quoted from ancient [sources] (yin gu zheng zhi 引古證之)” without the succinct list marking “presence” or “abundance.”35 Like Huang Zuo, Lu packed each entry with quotations from ancient and modern accounts, but, unlike Huang, he marked his own comments clearly with the term an 按 (“as I observe”). In a short statement at the beginning of the list, Lu Zengyu stated his rationales for the account of fruits:


Crimson lychee and yellow bananas are already famous from afar. Areca nuts and coconuts are delicacies only cherished by the locals. The remaining fruits, while numerous in number, are not entirely tasty. Despite that, their names are rather unusual [and thus worth recording].36

丹荔黃蕉，傳名已遠；檳榔椰子，偏嗜獨珍，餘果實繁，雖味不盡佳， 而名殊可異。


It is as if the “not entirely tasty” local fruits could only be of interest to the reader due to the peculiarity of their names—as a data point in textual research. Here, we see distant echoes of Fan Chengda’s quote Page 311 →at the beginning that set up the confrontation between cosmopolitan and parochial tastes at the expense of the latter. Elsewhere in his occasional comments, Lu dismissed the Guangzhou people’s love of jackfruit’s “rather sweet and vulgar taste (wei shen tian su 味甚甜俗)” and went into great lengths in differentiating Guangdong fruits from similar species grown in the north.37 The only channel that could translate local interest into cosmopolitan taste—and thus redeem the parochiality of the former—is commerce, as testified by a fruit’s fame “from afar.” Gathering recent authors’ travel accounts, Lu explained how lychees produced in Guangdong were “mostly inferior to that of Fujian but harvested one month earlier [and thus having a marketing advantage].” It is also regrettable that a delicious drink locals make by mixing lychee juice with distilled liquor “cannot be carried afar (nan zhi yuan 難致遠).”38 Here, the cropscape of Guangdong is painted over from the perspective of a transient visitor and urbane consumer. Sheer abundance of one species did not necessarily generate any meaning unless accompanied by the means of making it accessible and palatable to metropolitan markets.

Limited by space here, I cannot delve into details about the next and last revision of Guangdong’s provincial gazetteer during the late imperial era—the much celebrated, 334-juan edition overseen by Governor-General Ruan Yuan 阮元 (1764–1849) and executed under the editorship of Chen Changqi 陳昌齊 (1743–1820), a Guangdong native and protégée of Governor Ruan. In their discussion of local products, one of the most striking changes made in the 1822 Gazetteer was to rearrange the classification of items by a minerals–plants–animals order, replacing the conventional prioritization of grains as the most essential resource for sustenance and a hallmark of Confucian commitment to useful knowledge.39 On the one hand, we continue to see a fierce commitment to opening up the genre of local gazetteers for textual research, with attention to precision and comprehensiveness in their use of sources—a move that also upholds the sanctity of imperial authority that had stepped in to become the guardian of the cultural tradition. On the other hand, it should not be surprising to see the ineffable persistence of local perspectives and vernacular names, even though denigrated and made parochial, through the lens of trade and in the name of evidential scholarship.Page 312 →

Such is a distinct formation of imperial science that fully crystallized by the end of the eighteenth century, one that ceased to frame the relationship between center and locality on antagonistic terms but instead sought to reconcile them through the preservation—and appropriation—of local voices in the grandeur of scholarly historiography. In this essay, I have tried to uncover the different configurations of political and scholarly practices in early modern China, noting the strengths and biases in each articulation of local products. Instead of treating gazetteer records as a cumulative and continuous corpus, I advocate for a period-specific approach. The fruits of Guangdong can never be fully grasped as a fixed set of objects but are an integral part of an ever-shifting cropscape, a vital field of exchange within and across regions.
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Chapter Eleven Strategic Landscapes

 Indigenous Knowledge of Andean Geographies as Recorded in the Relaciones Geográficas

By Jeremy MIKECZ


Early modern surveys and maps were not just tools of European and Asian empires and states. In the mid-fifteenth century, the Inka emperor Pachakuti Inka Yupanki ordered a great survey of his rapidly expanding empire, one that stretched over 2,000 kilometers across the central Andes in South America.1 He instructed inspectors to survey and map the provinces of his rapidly expanding realm. They then reported back to the emperor, placing their maps before him. The “maps” he inspected, however, were not the paper creations found in the imperial halls of Europe or China. Rather, they were three-dimensional clay models. Using his fingers, Pachakuti Inka crushed fortresses and moved settlements long distances. The emperor then ordered the administrators to return to their provinces and reorganize them as he had demonstrated.2

Some of these same Andean provinces were compelled to complete similar surveys for another imperial power a little over a century later. In the 1580s, imperial bureaucrats were dispersed to distant provinces, gathering local priests, notaries, interpreters, and Indigenous elites and elders Page 316 →to complete a fifty-question survey sent from Madrid, half a world away. This survey was commissioned by King Philip II of Spain in 1577. It represented the most well-known and successful of a long series of decrees and questionnaires the Spanish Crown had sent out requesting the return of local knowledge from its provinces around the world. Most of the reports returned from the Andes cite Indigenous Andean witnesses; all relied on Indigenous knowledge. In responding to this survey, witnesses drew on their prior experiences providing information to Inka inspectors and bureaucrats. With responses, now known as the relaciones geográficas, solicited from across the realm, the Spanish administration intended to create a map of a vast overseas empire on which, it was said, the sun never set.3

The stories of Pachakuti manipulating three-dimensional models of his provinces with his hands and King Philip II commissioning a survey of distant territories reinforce a top-down vision of empire. Like Pachakuti, the Spanish Crown and its cosmographers requested local information to fulfill imperial ends: to map, claim possession of, and extract wealth from its many subject provinces. However, while we lack evidence of the way provincial townspeople responded to Pachakuti’s spatial surveys and re-organization in the fifteenth century, Andeans responded to the late-sixteenth-century Spanish relaciones surveys in ways that challenge—and sometimes defy—the Crown’s top-down effort to “know” and map its realm. Reminiscent of corporations and nation-states today, early modern empires sought to compile “data” about subject peoples and territories to better control and profit from them. However, also like today, early modern communities refused to be easily abstracted to the numerical, binary, or categorical data recorded in handwritten charts and maps of the sixteenth century or computational databases today. Andeans responded to the 1577 survey by providing cultural, subjective, and qualitative information not easily reducible to imperial charts, maps, and objectives. They also deftly used the questionnaire to pursue personal, community, or local objectives. Examples include respondents who affirmed their community’s claims to land while discrediting others, elevated their perspectives on local history and geography, and used the Crown’s invitation to express political grievances. As Barbara Mundy has observed, “the moment” the Spanish royal cosmographer distributed his survey, “his project careened out of control.”4 This was especially true for Page 317 →remote provinces where colonial administrators had to rely more heavily on Andean witnesses to complete the surveys.

These responses presented an alternate vision of the Andes, one where local Andeans negotiated with the empire, sought to protect their sacred sites, and saw local culture and history inscribed in the land.5 They depict fully “humanized landscapes” where beliefs about illness and health, the sacred and the profane, order and disorder, were intimately bound with human modifications of and daily interactions with the environment.6 Local Indigenous views of the landscape, recorded in the relaciones, demonstrated the inextricable links between living communities and their ancestors, between humans and non-humans, and between religion, culture, ecology, and the economy. This circular, holistic view of local places and spaces could not be easily interpreted by imperial officials seeking to profit from the exploitation of subject peoples’ labor and land.

Imperial efforts to “know” the Andes were limited in other ways. Only a select few maps survive from the Andes for the entire sixteenth century. Thus, nearly all spatial and geographic information was recorded in texts like the relaciones, provincial inspections (visitas and tasas), traveler accounts, compilations of historical narratives known as chronicles, clay and stone models, and in the Andean knotted-cord records known as khipus. The spatial dimensions of the relaciones corpus—and these other accounts—have, therefore, remained encoded and spatially illegible for over four centuries. This chapter explores the types of spatial information requested by the 1577 relaciones questionnaire—and a series of other surveys disseminated throughout the empire between 1530 and 1800—and recorded in the responses to these surveys. It employs digital mapping and other visualization techniques to decode the spatial patterns long buried within these texts. These visual methods also illuminate gaps and silences in these documents, revealing what respondents chose to omit.

Drawing on the relaciones corpus, this chapter aims to reconstruct and, indeed, re-map Andean conceptions of local history and geography. By analyzing this corpus at different scales, we can better see how imperial efforts to compile, analyze, and map data from across the realm were constantly complicated by locals’ choices about what to reveal and what to conceal. The first section maps the spatial and temporal distribution of relaciones responses from the Andes. Next, we zoom into the provincial level Page 318 →to examine how Indigenous responses to the survey often produced data that could not be placed into categories readily understood by Spanish cosmographers and bureaucrats. Then, taking a more distant view, we explore how Indigenous people and other locals explained the severe population decline experienced by many Andean communities in the colonial period. Finally, we move to the margins of imperial maps by outlining the presence of a variety of anti-colonial territories. Mapping this information at different scales re-animates and re-centers local Indigenous spaces and geographies. It also maps resilience: how Andeans preserved their cultural, political, social, religious, and linguistic landscapes.


The Survey(s) and Their Responses

From the central Andean province of Lucanas, the provincial administrator (corregidor) Luis de Monzón completed his response to the King’s survey in 1586. He was responding to a set of instructions and questions issued by the administration of King Philip II in 1577 and relayed to him by the viceroy of Peru. Thus, by the time Monzón penned his response 9,500 linear kilometers from Madrid, nearly nine years had passed, three viceroys of Peru had been replaced, and the King’s administration had sent multiple missives to Peru, urging the return of information previously requested.7

Since sending its first people to the distant shores of the Americas, the Spanish Crown and its administration desired to better understand the lands they claimed for their dominion. The 1577 relaciones survey was built on decades of decrees and ordinances demanding that Spanish colonists, priests, and administrators return reports about New World peoples, cultures, and geographies. In his study of these requests for information, Francisco Solano places the 1577 survey within a series of thirty petitions sent out to distant provinces requesting geographic, historical, and economic information between 1530 and 1812.8

Despite the frequency and urgency of these requests, responses were limited, sporadic, and slow. Before the 1570s, royal requests for provincial information were not carried out in any uniform or systematic way.9 Even with the 1577 relaciones survey—the most successful effort of its kind until the eighteenth century—the Crown struggled to compel compliance.


Table 11.1. Number of responses to the 1577 survey by jurisdiction (from Cline 1972c* and Mundy 2008**).10


	Region

	Number of documents

	Years






	Venezuela

	5**–12*

	1578–1579




	New Spain (Mexico)

	167*

	1579–1585




	Nuevo Reino de Granada (Colombia)

	7*

	1580–1582




	Quito (Ecuador)

	8**–16** (10)

	1582




	Caribbean

	1*

	1582




	Peru

	13*

	1582 (1), 1586 (12)







Page 319 →Nowhere was their failure more striking than in the Andes, much of which fell under the Viceroyalty of Peru. No colony had enriched Spain’s imperial coffers more, as just one Andean mine, Potosí, produced nearly half the world’s silver in its first century (1545–1645). Much of this silver would end up in China.11 Nonetheless, the central Andes was the last region in the Spanish realm to return their responses to the 1577 questionnaire (Figure 11.1). In addition, less than a third of the approximately eighty Andean provinces returned responses.

[image: Modern map of Andean responses to the 1577 questionnaire.]Figure 11.1.Map of Andean responses to the 1577 questionnaire. Spanish population numbers are derived from a report from 1571 or 1572.12

The reasons for this uneven response rate are spatially and historically contingent. Most of the twenty-four responses from the Andes came from regions lying close to Spanish urban centers such as Quito, Lima, Cusco, and La Paz, or along the heavily trafficked roads between Lima and Cusco (Figure 11.1). The temporal disparity is more telling. Although northern Andean provinces (under the Audiencia of Quito, Figure 1) returned nearly all their responses in 1582, the administrators in the central Andes (Lima’s jurisdiction) appear to have initially ignored the questionnaire altogether. Only one survey was returned from the central Andes before 1586, reflecting historical circumstances in Peru, the difficulties the Spanish Crown faced in forcing compliance from distant administrators, and the decisions of these individual administrators. In a long letter written to King Philip II on April 18, 1578, the viceroy of Peru, don Francisco de Toledo, described receiving various documents that had made their way from Spain to the port of Cartagena, through Panama, Page 320 →and ultimately to Lima. These documents included “two dozen instructions for the observation of lunar eclipses,” “six hundred printed instructions for the descriptions of towns,” two decrees mandating compliance with these instructions, and a letter from the cosmographer López de Velasco. The 1577 relaciones survey presumably formed part of these six hundred instructions.13Page 321 →

Toledo complained about the many crises facing his administration at that moment—including pirates off the coast, a variety of natural disasters, and the hard work demanded by “all the curiosities that Your Majesty orders by instructions sent for the description of this land.” He then describes the geographical information he had already sent to Spain, including paintings with “authorized annotations of what is . . . in each province,” from which was made a universal map.14 Toledo ultimately promised to comply with this request while noting the high costs of time, funds, and labor on the viceroyalty’s administration, a statement reminiscent of the infamous axiom for Spanish America: “obedezco pero no cumplo” (I obey but do not comply).15

In the end, not a single response to the 1577 relaciones questionnaire was returned during the Toledo administration (1569–1581). This failure was emblematic of the larger difficulty the Spanish administration faced in gathering and interpreting information from its many distant provinces. It appears that the cosmographer and the Crown then chose to bypass the new viceroy, Martín Enríquez de Almanza, to communicate directly with the colonial audiencias or high courts. As a result, nearly all known relaciones responses from the Quito region were returned in 1582. Most of these appear to respond to requests made by the Audiencia of Quito, are not numbered, and only tangentially answer the fifty questions posed in 1577, raising the possibility that the Audiencia distributed a simplified version of the questionnaire.16 Meanwhile, after receiving only one reply in 1582, the Crown finally found an administrator who could compel a response from central Peru (under the Audiencia of Lima) in 1586. Nine years after the King issued the relaciones questionnaire, the new viceroy of Peru, Fernando Torres de Portugal, returned an additional twelve responses. Even then, the thirteen responses returned from Lima and the ten from Quito represented just over one-quarter of the eighty-one corregimientos of Peru.17



Indigenous Geographies: From Binary to Descriptive Data

The Spanish Crown’s efforts to gather information from its colonies were frustrated in other ways. How colonial officials, priests, and Indigenous people answered these surveys often confounded the regime’s Page 322 →expectations. The qualitative, imprecise, idiosyncratic nature of many responses made generalizing, comparing, and mapping this data difficult for sixteenth-century bureaucrats as well as modern historians. They, in effect, defied easy categorization.

The royal cosmographer requested a mixture of quantitative, categorical, and descriptive information. Many of the fifty questions in the 1577 relaciones survey requested binary information, asking whether the climate is hot or cold, the terrain is level or rough, the population is growing or contracting, local towns are located on hills or plains, or the land is healthy or unhealthy (Questions 3–5, 10, and 17, respectively). Others requested explicit spatial information such as the distances between towns, the direction of winds, and the borders of civil or ecclesiastical jurisdictions (3, 7, 8, 11–12). Another category of questions asked for the names of towns, rivers, mountain ranges, and their etymologies (9, 13, 16, 18–20). Others asked the respondents to report the presence of forests, crops, animals, mines, quarries, caves, and volcanoes (21–30). This request for lists, binary responses, place names, and distances fit the imperial administration’s goal to create tables and maps of their dominions. Like modern scholars seeking to input data into databases, they desired information that could be easily categorized, quantified, aggregated, and analyzed. After all, the instructions that accompanied the 1577 relaciones stated that answers “are to be short and clear” and any doubts about the validity or accuracy of responses should be stated.18

The survey also requested maps. Yet only one map, drawn by a Spaniard, survives out of the two dozen relaciones responses from the Andes. A second response mentions the inclusion of a map and a third, in true Andean fashion, describes the return of a “model” (“modelo”), possibly an allusion to the Andean tradition of representing space in three-dimensional models made of rock or clay (like the model Pachakuti molded with his hands). Neither the model nor the map has been found. The lack of maps from the Andes contrasts starkly with Mesoamerica, which returned maps with nearly half of their relaciones responses.19

Instead, Indigenous Andean and other respondents mapped the local landscape with their words. Plotting the categorical information provided, locating towns mentioned, and overlaying this information Page 323 →on a modern topographic map allows for the recovery of spatial and geographical patterns long hidden in these texts (Figure 11.2). From the province of Lucanas, the corregidor Luis de Monzón compiled one of the most detailed responses to the relaciones survey returned from the Andes. Given the distance separating the towns of the province, Monzón returned three separate reports—one from each district of the province. Since provinces near Spanish centers of power are over-represented in the relaciones, the responses from the remote province of Lucanas provide a unique window into the Indigenous hinterland.

If we map geographic information recorded in the Lucanas responses, we see that cold and dry highlands, known in the Indigenous language of Quechua as the puna, blanketed much of Lucanas territory (Figure 11.2). Most of its residents, however, occupied towns located in deep ravines created by fast-flowing rivers carving through the highland puna.20 Andean and Spanish respondents from Hatun Soras, the northeastern sector of Lucanas, described two such ravines cordoning off their settlements like an island.21 To the south and west, vast, treeless plains separated towns clustered in temperate valleys dotted with groves of trees. Violent afternoon winds blew out of the south while the region’s turbulent rivers flowed toward the ocean. Finally, the Lucanas respondents also described local communities that largely rejected European crops and animals in favor of those native to the Andes.22

[image: Modern map of towns in the province of Lucanas, as mentioned in the relaciones.]Figure 11.2.Geographic descriptions of the province of Lucanas, as provided by Indigenous respondents to the 1577 survey, mapped over a modern topographic map. Note how the map makes clear—in ways the relaciones texts cannot—how Lucanas towns were clustered in ravines and divided by vast expanses of cold and dry puna while also being bordered to the west by the “sick lands” of the coast.

Some questions, however, invited description and elaboration. After requesting information on volcanoes and caves found in their province, Question 21 then asked respondents to record “all other notable and remarkable aspects of the natural scene worthy of being known.” Responses to such questions illustrate how Andeans viewed the landscape and endowed it with cultural meanings largely illegible to the Spanish imperial project. Witnesses from the district of Lucanas Andamarcas, for example, used this request to describe the ruins of an ancient town lying adjacent to one of their current settlements. They detailed its rough but monumental stonework and the traces of wide roads, lined with low walls, leading from it. Elderly Andeans recalled receiving “news from their ancestors” that the people of this town predated the Inkas. They also remembered seeing megalithic tombs full of human bones, which had since disappeared.23Page 324 →

Page 325 →Elsewhere, respondents told stories and provided vivid detail, largely unsolicited. For example, Question 13 asked where locals acquire salt, vital for food preservation. Most answers from the Andes were relatively brief and simply mentioned where salt was procured and from what distance. However, respondents from Huamanga, a neighboring province of Lucanas, took the royal cosmographer on a journey. After noting locals obtained their salt from a cave nestled in a large hill five leagues away (approx. 25 kilometers), they described how one enters this cave on a small boat made of straw. Once in the cave, one quickly loses sight of the small entrance and is engulfed by darkness. Fear ensues as the salt miner advances through the cave on the boat, until reaching the furthest of the subterranean chamber’s walls. There, the would-be miner hacks at the crystalized salt, placing a small amount in a net. Daring not to strike the salt too much out of fear of overturning the boat, the miner then returns to the cave entrance before repeating the journey.24

These colorful details present a lived-in landscape. In doing so, they evoke historical ecologists’ portrayal of much of the Americas as “humanized landscapes,” lands and environments that have been markedly modified (if not perceptible to the foreign eye), often deliberately, by human activity.25 Moreover, places were repositories of cultural and intergenerational knowledge that can only be fully decoded by local people fully versed in the language and stories of their ancestors.

Local informants also described the sacred landscape. Like most of the Andes, the sacred was seen in the skyline. In answering a question about pre-contact religion, however, respondents had to tread carefully. They recalled the Inka “ordering” them to worship the sun, moon, and stars. Before the Inkas, Lucanas people “adored” highland lakes, ravines, and towering mountain peaks, most notably the volcano Ccarhuarazo (Quechua: “yellow” or “golden snow”) which dominated the Lucanas skyline. Scattered among these landmarks were shrines adorned with llama statuettes, where locals buried ashes from animals sacrificed to sacred sites known as wak’as.26 Their answers largely concealed a scarred sacred landscape and a religion under siege. Just a few years earlier, in the aftermath of an Indigenous millenarian religious movement that had spread throughout the Lucanas region, a zealous Spanish priest destroyed hundreds of such shrines and punished hundreds of the province’s “idolaters” Page 326 →and “sorcerers.”27 Perhaps for this reason, Lucanas respondents to the relaciones survey emphasized that the Inkas “ordered” them to worship the sun and moon while suppressing information about local wak’as, except for the largest—the mountain peaks and hills—that could not be destroyed.28



Populations and Settlements: Explaining Change

The relaciones survey was committed to situating human populations in the landscape. The fifth question asks, “[Does it have] many or few Indians, and if it had more or less in other times, and the causes of it (if known), and if those [Indians] are settled in planned and permanent towns,” before asking to describe local people and the languages they speak.29 The three Lucanas relaciones provide lengthy answers to this complex question. In the district of Hatun Lucanas, three Spaniards, one mestizo, and four Indigenous leaders (kurakas) recounted the population of the province. They recalled that 15,262 people had been counted in the last major census of the region, conducted under Viceroy Toledo in the early 1570s. Under Tupaq Inka Yupanki, the second-to-last pre-contact emperor (ca. 1471–1493), they stated, “there were many more Indians than now.” Tupaq Inka provided the kurakas of Lucanas with many women and, for this reason, the population multiplied. In their view, the subsequent population decline began before the Spanish arrived, with the reign of Wayna Qhapaq. Thus, in blaming this population decline on the loss of their own status in pre-contact society, the kurakas were more interested in expressing their political grievances than they were in accurately diagnosing the cause of the problem. Only with their response to another question do they indicate that this decline continued or worsened after the Spanish invasion, citing especially the human costs of labor in the toxic mercury mines of Huancavelica.30

[image: Modern chart of local descriptions/explanations for Indigenous population change according to 1577 questionnaire responses.]Figure 11.3.Local descriptions of and explanations for Indigenous population change during the late pre-colonial and early post-contact periods according to responses from the 1577 relaciones. Numbered graphs correspond to the list of Andean responses found in Figure 11.1 and the bibliography.

Of the fifteen relaciones from the Viceroyalty of Peru that provide detailed observations about local population change (Figure 11.3), thirteen explicitly document significant—and in some cases severe—post-contact population decline, often expressed in relative terms. Only four quantify the rate of decline, which ranged from a 30% decline in Yauyos over four decades (followed by a rebound), to a 77% decline in Xauxa over fivePage 327 → Page 328 →decades. While other historical sources may document this decline more precisely, the value of the relaciones responses lies in the explanations Indigenous and other locals provided for this change. Of the thirteen provinces recording population decline, ten attribute this decline (at least partially) to health, five to colonial labor drafts (in mines or otherwise), and five to war and violence (see the summary table at the bottom of Figure 11.3). These explanations corroborate recent work by historical demographers emphasizing the multicausal nature of Indigenous population collapse in the Americas.31

Two others blame the decline on a more recent imperial project that had transformed the Andean landscape: the massive resettlement (reducción) of Andean communities from dispersed villages to colonial towns. Begun in the 1560s, Viceroy Toledo oversaw the greater part of this reducción in the 1570s when he had an estimated 1.4 million Andeans “reduced” and relocated from disparate, hard-to-monitor hamlets and villages into more than 1,000 ordered towns.32

Responses to the 1577 relaciones survey chart the diverse outcomes of this resettlement project. The people of Lucanas Andamarcas, for example, complained of the hardship caused by having to commute between their new town and their farm fields located by their old settlements.33 In other places, Andean witnesses lamented the lasting damage done by the resettlement. For instance, respondents from Chinchaypuquio, just outside Cusco, stated that the locals lived healthier in “past times” because “each one lived where they wished.”34 The relaciones corpus should nonetheless be read against later land inspection records, which suggest that the reducción campaign, while indeed massive and consequential, did not achieve its goal of “reducing” and reordering Andean society. From the Spanish perspective, the reducción program was, in many ways, a failure. Many Andeans continued to live in or returned to their pre-reducción villages while others found ways to negotiate the location and organization of their new towns.35 Alan Covey and Kylie Quave’s inspection of land records from Chinchaypuquio, for example, reveals the failure of the reducciones to “reduce the power of local elites and ancestral land claims; to create new tributary towns that were egalitarian, Christian, and subject to the Crown; and to enmesh the Indigenous and Spanish spheres in more symbiotic and sustainable ways.”36Page 329 →

Donato Amado Gonzáles’s study of a 1595 inspection of land holdings from a town outside Cusco indicates that local land tenure and use, despite changes wrought by resettlement, had continued “from the time of the Inkas.” As they had for generations, local Andeans still grew fruits along the banks of nearby rivers, maize in a temperate intermediate zone (quechua), and potatoes in the highlands between the tree and snow lines (puna). They also pastured their livestock in this high-elevation zone.37

Other relaciones responses demonstrate how Indigenous people negotiated or resisted resettlement when it disrupted their lives. In Guamanga, upon suffering poor health by being relocated to different climate zones and far from their fields, Indigenous locals returned to their old hometowns or created new ones elsewhere.38 Meanwhile, the Hatun Lucanas revealed how they negotiated reducción. They recalled colonial inspectors relocating many of their people to new towns that “appeared most comfortable to the inspectors,” only to have many of the people abandon these towns for other locations that “appeared more comfortable (to them).” Thus, they acceded to the colonial administration’s resettlement project, but ultimately chose the site of their new towns.39



Unconquered Lands: Spaces of Refuge and Resistance

The second question of the 1577 survey inquired when a province was “discovered and conquered” and by whom. Most respondents—whether Andeans, Spaniards, or mestizos—provided the desired answer: they mentioned the names of conquistadors like Francisco Pizarro or Sebastián Benalcázar. The leaders of Hatun Lucanas, however, rejected the premise of the question. They recalled how their ancestors “learned” of the passage of two Spaniards along the Inka Road toward Cusco in 1533, set out to greet them, and “from then on they remained friends of the Spaniards.”40 They declared that as the foreigners’ friends (amigos), they had never been conquered and had assisted the Spanish advance.

This response challenged colonial narratives of mastery. It also confronted the European geographic and cartographic vision of their American claims. Early colonial European maps often effectively erased Indigenous sovereignty and flattened complex and dynamic territory. Page 330 →The Lucanas’ responses, however, suggest another geographic vision: one that sees themselves as partners in building the colonial world of Peru.

These responses poke holes in the map of Spanish dominion in the Americas. A Spanish administrator from the province of Yauyos, for example, describes a variety of hidden spaces: Inka-era mines concealed by locals and secret mass sacrifices of llamas to the prominent mountain peak—and wak’a—of Pariacaca. He also describes how he resettled Yauyos people from over two hundred small towns and villages located along cliffs, in the mountains, and in other hard-to-reach places, to thirty-nine ordered towns. He recalls spending over fourteen years searching for any remaining villages hidden “among the snow-covered crags.”41

Other respondents sketched the limits of colonial power with their words. They described lands occupied by “wild” and “warlike Indians” (indios bravos and indios de guerra), terms which could refer to bellicose, resistant, or simply unconquered peoples.42 In the Andes, these people often occupied the highland forest (montaña) that lay between the mountainous but largely treeless Andean highlands and the lowland Amazon rainforest.43 Some geographic reports painted a more expansive picture of these anti-colonial spaces. Whereas the responses to the 1577 relaciones survey largely described regions at least partially integrated into the Spanish colonial regime, other reports focused on regions eluding Spanish control and surveillance. In a report from 1571 or 1572, a colonial official textually mapped the Viceroyalty of Peru from what is now southern Colombia south to present-day Bolivia. Leading the reader through the Quito region, for example, the official repeatedly refers to the Indigenous people occupying the margins of colonial society as “warlike,” “hostile,” and “heathen Indians” (Figure 11.4).44

[image: Modern map of anti-colonial spaces surrounding the Quito-area highlands.]Figure 11.4.Anti-colonial spaces (with dark overlay) surrounding the Quito-area highlands (light), according to geographic reports from the period between 1550 and 1650. Note: These anti- or extra-colonial spaces were found in low-lying areas which the highland empire of the Inkas also struggled to subdue.

Other people escaped the attention of the 1577 survey. In crafting the questionnaire, Lopez de Velasco omitted all questions about Blacks and people of mixed-race descent.45 Perhaps this resulted from the survey’s emphasis on the Indigenous hinterland and Lopez de Velasco’s (wrong) assumption that all Blacks and mixed-race people lived in or near Spanish towns and settlements. In contrast, other geographic surveys specifically asked respondents to describe these populations, with a particular concern about fugitive slaves. Questionnaires from 1570, 1604, and 1730 ask about the existence, location of, and damage done by Black maroonsPage 331 → Page 332 →(negros cimarrones).46 The Spanish administration feared fugitive slaves, especially their potential collaboration with Indigenous communities.

Most notably, an anonymous response to the 1604 survey, likely written by a Spaniard, describes an Afro-Indigenous population occupying the coastal province of Esmeraldas, to the west of Quito. According to this report, a group of (zambos (people of mixed African and Amerindian ancestry) maneuvered across the mountains “waging war” and inflicting damage on Native populations. The author then notes that these (zambos came to negotiate peace with colonial officials five or six years earlier. He then laments that Spanish settlers in Esmeraldas remained “tyrannized” by the (zambos, abandoned by its Natives, and undiscovered by the Spaniards.47

Similar geographic reports plot the location of other extra-colonial spaces. A 1587 document reports the existence of two curious colonies on the eastern edge of the southern Andes (now northwest Argentina). One was a colony of “lost Spaniards” that had intermixed with local Native populations, dressed like them, wore long beards, and carried old iron swords. At least one Spanish informant believed they were the descendants of a shipwrecked crew stranded near the Strait of Magellan in 1539. Sometime later, an expedition of Spaniards tried to rescue their isolated countrymen but were rebuffed by another colony of interlopers: a displaced group of Inka refugees from Peru. According to Indigenous slaves deposed by the Spaniards, these refugees lived in a colony called “Zuraca,” cared for a large herd of llamas, and crafted a variety of fine items of silver and gold, including some silver hammers like those fabricated by Native Andeans. The lord of Zuraca wore a crown on his head and a collar on his neck made of gold.48 Such extra-colonial spaces—whether refuges for fugitive slaves, rebels, exiles, or the stranded—were common. Locating these spaces further batters misleading myths of territorial dominance long promoted by imperial narratives and maps.



Conclusion

Andean responses to these surveys demonstrate how imperial knowledge, and thus power, was often mediated by local actors in diverse and interesting ways. The Spanish effort to gather geographic and other information Page 333 →from hundreds of provinces spread across multiple continents—Europe, North and South America, and Asia (the Philippines)—was certainly audacious. The sporadic responses, however, confounded their efforts to “know” and map their overseas territories.

The nature of the responses further disappointed imperial expectations. Sometimes this was the result of the long distances and the inefficient bureaucracy that separated Spain from its colonies. More frequently, the responses frustrated imperial efforts to compile a sort of early modern database of their subject territories and peoples. To answer a question about who conquered them, Lucanas leaders and elders declared they had never been conquered. To answer a question about volcanoes, they described the nearby ruins of an ancient town. In response to other questions, Andean respondents expressed grievances, criticized colonial impositions, and mapped a sacred landscape beyond the reach of Spanish priests.

Decades before and centuries after the 1577 relaciones, the empire gathered other geographic reports from the provinces. Such reports sketched the limits of the regime’s overseas empire. They described Indigenous locals who refused to acquiesce to disruptive colonial demands. In other cases, Indigenous communities aligned with fugitive Black slaves and other actors to create landscapes of refuge and resistance. Perhaps the limited returns, the unexpected nature of the responses, or the impossibility of the project itself explains why the Spanish administration never made much use of the rich geographic and spatial information encoded in these texts. With the assistance of digital qualitative visualization and mapping techniques, however, there may yet be the opportunity to decode and map these texts after all. Only this time, this may be done from an anti-imperial perspective.



Notes


	1.At its peak in the early sixteenth century, the Inka empire extended over 4,000 linear kilometers from its northern to southern limits.


	2.Sarmiento de Gamboa 2007.


	3.Although commonly associated with the British empire of the nineteenth century, the phrase “the sun never sets on . . .” was first applied to the Spanish empire of the sixteenth century.Page 334 →


	4.Mundy 1996, 23.


	5.Mundy’s study of the dozens of maps returned with relaciones questionnaires from Mesoamerica shows the many ways Indigenous histories, geographies, and conceptions of space were encoded in maps and how those maps defied imperial expectations, Mundy 1996. Mundy also provides a brief but important overview of the Andean relaciones responses in “Relaciones Geográficas” (Mundy 2008). Despite the widespread use of information from the relaciones to supplement historical research on particular Andean regions or events, only a few studies have concentrated on the Andean relaciones themselves, most notably Marco Jiménez de la Espada’s analysis that accompanied his nineteenth-century editions of these texts (Relaciones geográficas de Indias) and, more recently, Scott 2020.


	6.Historical ecologists use the term “humanized landscapes” to describe how many of the world’s environments were, to an extent, human creations. For a general overview, see Lentz 2000.


	7.Various examples of royal documents from the 1580s requesting the completion of an eclipse survey and the return of other information from the Americas appear in Torres de Mendoza et al. 1872.


	8.“Preámbulo” in Solano 1988, xiii. There were undoubtedly more.


	9.In Solano’s collection of thirty documents, the first set of instructions addressed to officials across the empire was a long, detailed questionnaire written in 1573 and intended for the compilation of the “Libro de las descripciones de Indias.” Solano and Ponce Leiva 1988, 8–11 and 16–74. Similarly, Pilar Ponce Leiva observes that the 1570s marked the first time that the Spanish state “consolidated and systematized” the use of numbered questionnaires. Ponce Leiva 1991, xxvi.


	10.I follow Mundy 2008 in identifying thirteen relaciones responses from Peru, whereas Cline 1972c stated there were fifteen. Meanwhile, many of the responses from Quito are unnumbered and can only be tangentially related to the relaciones questionnaire; hence, deriving an exact count is difficult. I feel comfortable identifying ten of the possible eight to sixteen reports as responses to the 1577 relación.


	11.Lane 2002, xiv-xvi and 5–14.


	12.All maps in this paper were created by the author using a combination of QGIS, Blender, and Inkscape. Spanish population information is from “Nota de las poblaciones.” Jurisdictional boundaries are from eighteenth-century data assembled by the HGIS de las Indias project. Some of these boundaries had certainly changed since the sixteenth century if they even existed at all at Page 335 →this earlier date. Nonetheless, the general location of all jurisdictions shown here did not change significantly. Stangl 2020, HGIS de Las Indias.


	13.Toledo 1924, 39–40. Edwards states that the relaciones survey was sent out on May 25, 1577, while Barbara Mundy believes it was sent out the year after the eclipse questionnaire: Mundy 1996, 20.


	14.I do not know of any evidence of the survival or contents of these paintings.


	15.Toledo 1924, 41–43.


	16.The authors of the 1582 responses from Otavalo, Chinbo, San Andrés de Xunxi, and Zamora indicate that they wrote to comply with orders from the Audiencia of Quito; only the Otavalo response addressed the fifty questions directly. The only other thorough, numbered response from the Quito region—that from Cuenca—was written in response to instructions from Viceroy Martín Enríquez.


	17.For a list of corregimientos in the Viceroyalty of Peru see “Minuta de los corregimientos que había en Perú” (1582). I also include a twenty-fourth document from Popayán in my list of relaciones responses returned from the Andes (Figure 11.1).


	18.“Instructión y memoria de las relaciones” in “Ordenanzas de la Hacienda Real [en Indias],” fol. 42. English translations of the instructions and questions are published in Cline 1972c and Mundy 2008.


	19.The “model” is described in the relación response from Jauja, but as Marco Jiménez de la Espada points out, the use of the future tense in describing it suggests the possibility it may never have been completed: Xauxa, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 166–75, esp. 167–70. Meanwhile, the responses from La Paz describe a “traza” (map), but this map apparently has not survived: La Paz, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 342–51, esp. 345–46. In contrast, 71 of the 167 surviving relaciones from Mesoamerica include maps. Cline 1972c, 191–94 and 204.


	20.Applying computational text analysis techniques to the corpus reveals that the most common Quechua words to appear were puna (105 times), coca (51)—the name of a herb with medical and ritual significance in the Andes—quinua (44)—the “mother grain” of the Andes—and tambo (43)—roadside inns or waystations. Meanwhile, Spaniards continued to use their own words to describe other unfamiliar phenomena such as carnero (ram) and oveja (sheep) to describe llamas and alpacas.


	21.Hatun Soras, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 220–25, esp. 223.


	22.Hatun Soras, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 220–25; Lucanas Andamarcas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–36; Hatun Lucanas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–37. For Page 336 →more on descriptions of New and Old World animals in the relaciones corpus, see Mackenzie Cooley’s paper in this volume (Chapter 9).


	23.Lucanas Andamarcas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–36 and 245. It is important to note that Andeans, both past and present, often view(ed) stones as animate and sacred objects. See Dean 2010.


	24.Xauxa, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 166–75 and 194.


	25.See note 6.


	26.Hatun Lucanas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–37, esp. 231. Lucanas Andamarcas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–36, esp. 242–43.


	27.Millones 1990a, 123–24; Millones 1990b.


	28.For more on Andean efforts to conceal the location of wak’as or at least mitigate Spanish efforts to destroy them, see Scott 2009, 58–69.


	29.Cline 1972c, 234.


	30.Hatun Lucanas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–37, esp. 227 and 232. Estimates for years of Tupaq Inka’s reign based on Cabello Balboa.


	31.Livi Bacci 2003.


	32.Steven Wernke and Jeremy Mumford, in creating a spatial database of the locations of reducciones, estimate there were over 1,000 reducciones. Wernke and Mumford 2016.


	33.Lucanas Andamarcas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–36, esp. 238. Similarly, in the Alca repartimiento in Chumbivilcas, townspeople grew crops near the reducción as well as their old towns: Chumbivilcas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:2, 310–26, esp. 314.


	34.Chinchaysuyu (Abancay), Jiménez de la Espada 2:2, 16–30, esp. 22.


	35.Wernke 2013.


	36.Covey and Quave 2017, 287.


	37.Amado Gonzáles 1998, 201–2. This was the town of Zumaro.


	38.Huamanga, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 181–204, esp. 184–88.


	39.Hatun Lucanas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–37, esp. 227–28.


	40.Hatun Lucanas, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 226–37, esp. 226–27. These two Spaniards were part of a larger group that included at least one more Spaniard, a Black man, and an Inka escort that traveled to and from Cusco while the main body of Spanish conquistadors remained in Cajamarca in the first half of 1533.


	41.Yauyos, Jiménez de la Espada 1:1, 155–65, esp. 159–61 and 165.


	42.For an explanation of Spanish terminology referring to unconquered Indigenous people, see Weber 2005, 14–16.


	43.For northern parts of the Viceroyalty of Peru (modern-day Ecuador), a montaña also existed between the highlands and the forested coast.Page 337 →


	44.Villasante 1965, 135–38.


	45.For more detail on the exclusion of Black and mixed-race people from the 1577 relaciones survey, please see Marcella Hayes’s contribution to this volume (Chapter 13).


	46.Questionnaires from 1604 and 1730, despite being separated by over a century, ask nearly identical questions about Blacks, mulattos, and maroons. See Solano and Ponce Leiva 1988, doc. 14 (1604), questions 111 to 113, and doc. 18 (1730), questions 351 to 354.


	47.The author uses the term mulatos çambaigo to describe these people. Guayaquil 1604, Ponce Leiva 1991, vol. 2, doc. 52 (Guayaquil, 1604), 41. Kris Lane describes how this community descended from shipwrecked Africans and local Indigenous people: Lane 2002.


	48.“Información acerca de la provincia de Telan y Zuraca” in Jiménez de la Espada 1965 vol. 2, 75–78.Page 338 →







 Part Five
Knowing People

Early modern empires prided themselves on the diversity of the populations under their dominions. However, they were also anxious about this diversity’s centrifugal force and sought to contain it through a centripetal effort of unifying imperial ideology. This tension manifested in the local gazetteers and the relaciones, both of which developed knowledge categories to account for their empire’s human diversity in religious, linguistic, and racial terms. Yet both also exhibited uneasiness when applying the centralized framework to the reality of local worlds.

Part 5 turns to imperial knowledge about local people. In the previous part, we highlighted the discrepancy between the two imperial genres in recording environmental changes and the underlying shared imperative to master the natural environment. Here, we underscore how, despite widely diverging social, economic, and legal infrastructure, the Chinese gazetteers and the Spanish relaciones shared glaring silences and oversights regarding the people under their dominion.

The colonial society of the Spanish Americas and the late imperial society of Ming-Qing China were shaped by two starkly different pasts. As already emphasized in the previous chapters, the colonial conquest radically restructured the Americas demographically and economically, Page 340 →with the collapse of Indigenous populations and the suppression of their traditional ways of living, and the cascading arrivals of Old World inhabitants either as colonizers or as enslaved labor forces. The interdynastic wars of imperial China, devastating as they have been, never restructured society so radically as colonial conquest did the Americas. Certain key criteria of social distinction, such as race, never had such legally binding power in China as in the Spanish Americas.

Yet the two imperial states were equally concerned with the diversity of their populations, in their physiognomy, language, livelihood, and customs; they were intent on gaining trustworthy knowledge on these people. The 1412 fanli requested that customs of each locality be investigated and documented because “the territories of the realm’s subprefectures and counties are separated by mountains and rivers, their people’s practices, preferences, dispositions, and customs cannot fail to have differences.” The 1577 questionnaire from Madrid asked royal officials to “state whether a district is inhabited by many or few Indians and whether in former times it had a greater or lesser population” and “what is the character and condition of their intelligence, inclinations and modes of life.” Altogether, the questionnaire devoted twelve inquiries to demographic details, including inquiries about trade and commerce, religious institutions, hospitals, and colleges. The relaciones authors were expressly and repeatedly asked to state their awareness of colonial shift over time, including especially new names that colonizers applied to regions and, even more pointedly, regions that had experienced depopulation and “whatever may be learned of the reasons for their depopulation.”

These questions did lead to proto-ethnographic observations that can be fruitfully exploited by modern scholars. But to reconstruct local lives in these early modern empires, one needs to be keenly aware of the agenda that these imperial genres were designed to serve. Just as the gazetteer and relaciones records of nature were not objective photographs of past landscapes, their representation of human diversity is not to be taken at face value. The categories that these imperial genres employed were meant to make the local populations legible to the central administrators, not to translate the self-conception of local peoples. Certain local complexities were considered worthy of celebration as a human capital, others were excluded from the records as a centrifugal force that Page 341 →threatened the empire’s integrity. Shaped by the dual necessity to know the people and to celebrate the empire’s civilizing mission, the gazetteers and the relaciones are as much a record of the reality and a projection of an ideal. They appear comparably remarkable for their oversight of certain categories of people or social phenomena. All four essays in this part reflect on such selective blindness: how the relaciones only skirted the question of slavery as a pillar of the colonial economy, while utterly ignoring the Black community that constituted a significant minority if not an outright majority of the Spanish Americas; how information about China’s formidable linguistic heterogeneity appeared belatedly and rarely in the gazetteers; and how the depiction of local religions was heavily distorted by the imperative to classify them as either orthodox or heterodox.

At times, the imperial genres themselves offer the critical means for scholars to see beyond their normative representation of a society. We have seen through the previous chapters how pre-conquest Indigenous epistemologies found their way into the relaciones through the mapping techniques or the depiction of landscape. So, too, have we seen how imperial officials in charge of compiling the relaciones themselves expressed doubts about the information they gathered about the Indigenous ways of life. In this part, we will also see how other types of sources can help readers put the imperial genres in perspective. They include alternative types of official genres, such as the legal texts mobilized by Stuart McManus that allow for an overarching history of slavery in the Americas, in which the relaciones data can be situated; or the secret palace memorials and imperial dictionaries used by Mårten Söderblom Saarela that display the court’s knowledge of Inner Asia, where the Han Chinese tradition of gazetteer writing has not taken hold. Scholars may also explore idiosyncratic documents that record the voices of those marginalized by the imperial genres. This is particularly visible in the case of the report by Lima’s official chronicler studied by Marcella Hayes, which describes an astounding performance of the epic of Troy staged by the local mulato community, who thus sought to establish themselves as true Spaniards and heirs to the classical tradition. Modern scholarship on historical anthropology also allows us to productively criticize the imperial corpus, as Zhang Xianqing does in his chapter which charts the gazetteers’ biases and blind spots in representing China’s religious landscape. Put in perspective, the Page 342 →gazetteer and the relaciones are shown to record only a corner of the multitude of peoples and their ways of living under empire. Thanks to these alternative sources and their points of view, we would hope to recover the meaning of identity: not as transfixed labels loaded with normative expectations of how given groups of people should behave, but as actual lived experience, with all the contingency and fluidity that characterizes the vernacular order of life in a local world.






Chapter Twelve Local Linguistic Knowledge in Qing Gazetteers

By Mårten SÖDERBLOM SAARELA1


Many Qing officials, thinkers, and even emperors agreed that the Chinese system of territorial administration had a built-in problem: it was based on appointed, rotating officials with no personal bonds to the territories under their jurisdiction. Local officials, consequently, knew very little about the places where they were sent, and with just a few years to spend there, they had to learn fast, lest they become pawns of the clerks and runners with their intimate knowledge of local affairs. Language presented one of the most striking degrees of difference within the culture of the Qing empire’s Chinese provinces. It thereby turned into a problem of local governance.

This chapter explores the degree to which local gazetteers informed incoming officials on the linguistic situation in the places where they came to serve. Gazetteers certainly recognized the serious linguistic obstacles a magistrate faced, but information on the local language entered the genre relatively late. By the late nineteenth century, language had an established place in local gazetteers, but what role did it serve there, exactly? I conjecture that it was not intended as actual help for a sojourning official as much as it was a celebration of local culture.Page 344 →

This chapter first explains the predicament of Qing local administration. Second, it discusses to what extent we can consider local gazetteers as resources for the imperial center to gather information in order to improve its control at the local level. Third, it briefly looks at the linguistic variation that faced gazetteer writers. Fourth and finally, it surveys the linguistic information that local gazetteers contained. My focus will be on the most local kind: county gazetteers.


The Predicament of Local Administrators in the Qing Empire

The Chinese territories, what government officials at the time called the “interior,” only constituted one part of the vast surface of the Manchu Qing empire as it stood by the late eighteenth century. When the Manchus invaded China in 1644, they had incorporated these territories and their structures of local government into the new empire. On top of them, the Qing instituted provinces that were often as large as whole European countries. The officials who governed these provinces were in part appointed, in part promoted from positions further down in the territorial administrative hierarchy.2

Especially at the lower levels of this hierarchy, administrators tended to be Chinese individuals who hailed from somewhere within the Chinese provinces. The remainder were bannermen, members of the hereditary military elite who by the eighteenth century largely resided in Beijing and certain garrison cities around the empire. Officials were not allowed to serve in their native place. A “law of avoidance” as well as rotation between postings preempted the little fiefdoms that a confluence of local elites and local government tended to produce. In terms of the ranked bureaucracy, then, local government was the business of outsiders.

These outsiders were appointed to govern staggering numbers of people. In general, the lowest-level government representative was the county magistrate. He might very well be responsible for several hundred thousand households.3 Under such circumstances, the tasks that provincial and sub-provincial officials faced were impossible to solve within the confines of the bureaucracy proper. Officials thus maintained Page 345 →their own secretarial staff consisting of often highly literate individuals. They were at times enlisted to work on scholarly projects such as local gazetteers.4

At the local level, there were two groups that mediated Qing bureaucrats’ relationship with the local population: the gentry, or local elite, and the locally recruited clerks and runners that staffed the government offices (yamen 衙門). The boundary between these two groups was blurred.5 Perceptive statecraft thinkers lamented the grip in which the powerful elite kinship networks kept Chinese localities,6 and almost everybody who wrote about the locally recruited staff expressed contempt, distrust, and even fear that probably reflected just how dependent bureaucrats actually were on them for running their jurisdictions.

In order to govern the people of China, Qing administrators thus had to rely on local groups with an interest in maintaining their position as gatekeepers and necessary mediators. The ability to communicate both in Mandarin Chinese with the sojourning official and in the local language with the common people was an advantage shared by both the local elite and the clerks and runners. The use of Mandarin in a given locality as well as the features of the local language were therefore both of interest for a magistrate who intended to apply himself with any measure to his tasks.



Chinese Local Gazetteers, Manchu Intelligence-Gathering, and Spanish Relaciones Geográficas

In the context of the Qing empire, local gazetteers provide more differences than similarities to the relaciones geográficas, if we consider the latter as a genre developed by the imperial authorities to gather information on newly conquered territories. In creating their system of geographic knowledge collection based on remote observation, the Manchus used genres other than the local gazetteer. This section will look at the compilation of official gazetteers in the Inner Asian imperial periphery. I will argue that gazetteers were tools not only for gathering, but also displaying information.Page 346 →

Local gazetteers were a Chinese genre that was largely absent in Mongolia, Xinjiang, and the Tibetan territories before the nineteenth century, when Chinese communities became more important there and Chinese officials took on a greater role in local administration. The only gazetteers produced during imperial expansion were regional or even supra-regional works. Yet writing gazetteers proved difficult even at this general level. Unlike the county gazetteers that I focus on in this chapter, there was no local Chinese elite that could aid in the compilation of gazetteers for the Inner Asian frontier regions and, in the words of a Chinese scholar writing in 1689, “no old records that [could] be consulted about their administrative history, customs, topography, and products.”7 Indeed, the compilers of Qingding Shengjing tongzhi 欽定盛京通志 (Imperially Authorized Comprehensive Gazetteer of Mukden), for example, which covered the huge and largely non-Chinese territory of Manchuria, proved incapable of accounting for the linguistic diversity of the region. The compilers thus explicitly declined to engage in an investigation of the “local language” (fangyan 方言) names for the region’s natural products.8

In the southwest, which had nominally been part of the Chinese Ming empire, Chinese penetration was largely an eighteenth-century story, as the Chinese system of civil administration was extended to the area through colonialism in this period.9 The dynamic created by the coexistence of a population paying taxes to the civilian authorities, a local and educated Chinese elite, yamen clerks and runners, and an outsider magistrate who governed in Mandarin and literary Chinese was not generally at hand in Inner Asia nor in the pre-eighteenth-century southwest. Yet it was this dynamic that tended to produce local gazetteers, which were accordingly rare in these more newly acquired and still largely non-Chinese regions.10

The geography of Qing gazetteer compilation shows how different this genre was from the relaciones geográficas of the Spanish empire. While the relaciones were requested from the new, non-European possessions of the Crown and were related to the reports that returning visitors to the overseas territories often presented to the throne in person, the Qing court did not use local gazetteers to gather information regarding the imperial periphery, only to synthesize and present such information. Page 347 →Indeed, to expect Qing local gazetteers to discuss Inner Asian languages at any length would be to underestimate the genre’s importance for the study of the Qing as a non-Chinese empire and to simultaneously overestimate the linguistic and cultural impact that the Manchus and their Inner Asian allies had on Chinese local society and governance.

The Manchus, of course, did gather information about their politically sensitive border areas, which were unsettled and, for a long time, expanding. The Qing emperors regularly audited officials in Beijing and thereby obtained first-hand information. While in the field, furthermore, officials sent frequent reports to regional superiors or directly to the throne without recourse to the regular channels of the largely Chinese bureaucracy (the so-called “palace memorials,” as Che Qun has also discussed in Part 4, Chapter 8). It was primarily through these means that the court collected knowledge of northern Manchuria, Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet—their ideologically and strategically most important acquisitions—not through local gazetteers. Gazetteers were not a means for the court to collect information, but a genre for displaying it. The gathering of information on the ground preceded gazetteer writing; it did not equate to it.

For example, when the court in 1690 wanted to compile a unified gazetteer for the entire realm (yitong zhi 一統志), they requested that information be gathered by the staff of the military authority that governed the newly consolidated Amur region of northern Manchuria, since this region as part of the non-Chinese Inner Asian frontier did not have any local gazetteers. The largely geographical intelligence thus collected remains in Manchu documents that are much closer to the relaciones of the Spanish empire than to the local gazetteers of China.11 Indeed, it was even difficult to synthesize this material into a unified, Chinese-language gazetteer, as suggested by the fact that Da Qing yitong zhi 大清一統志 (Unified Gazetteer of the Great Qing) was only finished in 1741, half a century later.12

Later imperial expansion in Inner Asia produced additional gazetteers. These works also displayed information about the expanded empire to a wider reading public. During the consolidation of the newly acquired western Inner Asian territories, the Qing government between 1757 and 1782 produced Qinding huangyu Xiyu tuzhi 欽定皇輿西域圖志 (Imperially Authorized Illustrated Gazetteer of the Western Regions Page 348 →Traversed by the Emperor’s Chariot).13 This gazetteer had a pronounced focus on geography, but contained some “miscellaneous records” (zalu 雜錄) with information on the language and writing of the Zunghars and Uighurs.14 It thus presented information on the region, but not for the benefit of the imperial court itself. This gazetteer is best understood alongside the contemporary Pingding Zhunga’er fanglüe 平定准噶爾方略 (History of the Campaign to Pacify the Zunghars, 1770), which was a propagandistic work of historiography intended for the public, not the court.

The selective synthesis of information in these works was certainly useful even to serving officials. Such was the case with reference works that were not themselves gazetteers. Notably, Xiyu tongwen zhi 西域同文志 (Treatise for the Standardization of Terms in the Western Regions), a by-product of the writing of the aforementioned titles on the new Western possessions, like a local gazetteer carried the word zhi 志 “treatise” in its title. This book is not a gazetteer, however. It consists of lists of “names” (ming 名) of places and people in Xinjiang and greater Tibet (Ü-Tsang and Amdo) in several languages, sometimes supplied with notes in Chinese.15 The official bibliographical classification accordingly placed this work among the reference works for written language (zishu 字書) within the “philology section” (xiaoxue lei 小學類), not among the local gazetteers in the “geography section” (dili lei 地理類).16 This linguistic reference work was certainly useful to Qing officials serving in the region, but it was not a local gazetteer.

Toward the turn of the nineteenth century, regional gazetteers for the new Inner Asian possessions were compiled by current or former bannermen field officials. These works coincided with what has been called the “literati rewriting of China” in the period, when an “elite cohort of Chinese editors and clerks, masters of the literary forms adopted by the Qing state to record its achievements, was given the task of describing the comprehensive history and geography of all Qing possessions, not just China.” Chinese literati thus transcended “their more localized responsibilities for territorial administration.”17 Yet we are not yet at the level of local gazetteers. These works largely remained on the scale of cultural and political macroregions,18 not on units comparable to the Chinese counties on which I am focusing in this essay.Page 349 →



Linguistic Diversity in China

Local gazetteers were primarily written in the old Ming territory, so the linguistic situation they reflect is that of China proper. Within the empire’s Chinese territories, where most local gazetteers were written, linguistic diversity mostly (excluding important minority communities) took the form of the “very large dialect continuum” that is the Chinese language.19 There were several recognized varieties within this continuum. Within the government, the Manchu rulers favored Mandarin, the prestige form of northern vernacular Chinese that had developed as a lingua franca within officialdom during the centuries before their arrival in China. This language was not universally used or understood among all social strata within the Chinese provinces.

Variants of Chinese other than Mandarin also crystallized from within the dialect continuum. An influential division of the continuum into dialect groups shows a certain degree of overlap between dialect groups and the physiographic macroregions that contained Qing China’s regional economic systems.20 Much of what mattered to people’s livelihood happened within the dialect groups.

On a smaller scale, there were the village dialects. One intimate early-twentieth-century observer was “almost tempted to identify” these dialects as the “main component of the local culture,” a strong indication of their importance to their speakers. The village dialects existed in their own linguistic continua that were shaped by the physical, political, and economic environment.21 To an important degree, language was thus divided in ways that correlated with other aspects of society, be it at the macro or micro level. Late imperial culture reflected the boundary that a difference in language posed. For example, popular religious cults, a very important part of communal life, were ultimately “very bad at crossing” dialect borders.22

Language differences were consequential, and thus—one would think—information on the local dialect belonged in a local gazetteer that sought either to celebrate the distinctiveness of a locality or introduce it to outsiders. The degree to which Mandarin was spoken and understood in a given area, conversely, ought to have been of potential interest to any outsider with business there. Yet a survey of the sources suggests that, Page 350 →surprisingly, chapters dedicated to information on local dialects—and to a lesser extent Mandarin—appeared in gazetteers only belatedly.



Linguistic Information in Local Gazetteers: 1. Local Dialects

In gazetteers, linguistic information came in two kinds: local vocabulary and description of local pronunciation. Both kinds drew on Chinese scholarly genres such as the lexicographical tradition inaugurated by Regional Words (Fangyan 方言) from the first century CE and the phonological “rhyme dictionaries” (yunshu 韻書).23 Since local gazetteers treated peculiarities of a certain locality, a substantial amount of linguistic information is found in them. However, especially in the earlier gazetteers, it appears that this information is not isolated as a distinct category, let alone presented as something useful for governance. Indeed, it was for the most part not placed by itself in a chapter or section dedicated to language.

Thus the chapter on “customs” (fengsu 風俗) in the twelfth-century Wujun zhi 吳郡志 (Gazetteer of Wu Commandery [which subsumed the later Wu County 吴县, Jiangsu]), a product of the scholarly localism of the southern Song dynasty (1127–1279),24 without being focused on language in particular, contained many local names for tools used in agriculture and fishing.25 These expressions were carried over into other gazetteers. The local language was thus tied up with culture and the economy, which the writers of gazetteers recognized. Yet in this case, or in cases where a plant or an animal (as used in religious ceremonies, presented in tribute, or distributed through trade) was presented alongside its local name, the focus was not on language per se. The names were not, in such instances, presented as something that sojourning officials should learn or locals should take pride in. A reader of these chapters would simply be exposed to elements of the local language as part of a general introduction to the place in question.26

There was a lot of linguistic information to be found in local gazetteers. It was relatively rare that they gathered linguistic information in a chapter explicitly dedicated to this purpose, however. When they did, this information was probably due more to the local elite’s wish to exalt Page 351 →the distinctiveness of their culture, than to the need for officials to learn the language of their jurisdiction.

Yet at least one tradition of gazetteer writing valued description of the local language for the sake of governance. The influential Lingshou xian zhi 靈壽縣志 (Gazetteer of Lingshou County, 1686) was the product of the collaboration of the county magistrate and a local scholar.27 It contained a chapter on “Regional pronunciations” (fangyin 方音) in this locality in the Metropolitan Region that surrounded Beijing. The chapter was followed by a comment that justified this addition by pointing out that sojourning officials needed to communicate with the local people in order to grasp their situation.28

The justification of including dialect material because of its importance for local administrators reappeared in the Gazetteer for Yuanshi 元氏 County (1758), a neighboring locality in the Metropolitan Region, but also in one for Baoshan 寶山 County in what is now suburban Shanghai (1750).29

In a gazetteer for the Metropolitan Region county of Huolu 獲鹿, dated 1881, the writers included an expanded version of the note.30 Interestingly, it brought up the magistrate’s role of judge as necessitating knowledge of the local language. The magistrate should hear the involved parties out himself and not, the note implied, rely on translations by the yamen clerks. Other nineteenth-century writers of gazetteers in the Metropolitan Region agreed with the Lingshou Gazetteer that officials must know the local language in order to communicate with the people and hold court.31

The Lingshou Gazetteer thus set a precedent in north China for including a section on the local language to facilitate governance. The idea that officials should learn some of the local language with the help of a gazetteer is found also in gazetteers from further afield. For example, the Gazetteer for Tongguan 同官 County (1765) in the northwestern province of Shaanxi, another product of magistrate–gentry collaboration, noted that the dialect of the area was not difficult to understand for Mandarin speakers. However, officials also needed to know the “pronunciation of vulgar and rustic expressions.” The authors of the Tongguan Gazetteer had picked up the relevant expressions during court sessions, and passed them on to future officials.32 Suggestive as this passage is, the danger that Page 352 →the language barrier presented for a magistrate adjudicating a legal case was expressed in even stronger terms in other gazetteers.

In Zhangpu 漳浦 County on the southeastern coast (Fujian), the language spoken was very different from Mandarin. The sequel to the county gazetteer, for which the magistrate—an outsider—wrote the preface, said in 1885 that the local linguistic situation made the magistrate “entirely reliant” (quan shi 全恃) on the clerks to transmit testimony, which gave them the opportunity to deceive the magistrate.33

Similarly, the Gazetteer for Huazhou 化州 in Guangdong warned that “if you cannot understand anything of the local accent (tuyin 土音), it is certainly not easy to conduct an interview.” The language barrier would make it impossible to discern the matters of a case. The clerks would therefore have to act as intermediaries. In such a situation, “Would not some [of the things said] be untrue or incomplete?”, the compilers asked the reader. This gazetteer stressed that it did not matter whether the local language was elegant or not. It was essential to the local official’s tasks, and therefore could not be ignored.34

Reliance on the yamen clerks was best avoided, and some writers of gazetteers clearly thought that learning the local language was a way out of the dilemma posed by their presence as gatekeepers. Yet despite the relatively widespread idea that it would be beneficial for administrators to know the dialects spoken where they served, chapters dedicated to the vocabulary or pronunciation of the local language were relatively rare within the genre as a whole. When they became more common as the nineteenth century progressed,35 it was, rather, as an assertion of the value of the local culture on the part of the gentry.

To be sure, celebratory assertions are found earlier than the nineteenth century as well. We read the mention in the Wu County Gazetteer (1745) that the locality, part of the prosperous prefecture of Suzhou, uses words that appear vernacular, but are in fact “very canonical” (shen dian 甚典) in origin.36 The statement and the glosses used to back it up portrayed the local language as a repository for old and venerable expressions that had been lost elsewhere.

The gentry’s exaltation of the local language is found in Guangzhou (Canton) too, which like Suzhou was a wealthy city—and one even further away from Beijing. It has been argued that Cantonese literati recognized Page 353 →the Guangzhou dialect as a “standard speech” or, as I would translate it, “correct pronunciation” (zhengyin 正音) already by the mid-eighteenth century.37 Be that as it may, by the mid-nineteenth century they definitely did. For example, Chen Li 陳澧 (1810–1882) directed his very learned praise of Cantonese pronunciation, at least in part, to the city’s “very numerous sojourning officials from other places, many of whom speak [its] language.”38 The treatise was not written for a local gazetteer, but it was quoted in the one for Dongguan 東莞 County (1911).39



Linguistic Information in Local Gazetteers: 2. Mandarin Chinese

The preceding paragraphs have all focused on what the local gazetteers contained in terms of the native, local language, either presented in a dedicated chapter or section or in related sections such as that on “customs.” Yet some gazetteers also contained information on Mandarin, a language that was not native to these places, but that was important for outsiders who had business there, official or otherwise. Gazetteers from various areas of the south—from the largely non-Chinese areas of the inland southwest, the southern mid-Yangzi region, but especially those from Guangdong and Fujian—contained comments on the degree to which Mandarin was spoken in the locality.

Unlike in the case of information on local dialects, whose presence was largely due to the assertiveness of the gentry, mentions of Mandarin proficiency often directly reflected government concerns. Indeed, the phrase “correct pronunciation,” referring to Mandarin, often occurs in gazetteers from Guangdong and Fujian in the context of the language schools set up there on imperial order after 1728. The plurilingual Manchu rulers were very attentive to linguistic issues, and when southern officials appearing before the throne were unable to make themselves understood, the court took steps to raise Mandarin proficiency in their areas of origin. Studies on how this (abortive) campaign played out have to a considerable extent relied on information from local gazetteers to gauge the distribution and number of Mandarin schools.40 But the presence of such schools in lists of public and other important structures in a given county does not signify Page 354 →that the gazetteer compilers were especially attentive to language, just that they recorded the impact of court policy on their locality.

Explicit discussions of Mandarin proficiency tell us more about the extent to which gazetteers sought to educate their readers on the linguistic situation in the area they described. Such discussions predated Manchu rule. A note that people in Guangdong used “official language” (guanyu 官語) when interacting with the local authorities is found already in a gazetteer from the mid-sixteenth century, long before the Manchu invasion.41 Similar notes are seen in Qing-period publications, for example in the Gazetteer for Xinxing 新興 County in Guangdong (1758).42

Similarly, the Gazetteer for Zencheng 增城 County in Guangdong (1820) said that the “gentry” (shidaifu 士大夫) tended to use “correct pronunciation” with visitors: “It is just that the commoners in remote mountain areas have been gradually influenced by southwestern barbarians (zhuli 侏𠌯) and, in addition, mix in local words.” Again, as so often, the result was that the magistrate had to rely on the clerks in court.43 Gazetteers informed visitors and new officials that they would be able to use Mandarin to communicate with their peers in the place in question, but much of the common people seemed to be living in a different linguistic world, at least in parts of the inland and coastal south.



Language as a Window into Local Governance under Empire

The preceding survey of linguistic information in local gazetteers reveals that some of it can be understood as representing a few regional traditions. At least three such traditions are in evidence. The list of fishermen’s tools in the twelfth-century Gazetteer for Wu Commandery echoed in later works and the late-seventeenth-century Lingshou Gazetteer set a precedent for localities in north China. On the southern and southeastern coast, finally, mentions of Mandarin proficiency were particularly common.

The fishermen’s tools, and other frequent categories of local vocabulary which I have not discussed (e.g., kinship terminology), might arguably reflect a kind of linguistic anthropology of the common people. In that context, linguistic information was part of a package of cultural knowledge that informed an official about his subjects. It did not, however, Page 355 →immediately serve to help him converse with them. Indeed, as primers for learning local dialects, the gazetteers were of limited utility, but we need closer study to fully understand the process of local dialect learning.

It might be better to treat the language sections in local gazetteers as symptomatic of a problem inherent in the late imperial approach to local governance, rather than a presentation of any kind of solution. The revenues of the Qing state placed limits on the number of officials on the dynasty’s payroll, while the rotation of officials was necessary to counteract centrifugal tendencies in the vast empire. This situation made it difficult to keep local administrators skilled in the local language and forced them to rely on the cultural and linguistic brokerage of the local elite.

Yet the amount and the nature of linguistic information in gazetteers changed over time. Indeed, the most noteworthy aspect of the inclusion of linguistic information in gazetteers remains its generalization in the nineteenth century and later. This fact alone suggests that we can only make sense of it by placing it in the historical context of the period, in which regionalism,44 an interest in vernacular languages, and philological scholarship overall held great importance.45
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Chapter Thirteen Black Settlers Fight for Visibility

By Marcella HAYES


In the first weeks of 1631, the mulatos and mulatas of Lima joined together with other citizens of the viceregal capital to celebrate the birth of Baltasar Carlos, the new heir to the throne of the Spanish empire. Every corporate body in the city, from craft guilds to the University of San Marcos, had spent months developing elaborate tableaux to express their joy and their loyalty to the Habsburg kings. But the mulatos and mulatas had conceived a display that would astonish the city: they would build a model of the city of Troy in the Plaza Mayor and reenact the Trojan epic cycle over the course of four days, complete with colorful costumes, fireworks, jousts, and a full-size Trojan horse with people hidden inside. This performance would not only show their faithful vassalage to the Habsburgs (who said they descended from the Trojan prince Aeneas); it would also signal their claim to having participated in the colonization of the Americas and secured territory for Spain.

Though the Andean coast was replete with settlements where Africans and their descendants composed either a significant minority or (as in Lima itself) an outright majority, imperial efforts to directly collect knowledge about local populations, such as the relaciones geográficas, tended to overlook them. Though the relaciones gathered plenty Page 359 →of ethnographic information about Indigenous peoples, those who composed these questionnaires did not seem interested in similar data about Africans and their descendants beyond raw population numbers. Neither their languages nor their history nor their cultural practices seemed worthy of comment. Such information made its way back to political authorities in Spain by other means, such as petitions and chronicles. In this article, I ask why the relaciones geográficas neglected such a significant population. I use the official communications to the king and the Council of the Indies about the mulatos’ Trojan performance as a case study to show how Africans and their descendants could be represented (and represent themselves) by other means. As colonial officials responded to the relaciones, collected them, and used them (along with other tools at their disposal) to construct and classify an imperial epistemology, they divided people into categories and expected that they would behave, speak, dress, and even eat in certain specific ways. Yet, once those classifications were in place, they did not remain fixed. The people they described also had a stake in how these labels were mobilized and chose to assign them new meanings. Methodologically, this means that anyone wishing to study human beings as described in the relaciones (or in similar documents, such as the difangzhi analyzed in this volume) would be wise to examine other sources as well, especially those in which these populations represented themselves to political authorities. The divergences and convergences of these descriptions will tell a careful scholar much more than the relaciones alone ever could.

I show that while the questionnaires of the relaciones mostly overlooked the African diaspora and represented Indigenous peoples as novelties to be colonized, converted, and carefully guarded, Lima’s mulatos were making a case for themselves as colonizers, more akin to Spaniards than to Indigenous subjects. Without another viable option such as returning back to their homelands, they did not really have a choice but to participate in this process if they desired upward social mobility and the ability to form their own formally recognized and respected local communities. As David Wheat has shown for the early Caribbean, I argue that we should understand the Andean coast as settled by Africans and their descendants as much as Spaniards.1Page 360 →


Relaciones Geográficas and the Ethnography of the Andes

The aim of the relaciones geográficas—geographical questionnaires that the Council of the Indies sent to colonial officials across Spanish territories in the Americas—was to provide the king and the Council of the Indies with a corpus of thorough and reliable information about the places and people they governed. In the Viceroyalty of Peru, they fell far short of this goal. For instance, of the questionnaires in 1577, while officials in Mexico returned 166 surveys, their Andean counterparts sent back only fifteen from the central and southern Andes and six from Quito.2 The fifty questions of the relaciones composed in 1577 inquired about matters such as the locations and names of towns, the nature of the climate, topography, and plant and animal life. Many of the questions centered on the history and characteristics of the area’s Indigenous peoples: they were the only population to garner this kind of focused and sustained ethnographic attention in the relaciones. Question 5 asked “whether the district is inhabited by many or few indios and whether in former times it had a greater or lesser population” and “what is the character and condition of their intelligence, inclination and modes of life; also whether different languages are spoken throughout the whole province or whether they have one which is spoken by all.”3 Question 13 asked “what the name of the indio town means in the native tongue, why it was so named; what more there is to know about it; what it is in the language which the native inhabitants of the place actually speak.”4 Question 14 inquired “to whom the indios belonged in heathen times and what dominion was exercised over them by their lords; what tribute they paid and the form of worship, rites and customs they had, good or bad.”5 Question 15 asked to “state how [indios] were governed; against whom they carried on warfare; how they fought; the clothes and costumes they wore and now wear and whether they used to be more or less healthy anciently than they are now, and what reasons may be learned for this.”6 These questions positioned the Indigenous peoples of the Americas as a relatively unknown, diverse, and fragmented group, with many different languages and customs. According to the logic of the relaciones, their histories and their way of life needed to be thoroughly understood before they could be governed.Page 361 →

There were also a number of questions in the 1577 questionnaire that related to the Spanish population; however, these aimed to garner a very different type of history and knowledge. Question 2 asked who was “discoverer and conqueror” of the province, “the year of its discovery and conquest and all that can readily be learned about it.”7 Question 9 sought similar information about the Spanish cities and towns in the region: the place names and the logics behind them; the names of their founders; the year they were founded; and the number of inhabitants both at the time of founding and the time of the questionnaire.8 The questions also asked about the name and number of Spanish institutions: fortresses (Question 32); the presence of the Catholic Church (Questions 34, 35, and 36); and finally, “hospitals, colleges, and pious institutions” (Question 37).9 Finally there was an inquiry regarding “the sites of depopulated towns of Spaniards, when they were populated and when abandoned, and whatever may be learned of the reasons for their depopulation” (Question 49).10 These questions reflect a desire to know about Spaniards’ history, customs, and institutions in the region through the lens of their immediate function as colonizers. They sought to understand: How well were Spaniards maintaining institutions that would Hispanize and Catholicize the region? What was the history of the invasion and the contemporary relationship with Indigenous populations? If a settlement had not been successfully and permanently populated, why?

The questions expressed no interest in the long-term histories and customs of the Spanish settlers in the area or the languages they spoke; these things seemed to be irrelevant. Yet ideas about who Spaniards were, how they should dress, what languages they should speak, what aspects of their history should be remembered, and how they should behave, were all far from settled. Spain itself was a newborn polity. When the questions of the relaciones geográficas were drafted in the early 1570s, it had barely been one hundred years since the personal unification of Castile and Aragón upon the marriage of the Catholic Monarchs. Both territories had only been held by the same person since the death of Fernando of Aragón and the accession of his grandson Carlos to both thrones in 1516. The inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula who would cross the Atlantic Ocean to colonize the Americas spoke many different languages and had Page 362 →many different customs and ideas about governance. The consequences of this reverberated across the Americas.11 One important example from the Viceroyalty of Peru was the War of Vicuñas and Basques (Guerra de Vicuñas y Vascongados), an early-seventeenth-century conflict in the populous silver-mining city of Potosí (in modern-day Bolivia). It was a struggle between wealthy Basque officeholders and a poorer, less-powerful faction made up of people from various parts of Castile and Portugal, known as the Vicuñas. The Vicuña–Vascongado conflict would cause debilitating unrest in the city for three years between 1622 and 1625.12 The breakdown of the composition of the “Spanish” population of Potosí would come to be essential information for the governance of the region. However, this was not the type of information the relaciones geográficas seemed designed to obtain.

If the questions of the relaciones geográficas presumed information about the histories and customs of Spaniards, they often neglected the Black population entirely. In the 1577 questionnaire, no single question directly inquired about this group. As Stuart McManus points out in this volume (Chapter 15), other questionnaires sometimes asked about the numbers of enslaved Black people and occasionally requested information about their basic living and working conditions. For example, the 1570–1571 questionnaire for the city of Zamora in the Audiencia of Quito included responses to three questions about enslaved Black labor in the region. In response to Question 191, they indicated that there were some enslaved Black people who worked in the mines, and they cost on average 250 or 300 pesos; in response to Question 192, they asserted that there were laws ensuring the good treatment of these laborers; and in Question 193, they stated that there were no runaways (cimarrones), nor had there ever been.13 But these were questions concerned with labor supply rather than history, culture, and good governance. Moreover, the questionnaires almost universally neglected free Black people. As McManus explores in his chapter of this volume, respondents to the questionnaires occasionally did volunteer more information about the presence of a Black population (enslaved or otherwise), despite not always having been directly asked about it.14 Still, this was information that those who wrote the questionnaires had not sought.

The object of the relaciones geográficas has long been framed in the historiography as serving two principal goals of the Spanish colonization Page 363 →project: to clearly explain what was happening in the diverse territories of the region so that they could be better governed, and to understand how to best evangelize Indigenous people.15 On rereading these materials to see which populations were most thoroughly described by the questionnaires, the second goal is clearly in evidence; the first, less so. In this light, the project seems much more narrowly designed. It was concerned not with the governance of all territories and people but rather with those peoples, other animals, plants, and lands the Spaniards considered “native,” and asked how Spanish intervention and immigration had changed them, for better or for worse. Those who had immigrated, voluntarily or not, from what was considered the “Old World” were seen as an already known quantity, regardless of how familiar the king and the Council of the Indies really were with the customs, habits, and histories of these peoples. For necessary ethnographic information about the other populations of the Americas, especially those of the African diaspora, administrators in Spain would have to look elsewhere. This was true across the Spanish Americas, but because the Black population of the Andean coast was so large, the region is especially illustrative of the problem.



The Black Population of the Coastal Andes by Numbers

Though historians have long been aware that the Black population of the coastal Andes was significant in both size and importance, the numerical proof for this is not always readily available for the entire coast. The question of how many, by what means, and from which ports of origin enslaved new arrivals to the Pacific coastline came is one that is still being explored by historians of the transatlantic slave trade. From the sixteenth century through the mid-seventeenth century, most enslaved new arrivals to the Andean Pacific coast were stolen or purchased from either Upper Guinea or Angola.16 They were forced onto ships that crossed the Atlantic. On their journey from the western coast of Africa to the western coast of South America, these people spent up to two years on cramped, crowded slave ships where they were subject to the cruelty and caprices of the officers and sailors aboard and had little food of poor quality and limited access to water. They first came to a port in the Caribbean Page 364 →(usually Cartagena), followed by a deadly and difficult land crossing of the Isthmus of Panama to board new ships and sail down the Pacific coastline. These vessels stopped at ports large and small along the way to sell their human cargo. By means of this slow and brutal flow, the Andean Pacific coast became more and more populated with Black people.17 After the dissolution of the Iberian Union in 1640 disrupted the connections between Portuguese slave traders and the Spanish Americas, most enslaved new arrivals to the coastal Andes came from inter-American trade in the Caribbean, often by way of Curaçao or Jamaica; they would make their way to these shores by the same dangerous land crossing as their predecessors.18

The most consistent data for the Andean Pacific coastline comes from the viceregal capital of Lima, the clear center of gravity of the Black population and located in the central coastal region of the Audiencia of Peru. In 1554, Lima had a population of descendants of Africans that totaled 1,539.19 At the end of the sixteenth century, the Archbishop of Lima wrote to the king that there were 6,690, which was slightly over half of the total population.20 A census by the viceroy in 1614 reported that the city had 10,386 negro residents and 744 mulato residents out of 25,167 total.21 The Archbishop of Lima once again made a survey in 1636, reporting 13,620 negros and 861 mulatos out of a total of 27,064.22 In Lima, at least half the population was reportedly descended from Africans for much of the seventeenth century.

Censuses for the rest of the coastal region are less readily available. Rachel Sarah O’Toole estimates that between 1604 and 1673, the African-descended population of Trujillo, the principal city on the northern coast of the Audiencia of Peru, remained roughly 34%.23 Only in 1791 did the entirety of the Audiencia of Peru see a census that took into account the whole population of descendants of Africans, in which the census takers chose to divide them into two categories: enslaved people (esclavos) and free people of mixed African and Spanish descent (pardos).24 On the southern coast, there were a reported 4,147 pardos and 3,960 esclavos out of a total population of 65,030 (12.4%); on the central coast (where Lima lay), 16,286 pardos and 28,852 esclavos, out of a total of 109,997 (41.0%); and on the north coast, 10,952 pardos and 4,297 Page 365 →esclavos out of 91,715 (16.6%).25 In settlements along the coast, wherever quantitative records are available, they indicate that there was a consistent, significant Black population that grew during the sixteenth century and throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, ranging from about 12% in some areas to 40 or 50% in others. Further north, along the coast of what is now Ecuador, numerical records for Black coastal settlements are even more scanty, although qualitative evidence for towns such as Esmeraldas, a community of former maroons, is certainly present.26 Even further north in Popayán province (along what is now the Colombian Pacific coastline), there is even stronger evidence for a robust Black population.27 The available population data makes the relative lack of information about the Black population from the relaciones geográficas seem even more astonishing.

There are few reliable numerical resources to find out what percentage of this population was free and what percentage enslaved. Scholars have long been aware that there were a number of methods by which enslaved people in Spanish America could gain their freedom. These ranged from manumission at the behest of an owner to self-purchase. Enslaved people who wished to purchase themselves might do so by borrowing money from an acquaintance or by saving their own earnings.28 Through the practice of jornal, owners leased the labor of those they owned to a workshop or sent them out to run small businesses (such as fruit stands in the market), dividing the earnings between the two. This contributed to what Michelle McKinley has termed “fractional freedom.” Enslaved people who had been freed at the baptismal font as babies, and yet had lived under their former owner’s roof their entire lives and performed the same kind of labor as if they had never been freed, were vulnerable to the charge that they were not free. Their lifestyles, working conditions, and habits could be used as evidence for their continued enslavement.29 On the other hand, enslaved people who worked under the jornal system sometimes used their earnings to live entirely on their own, occasionally giving neighbors and acquaintances the impression that they were free.30 Slavery and freedom were not a binary, but rather a spectrum, making reliable demographic information about the enslavement of Peru’s Black population even more difficult to gather.Page 366 →



Remaking an African Diasporic Identity in the Americas

Though there is a robust historiography about West and West-Central Africa in this period, a scholar seeking information about the specific West or West-Central African culture from which an individual person in Lima was abducted will often find it difficult to acquire. When Spaniards purchased people from the boats that carried them across the ocean, they came labeled with ethnonyms called “naciones,” such as caboverde (corresponding to the Cape Verde Islands and also modern-day Senegambia, Guinea-Bissau, and Sierra Leone) or angola (the Angolan coast). Rather than reproducing African ideas about belonging or place of origin, these characterizations were invented by Spaniards to designate the African ports from where individuals were shipped.31 Scholars have only recently begun the difficult work of trying to make connections between the naciones in Spanish American territories and Atlantic African cultural and social practices.32 Just as they desired to collect ethnographic data about Indigenous peoples through the relaciones geográficas, Spaniards found it useful to keep track of these ports of origin so that they could identify patterns in the behavior and capabilities of those they enslaved. The major difference was that instead of facilitating “good governance” of these populations, this information was used to select which regions should be prioritized for abduction, transportation, and purchase. For instance, in 1526 Charles V banned the passage (and, by default, the purchase) of people from the nación known to Spaniards as gelofe or jolufo (roughly corresponding to today’s Wolofs of Senegal) because they had a reputation for being rebellious and were associated with Islam.33 This was similar to the technique used to keep people in the Iberian Peninsula deemed undesirable (such as heretics, Jews, Muslims, or those descended from them) from reaching the Americas: they were denied licenses to travel.34 These ethnonyms could also designate a desirable group: for example, those known to be of nación guinea were widely acknowledged as good-tempered, inclined toward conversion to Christianity, physically strong, and loyal.35 Accordingly, they fetched higher prices.

This knowledge about the characteristics of the naciones was not garnered with the same kind of ethnographic attention or care as the Page 367 →relaciones geográficas. Those who tried to collect more information about the culture and language of newly enslaved people tended to be priests who were designing programs to facilitate their conversion to Christianity. Far fewer of these missionary efforts existed for the Black population than for the Indigenous population.36 Along the Pacific Andean coast, the priests who embarked on this endeavor tended to be Jesuits. As Larissa Brewer-García has written, the missionaries “perceived the Black men and women arriving in the New World as displaced and dispossessed individuals, not members of coherent communities that persisted in meaningful ways in the New World.”37 Their effort seemed daunting because the enslaved people they were trying to convert came from so many different backgrounds and spoke so many different languages. Rather than make a concerted effort to learn any African language, missionaries generally responded to the multilingual quality of the African diaspora by using Black interpreters (some enslaved, some free) to help them spread the Gospel.38

Yet nación labels also had utility beyond that which Spaniards assigned to them. Both enslaved and (more rarely) free people classified in this way often adopted these labels and gave them significance, referring to lay confraternities and other networks and associations by nación labels.39 Individuals could turn the positive reputation of their assigned nación into an asset, as did Francisco Bioho, a free negro militiaman from Lima who in the 1650s successfully petitioned the king and the Council of the Indies for a monetary reward and promotion for his heroic military service. He wrote that he was born in Guinea and “naturalized” (naturaliçado) at the age of ten in the city of Lima. In his petition he told a tale of extraordinary bravery, explaining that he had risked his life to row for fifteen days to bring word of a Dutch attack on Chile to the viceroy in Lima. His information saved the lives of hundreds of Spanish settlers in Chile, along with their goods and cattle. He portrayed this act as typical of his nación: “The negros of Guinea, although they are humble and poor, have always come to the royal service of Your Majesty with much force when enemies came, and risked their lives. They are those who have taken the heaviest load of work onto their person, as much on sea as on land.”40 In Bioho’s framing, the negros “of Guinea” were the superlative loyal Spanish vassals, their essential Spanishness existing in tandem Page 368 →with their origin in West Africa. Beyond directly instrumental uses, these diasporic designations often took on new meanings in the new context. For instance, in the early seventeenth century, one Black confraternity in Lima, Nuestra Señora de la Antigua, developed a conflict between “criollos from Lima” (Black people born in Lima) and “criollos from Caboverde” (people born in the Americas who felt some connection to the Guinea coastal region and Cape Verde). These were two new ethnicities created in Lima itself that could not be boiled down to a simple, direct association between the group and a specific African port of origin.41

Not every person of African ancestry found the nación labels useful. Many, though certainly not all, strongly associated the naciones with a condition of enslavement and discarded nación when they were free.42 Those born into slavery in the Americas did not always adopt the nación labels of their ancestors either. They tended to use colonial terminology such as negro, moreno, mulato, and pardo to describe themselves. In a context in which their African cultural or historical roots were considered neither interesting nor valuable, as the case study about the 1631 festival performance of the mulatos of Lima will show, members of the African diaspora began to imbue these new colonial labels with meanings and implications that colonial officials perhaps did not intend, making a case for their part in the colonization of the Americas and their Spanish identity.



The New Trojans

In 1631, the official chronicler of Lima, Juan Antonio Suardo, wrote that after word of the Infante Baltasar Carlos’s birth reached the city, the main square became a stage on which various colonial institutions, such as craft guilds, the University of San Marcos, and religious confraternities organized festivities. Other groups put on beautiful and impressive displays, but the performance of the mulatos took place over four days and was the most logistically complex and extravagant. The city’s mulatos transformed the Plaza Mayor into the city of Troy, complete with life-size buildings, actors on horseback playing Greek, Trojan, and Amazon armies, and a massive, hollow wooden horse.

Classical referents like these were common touchstones across Spanish America. Spanish colonizers made both rhetorical and visual Page 369 →use of ancient Greece and Rome to maintain their cultural and intellectual connections to Mediterranean civilizations and to frame the history and culture of the new places and peoples they encountered.43 In the replies to the relaciones geográficas, observers used the classics to try to make sense of aspects of the world around them that felt slippery and elusive. In the 1580 relación for Amoltepec (in what is now Oaxaca, Mexico), the respondent wrote that in a niche in the mountains around the town were carved three hands alongside “four or five letters that look Greek.” He explained that “the naturales say that in old times, a man passed that way, and he preached to them and left those signals there, but they don’t know how to explain what he told them.”44 “Greek” letters stood in to show the antiquity and importance of an old story that otherwise felt both unknown and unknowable. Native peoples, too, used classical referents to show that their histories had universal relevance.45 Yet less scholarly attention has been paid to the Black classical tradition in Spanish America. The mulatos’ Trojan performance has appeared in scholarly literature as proof of Black participation in Lima’s “lettered city” and as a way to show that mulatos were a corporate body that sought affirmation from colonial authority.46 One aspect that remains largely unexplored is the broader implication inherent in claiming the classical tradition for a group of descendants of Africans. By doing so, they not only honored the Habsburg rulers, who claimed descent from the Trojan prince Aeneas. They also made a case for themselves as heirs to the classical tradition, as Spaniards and as colonizers. The growing historiography of the African diaspora in colonial Spanish America has shown in recent decades how Black people participated actively in the early colonization and settlement of the Americas and gained social recognition and mobility. Particular attention has been paid to New Spain (now Mexico) and to the Caribbean islands.47 The Trojan cycle, as told by the mulatos, shows not only that the Andes were also part of this process, but that Black people living on the Andean coast were collectively aware of the importance of their role as settlers and used the story of the Trojan cycle in order to cement this.

The mulato organizers and actors were representing themselves as a corporate body with shared social and political interests. Some contemporary documents, such as the poem celebrating the festival penned Page 370 →by Rodrigo Carvajal y Robles, describe the group as a gremio or guild, while others, such as the official chronicler Suardo, called them a nación or nation. In 1627, this corporate body had collectively petitioned the Council of the Indies before to request the abolition of the tribute that free descendants of Africans were expected to pay, a request that would be granted in December of 1631, eleven months after the festival took place.48 Many of the participants were wealthy free people, and no source states definitively whether enslaved mulatos participated in the display or not. However, there is little reason to assume that they might have been excluded. Enslaved people were certainly welcome in the religious confraternities that had almost certainly helped to organize the festivities. Many of them would have had some small amount of money to contribute from their jornales, and their presence would have lent strength in numbers to the awe-inspiring spectacle.

The mulatos began their display on the third of February, 1631, by sending out a chariot decorated with precious metals and stones, which bore a portrait of the king.49 It was escorted by two guards and the four mulatos in charge of organizing the festival. After the king’s portrait was put in place, mulato actors then performed the cycle of Troy in full over the course of four days (continuing on the fourth, fifth, and seventh of February, according to Suardo). A mulato and mulata portraying Paris and Helen entered in their “ship” (almost certainly a chariot designed to look like a ship, complete with a sail).50 The ship moved toward the stage set of Troy to greet a group of actors playing the Trojan king Priam, his queen Hecuba, Paris’s royal siblings (including Prince Hector, the heir), and other Trojans. The Greek hero Odysseus, with black and gold arms, entered the plaza with a group of Greek soldiers to demand the return of Helen, to which Priam and Paris’s brothers responded, “War! War!”51 The mulato actors jousted to represent the most important battles of the Trojan epic. Prince Hector rode out from Troy, jousting with Greek heroes Achilles and Menelaus in turn. An Amazon arrived to announce Penthesilea, Queen of the Amazons, and her coterie, who intended to ally with Troy to drive the Greeks out. Penthesilea and Achilles jousted, followed by Pyrrhus and Hector. Finally, the enormous Trojan horse, with Greeks hidden inside it, entered the square.52 Just as in the cycle, the Trojans took the horse within their walls, and the hidden enemies Page 371 →spilled out into the city.53 The “Greek” actors burned the stage set of Troy with real fire and gunpowder.54 When the city was finally destroyed, the Trojans were paraded out in front of the Greeks as “conquered people.”55

Actors in the tableau wore bright and brilliant colors, including blue, silver, gold, purple, red, and green. Penthesilea and her “brilliant squadron” of Amazons, for instance, wore armor decorated with roses enameled with mother-of-pearl. They wore masks embroidered with gold thread over their faces.56 Odysseus wore black-and-gold armor.57 Hector was described as “seeming like a lion” in gold armor; Achilles faced off against him wearing green, gold, and silver.58 Trojan heroes Antenor and Aeneas, entering the fray together and dressed alike, wore crimson (carmesí), silver, green, gold, blue, and purple.59 This helped the audiences distinguish the figures from each other. It also allowed the mulatos to display wealth and visually claim Spanishness. Descendants of Africans were not technically allowed to wear certain colors and fabrics.60 In January of 1554, Philip II issued a sumptuary law banning all negros, mulatos, negras, and mulatas in Lima, regardless of slave or free status, from wearing gold jewelry, silk, pearls, or clothing of the color grana (a name for crimson used interchangeably with carmesí, made with the dye from the cochineal beetle). The king explained that he was concerned that negros and mulatos were driving up prices for luxury goods with their appetites and that they robbed their owners and other well-to-do limeños (residents of Lima) to get the money to dress themselves in this fashion. This prohibition was reiterated several times throughout the seventeenth century.61 Lima’s viceroy and city council would continue to try to legally regulate the wardrobes of people of African descent throughout the seventeenth century. Though criminal records indicating that anyone was accused of, or punished for, violating these laws in Lima’s courts have not survived, it is clear from Suardo’s chronicle that in 1629, Lima’s viceroy, Luis Jerónimo de Cabrera, the Count of Chinchón, chastised and fined two mulatas fifty pesos each for wearing expensive blue silk skirts and gold-decorated gloves.62 The repetition of the prohibition suggests that some elite limeños perceived this as an intractable social problem. It is possible that negro and mulato limeños faced social repercussions and discrimination for dressing as they chose even if they were not reprimanded with the full force of the law.Page 372 →

However, these rules were constantly being broken. One contemporary chronicler wrote that the colorful clothing of the “lower orders” made it difficult to tell them apart from nobles.63 Evidence from seventeenth-century wills left by negros and mulatos reinforces this idea. In her 1614 will, a mulata named Antonia de Lezaña itemized her most precious belongings, including a christening gown (faldellín) decorated with gold and silver braid.64 Juana Barba, who identified herself as a morena and composed her will in 1651, left two pearl necklaces to her sister. She also listed among her goods an overskirt (basquiña) made of silk with gold decoration.65 These laws aimed at restricting finery discouraged neither free mulatos and negros, such as the members of the guild, nor enslaved people and their owners (who dressed their slaves in finery as a way to convey their own high status). Everyone understood the powerful messages of social status that clothing could send.66 Sumptuary laws, therefore, were designed to make individuals appear as their ethno-racial labels. The theater of the festival was one of many ways to resist this imposed taxonomy. As Joanne Rappaport has explained, in colonial Latin America “clothing had a ‘transnaturing power’ that did not just reflect identity but helped constitute it.”67 The mulatos’ use of colorful clothing in their play was a stand in their fight to be seen and recognized as fully Spaniards with all the privileges implied, including that of choice in dress.

The mulatos’ choice to stage the battles by jousting was also a strategic method of resisting the top-down impositions of colonial ethno-racial labels, making claims to Spanishness and even to nobility. The actors rode into the square on horseback and tilted with lances. The same classes of laws and decrees that prohibited negros and mulatos from taking up arms and from wearing particular types of clothing also forbade them from riding horses. In 1592, the viceroy of Peru declared that negros and mulatos in the city of Lima would not be allowed to ride on horses or mules, because onlookers could not know simply from observing whether or not they were runaway slaves (cimarrones) or robbers. If they were caught riding a horse or mule, especially after dark, the animal would be confiscated and they would be punished.68 This same decree specifically prohibited negros and mulatos from bearing lances. The lance appeared to be of particular concern because it was listed first among the outlawed arms, before swords, daggers, and knives. One can understand why Lima’s Page 373 →political authorities would try to control negros and mulatos by banning them from riding horses and mules. This restricted their speed and the distance they could cover as well as denying them a major visual symbol of Spanish honor, the warrior on horseback.

Yet the choice to ban lances seems at first peculiar. The lance (lanza) was a long polearm used by cavalry, as opposed to the pike (pica), a foot-soldier’s spear. The 1592 order specifically banned the lanza and did not mention the pica or any other style of polearm that could have been used by a foot-soldier. When this decree was made, no one had used lances for mounted combat in decades, as the wheel-lock pistol began to supplant them early in the sixteenth century; pikes, on the other hand, remained popular throughout the seventeenth century.69 By 1605 Miguel de Cervantes would caricature the figure of the errant knight tilting at windmills with his Don Quixote. The viceroy who made the decree, García Hurtado de Mendoza, the fifth Marquis of Cañete, was a man of extensive military experience, and would certainly have known this. However, the lance would persist through the early modern period as part of a tradition of mock warfare.70 While across Spanish society, members of all classes were expected to fight, armed mock combat on horseback with lance was meant to remain the province of the few, a show of superior horsemanship, martial skill, and high status.71 Given this context, the Marquis of Cañete’s choice to ban the city’s negro and mulato population from riding a horse and wielding the lance makes much more sense. The decree not only prohibited the use of conventional weaponry but also restricted access to symbols of Spanish martial nobility. Therefore, acting as Trojans allowed the mulatos to make the case that they were Spanish warrior-colonizers. It surely also served as a reminder that descendants of Africans had landed in Peru with Pizarro, and they continued to defend the city from Dutch and English invaders with their renowned militia companies.72

The reenactment of Troy as portrayed by the mulatos included high officials in the Spanish court, including the duke of Osuna, the count of Benavente, the duke of Feria, the duke of Escalona, the admiral of Castile, and even the royal favorite (valido) the Count Duke of Olivares.73 It is not clear how this group became familiar with these personalities; perhaps this was common knowledge in the viceregal city or perhaps one or more Page 374 →well-off members of the guild had court connections. Adopting the disguise of the highest court officials on stage was an escalation of a tactic of claiming Spanishness that the mulatos used daily. Using mulato actors to play the highest officeholders in the kingdom was also a method of visually claiming Spanish imperial power for their own. It was a privilege they showed they had earned by their loyal service to the Crown and their participation in the colonization of the Americas. By representing the powerful aristocrats at a festival in honor of the birth of the prince, the mulatos showed that they themselves could achieve Spanishness visually.



Why Choose Troy?

By selecting the story of Troy for their performance, the mulatos displayed a high level of cultural literacy and awareness of what classical myths held the most meaning for the ruling Habsburg dynasty. Via the Aeneid, which established the fleeing Trojan hero Aeneas as the progenitor of the kings of Rome, Virgil linked Roman history to the Trojan cycle, thus establishing Roman dominance as continuous with earlier Hellenic hegemony. From the thirteenth-century Castilian king Alfonso the Wise onward, monarchs on the Iberian Peninsula understood the story of Troy as the first link in a chain of power passed from the Greeks and Trojans to medieval Christian emperors to themselves.74 Moreover, the Habsburgs believed themselves to have a claim on the legacy of Troy through not only their Spanish, but also their Austrian heritage. Their progenitor Maximilian I, Emperor of Austria and Holy Roman Emperor, not only claimed descent from Aeneas but also believed that through his marriage to Mary of Burgundy (and therefore control of much of France) he had achieved the status of “Last World Emperor,” and his grandson Charles V, who united the power of Spain and the New World with the title Holy Roman Emperor, also took on that status and passed it down to his Spanish Habsburg descendants.75 The Spanish Habsburgs held that they were heirs to the classical empires not only through ancestry but through prophecy and right of conquest. By representing the mythic ancestors of the Habsburg line, the mulato actors, too, made a claim on their share of that legacy. They established themselves as heirs to Greece and Rome and wrote themselves into the legend of the empire’s founding and its spread. They made a claim to shared Page 375 →ancestry. They also reminded the audience that they were denizens of the so-called “Old World” and destabilized the notion that a Spaniard could only look one way and originate from one place.

There were other reasons why the group might have chosen to tell the story of Troy. There is a fragile thread of evidence that the mulatos may also have been trying to make a statement about their African origins. First, they were likely aware that slave owners across the Atlantic world found it amusing to juxtapose “base” Africanness against the “civilized” classical world. Nicolaus Clenardus, a Flemish humanist who taught in Spain in the early decades of the sixteenth century, purchased three young Black boys, to whom he gave excruciatingly demeaning Latin names: Carbo, Dento, and Nigrinus (Coal, Toothy, and Blacky). He called them “my monkeys,” and explained that he taught the three Latin because he thought it was amusing to order them about in the language.76 English slave owners thought themselves witty when they gave those they owned names such as Dido and Hercules.77 The classicist Margaret Williamson has said, “no-one has ever used the proliferation of classical names in the Caribbean to argue that ‘old Rome’ lives on there. The classical names . . . connoted servile or inferior status at least as much as Roman grandeur.”78 Yet the mulatos of Lima were making precisely that point: old Rome lived on in Lima specifically through their performance and their presence. Their Trojan cycle did not comically juxtapose their African ancestry against classical myth. They took themselves and the cycle seriously, making a cogent political statement.

As well, the women who played Penthesilea and her Amazons rode in wearing black masks with gold thread. These masks are not described beyond their color and adornment. Wearing masks in these festivals could be a trope and symbol of African origins. The masks sometimes (though not always) took forms that audiences identified and described, if imprecisely (or even inaccurately), as “African.”79 There is at least one classical source, Diodorus Siculus, who wrote that the origin of the Amazons was in Libya and they then migrated to Asia Minor, conquering kingdoms of men all along the way.80 One could argue that there is no reason to assume the mulatos were familiar with Diodorus. However, given the cosmopolitan knowledge they displayed at this festival, from the Trojan cycle to the inner workings of the court in Madrid, it is not impossible Page 376 →that they would be aware of the association between the Amazons and Africa. Perhaps these masks were meant to mark the Amazons as a dangerous other, just as classical sources tend to portray them; perhaps they were a celebration of an African contribution to ancient myth; perhaps the mulatos intended these signifiers to be ambivalent. With their portrayal, the mulatos made an implicit claim for the universal relevance of their history.

Moreover, the story of Troy is a tale of betrayal, a story of the violent dispersal of a diaspora. In the telling of the Trojan cycle the audience is expected to sympathize with both victors and vanquished and to witness the shattering of families and the destruction of homes. If all the mulatos wanted to do was to demonstrate their fidelity to their Trojan-descendant monarch and to showcase their classical knowledge, they could have done so via a parade, tableau, or shorter mock battle. Most festival stagings by a single group in the Iberian Atlantic world did not last longer than a day or even a few hours. To achieve those ends, the mulatos did not need to hold a wildly expensive four-day extravaganza involving full-scale wooden houses and fireworks and a hollow horse large enough to hide people inside. Mere spectacle and attention-grabbing may have sufficed as the reason, but it is also possible that the mulatos were insistent on telling the whole story chronologically, with its moments of protagonism for each side and its catastrophic defeat of one by the other, for another purpose: condemnation of the slave trade. When the city was finally destroyed, Suardo reported that the Greeks paraded the Trojans as “conquered people.”81 Carvajal y Robles confirmed: “the Greeks took away all the imprisoned people who survived the knife and the fire.”82 Both Spanish observers say this, and there is no obvious reason why they both would have inserted it into the narrative if it were not true. This is not an element of the Trojan story that appears in either the Homeric or Virgilian versions of the tale nor in the popular versions of the story that circulated widely in the Spanish empire in this historical moment.83 In all these versions of the tale, the end of the siege of Troy is wholesale slaughter, with (in some versions) the capture of select royal women for distribution among the victors.

Yet horrifying parades of imprisoned, conquered people were a familiar sight in the African diaspora, whether forced onto ships on one side Page 377 →of the Atlantic or onto auction platforms on the other. Groups of mulatos in seventeenth-century Lima were consciously aware that this applied to their predecessors and spoke out against it. In one 1681 petition to the king and the Council of the Indies by a group of enslaved pardos, the group denounced the fact that “their grandparents from Guinea were taken by the English and Portuguese with trickery.”84 Though some mulatos with means owned people themselves (almost certainly including some of the performers at the festival), this need not have indicated complete ideological acceptance of the slave trade.85 Put differently, even mulatos who owned other human beings might still have been indignant about the enslavement of their own ancestors. At least some members of the gremio may have understood this parade of conquered Trojans as a commentary against the circumstances of their ancestors’ forced migration to another place. More subtly, they may have been making a statement that in Lima, a city composed of at least half descendants of Africans, they themselves had risen from the ashes and founded a new Rome.



The Absence of Curiosity about the African Diaspora

The mulatos’ Trojan performance had the potential to establish them as founders of a new Rome in Lima and as heirs to the classical tradition. Juan Antonio Suardo gave the festival very high praise in his report about it, which would be sent to the king and the Council of the Indies. He called the Trojan cycle “the best festivities that have ever taken place in the kingdom,” and estimated that the mulatos spent over 15,000 patacones (a coin equivalent to a peso), an enormous sum.86 Though such hyperbolic praise of festival displays was not out of the ordinary for the diarists who chronicled Lima during the seventeenth century, Suardo, whose habit was to write only a few lines for each entry in his chronicle, also spent several pages describing the mulatos’ display, much longer than descriptions of any other event at the festival and also longer than most other events he recorded in his many years as chronicler.87 According to him, this was something truly special, and not just because it surprised him to see mulatos in particular entertain on such a scale. The absence of curiosity about the African diaspora in the Americas in the relaciones geográficas Page 378 →seemed to associate it in the known universe of the Old World, alongside Iberians in the Americas. Black people living on the Andean coast did not hesitate to take advantage of that opening to make a case for themselves as settlers of the region. They wanted to be seen and known. They used written language and visual symbols to solidify this claim, in individual petitions and in corporate form in public festivals, in everyday life and on special occasions. They sent a clear, loud, vibrant message to the king and the Council of the Indies that they could not be ignored or left out of the political history of the region.
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Chapter Fourteen Religions and the Landscape of Faiths in Imperial Chinese Gazetteers1

By ZHANG Xianqing


For late imperial China, the difangzhi, or local gazetteers, are one of the chief documentary genres that paint a picture of life in a local society. More than a cultural or a scholarly enterprise, the compilation of local gazetteers during the Ming and Qing period was a political act, one that was highly controlled by imperial authorities. The timing of the compilation, the selection of editors, and the editorial choices regarding the knowledge categories to be included, as well as the process of gathering and editing of materials, were all loaded with political agendas, undergirded by what we may call a “politics of writing.” The political nature of gazetteer compilation is particularly obvious regarding controversial subjects in traditional China, such as religion.


Defining the “Other”: The Boundary between the “Inner” and the “Outer”

The religious landscape of late imperial China was diversified and hierarchical.2 Following Confucian ideology, the traditional religious territory Page 385 →of China can be described through three concentric circles. The core circle is formed of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. The second circle comprises deified historical or mythological figures that the state had sanctified as legitimate for worship (zhengsi 正祀); these include the Sea Goddess (Tianhou 天后), the Lord Guan (Guandi 關帝), and the City God (Chenghuang 城隍).3 The outermost circle includes the popular religions. Many of them did not enjoy state recognition. Some were even condemned as heterodox teachings (xiejiao 邪教) or licentious sacrifices (yinsi 淫祀). These loosely organized, syncretic, grassroot religious groups are generally referred to in elite documents as dangerous heresy. Among them, the most well-known is the White Lotus teachings (Bailianjiao 白蓮教), a derogatory umbrella term denoting their rebellious potential and perceived threat to the social order.4 This officially sanctioned and legally regulated religious diversity fundamentally differs from the Spanish empire, where Christianity under the papacy in Rome was the sole orthodox religion. However, the continued presence of Jewish, Muslim, and different denominations of Christian thought complicates that model.

This hierarchical order was dominated by Confucianism, which enjoyed unchallenged centrality. The Confucian elite monopolized the empire’s officialdom, defined the state orthodoxy, and thus determined the fate of other religions in the empire. They exerted this power by editing the imperial Sacrificial Canon (Sidian 祀典), which regulated all kinds of imperial sacrificial activities, including sacred objects, while listing the religions to receive state patronage and defining the sacrificial rituals to be performed. Confucianism was, therefore, the chief standardizing force over the religious and spiritual world of late imperial China. Its influence permeated every aspect of social life, through the imperial examination (which selected the imperial elite by their mastery of the Confucian canons), the learning and daily practicing of etiquette, and the ordering of public architectural space. In this context, the other two major institutionalized religions, Buddhism and Taoism, could only cooperate with the imperial state and its Confucian elite, seeking the state’s recognition and developing within the limits of the Sacrificial Canon. During the late imperial period, as the ideology and the sacrificial rituals surrounding the sacred played an increasingly important role in the political and social life of the empire, the Sacrificial Canon, a textual manifestation Page 386 →of power, became a crucial tool for the state to discipline the religious world.5 Through periodical amendments of the Canon, the state could decide to admit or to reject a religious belief that had newly emerged in its local society, so as to govern the society through its power over the sacred world. Indeed, the Sea Goddess and the Lord Guan, who started off as local popular deities, after accumulating titles from emperors over several centuries, were finally included in the imperial Sacrificial Canon and became objects of empire-wide worship.

The Confucian literati, holders of the power to write gazetteers, had an ambivalent attitude towards this myriad of local religions. On the one hand, they admitted the usefulness of religions in regulating the moral life of the population, regarding them as an effective means to reinforce social cohesion, thus tolerating their existence. Yet, on the other hand, they also saw popular religious zeal as a threat to state rule. In particular, they feared that religions, by exalting the compensation of the afterlife, would lead believers away from worldly productive activities. As the 1805 Lin’an Prefecture Gazetteer 临安府志 puts it: the “lazy populace (duomin 惰民)”, who “adhere to the erroneous teachings of Buddhists, Taoists, Catholics, Muslims and the likes, do not plow or weave, feeding only on [other] people,” draining away the wealth of the society.6

This ambivalence is translated by gazetteer writers into a threefold editorial practice. First, as the state orthodoxy, Confucian teaching and its architectural embodiments enjoy a singularly privileged place in the gazetteer structure, distinct from Buddhist or Taoist buildings. The 1637 Wucheng County Gazetteer 烏程縣志 (Zhejiang) recommends clearly in its Principles of Compilation (fanli 凡例): “The Confucian Temples and the Temple of the City God shall not be amalgamated with (other) shrines and altars.”7 Second, officially recognized forms of non-Confucian cults were also recorded by gazetteers under the separate heading of “Temples and Shrines (simiao gongguan 寺廟宮觀).” As for the heterodox religions or “licentious sacrifices,” they are excluded from the gazetteer structure as a category of legitimate knowledge about the local society; yet their presence may still be reflected obliquely, as the gazetteer text condemned their vicious influence or spoke of official efforts to suppress them.

We may see here a division of society into the “inner” and the “outer” spheres by the yardstick of Confucian values. This division was made particularly clear in the 1673 Xiangshan County Gazetteer 香山縣志. Page 387 →The gazetteer contains a section entitled “outer gazetteer (waizhi 外志),” which is further divided into subsections on Macao Barbarians (aoyi 澳彛), omens (xiangyi 祥異), temples (siguan 寺觀), immortals (xianshi 仙釋), wondrous skills (yishu 藝朮), the rumor (shuwen 述聞), etc. The editors explicated the raison d’être of this section:


What is the raison d’être of the outer gazetteer? It is devoted to things that do not belong to the inner sphere, and it also refers to things that extend from the inner sphere. In terms of things not belonging to the inner sphere, we enumerate the Macao barbarians, the omens, the temples, the wondrous skills, and rumors. In terms of things that extend from inner sphere, the Macao barbarians section is an extension of the sections on the locale’s territory and households; the Omen section is an extension of the section on heavenly inscription and field allocation, the Temple section is an extension of the section on government buildings and Confucian schools, the Immortals section is an extension of the section on virtuous and outstanding men, the Wondrous skills section is an extension of those on brilliant literati or righteous and courageous acts, and the Rumor section is an extension of the section on arts and literature. By doing so, [we abide by] the principle of attracting and supporting men from afar: hence the spirit of reverential fear, self-perfection and mutual aid can be born, the teaching of the Divine Way can be established, the evils of greed and rebellion can be eradicated, and the devious or petty knowledge can be extinguished. Through them, readers may reflect on what they notice, what they see, what they hear and overhear, contributing to the administration and the teaching and the mores [of the locality]. How would one say that the outer is irrelevant to the governance of the inner sphere?

序目外志者何為，其非內也而外之，亦謂其由內而之焉者也。為其 非內也而外之，於是乎有澳彛，有祥異，有寺觀，有仙釋，有藝朮， 有述聞，若是者舉非內也，謂其由內而之焉，則澳彛者由疆域戶口而之焉者也，詳異者由天文分野而之焉者也，寺觀者由公署學校而之焉者也，仙釋者由名厓名賢者之焉，藝朮者由高士義勇而之焉。述聞者由藝文而之焉者也。是蓋招攜懷遠之道，於是乎出祇畏修捄之心， 於是乎生神道設教，於是乎興貪媱賊殺，於是乎息曲學小枝。可以觀所用心，所見，所聞，所傅聞，可以助流政教，又安見外焉者之遂無闗於內治也哉。8


Page 388 →In this short text, we see a demarcation between the “inner” and the “outer” spheres in the gazetteers of the imperial era, which also marks the boundary between the Self and the Other. To a certain extent, the Confucian teaching was founded on such a duality: seeing the world as divided into the Confucian and the non-Confucian realms. The former was regulated by the Confucian teaching and characterized by the socio-political order it dictates. The latter comprised everything that stood against the Confucian worldview, including the Buddhists, the Taoists, and all popular religions. This explains why the Xiangshan Gazetteer editors classified the “omens, temples, immortals” into the “outer” sphere, in the same way as the Portuguese of Macao. Yet this “outer” sphere was further divided into the legitimate (zheng 正) and the heterodox (xie 邪). Buddhism and Taoism, as well as a certain number of popular religions officially listed as legitimate cults under state patronage, were integrated into the imperial political order and its art of governance: they belong to the realm of the zheng. Conversely, those without state patronage were de facto relegated to the category of the xie, which deserves to be suppressed.

This hierarchy between Confucian and non-Confucian, or between orthodoxy and heterodoxy, is also expressed through the ordering of materials inside particular sections of gazetteers. This is the case of the Infrastructure (jianzhi 建置) section, an important category dedicated to the public space of a locale. As an inclusive and malleable category, it records symbols of state governance, such as city walls, government offices, and public granaries, or bridges and fords maintained by public funds; it may also include the sacred spaces, such as Buddhist and Taoist temples, or other temples dedicated to deities under state patronage, including the City God, the Sea Goddess or Lord Guan. In doing so, compilers must follow a predefined order that reflects the Confucian idea of hierarchy between forms of faith. According to the editors of the 1687 Changshu County Gazetteer 常熟縣志 (Jiangnan), the Infrastructure section should abide by the following principle:


In older gazetteers, the schools, shrines and sacrificial buildings were recorded without a unified principle. Today, we start by recording the Temple of Confucius to show respect to the Master; we then move on to the [Confucian] academies as the regulator of culture, which shall be Page 389 →followed by the shrines dedicated to deceased worthies and famous ministers. [Other] altars, temples and shrines shall form their own category, never to be amalgamated with the sacrifices to the Sacred [i.e., Confucius] and the Worthies. This is to put the people before the gods of earth and grain, and to honor the Confucian Teaching as distinct from that of the Buddhists and the Taoists. However, as for those [temples and shrines] recorded by the older gazetteers or established in more recent times, we do not dare to omit them unless they pertain to the licentious sacrifices.

學校祠祀，舊志載例不一，今首文廟以尊先師，次書院以端文化。先賢名臣之歿而祭社者又次及之，若壇廟寺觀各為一類，不混入聖賢祀典中，所以先民人而后社稷，崇儒教而別二氏也。凡舊志所書及創興近代者，非屬淫祠不敢削焉。9


Such compilation principles make clear the hierarchy between Confucianism, which alone enjoyed the status of state orthodoxy in late imperial China, and other religions including Buddhism, Taoism, and popular cults. While reaffirming the dichotomy between the Confucian Self and other forms of non-Confucian faith, the gazetteer nevertheless preserved a space for the Other, unless it had been officially labeled heterodox.



Editorial Convention and Knowledge Classification

Among all the religions that appeared in imperial-era gazetteers, Catholicism, which was introduced into China at the end of the Ming dynasty, constitutes a particularly illuminating case. Spreading rapidly in urban as well as rural areas across China, it reached a peak of success in the early Qing period, becoming an integral part of the empire’s local society.10 How did gazetteers, as a major textual medium that presented an image of the empire at local level, engage with this new religion? Historians have long noticed the records concerning Catholicism in local gazetteers. Early-twentieth-century scholars, such as Chen Yuan and Fang Hao, have led the way; Chen Yuan located in the 1333 Zhenjiang Gazetteer 鎮江志 references to Christian (Catholic or Nestorian) activities during the Mongol Yuan dynasty, designated by the generic term of Page 390 →“yelikewen 也里可溫”.11 Yet they saw gazetteers as a means to factually reconstruct the historical presence of Christianity in China, without paying attention to the complexity of gazetteer-writing as a politicized process. We now turn to records on Catholicism in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century gazetteers to discuss the state’s discourses that undergird them. How was Christianity assimilated to, or distinguished from, other religions in the local landscape, including Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, popular religions under state patronage, and licentious sacrifices that were suppressed? And how did the imperial elite, through such a knowledge-making process, use gazetteers as an art of governance to regulate the tension between the state and the local society?

The compilation of imperial-era gazetteers, as a highly politicized genre, was strictly regulated by an established set of principles. The editorial convention may be read as an arena of power. As the genre of gazetteer matured during the Ming-Qing period, its editorial convention also stabilized as an encyclopedic structure comprising all categories of knowledge relevant for imperial rule. “Religion,” as a matter of fact, was never a dedicated category in it. The word “religion (zongjiao 宗教)” was itself introduced from the West in the late nineteenth century, to be gradually adopted by modern-day gazetteer compilers.12 Before that, records about what we may term “religion” appeared under a variety of rubrics.

The first one is the Infrastructure section, which, as mentioned above, is dedicated to public buildings, including governmental offices, public granaries, Confucian schools, and other forms of sacred spaces. Buddhist temples, Taoist shrines, and temples of popular religions under state patronage may appear in the Infrastructure section or, alternatively, be regrouped under the separate rubric of Temples and Shrines. In either case, these religious buildings of state-sanctioned cults were considered as indispensable tools of imperial governance. The 1674 Zhao’an County Gazetteer 詔安縣志 (Fujian) argued in its Infrastructure section: “As for the temples and shrines, they are of pivotal importance to the teachings of the Divine Way as well as the sacrificial affairs. They must be enumerated, never to be forgotten.”13 Some gazetteer editors, noticing the apparition of Catholic churches in the local landscape, dutifully recorded them under the Infrastructure section amid other local shrines and temples.Page 391 →

The 1683 Capital Gazetteer (Jifu tongzhi 畿輔通志) made a fine description of the church of Beijing near the Xuanwu gate. The record tells us that the church was constructed by Li Madou (Matteo Ricci) from the Great West, who “sailed 90,000 li from Europe into China (自歐羅巴國航海九萬里入中國),” to whom the Wanli emperor bestowed a salary and a residence near which he subsequently built the church. The decoration was sumptuous but also bewildering, which the author attributed to the foreign aesthetics. The highlight of the interior was a painted portrait of Jesus on the altar. The author observed that Jesus appears to be over thirty years old, holding a celestial sphere in his left hand, and gesturing with his right hand as if he was about to make a speech: the life-like representation was “unmatched by any Chinese painting (中國畫績事所不及).” The author was clearly informed of basic tenets of Catholicism: he ends with an explanation that Jesus is the “name of the World Savior (捄世者)” or “Dousi (Deus) after He descended to Earth (尊主陡斯降生后之名也)”, whereas Dousi is the name of “the One who has no beginning nor end, and who created the Heaven, the Earth and the myriad things (陡斯，造天地萬物，無始終形).”14 A few other Kangxi-era gazetteers also offer more summary records of local churches under the Infrastructure rubric.

It was only after the Yongzheng period (1723–1735) that mentions of Catholic churches under the Infrastructure section significantly increased. The reason is that Catholicism was banned by the Yongzheng emperor in 1723: in this context, local governments confiscated church buildings and converted them to other forms of public space. Such records offer us glimpses into the local economic life and the financial situation of local governments. For instance, we learn from the Shangrao County Gazetteer 上饒縣志 (Jiangxi) that, due to funding shortage, the deputy county magistrate had no office of his own, but instead rented a private house from which to work. It was only in 1727, thanks to the ban of Catholicism, that he was able to requisition the church building and convert it into his office.15 The Yongzheng period also saw a significant number of Catholic churches converted into public granaries. The state-run “ever-normal granaries” (changping cang 常平倉), located at the prefecture and county seats across the empire, were a key element in the Qing imperial famine relief system that allowed officials to stabilize food price by selling the grain reserve in periods of scarcity.16 The Yongzheng Page 392 →emperor paid special attention to the granary system, ordering by edict a systematic construction and improved management of granaries on the local level, even making the granaries a criterion of evaluation for the local magistrates.17 In this context, it is unsurprising that local officials were eager to transform confiscated church buildings into public granaries and no less eager to record such acts in local gazetteers as a highlight of their tenure.

Beyond financial consideration, the conversion of churches into public buildings was also a culturally symbolic act that proclaimed the determination of the local authorities to suppress heterodoxy and to promote orthodoxy. Thus gazetteers also recorded scores of churches transformed into Confucian schools or commemorative shrines that celebrate Neo-Confucian values. For instance, the church of Nanping 南平 (Fujian), built in the mid-seventeenth century with the support of Tong Guoqi 佟國器 (dates unknown, fl. mid-seventeenth century), the governor of Fujian known for his sympathy towards Catholicism, was converted to a shrine of worthy Fujianese (Min xian ci 閩賢祠) in 1723, as soon as the ban was issued. According to the local gazetteer, it was to offer sacrifice to Neo-Confucian masters who hailed from or sojourned in the province. A Confucian school was also built near the shrine.18 Significantly, numerous Catholic churches were converted into shrines of chaste women. This was in keeping with the Neo-Confucian orthodoxy and its emphasis on female chastity. The Yongzheng emperor ordered by edict in the first year of his reign (1723) that shrines of chaste women be built in all localities and sacrifices be offered by local authorities twice every year.19 However, Catholicism had attracted a fair number of female converts in China, who were reviled for disregarding the Neo-Confucian ideal of female chastity by mixing with men during religious services.20 The conversion of Catholic churches into shrines of chaste women thus fulfilled a dual ideological goal: celebrating Neo-Confucian ideals of female virtue while chastising Catholicism for violating those very ideals.

In addition to these commemorative shrines for worthy men and virtuous women, gazetteers also tell us how some church buildings were converted into temples dedicated to deities under state patronage. Gazetteer records on these repurposed churches reflect to a certain extent the regional diversity of the Chinese religious landscape. The church of Page 393 →Qiongshan 瓊山 County on Hainan island was transformed into a temple of Lord Xu 許真君, a prominent deity of the Southern Chinese Taoist traditions; the church of Xiangfu 祥符 County (Henan) was transformed into the Shrine of General Liu the Fierce 劉猛將軍, widely worshipped in Northern China as the God-Protector against locusts.21 But more commonly, churches were repurposed into spaces of worship dedicated to deities of empire-wide standing who had been officially canonized and placed in the state pantheon. The Shanghai church was transformed into a temple of Lord Guan according to the 1750 Shanghai County Gazetteer 上海縣志.22 The Hangzhou church became a temple of the Sea Goddess. The provincial governor Li Wei 李衛, as the highest-ranking official personally involved in such initiatives, wrote a memoir on the event and had it engraved on a stele. This text was reproduced by the Zhejiang Provincial Gazetteer 浙江通志 and widely cited by numerous other gazetteers as a canonical case of governmental action against Catholicism and a shared memory of imperial officials.23 Interestingly, after the Opium War, as Christianity was legalized and Western missionaries returned to China, these records in local gazetteers were used by the Church as proofs of property to reclaim the confiscated land and buildings that once belonged to it, leading to much turmoil that lies beyond the purview of this paper.

The second gazetteer section in which Catholics appear frequently is the “Customs (fengsu 風俗).” The aim of the Customs section was not to only offer a description of local culture, but more importantly, to showcase official initiatives in reforming the ways and manners of the people. Therefore, the writing of this section was also a politically loaded act that participated in the art of governance. Early Qing gazetteers may take a neutral look at the Catholic population, placing it on par with other socio-professional groups. For instance, the 1715 Longxi County Gazetteer 龍溪縣志 (Fujian), in its Customs section, classified its population into nine groups: literati, farmers, artisans, merchants, clerks, soldiers, shamans, monks, and Catholics. It even includes a note that “The teaching of Catholicism originated from the Western Ocean. Recently it has been preached in China, and today there are temples in our county dedicated to it.”24 However, gazetteers recorded the presence of Catholics not merely to identify a specific social group; they also served as a political tool of local governance. After the 1723 ban of evangelization, negative Page 394 →citations of Catholicism in local gazetteers’ Customs section steadily increased, as an officially condemned heterodoxy jeopardizing the good social order. The Customs section of the 1751 Pi County Gazetteer 郫縣志 (Sichuan) includes a subsection on “Heterodox teachings” alongside “Lineages,” “Marriages,” “Funerals,” “Festivals,” “Fairs,” etc. Under this heading, the gazetteer made a lengthy condemnation of Catholicism as a devious religion “preached by the Westerners” and worshipping the portraits of the Lord of Heaven and the Holy Mother.25 The 1813 Shifang County Gazetteer 什邡縣志 (Sichuan) made a similar editorial choice. It first listed all legitimate religions in the “Temples and Shrines” section (juan 17); it is followed by the “Customs” section (juan 18), in which editors indicated that the county’s customs were analogous to those recorded by the prefecture gazetteer. Therefore, they shall make no comprehensive account of local customs, but only include two additional pieces: a description of the countryside ritual of oblation and the “multiple methods employed by the heterodox teaching of Catholicism to lure the people,” under the title of which the 1808 imperial edict restating the ban on Catholicism was reproduced in-extenso.26

The third major section in which information on Catholicism can be found is the biographical sections. Coming under various rubrics such as “Sojourners (liuyu 流寓),” “People (renwu 人物),” or “Officials’ Achievements (huanji 宦績),” they record important personalities and their oeuvres that marked the locale. Here the distinction between the “Inner” and the “Outer” is again at work from a local standpoint. Sections such as “Sojourners” have been created to record stories of famous personalities who have come to the locale from afar for various reasons. A small number of gazetteers, particularly in the Ming period, chose to classify the missionaries in this category. Under the Sojourners section, we find in the 1630 Songjiang Prefecture Gazetteer 松江府志, the Hangzhou Prefecture Gazetteer 杭州府志, and the Renhe County Gazetteer 仁和縣志 short biographies of the Jesuits Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) and Diego Pantoja (1571–1618). Both are described sympathetically as physiologically impressive foreigners who made a significant contribution to the empire by their skills in astronomy or firearms and who have been recognized as a member of the elite literati circle.27 As for literati who were closely involved with missionaries, local gazetteers sometimes evoke this Page 395 →in passing. The prominent late-Ming Catholic official Wang Zheng 王徵 (1457–1644) enjoys a mini-biography in the 1711 Shaanxi Provincial Gazetteer 陕西通志, which mentions that Wang was “versed in the Western Learning” and had “built a Catholic chapel to live in”;28 and the 1842 gazetteer of Wang’s hometown Jingyang 涇陽縣志 reverently listed his scholarship, specifying Wang’s self-designation as a “follower of the Nestorian teaching (jingjiao houxue 景教后學),” which, the gazetteer explains, is nothing else than the “Catholic teaching from Europe,” the worship of the sole true Creator of the world.29

However, gazetteers also record stories of officials who went out of their way to combat Catholicism. Notably, initiators of the first major anti-Catholic movement in 1616–1617 (known as the “Nanjing persecution”30) all enjoy a mini-biography in the gazetteer of their hometown, in which their action against Catholicism was celebrated. In the aforementioned 1637 Wucheng County Gazetteer, hometown of Shen Que 沈㴶 (?–1624), the leader of the movement, the anti-Catholic campaign was a highlight of his career: “during his tenure as the vice-minister of the Board of Rite, the Western Barbarian Matteo Ricci built a church for worshipping Heaven with a statue of the Lord of Heaven in it, agitating and seducing the foolish and the uneducated. His Excellence repeatedly memorialized the emperor, until [Ricci] was ordered to leave the country by edict. The very next year, the demonic White Lotus Sect stirred up a great rebellion in Shandong: all were finally convinced of His Excellence’s foresight.”31 Shen Que’s fellow anti-Catholic activist Yu Maozi 余懋孳 (1566–1617) was similarly praised by the gazetteer of his hometown for having “advocated the suppression of heterodoxy in his memorials, arguing that Matteo Ricci . . . should not be allowed to maraud inside of China.”32 Lesser literati may also see their anti-Catholic deeds celebrated. The Pingyang County Gazetteer praised a countryman Li Shengguang 李生光 for being a fervent Neo-Confucian: he illustrated himself not only by his stern loyalism to the Ming dynasty after the Manchu takeover in 1644, but also by his many anti-Catholic publications in the name of Confucian orthodoxy.33

Such biographical records multiplied after 1723, when Catholicism was banned, and officials responded massively to the imperial edict to suppress it. We thus read in the prefecture as well as county-level gazetteers Page 396 →of Jinan (Shandong) how a countryman Jiao Qinian 焦祈年 diligently performed his official duty as the Imperial Emissary for the Observation of Local Sentiments and Rectification of Mores (guanfeng zhengsu shi 觀風整俗使) in Guangdong, a post created in 1727 by the Yongzheng emperor to reinforce orthodoxy in a few coastal provinces where social instability was particularly rife:34 “The Westerners built Catholic churches where the foolish populace worshipped day and night: he expelled their chief preachers to Macao, and the mores of Guangdong returned to the right way.”35 Biographical records of this kind are particularly numerous concerning Neo-Confucian officials active in the coastal provinces of Fujian and Guangdong: they include Zhang Rulin 張汝霖, the sub-prefect of Macao, praised for having severely prohibited the practice of Catholicism among the region’s Chinese population in keeping with the new anti-Catholic edict issued by the Qianlong emperor in 1747;36 Chen Mao 陳昴 (fl. 1682–1717), the vice commander-in-chief (fu dutong 副都統) of Guangdong who, “as soon as he arrived in post, memorialized the throne to advocate a general suppression of the Catholic heterodoxy for seducing the foolish populace, and constituting a serious lurking danger.”37 One extraordinary case in this category is the mini-biography of a common woman named Lian Zhushi 連珠使 in the 1796 Funing Prefecture Gazetteer 福寧府志 (Fujian). After her husband accidentally died on the way to the imperial examination, she led an exemplary life as a Confucian widow, supporting her in-laws and raising her children by weaving cloth. Moreover, while “during the Kangxi era, country women followed massively the Western heterodox religion,” she refused the lure from her Catholic neighbors, earning herself a citation for moral uprightness from the prefecture magistrate, editor of the gazetteer.38

In addition, we should note a peculiar venue through which negative knowledge of Catholicism entered the gazetteers. Gazetteers often reproduced imperial edicts at their beginning, as well as other important official documents under the rubric of “Sacred Instructions (shengxun 聖訓),” in order to affirm their adherence to the empire’s law and ideology. They may thus include imperial edicts ordering the suppression of Catholicism, reissued multiple times by Yongzheng, Qianlong, and Jiaqing emperors. For instance, the 1723 edict by the Yongzheng emperor stated:


Page 397 →The [rebellions of the] White Lotus Sect and the Incense Smelling Sect are both past mistakes from which we must draw lessons. The worship of the Lord of Heaven by the Westerners are similarly unorthodox; the State only enlist their service due to their expertise in calendrical calculation. You shall not ignore this. Those who seduce the common people with heretical doctrines are not tolerated by the law, and those who practice the malicious arts of witchcraft shall duly receive punishments from the State. The court makes laws for no other purpose than to deter people from wrongdoings, to guide them towards the good, to obliterate the heterodoxy while honoring the orthodoxy, and to ward off danger while moving towards safety.

如白蓮、聞香等教，皆前車之鑒也。又如西洋教宗天主， 亦屬不經，因其人通曉曆數，故國家用之，爾等不可不知也。 夫左道惑眾，律所不宥，師巫邪朮，邦有常刑。朝廷立法之意， 無非禁民為非，導民為善，黜邪崇正，去危就安。


This discourse expressed the court’s will and Yongzheng’s general policy regarding Catholicism, therefore widely circulated and repeatedly reproduced by local gazetteers. These include the 1735 Shandong Provincial Gazetteer 山東通志, the 1731 Shucheng County Gazetteer (Anhui) 舒城縣志, the 1795 Kaihua County Gazetteer (Zhejiang) 開化縣志, or the 1842 Long’an Prefecture Gazetteer (Sichuan) 龍安府志, etc. The same is true for later imperial edicts on the subject, such as the 1816 Sichuan Provincial Gazetteer 四川通志, which reproduced the Qianlong emperor’s anti-Catholic edict, itself responding to an official crackdown on Catholic proselytism in Sichuan.



What Remains Invisible

From the above discussion, we see that during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, gazetteers as a textual medium played a significant role in recording local knowledge about Catholicism. The categorization of such knowledge was highly politicized; its status in the gazetteers evolved over time, with a watershed moment in 1723 when Catholicism was banned by the Yongzheng emperor. Before that, as its presence was tolerated by the court, particularly under the Kangxi emperor, gazetteer Page 398 →editors commonly approached it with a neutral, if not sympathetic, attitude. It was never considered as belonging to the Confucian “inner” sphere, but it was not rejected as a heterodoxy either. Rather, it was simply seen as one more element added to the landscape of faiths, after Buddhism, Taoism, and other popular religions. It was on the very margin of the realm of the legitimate (zheng) cults, nevertheless still part of it. We have seen how Kangxi-era gazetteers spoke serenely of the first Catholic church in their locale. These records in the Infrastructure section, or in the Temples and Shrines section that complements the latter, reflect the extent to which the presence of Catholicism was accepted by the local elite. One reason for this acceptance was the strategy adopted by the missionaries. Since their arrival in China in the late sixteenth century, Jesuit missionaries actively sought the sympathy of the Confucian elite, fashioning themselves as Western literati and arguing that Catholicism could “complement Confucianism and supplant Buddhism (bu ru yi fo 補儒易佛).”39 In the discourses developed by the missionaries and their Chinese collaborators, Catholicism and Western sciences became a brand new school of thought, called the “Western Learning (xixue 西學)” or the “Heavenly Learning (tianxue 天學).” Significantly, the 1683 Changshu County Gazetteer 常熟縣志 was one of those handful of Kangxi-era gazetteers that sympathetically noted the presence of a Catholic church, even creating the subheading of “Heavenly Learning” under the Temples and Shrines section. Changshu was indeed a center of Catholicism during the seventeenth century.40 The famous Flemish Jesuit François de Rougemont was active in the region for decades, making many converts among the local literati. The Changshu Gazetteer clearly spoke to this local knowledge of Catholicism. Before the new term of “religion” formally became a knowledge category of gazetteers in the late nineteenth century, it also shows us the agency of gazetteer editors to innovate within the imperial genre.

However, once Catholicism was later banned and labeled a heterodoxy, it became unequivocally an “Other” in the gazetteers. It was no longer an object of legitimate knowledge in its own right, but one to be mercilessly suppressed, together with other rebellious popular religions such as the White Lotus. In fact, an analogy between Catholicism and the White Lotus Sect emerged as early as the late Ming period among Page 399 →Confucian officials, who considered Catholicism a threat to the empire’s security, in addition a non-Chinese one. The discourse also appeared in gazetteers, such as the 1632 Ninghai County Gazetteer (Zhejiang) 寧海縣志, which singled out the White Lotus Sect and Catholicism for vitiating the local mores.41 But such an analogy was rare until the mid-eighteenth century. Its dramatic increase during the Qianlong and Jiaqing periods was partly related to the continued outbreak of rebellions inspired by millenarian popular religions in the second half of the eighteenth century, which shattered the imperial rule in many provinces.

Moreover, having become an underground religion after the 1724 prohibition, Catholics tended to assemble during the night for prayers and services. Such secretive practice aroused suspicion and further contributed to the analogy between Catholics and other secret societies. The argument made by the 1751 Pi County Gazetteer (Sichuan) is particularly noteworthy. As mentioned before, the magistrate-cum-editor made the original choice to single out “heterodox sects” as a subcategory of the Customs section. He started by speaking of a detestable “Higher Chariot Sect (shangsheng jiao上乘教)” that had spread from Yunnan Province to Pi County, causing much turmoil in the locale for two years. He then went on to deplore a comparable new evil, namely Catholicism, which had been introduced into China during the late Ming period and became endemic to the coastal provinces of Fujian and Guangdong. It had now penetrated into Sichuan despite the imperial ban: officials should redouble their vigilance to eradicate it.42

The Pi County magistrate Li Xin 李馨 was a native of Fu’an 福安 (Fujian), a center of Catholicism in China from the seventeenth century until today, and a particular focus of governmental anti-Catholic crackdowns in the 1740s.43 His heightened vigilance towards Catholicism may well result from his intimate and locally marked knowledge about it. Contemporaneous gazetteers from the Fu’an region are similarly vocal against Catholicism, reproducing, for example, the prefect’s communique enjoining local Catholics to denounce themselves to the authorities.44 This illustrates the compilation of gazetteers as a political process but also begs the question of the limits of gazetteers as a depot of knowledge about China’s local religions.Page 400 →



Conclusion: Imperial Texts, Art of Governance, and the Politics of Writing

Through the gazetteer records on local religions, we see how, as an imperial genre, gazetteers were crafted to serve the art of governance. The process of compilation, publication, and knowledge production reflects the interaction and collaboration between the state and the local society. From this point of view, gazetteers constituted a political and cultural bond. Their regular compilation reaffirmed the ties between the central court and the localities while effectively infusing imperial governance with Confucian ideals.

Gazetteer compilation at different administrative levels of imperial China also reveals the centralization of power by the state. For local officials, gathering and compiling local knowledge was a technical means to mobilize and control society, as well as a test of the state’s ability to rule. As discussed in this essay, the gazetteers’ changing discourses on Catholicism illustrate the power play in governance practices and the complex relationship between knowledge production and the “politics of writing” that undergird the local gazetteers as an imperial genre.

In short, as a textual embodiment of state power, local gazetteers demonstrate the imperial agenda to regulate the world of religions through writing. Therefore, contrary to the longstanding view that regards gazetteers as an encyclopedia of traditional Chinese society, we now see them as a contested arena between local vernacular order, literati writing practices, and political power—the tension between which undergirds the making of the gazetteers and of the local knowledge they were supposed to convey. In the case of Catholicism, we know that during the seventeenth and eighteenth century, Catholicism had spread to most parts of China through the efforts of both missionaries and Chinese Christians, becoming de facto a local religion in China. However, most gazetteers deliberately ignored its presence in the locale. The few gazetteers that took pains to record its presence mostly did so by applying the binary and judgmental Confucian framework of orthodoxy and heterodoxy, rarely reckoning with the colorful diversity of the local religious world, its meaning to the local people, and the place of Catholicism in it. We should be mindful of the extent to which local gazetteers and their writers occlude the rich Page 401 →lived experiences of Chinese Catholics—or followers of any other local religion. By attending to the complexity of local gazetteers, their compilation process, and their limitations in presenting “local” knowledge about local religions, we may better understand the significance of local gazetteers as a gateway into the cultural world of late imperial China.

(Translated from Chinese by WU Huiyi)
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Chapter Fifteen Slavery in Spanish America and Beyond

By Stuart M. MCMANUS



Varieties of “Slavery” in Early Modern China and Spanish America1

Looking out from Puebla in central Mexico in the mid-seventeenth century, the city’s learned bishop and former viceroy of New Spain, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza (1600–1659), noted that 1640 had been a difficult year for the early modern world’s foremost two empires.2 While the Great Ming faced internal division and the looming Manchu threat, the Habsburg’s Hispanic Monarchy was encountering challenges in both Catalonia and Portugal. Reflecting on these empire-shattering events, news of which had reached him through the globe-spanning information network created by Iberian imperial, trade, and missionary expansion, Palafox composed an account of the fall of the Ming regime, published as Historia de la Conquista de la China por el Tártaro (A History of the Conquest of China by the Tartars), that mixed contemporary Chinese history with reflections on imperial governance meant to be useful to his contemporaries.Page 404 →

So much is relatively well known. However, in addressing Palafox’s comparative imperial history few have paid attention to the transimperial connections that it highlights. Perhaps the most surprising of these was centered on the presence in Ming Guangdong of “black slaves of various origins” (negros esclavos de varias naçiones), most likely a mixture of African, Indian, and Southeast Asian slaves bought from local merchants in Mozambique, Nagapattinam, and Malacca and later transported to Macau from where they escaped. In other words, their presence was a product of the global reach of the Iberian slave trade, which connected markets in human beings from New Spain, the Atlantic Ocean, Indian Ocean, and South China Sea to Macau, as well as stretching across the Pacific from New Spain to the Philippines.3 Although Palafox neglects to mention it, this trade also went the other way, with Ming subjects frequently being sold to the Portuguese in Macau, and from there to India and beyond.4 In this way, the slave trade mirrored the better-known trades in silver and ceramics that spanned Eurasia and the Pacific Ocean.

Of course, despite being connected, the array of individual phenomena that historians lump together as the “slaveries” of early modern China and Spanish America were hardly identical in their legal-conceptual basis, economic underpinnings, or scale. The Castilian Spanish word esclavo used by Palafox belonged to a legal context tacitly inherited from the ancient Near East and Mediterranean, especially as codified in Roman law, where it replaced the original Latin term servus. While plantation slavery in Brazil and the Caribbean is the most famous example of the Roman law concept of “slavery” (servitus) in practice, recent scholarship has emphasized the widespread existence of different forms of slavery, beyond life-long agricultural servitude, that existed both before and after 1492, including urban slavery, enslaved miners, partial or limited-term slavery, and so forth.5 Slavery in Spanish America and Brazil was therefore less of a singular institution than a constellation of injustices. Indeed, the overall historiographical trend is one of convergence between what is often termed “slavery” in the Anglophone historiography on both the Hispanic world and imperial China, with the latter having long recognized that slavery under the Ming and Qing featured a range of degraded socio-legal statuses that rendered their victims alienable—although much detailed work remains to be done, especially on regional variation.Page 405 →

From a normative legal perspective, Chinese slavery combined elements of property law and criminal law, and was articulated in terms reminiscent of the subordination of family members to the patriarch of the household, as well as the typical pre-modern conception of reciprocal, albeit unequal ethical bonds between superiors and inferiors in the family. This mirrors the way that slaves in the Iberian world were part of the Neo-Roman conceptual household (familia); and, in principle, masters were meant to take care of their spiritual needs as fellow Christians after conversion.6 The Chinese and the larger East Asian case differs in terms of the particular location of slave or slave-like statuses as part of the wider socio-legal category of “base people” (jianmin 賤民), which was frequently accompanied by the presumption of alienability, including in the case of nubi (奴婢, “male slaves” + “female slaves” = “slaves in general”). In addition, multiple adjacent statuses existed that might overlap in significant ways with nubi, including in the case of concubines (qie 妾), who were in practice alienable. Indeed, the head of a household in traditional China is generally thought to have had more extensive power to alienate family members, especially women, than in early modern Christendom, mirroring ancient Roman patria potestas.7 This was done on the basis of contracts that usually ranged from one to twenty years, although lifetime servitude was not necessarily precluded, with the caveat that base people (e.g., butchers, musicians, actors, and yamen runners) were not allowed to purchase commoners. These transactions were accompanied by a clearly defined legal instrument. Beyond legally sanctioned forms of “slavery,” there was also a whole industry of illegal transactions of human beings as the result of kidnapping and fraud, the contours of which can be inferred from the prohibitions against them and the very few surviving cases of prosecution.8

Likewise, the scale of slavery in these two connected contexts was to some degree similar and to some degree different, depending on how it is defined and the perspective taken. For instance, given that the Ming population in 1600 is estimated to have been around 200 million, and it is commonly thought that between 1% and 3% of the population was base, it is reasonable to estimate that there were approximately two or three million base people. Of these, it is thought that most were “slaves” (nubi), but even if the number is only 25%, then we are still dealing with a figure Page 406 →between 0.5 and 1.5 million people. This is equal to the total number of recorded Africans transported to Brazil during the whole seventeenth century and perhaps double that of mainland Spanish America in the same period.9 Of course, the total figures belie the fact that the enslaved were a much larger percentage of the ongoing population in Spanish America, and their numbers increased significantly in the eighteenth century. Nonetheless, such imperfect quantifications give some sense of the comparative scale.

Finally, the economic role of slavery in the Hispanic world and Ming-Qing China also overlapped in some senses, although was also significantly different in important ways. Household slavery was common in both contexts, and domestic labor should not necessarily be considered “light” and economically insignificant. Penal slavery was also a shared phenomenon, with the Mediterranean galleys (that occasionally made forays into the Atlantic) of the Hispanic world mirroring the frontier banishment and slavery of imperial China. While the large-scale plantations of eighteenth-century Brazil and the Caribbean were unknown to seventeenth-century Spanish America, there was certainly agricultural slavery, with African slaves producing wine, wheat, maize, pork, and sugar on estates in Veracruz and elsewhere. This is in addition to work performed in the textile factories that mostly served local markets. However, the biggest economic difference with seventeenth-century China was the result of the mining boom that brought such large quantities of specie into Spain. This relied heavily on slave labor, mostly Indigenous but to an extent African too, with the demand being such that there were proposals to bring slaves across the Pacific from the Philippines to labor in the mines of Zacatecas and elsewhere.10

In the Spanish-language source base treated in this volume, the relaciones geográficas, both African and Indigenous slavery appear from time to time. Indeed, although the questionnaires did not ask about slavery directly, as Marcella Hayes notes in her chapter (Chapter 13), various questions regarding the available labor in the region and the history of its colonization elicited responses that spoke to the topic in revealing ways. These are useful, although do not pretend to give an exhaustive treatment of the subject, as the presence of slavery was not in and of itself unusual.11 Using the relaciones geográficas as a suggested starting point, Page 407 →this chapter will therefore examine the variety of forms of unfree labor in Spanish America with particular attention to the relationship between slavery and what scholars today call “race.” Building on Palafox’s insight, it will conclude by arguing that there is both a comparative and connected history of Spanish American and Ming and early Qing slavery that emerges if the relaciones geográficas are read alongside the local gazetteers, the other important sources examined in this volume. These slave trades intersected in Macao, where Iberian merchants purchased local children and young adults in the thousands during the early modern period. Such inter-imperial slave trading attests to the significant conceptual and practical overlaps between slavery in these two distant contexts, which made commerce possible, if not always technically lawful, in every case.12 In turn, the clear commensurability of slavery evidenced by the ability of the two systems to interact raises new questions for historians of slavery in the Americas, for whom Asian slavery is generally terra incognita.



Slavery in the Relaciones Geográficas

In Spain and the Hispanized areas of Spanish America, slavery inherited many elements of the Roman institution. Broadly speaking, this meant that slavery was legally recognized as a result of capture in a “just war” (in theory, those that met a set of stringent criteria set by the neo-scholastic natural law theorists, but in practice any war against non-Christians), punishment for some crime (usually what otherwise would be a capital offense), sale in time of necessity (although this largely fell out of use), and importantly birth to a slave mother (following the civil law principle of partus sequitur ventrem). Over time, these ideas were taken up by local populations in the Americas. However, this was a gradual process, with pre-Hispanic patterns of slaving and slave holding continuing in some form until at least the mid-sixteenth century. Indeed, as the relaciones geográficas record, various Indigenous forms of slavery were endemic to the Americas before the arrival of Europeans and continued in various forms for some considerable time after, although the documentation does not allow us to reconstruct faithfully all of its features and offers little evidence of the perspectives of the enslaved themselves. However, the term slavery (esclavitud) is indeed the actors’ category used by both Page 408 →Spanish writers and bilingual mestizo authors who saw the combination of degraded status and alienability of persons (not just labor) in pre-existing forms of slavery as equivalent to the newly arrived Neo-Roman institution, while noting areas of divergence.13

The similarities between pre-Hispanic slavery and the longstanding Mediterranean and Near Eastern custom codified in Roman law is perhaps best illustrated by the 1531 Codex Huexotzinco (Figure 15.1). This shows the people of Huexotzinco in the modern state of Puebla in Mexico selling dozens of slaves (mostly women but also some men of different social statuses and origins) to Indigenous merchants to buy the gold and quetzal feathers necessary to make a military standard depicting the Virgin Mary.14 These bonded people appear at the bottom right of the image (men on the upper row and women on the lower one) and are identifiable by the wooden collars around their necks.

[image: Panel 1 of the Huexotzinco Codex, 1531.]Figure 15.1.Codex Huexotzinco, Panel 1: Huexotzinco Codex. Huexotzinco, Mexico, 1531. Manuscript/mixed material. https://www.loc.gov/item/mss47662-2657/.

Page 409 →While the relaciones geográficas do not explain the Indigenous-language terminology for slavery or its conceptual underpinnings, they do describe pre-Hispanic slavery as practiced in various parts of the Americas including central Mexico, at least as the writers understood it.15 For instance, war captives across what would become the viceroyalties of New Spain and Peru were frequently placed in a servile status before the arrival of the Spaniards. Enslavement is also recorded as a punishment in various parts of New Spain.16 Servile status might then become hereditary. The Tlaxcalan relación compiled by the mestizo chronicler Diego Muñoz Camargo (1529–1599) states that slavery could continue for three generations, but that there was nothing in principle stopping the descendants of slaves from rising to the highest ranks of society.17 Both war captives and other sorts of slaves, however, might also be the victims of human sacrifices. For instance, the Texcoco relación reports that young slaves were regularly sacrificed to the god Tlaloc on his feast day in May. This took place by a hilltop statue of the god where the victims’ throats were slit, and they were thrown into a ceremonial pit.18

In addition, self-sale was common and is uniquely documented in the case of Texcoco in the Valley of Mexico, where Juan Bautista Pomar (1535–1601), a mestizo descendant of the Lords of Texoco, records:


They are allowed by custom to become a slave if they wish in exchange for their own value and thereby submit themselves to the subjection and servitude of slavery. They cannot save themselves in any way apart from by paying back the price which they were paid, but this does not happen very often. And these and others are bought by merchants from distant lands who take them back with them. They should be humanely treated by their masters and if they are treated roughly and cruelly, an obvious sign of which is putting a large wooden collar on their necks, they are freed by royal privilege if they succeed in fleeing to the royal house, although owners are also given some funds to compensate them for their loss.

Tenían por costumbre permitida de hacerse esclavo el que quería, con recibir el precio que paga[ba]n de su persona: y, con esto, se obligaba a la sujeción y servidumbre de esclavo, y no podía ahorrarse e[n]‌ ninguna manera, si no era dando y volviendo lo que había recibido; pero [es]to sucedía pocas veces. Y [a] éstos y [a] los demás [los] compraban mercaderes Page 410 →de tierras extrañas y que traían a estos reinos. Habían de ser, de sus amos, humanamente tratados y, cuando les daban vida áspera y cruel, que era evidente señal desto al ponerles una tova de madera grande al pescuezo, eran libres si, con ella huyendo, se entraban en la casa real, por privilegio de los reyes; aunq[ue], a los dueños, daban algún interés en recompensa de lo que les costó.19


Here, the “wooden collar” referred to the typical pre-Hispanic slave collars illustrated in the Codex Huexotzinco, which, however, seem to have been deemed excessive by Spanish officialdom.

Indigenous slavery continued until the enforcement of the New Laws (1542), which outlawed the holding of indios as slaves. In the case of Guatemala, one relación tells us, the implementation of the New Laws was achieved over the period 1549–1553 thanks to the efforts of Alonso López Cerrato (ca. 1490–1555), an ally of the famous critic of Indigenous dispossession Bartolomé de las Casas (1474–1566) who created great consternation among the conquistador class.20 That said, certain Indigenous groups, such as the chiriguanos in Bolivia, continued to conduct slaving raids on mining towns.21 The “just wars” on the expanding borders of the viceroyalties of New Spain and Peru similarly continued to result in slavery. In addition, there were various practices that both modern historians and some contemporaries argued were taken to such extremes that they verged on slavery. This included the continuing use of the pre-Columbian mita system of corvée labor in the Andes (that in the colonial period became focused on mining) as well as the encomienda system, a type of serfdom that gave land and labor to the conquistador class.22

The relaciones geográficas also reveal the widespread presence of enslaved Africans and their descendants across the urban and mining areas of the Americas (e.g. Zacatecas and Potosí), as well as less commonly in more rural areas, since the large scale and highly specialized use of enslaved plantation labor (if not agricultural slavery per se) was not a significant feature of the landscape in Spanish America in this period. In the case of the booming Andean mining town of Potosí, for instance, we are told that around two hundred and fifty slaves of both sexes were imported annually from Brazil at a cost of 250 pesos each as part of the intra-American slave trade.23 Similarly, African slaves were brought to the Page 411 →mines of Zacatecas in New Spain, which lacked sufficient labor to extract the mountains’ vast reserves of silver that drove the meteoric rise of the Spanish American economy. This supplemented Indigenous slavery (or at least abusive corvée labor), which had been present in the mines that dotted the Americas before the arrival of the Europeans, but subsequently expanded considerably.24

While the total number of slaves working in a region and the tasks they undertook were the sole focus of most of the relaciones, more details about the experiences of the enslaved, if not necessarily their own perspectives, emerge from the documents. For instance, the relación from Loja (in modern Ecuador) contains an account of the treatment of black slaves by their Spanish masters, which suggests that punishments were severe and designed explicitly, as the writer says, to “tame” slaves (domesticarlos) as well as convert them to Christianity (doctrinarlos). Punishments might even include castration (cortarles el miembro genital), a common practice in Spanish America meted out to slaves as an alternative to the death penalty for running away for more than six months, as well as specifically for sexual crimes.25 This is, of course, in contrast to imperial China where castration was used to create eunuch slaves for the imperial court, a practice also found in Byzantium, the Ottoman Empire, Persia, and elsewhere in the pre-modern world.26

Finally, the relaciones geográficas also contain information on developing ideas about “race” in Spanish America. In particular, the answers to Questions 196 to 198 that asked about the presence of “blacks” (negros) as part of a series of questions about the wider population of the region are revealing. For instance, the response from Loja noted that there are relatively few blacks, either free or enslaved, before going on to talk about the price of slaves; there is no further mention of free blacks, a frequent omission also highlighted in Marcella Hayes’s chapter.27 Importantly, however, the responses from Loja and elsewhere do reveal the interest in contemporary Spanish American society in the heritability of African appearance. For instance, it notes:


Their children and descendants inherit their color as perfectly as those born in Guinea, without reproduction being sufficient to lose it, unless they are the children of Indians and blacks who turn out as mulattos.Page 412 →

Los hijos y descendientes dellos heredan la color tan perfeta como dentro en Guinea, sin que baste generación para perderla, sino son hijos de indios y negras o de negros e indias, questos salen mulatos.28


In making a distinction between African- and American-born black slaves, the writer displays a belief in a common feature of early modern European medicine, according to which climate played an important determining role in the biomoral characteristics that we today would call “race.”29 The influence of climate in this case, however, the author suggests in an almost puzzled way, seems to have been limited, since American birth did not produce any obvious changes, although mixing with other groups did.

Similar conclusions were reached in the environs of the city of Quito:


The children of a black woman and a black man are like their parents who had been transported there. The children of a black woman and an Indian man as well as a black man and an Indian woman, are darker than a mulatto in this region. [Blacks] in that area become unruly due to idleness and the expanse of the land.

Sus hijos de negra y negro son como los padres llevados de otras partes. Los hijos de negra y indios o de negro e india son mas morenos que en estas partes es un mulato. Hacense en aquella tierra bellacos con el ocio y abundancia della.30


Here, the author is creating a basic racial taxonomy for this fluid colonial context in which racial mixing (mestisaje) became both common in reality and a topic of increasing interest. This was a world in which questions of slavery and “race” were closely intertwined, although still framed in Neo-Roman legal and Galenic medical terms, rather than in the Aristotelian “slaves by nature” language that would appear in the antebellum United States.



The Cross-Cultural Slave Trade in Macau as a Mirror to the Atlantic

The Hispanic Monarchy and Ming-Qing China were not hermetically sealed empires. Indeed, from the early sixteenth century, the two were directly connected by sinuous trade routes that crisscrossed both the Page 413 →Atlantic and the Pacific in both directions, culminating in the tiny port city of Macau in Xiangshan County, Guangdong Province. While Macau was not an extension of a Spanish kingdom like New Spain, it was part of the Hispanic Monarchy during the Iberian Union (1580–1640) and linked to it through elicit and illicit trade, family ties, and cultural affinities throughout the early modern period. In this isolated outpost of the Iberian world, Ming authorities permitted the Portuguese to set up a small trading center, where the markets in human beings of the Atlantic and China met and interacted due to the fundamental commensurability (if not always the strict legality) of the commerce in human beings across the divide. While Pamela Crossley has noted that China lacked an exact equivalent of property (res) that could undergird chattel slavery (or servitus personalis as it was called in the civil law tradition of the Hispanic world), this was hardly an impediment to the continuing exchange of people for specie over several centuries.31 One of the best sources for understanding this particular dynamic as it played out in Macau is undoubtedly the 1751 collection of Ming and Qing accounts of the city published under the title Aomen jilüe (澳門紀略). While a jilüe (“brief account”) is not a gazetteer (difangzhi) in the strict sense, it was compiled by similar authors, for similar audiences, and with the same semi-official, imperial, and informative purpose. Like the gazetteers, it also includes materials that date back a century or more and, thus, gives a trans-early modern perspective on an ongoing phenomenon.32

Amongst its descriptions of the geography of Macau and the customs of its Chinese and “barbarian” (yiren 夷人, or sometimes aoyi 澳夷) inhabitants, the Aomen jilüe describes the Portuguese practice of buying Chinese children of both genders (tangren zinü 唐人子女), while also repeating the rumor that the Franks (folangji 佛郎機) were steaming and eating children.33 It also records that in the early seventeenth century, Ming officials put their foot down regarding not only Japanese slaves (who were associated with piracy) but also the trade in local people in Macau:


Banning human trafficking: old and new foreign traders are not allowed to buy Tang people; if someone does not report the crime and continues to do it illegally, they will be prosecuted and punished.

一、禁買人口，凡新舊[夷]商不許收買唐人子女，倘有故違舉， 覺而占恡不法者，按名䆒追，仍治以罪。34


Page 414 →

This rule was part of a larger decree regulating trade in the cross-cultural entrepôt, and focused specifically on “human trafficking” (mai renkou 買人口), that is to say the illegal trade in human beings. What made the purchase of local children by the Portuguese illegal is not clearly stated. However, judging from the legal cases from Guangdong recently discussed by Claude Chevaleyre, the main motivation was likely the belief that such children had been kidnapped.35 From the rest of the Aomen jilüe, it also seems that more generally speaking the purchase of “Tang people” by “barbarians” with a highly suspicious religion troubled local officials, who perhaps drew a racialized analogy between the Portuguese and jianmin, who were forbidden from buying commoners. They also believed (to some degree correctly) that the Portuguese had a tendency to transport the people they had bought beyond Macau, which was naturally censured in the age of the maritime ban, and more generally offended their Sinocentric sensibilities.

As the Aomen jilüe reports, these prohibitions were repeated in 1749, and echoed by Portuguese officials and clerics, who were keen to stay on the right side of Macau’s sovereign power. However, it had little direct effect. While the number of Japanese slaves naturally declined due to the expulsion of the Portuguese and other Christians from Japan in the early seventeenth century, local men, many women, and especially children were bought and sold in Macau throughout the early modern period, from where many were transported to other regions with the tacit consent of both Chinese and Portuguese officialdom, both of whom had economic incentives to keep quiet.36 Indeed, the frequent sale of children by their parents or others is recorded in numerous Portuguese sources, including in a bill of sale now in the Palácio da Ajuda in Lisbon that documents the case of an anonymous thirteen-year-old boy (menino, bicho) bought from his non-Christian parents (paes gentios) for 15 pardaos by a Portuguese merchant named Manoel Coelho da Silva on December 3, 1671. The document also stipulates that the boy was expected to serve for twenty-seven years as part of Macau’s system of limited-term servitude. This practice (which, as far as we know, was limited to Macau and Nagasaki) was influenced by Chinese “slavery,” which sat somewhere between slavery in the strict sense and (common law) indenture, though the terms of service could effectively amount to lifetime bondage. As the Page 415 →document served as both a contract and a “slave passport,” it interestingly also records that on December 19 of the same year, da Silva was given permission by a priest to transport the boy beyond Macau; and a later addition adds that on January 28, 1672 he was sold in Malacca to Manoel Lopes for 120 xeraphims. At this point we lose sight of the unnamed child, whose ultimate fate is unknown. However, he and those like him underline the fact that, while far from identical, Chinese and Iberian slavery could and did interact in Macau.37

The surprising similarities between these two systems and their ability to overlap and interact in Macau naturally raises several questions for americanistas. The first is the degree to which the recent scholarship on the complexity and multifaceted nature of slavery and adjacent statuses in the Americas not only challenges longstanding misconceptions, but also brings it closer to what we might call a pre-modern norm that has long been recognized in the case of China and is amply documented in the difangzhi. This complexity was arguably the result of both systems being essentially repurposings of longstanding institutions to the multiple new contexts that arose in these dynamic pre-modern societies. This is clear in the gazetteers themselves, which refer to nubi largely within the context of local personages from the Han to Yuan dynasties who were given slaves as rewards for service, with a reappearance only when referring to the slightly different conventions of Manchu slaveholding post-1644. This absence of slavery in semi-official documents like the difangzhi in the Ming and early Qing is likely due to the fact that in 1373 the Great Ming Code (daminglü 大明律) reserved holding slaves exclusively for the highest ranks of officials. In reality, it evolved and continued under other names.

The difangzhi also reveal the existence of related statuses that often overlapped with that of nubi, which underline the slipperiness of apparently otherwise clear-cut legal statuses in the early modern world. For instance, there are frequent references to pu (僕) “servant,” a term that did not have a clear legal definition, but seems to have involved an employment contract. At the same time, however, the character is sometimes preceded by nu (奴), suggesting that such nupu could be sold. Interestingly, the various existing terms are sometimes compared and contrasted, giving us some sense of how the different statuses were conceptualized in relation to each other. For instance, several gazetteers describe a court case in 1658 Page 416 →in Guangshan County, Henan Province, concerning an uprising by people who claimed to be “employed workers” (gugong 僱工) and “tenants” (dianhu 佃戶) but who were being treated like enslaved servants (nupu 奴僕) given as rewards (zanghuo 臧獲) to meritorious local officials. That is to say, they were nubi in the original sense of the word (i.e., penal slaves of the state). To counter this injustice, some of them fabricated an imperial decree that ordered the freeing of all servants from their contracts. This was followed by an armed uprising that spread to neighboring counties. Once it was put down, a court decreed that masters could not seize the properties, wives, and children of gugong after their deaths, presumably being a feature of servile nu status and an insult to the ideals which were meant to reign between members of a household.38 These events immediately bring to mind some of the excesses of the encomienda and mita systems, reminding us that slavery and other subordinate statuses existed in a spectrum across the early modern world and were both dynamic and contested.

The second question relates to gender, which has long been recognized to have driven status in pre-modern East Asia, but has only recently been recognized to have profoundly shaped Atlantic slavery. In particular, the Ming-Qing case underlines that Atlanticists should be alive to the simultaneous ways that gender could shape slavery. For instance, one judgment pertaining to the uprising in Guangshan underlined that gugong and “slave girls” (binü 婢女) should serve only for the period of their contracts and no longer, since they were explicitly not nupu. Here, the implication is that the feminine gendered character bi (婢) designated a condition somewhat lighter than that of the masculine gendered nu (奴).39 On the other hand, the patrilineal nature of family lineages also permitted an institution that subordinated women in ways that could overlap with “slavery.” “Concubines” (qie 妾), a type of secondary wife, were purchased for a variety of possible reasons ranging from producing an heir to sexual exploitation. Although resale was not officially permitted, it was nonetheless widespread until the abolition of concubinage in the final years of the Qing.40 Indeed, the line between concubinage and other degraded female statuses was, in many respects, not clear-cut, as there do not appear to have been meaningful restrictions on the sexual appetites of central male members of the household in regards to degraded women (except when it came to a son’s access to his father’s Page 417 →concubines).41 Concubinage was therefore a legalized form of a series of exploitative practices that de facto took place in the Hispanic world, but which were in theory impermissible.

The third and final question relates to racial formation, a common area of study among scholars of the Atlantic, a unit of analysis that is often taken to be sui generis. Here again, the Aomen jilüe is instructive.42 Noting that these “black ghost slaves” (heiguinu 黑鬼奴) were to be identified with the three hundred “black slaves” (heinu 黑奴) sent from Java as tribute to the Hongwu Emperor in 1382, one of the texts in the Aomen jilüe describes the “black bodies, red lips and white teeth” of this group in Macau, noting that color was a marker of status. It then describes how wealthy Chinese in Guangdong Province kept such slaves, alluding to the common suspicion among Chinese literati that they were “barely human” (lüe shi ren zhe 略似人者).43 All this mirrored the longstanding literary trope of the “black slave” (kulun nu 崑崙奴) and the tendency not to differentiate between peoples with origins in sub-Saharan Africa and tropical Southeast Asia, lumping together all those with particularly dark skin and drawing a sharp distinction between them and tangren.44 Indeed, one common feature of the Spanish empire and its counterpart in East Asia that is rarely recognized is that “race” was constructed in strikingly similar ways.

Particularly extreme forms of bondage were reserved for out-groups in both contexts, with very dark skin becoming a marker of this status on a relatively small scale in various Chinese imperial polities beginning with the Tang and in the territories of the Hispanic Monarchy on a much larger scale. Indeed, while such meditations on race were less common in pre-modern China, the Aomen jilüe repeats many of the standard views surrounding very dark skin. In addition to questioning their humanity, as some did of the Portuguese too, the text repeats the common view among literati that “black slaves” had greater physical strength and the ability to spend long periods underwater. It also highlights the difference in diet, noting that upon arrival in Macau they often fell ill as they were not accustomed to eating cooked food, with some even dying when they first ate it. That said, with time most became accustomed to it and were also able to learn to speak Cantonese.45 The idea that very dark-skinned bodies were stronger but less mutable is mirrored in Spanish views of Page 418 →Africans in the Americas, with the Indigenous populations occupying an intermediate space.46

Although the history of attitudes to people with very dark skin in early modern China remains to be written, it is worth noting that “race” (in the sense of the overlapping categories of physical and cultural difference) also patterned slavery in surprising ways. For instance, one Qing gazetteer reveals that in Sangzhi County in Hunan Province tribal leaders (tusi 土司) could sell slaves “outside the borders” (jingwai 境外), something that was expressly forbidden for the larger imperial population.47 Certain tribes or ethnic groups were also considered to some degree servile by nature, as in the case of the Kumul Khanate. Indeed, one gazetteer recounts an episode from 1780 in which the Muslim people of Hami and Turpan are referred to as “hereditary servants of the state” (guojiashipu 國家世僕). While this was probably meant to some degree in the metaphorical and honorific sense within a Manchu context in which the language of slavery was frequently used to describe hierarchical social and political relationships, it is true that in addition to paying tribute, the Khans had to go regularly to the imperial palace to serve in the household of the emperor, who had absolute power over them in the same way as Spanish masters had dominium over their slaves. In the Qing conquest dynasty, this conception of tribute as servitude went hand in hand with an uptick in chattel slavery that might include subject peoples. For instance, we know that seventeenth-century bannermen kept war captives in their barracks, some of whom were Muslims from the far West.48 Therefore, although the Ming and Qing empires did not develop the large-scale racialized slavery that arose in the Iberian Atlantic in the latter half of the early modern period, as in all pre-modern societies there was a recognizable tendency for status and ethnic origin, what we would today call “race,” to intersect. Just as in Spanish America, this affected people with very dark skin, but also conquered Indigenous groups.



A Connected and Comparative Approach to Early Modern Slavery

Reading the difangzhi and the relaciones geográficas together reveals that there were both extensive commonalities as well as direct connections Page 419 →between the “slaveries” (broadly understood) of early modern China and the Hispanic Monarchy. While far from identical, the two contexts featured one or more degraded socio-legal statuses accompanied by the presumption of alienability. These were generally the product of warfare, sale by family members, and conviction for severe crimes and were codified in law to a greater or lesser extent. Such basic overlaps allowed the two systems to interact in Macau, where the Portuguese purchased local children, and wealthy families in Guangdong bought “black slaves” for their households. Focusing on the latter also reveals that while geography meant that China did not have anything akin to the transatlantic slave trade, its slavery nonetheless could become racialized in surprisingly similar ways.

Slavery, then, in the sense of a highly degraded social position that might include de jure or de facto status as alienable property and might overlap with ethnicity or “race,” was an important feature of both early modern China and the Iberian world. This is a common history (although hardly one to be proud of) that only emerges when a connected and comparative approach is taken to sources like the difangzhi and the relaciones geográficas. These reveal a patchy, diverse, and unevenly integrating early modern world, in which even disparate imperial polities like the Hispanic Monarchy and the Ming and Qing great states were not so different from each other that interchange and trade (even the most heinous types) were not possible.

Admittedly, such a global approach runs the risk of casting the net too wide, thereby catching interpersonal relationships that fall into a conceptual grey area, like marriages with dowries, concubines, and some types of adoption. But the risk is counterbalanced by the benefit of allowing us to see wider patterns of slavery as a status located at one end of a spectrum of domination that regularly combined alienability with other features such as permanence, violence, natal alienation, or dishonor, while highlighting shared “slaving strategies” across time and cultures.49
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 Part Six
Connections and Transfers

Thus far, the chapters in this book have developed a technique of juxtapositional comparative history. While more traditional comparative approaches start with questions and turn to sources to answer those questions, we have prioritized close engagement with expansive corpora of primary sources. We have foregrounded parallel (but not identical) corpora to understand the structures of information-gathering in early modern China and the Spanish imperial world. In so doing, we have argued that the local gazetteers and the relaciones are themselves exercises in comparatism, juxtaposing many local visions in what looks from the surface like a unified corpus. These bureaucratic tools and the phenomena they hoped to address developed independently, not due to mutual influence or direct connection. When it came to concerns about borderlands, marginal groups, or the problems of flooding rivers and lakes, people in both the Spanish and Chinese worlds developed similar toolkits to address similar issues.

Here in Part 6, “Connections and Transfers,” we move to situate the comparative history in the early modern world of increasing global connections. While the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries marked the first direct contacts between China, Europe, and the Americas, how do the Page 424 →relaciones and the difangzhi, two parallel bodies of imperial knowledge on their own local worlds, capture diplomatic, economic, and intellectual entanglement on a global scale?

Overall, authors of relaciones and gazetteers appeared equally oblivious of the increasing entanglement between the two empires that they were designed to systematically describe on the local level. The period we examine marks the first direct contact between China, Europe, and the Americas. Global history has long made us aware of the huge silver bullion flow between the Spanish Americas and China that fundamentally reshaped the economies of both empires. However, the relaciones of the Americas only include four fleeting mentions of the China trade, and the Chinese gazetteers only once cited American silver explicitly. While American crops, such as maize, sweet potatoes, and chili peppers, have been widely recorded in Chinese gazetteers as a local product, their American origin was never mentioned.

Such deafening silence is partly a generic bias: designed to standardize knowledge about the local world, the two imperial genres simply did not have a well-defined place in their format to record the foreign presence. The relaciones questionnaire never asked about the global trade in which the Americas were engaged; instead they focused bilaterally on what products were European and which were American. Meanwhile, the Chinese gazetteer compilers struggled with the distinction and hierarchy between an “inner” and an “outer” sphere and whether foreign trade should be written into the former or the latter. But the silence also arguably reveals a discrepancy between two global histories: that of the large-scale flow of people and commodities, and the economic and demographic impact they produced; and that of the awareness of those changes as a global phenomenon, particularly among the literate elite. Such awareness is characteristically erratic in the early modern period. Global connectedness was a nascent phenomenon, difficult to perceive and to comprehend from a local perspective. Its legitimacy in the established order of elite knowledge was yet to be defined. We have reflected in the two previous parts on how the multiple epistemologies at work in these imperial genres distorted the representations they offer of both nature and men in the empires. The general marginality of global Page 425 →entanglement in both the gazetteers and the relaciones is also symptomatic of such distortion.

The distribution of early modern knowledge about the global was also highly uneven in space. The gazetteer or the relación of some specific localities did allow deeper treatment of the foreign Other: the Chinese coastal provinces of Guangdong and Fujian where European traders seasonally arrived for trade; and the Spanish colony of the Philippines where China loomed large as a trading destination, or even an aim of military conquest. The Philippine relación and other related knowledge projects largely benefited from the Chinese diaspora, who were key partners of the Spanish colonizers. The Guangdong and Fujian gazetteers, by contrast, never sought to incorporate voices of European traders. In the midst of the myriad trading nations of Southeast Asia that China received on its maritime border, Europeans never represented as much weight in the local political landscape of Guangdong and Fujian as the Chinese community did in the Philippines. The gazetteers and the relaciones from these direct contact zones vividly illustrate this asymmetry.

Nevertheless, by the eighteenth century, in China’s vast inland far from the contact zones of Guangdong and Fujian, without a continuous European presence, some ideas of Europe and the global world did take hold in the local gazetteers. Most unexpectedly, local literati in peripheral provinces reinterpreted certain elements of European cosmology to improve the astrological position of their locale. Two centuries after the first contact, the global world has become ingrained in the fabric of local knowledge and relevant to the definition of local identity. Such temporal evolution is perhaps the one dimension of connected history that the Spanish relaciones of its American and Asian possessions, as essentially a one-off enterprise of the sixteenth century, does not allow us to fathom: the local appropriation of global knowledge flow.Page 426 →






Chapter Sixteen Guns, Maize, and Europeans

 Early Modern Globalization in Local Gazetteers

By WU Huiyi


The opening of long-distance maritime trading routes by Iberian navigators at the dawn of the sixteenth century connected China to Western Europe and to America, thus bringing an entirely new realm into the ambit of Chinese knowledge about the outside world. Early modern globalization significantly changed China’s natural, social, and economic landscape thanks to the influx of American silver and new world crops; Western firearms proliferated in East Asian wars, while mechanical clocks adorned well-to-do Chinese households. European embassies regularly turned up at the court of Beijing, and missionaries, mostly Jesuits, offered a systematic teaching of European science and Catholic religion for the first time.

Chinese encounters with people, things, and ideas from the “Western Ocean” (xiyang 西洋) between the sixteenth and the eighteenth century have undergone considerable reappraisal during the past four decades. Few specialists today still espouse the view of China being a haughty and isolationist “immobile empire”1 closed to the outside world, with only a handful of visionaries capable of adequately responding to the rise of the modern West. Instead, many scholars have argued that the imperial Page 428 →court’s vision of global geopolitics and maritime policy was “reasonably functional and successful,”2 and China’s literate elite was capable of creatively engaging with new knowledge mediated by the Jesuits.3 However, these studies have mostly focused on the capital and the cultural core area of Lower Yangzi Delta, the imperial institutions, and the first-tier figures of Chinese intellectual history. How can we move beyond these socially and geographically delimited circles and the few well-studied individuals to measure the scale of the contact China had with the global world? Building on the insights of this growing scholarship, this paper attempts a systematic survey of relevant evidence in local gazetteers, taking advantage of the Local Gazetteers Research Tools (LoGaRT) and the unprecedented comprehensiveness it allows.

The data drawn from the gazetteers invite two levels of readings. First, gazetteers offer important—sometimes the only available—primary records on the existence of a global commodity in a given locality. Read at face value, they do give us an idea of, say, how fast maize spread across China. LoGaRT’s digital tools further afford us an efficient cartographic representation of the data. Yet, more importantly, we will use these written records as portals into the knowledge world of the gazetteer writers—typically the “Confucian school instructors, local degree holders and yamen staff” working under the supervision of the centrally appointed administrator.4 How did these generally obscure members of the local elite perceive the exotic goods, alien people, and unfamiliar ideas? To which end, and with which rhetorical strategies, did they write the “global” into the epistemic order of this eminently “local” genre?

While the language of “global” and “local” had no significance for gazetteer writers, they did grapple with an inner–outer demarcation on which pivoted the symbolic architecture of Sinocentric empire-cum-civilization. Where lies the boundary between the “inner (nei 内)” and the “outer (wai 外)” spheres? Where does the “outer” stand on the hierarchy between civilization and barbarity, since the “inner” is by necessity synonymous with the civilized? Should the foreign always belong to the “outer,” and can the “outer” become the “inner”? Gazetteer writers across the empire have come up with a variety of answers to these questions. We shall survey these answers by dividing them into three broad regions: the coastal provinces of Guangdong and Fujian on the frontline of maritime Page 429 →trade; the heartland of imperial territories; and the newly integrated imperial periphery in the southwest.


Along the Coastal Frontier

To examine the traces of early modern globalization in Chinese local gazetteers, a special place needs to be reserved to Guangdong and Fujian, the two coastal provinces most directly involved in the seaborne trade with Europe. We may do so by examining how these gazetteers spoke of the “Frankish (Folangji Guangdong tong zhi chugao)”—the Indo-Persian term for Latin Christianity and subsequently the common Chinese appellation for the Portuguese who reached Canton in the 1510s and were allowed to settle in Macao in 1553. The first draft of the Guangdong Provincial Gazetteer (Guangdong tong zhi chugao 廣東通志初稿) in 15355 already included, in the “Outer barbarian” (waiyi 外夷) section, a succinct entry of fifty-four characters on the Folangji amid other tributary countries of maritime Asia:


The country of Folangji: they previously never presented a tribute. In the twelfth year of the Zhengde era [1517], they erupted into the confines of the county of Dongguan, where the official in charge permitted them to present the tribute. Later they became ferocious, cunning and evildoing: therefore they were expelled and returned no more.

佛朗機國，前此朝貢莫之。與正德十二年，自西海突入東莞縣界，守臣通其朝貢，厥後猖狡為悪，乃逐出之。今不復来云。6


The incident recounted was the ill-fated Tomé Pires embassy which, despite a promising start in 1517, tragically broke down amid the political turmoil after the death of the Zhengde emperor in 1521.7 The 1561 edition followed suit in offering a more substantial account of the havoc wreaked by the ruthless Folangji in Southeast Asia and in China.8 However, over time, as the imperial authorities legalized the Portuguese presence, the entry became more magnanimous. The 1683 edition of the provincial gazetteer offered a 306-character text focused on the Pires embassy, while concluding that trade had by then resumed and the Folangji were “not as bullying as before (不復如昔時虐).”9 This account was reproduced by the 1731 edition, save this final remark which was excised.10Page 430 →

At first glance, these records are most interesting for their imprecision and lack of local insights. The assertion that Folangji was a Southeast Asian power persisted throughout different editions of the Guangdong Provincial Gazetteer from 1561 onwards. The 1731 edition still stated:


The country of Folangji: they are South to Java and have never established tributary relation [with China] before. Some says: [they are the same as] the Xulang ghosts country of old. There are two islands East and West; the territories of the Western island belong remotely to the monk Kaundinya of Tianzhu [India]. Today, the Folangji stands facing Java, and [we] suspect they are the same place. However, this cannot be verified”.

佛朗機國，在爪哇南，向不通貢，或云：古徐狼鬼國。有東西二洲，其西洲之境，天竺僧㤭陳如遙屬之。今佛朗機與爪哇對峙， 疑即其地，然不可考.11


To be sure, by 1731, knowledge on the actual location of Portugal was easily attainable for officials in Canton. Editors of the gazetteer could have directly interviewed Portuguese in Macao, whom they regularly inspected, or consulted maps and geographic treatises published by Jesuits; they could have also learnt from their own peers. It was in 1730 that the naval commander Chen Lunjiong 陳倫炯 published the Haiguo wenjian lu 海國聞見錄 (Records of Things Heard and Seen from Maritime Countries), in which Portugal was posited with remarkable accuracy, as “neighboring Shibanya [Spain] to the East and the North, facing the Great Ocean to the West, and overlooking the Middle Sea to the South.” Although Chen transliterated the name Portugal idiosyncratically as Putaoya 葡萄牙, he clearly identified it as “the home country of the Macanese.”12 Chen had previously occupied the position of Guangdong vice commander-in-chief (fu dutong 副都統); there is ground for assuming that his influential publication drew as much from his unusual career as from a common lore of local knowledge shared by coastal officials. The gazetteers’ disregard of readily available knowledge seems to confirm what Matthew Mosca has termed “geographic agnosticism”: Qing mainstream scholarship was unwilling to abandon old textual authorities in favor of new information generated by more recent contact experience, because no neutral criterion of credibility existed to favor the latter over the former.13Page 431 →

However, unable as they were to place Portugal on a map, editors of Guangdong gazetteers did record relevant knowledge for administering Portuguese traders. This is where a distinctively local perspective of global trade emerges. It could take the shape of defensive vigilance. The gazetteers of Xiangshan County (Xiangshan xian zhi 香山縣志), to which jurisdiction Macao submitted, are particularly meticulous in recording the prohibitions to which Portuguese settlers were subjected: Portuguese were prohibited to purchase Chinese children, to keep Japanese bondservants, or to undertake unauthorized buildings14 and, after 1724, to preach Catholicism.15

Guangdong gazetteers also occasionally conveyed the accommodative attitude that local officials were ready to adopt vis-à-vis Portuguese traders, based on their knowledge of the global trade and its practical constraints. The 1750 Xiangshan Gazetteer editor, right before reiterating the ban on Christianity, carefully explained that


Macanese seaborne vessels . . . sail one after another to foreign countries for trade every year between the tenth and the third month. It takes five or six years for a round trip back to Macao with short-distance destinations, whereas it may take up to seven to eight months for long-distance ones.16 If their commodities fail to sell, they will have to stay over the year before returning [to Macao]; and some may arrive in a country where traders further go to other countries without returning for one or two years. Therefore, the ebbs and flows of Macanese ships cannot be treated following the same regulation as trading vessels from other provinces.

澳門洋船 . . . . . . 每歲自十月起至出年三月止，陸續開往外國貿易， 近者五六年回澳，遠者七八月。若遇貨物不行，必至隔歲方回， 亦有於所至之國賈貨又往別國發賣一二年未回者，是以澳船之回帆，難與別省商船一例比也。17


The 1535 Draft Gazetteer of Guangdong Province went as far as to advocate against imperial maritime policy in the name of local interest. Issued at a time when maritime trade in Guangzhou was banned as a result of both the 1522 skirmish with Portuguese and the endemic Japanese pirates’ threat, the gazetteer argued that, even it was a right decision to expel the roguish Folangji who had no established relation with China, a blanket ban on maritime trade with recognized tributary Page 432 →countries was an overreaction, akin to “giving up eating for fear of choking.”18 Since the ban, the gazetteer complained, “barbarian ships from Annam, Melaka and the like . . . all went to the seas off the prefecture of Zhangzhou [in the nearby Fujian province] where they settled down without permission. Therefore, all the benefits went to the Fujianese, and the market of Guangzhou became desolate.”19 Trade with seaborne barbarians was thus presented as a legitimate source of livelihood for local people which these officials were duty-bound to protect.

This understanding of maritime trade as part of the local economic order had a tangible impact on the classification scheme of the gazetteers. The same 1535 Guangdong Gazetteer also made the unusual choice of including a “foreign ships” (fanbo 番舶) section, on par with two other region-specific domestic economies, “pearl farming” (zhuchi 珠池) and “ironwork” (tieye 鉄冶) (forming together juan 30). This choice was never repeated by later Guangdong gazetteers (including the 1561, 1601, 1697, 1731, and 1822 editions of the provincial gazetteer, as well as the two Xiangshan county gazetteers). All devoted one single section to the “foreign barbarians” (fanyi 番夷) in a sequence of chapters on the abnormal and the extraordinary, thus collapsing the geographical and social definition of exteriority: outcasts (lihu 俚戶), Indigenous (zaman 雜蠻), monks, men with wondrous skills (fangji 方技), immortals (xianshi 仙釋), and omens (xiangyi 祥異).20 As the 1673 Xiangshan Gazetteer stated, these categories belong to the “outer gazetteer (waizhi 外志)” dedicated to things “not belonging to the within (非內也)”.21 Decades after the first contact, knowledge about the Folangji and the overseas world they represented secured in Guangdong this institutionalized, albeit marginal position within the order of local knowledge.

Fujian, in comparison, had a more complicated relationship to foreign peoples and things from overseas: seafaring had been outlawed for far more sustained periods than in Guangdong. Relations with Europeans were more conflictual, plagued by violent episodes such as the 1617 pogrom of Chinese in Manila and the Dutch occupation of Taiwan. The burgeoning Fujianese diaspora in Southeast Asia and its vital intermediary role between China and the Iberian maritime empires—today a highlight of global history22—were conspicuous by its quasi-absence in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Fujian gazetteers. Symptomatically, the 1737 Fujian Provincial Gazetteer, compiled under the auspices of Hao Page 433 →Yulin 郝玉麟 (d. 1745), previously chief supervisor of the 1731 Guangdong Gazetteer, allotted no distinctive place to the “foreign barbarians” in its nomenclature. The privately composed Minshu 閩書 (Book of Fujian) by He Qiaoyuan 何喬遠 (1558–1632) which contained a daoyi zhi 島夷志 (Record on Island Barbarians) was dismissed by imperial scholarship as “abnormal by its headings and contradictory to the gazetteer conventions in more than one way (標目詭異，多乖志例).”23

One exception did however significantly defy the rule: the first Gazetteer of Haicheng County (Haicheng xian zhi 海澄縣志) (1633), an administrative unit created in 1566 to manage the foreign goods that hitherto had been smuggled through Yuegang 月港 (Zhangzhou Prefecture). The gazetteer editors candidly admitted that the county started as a port for illegal smuggling, when “the magnates among the commoners built huge ships without permission and sailed to foreign countries, trading with barbarians (豪民私造巨舶揚帆他國與夷市).”24 They also devoted an “Examination on custom duties (xiangshui kao 餉稅考)” to maritime trade and placed it on equal footing with an “Examination on land tax (tianfu kao 田賦考).”25 Relying mostly on Zhang Xie’s 張燮 Examination on the Eastern and Western Oceans (Dongxi yang kao 東西洋考, 1617), the “outer record (waiji 外紀) enumerated the foreign countries it had dealing with, including the Spaniards of Luzon and the ‘red hair’ Dutch.”26 Remarkably, the “local products” (fangwu 方物) section devoted a lengthy subsection of “trade goods (貨之屬)” almost entirely to exotic goods: ivory, amber, frankincense, and mechanical clocks, starting with “silver coins” of different denominations “brought in from Luzon and Folangji (從呂宋佛郎機携來).”27 The editors proudly maintained that these commodities qualified as uniquely “local products,” precisely because they originated from “other countries” outside of China:


The local products of Haicheng are barely different from those of the prefectural seat . . . As for those brought in from other countries, although not produced in Haicheng, yet when trading vessels arrive, merchants from all over converge to our territory, rubbing shoulders and exchanging these goods before they leave. How can these products not be recorded in [the history of] Haicheng?

澄中方物與郡城差不甚多 . . . . . . 若夫他國携來者，雖非澄產，然賈 舶至時，四方賈客咸肩摩兹土，市鬻以歸，安得不繫籍於澄哉。28


Page 434 →

As in the case of the first Guangdong Provincial Gazetteer in 1535, overseas trade was conscientiously internalized as an integral part of the local economic landscape, an identity marker that makes the locality unique with regards to its neighbors inside the empire.



Beyond the Contact Zones

Direct exposure to seaborne trade was a highly localized experience, alien to most regions across imperial China. For the latter, the impact of early modern globalization was exerted through two venues: the material goods that circulated across the imperial heartland thanks to domestic networks of bureaucracy, trade, and migration; and a handful of Catholic missionaries, mostly Jesuits, who were allowed to proselytize inside the imperial territory since 1583. Though Catholicism was outlawed in 1723 following diplomatic clashes between Beijing and Rome, Jesuits continued to serve at the imperial court until the end of the century, and European knowledge transmitted by the Jesuits, both religious and scientific, kept on circulating in books and through other venues of communications.

To what extent were these dynamics captured by the local gazetteers? And what do the records on these subjects tell us about the gazetteers as a genre and about the people producing them? The first observation to make is how extensively and quickly these global commodities circulated around the empire, well beyond the initial contact zones. This is particularly true in the case of European firearms and American crops. The Chinese first encountered the “Frankish gun” (Folangji chong 佛郎機銃, or simply Folangji 佛郎機, muzzle-loading smooth bore cannon) around 1520, amid the conflicts surrounding the Pires embassy; by the end of the Ming dynasty in 1644, it was already recorded as a standard militia equipment in no less than thirty gazetteers, mostly not in Guangdong and Fujian (Figure 16.1). The earliest one is the Gazetteer of Suzhou Prefecture (Anhui) (Suzhou fu zhi 宿州府志) in 1537, followed shortly by that of Qinzhou Prefecture (Guangxi) (Qingzhou fu zhi 欽州府志) in 1539 and Yangzhou (Jiangsu) (Wei Yang zhi 維揚志) in 1542, the 1555 Guizhou Provincial Gazetteer (Guizhou tong zhi 貴州通志), and the 1576 Huairen County Gazetteer (Shanxi) (Huairen xian zhi 懷仁縣志). Within half aPage 435 → Page 436 →century after the first encounter, “Frankish guns” were already extensively deployed against foes ranging from local bandits on the Central Plain to rebellious chieftains in the southwest, from the Mongols across the Great Wall in the north to Japanese pirates on the eastern coast. Gazetteer records of American crops yield an even broader and denser picture, with, for instance, records for peanut appearing as early as the 1503 Gazetteer of Changshu County (Changshu xian zhi 常熟縣志), followed by the 1504 Gazetteer of Shanghai County (Shanghai xian zhi 上海縣志), and the 1506 Gazetteer of Suzhou County (Gusu xian zhi 姑蘇縣志), all in the Lower Yangzi Delta.29 Gazetteer records constitute the documentary foundation for the extensive literature by Berthold Laufer, Ho Ping-ti, Wang Siming, and other scholars on the introduction of American food crops in China (see Figure 16.2 for the distribution of records of maize in local gazetteers).30

[image: The map shows the distribution of gazetteer records of the so-called Frankish guns on a map of China. Already extensive during the Ming, they appear across all the Chinese provinces during the Qing.]Figure 16.1.Ming-Qing gazetteer records of “Frankish gun.”

[image: The map shows the distribution of gazetteer records of maize on a map of China. Four variant names of maize are independently depicted: yumai, fanmai, yushushu, and baogu or baolu. All appear widespread across the imperial territory. But there are regional variations. For instance, we tend to find yumai and baolu in the southwest, and fanmai or yushushu in the east.]Figure 16.2.Ming-Qing gazetteer records of maize—the four shapes correspond to its four major names (with variants).

Gazetteer records of European commodities inside China reveal as much as they conceal. One conspicuously absent global commodity is the American silver which flowed via the Philippines into China, being estimated at up to two or three million pesos in the early seventeenth century.31 Gazetteers have contributed little to the scholarship on this subject. The aforementioned 1633 Haicheng County Gazetteer is to my knowledge the only seventeenth-century gazetteer to have taken note of the global origin of the bullion flow. Gazetteer records of European firearms and American crops are certainly also incomplete. The fact that the earliest records of American crops did not appear in Fujian is more likely due to the lack of attention from the gazetteer writers. We know, thanks to the Spanish missionary Martino de Herrada, that maize was grown in the Quanzhou area by 1577; yet it was not until 1612 that the crops appeared in the Quanzhou Prefecture Gazetteer (Quanzhou fu zhi 泉州府志).32

Most importantly, gazetteers generally tell little about human agency underpinning these records. The alien cultural system from which these global commodities originated was totally lost in translation. None of the records on the “Frankish gun” came with knowledge about the Folangji people, and those of maize bear not a single mention of their American origin, let alone the Mayan culture of maize. Neither do gazetteers tell anything about the Chinese actors who popularized the Frankish gun asPage 437 → Page 438 →early as the mid-sixteenth century, the late Ming convert literati’s effort to hire Portuguese mercenaries from Macao, or the dramatic mutiny and defection of Chinese gunners in Wuqiao 吳橋 (Shandong) that tipped the balance of the war between the Ming and the Manchu.33 Less still is known about the people in the lower walks of society who carried American crops around the empire. Such attention to the migration flux behind the circulation of food plants did not appear until the early twentieth century. We see, for example, the 1906 Fenshui County Gazetteer (Fenshui xian zhi 分水縣志, Zhejiang) speaking of maize as “grown on reclaimed mountains by vagabonds from Jiangxi and Fujian during the Qianlong era (1736–1796) (乾隆閒江閩游民入境租山墾種),” or the 1908 Jingzhou Gazetteer (Jingzhou xiangtu zhi 靖州鄉土志, Hunan) recording a local name for maize as “Yunnan millet (Yunnan su 雲南粟),” suggesting it was introduced from the southwest. However, when faced with the surprising fact that the earliest ascertainable record of maize is the 1560 Pingliang Prefecture Gazetteer 平涼府志 (Gansu) in the northwest, followed by the 1563 Dali Prefecture Gazetteer 大理府志 (Yunnan) in the southwest, historians can only speculate about an overland transmission route. Yet, lacking evidence, these hypotheses are likely to remain debated.34

The discrepancy between records and facts can be more precisely measured regarding Catholic churches and missionaries, as Western-language sources on the subject also exist. We know that among the seventy-six prefecture-level churches documented in missionary archives by 1700,35 no more than nine of them appeared in gazetteers of the Kangxi era (1662–1722) (there are no earlier records). All these records employ a neutral, even friendly language, placing churches (Tianzhu tang 天主堂) under the headings of “temples (siguan 寺觀)” and “historical sites (guji 古跡),” and speaking of missionaries as “Western literati” (xishi 西士). Indeed, this was a time when the emperor and the Jesuits enjoyed a short-lived alliance and the latter strove to make Catholicism part of the local societal order under imperial patronage.36 Ironically, the number of records surged after the ban of Catholicism in 1723: eighty-six records can be found between the Yongzheng and Daoguang eras (1723–1850), mostly reporting the building of a Confucian school or a legitimate shrine on the foundation of a now demolished church (Figure 16.3).Page 439 → Page 440 →Gazetteer records of Catholic presence are not only subject to the contingent writerly attention, but also to the imperial whim and to the orthodox or heterodox status accorded to Catholicism.37 Similarly to the Fujianese diaspora in Southeast Asia, the existence of rural Catholic communities, a phenomenon today increasingly highlighted by historians of globalization, was invisible in local gazetteers before the nineteenth century.

[image: The map shows the distribution of Qing dynasty gazetteer records of Catholic churches on a map of China, contrasted with the location of churches recorded in Western language sources by the missionaries.]Figure 16.3.Catholic churches in Qing gazetteers.

Another chasm can be observed between the missionaries’ self-identification and their representation in the gazetteers. Out of the five hundred-odd Jesuits known to have sojourned in China between 1582 and 1773,38 a mere dozen names were recorded in the gazetteers, and only two as a missionary: François de Rougemont (Ch. Lu Riman 鲁日滿, 1624–1776)39 and Simão da Cunha (Ch. Qu Ximan 瞿西滿, 1589–1660),40 both relatively obscure figures appearing in the “shrines and temples (siguan 寺觀)” section of Kangxi-era county-level gazetteers. All others were portrayed as holders of scientific, even preternatural skills. The Renhe County Gazetteer (Renhe xian zhi 仁和縣志, Zhejiang) described Matteo Ricci (Ch. Li Madou 利瑪竇, 1552–1610), the first Jesuit to enter China, as “well versed in managing the calendar, making instruments etc. (尤精治歷製器諸法),”41 and Xiangfu County Gazetteer (Xiangfu xian zhi 祥符縣志, Henan) presented Francesco Sambiasi (Ch. Bi Fangji 畢方濟, 1582–1649) as “possessing extraordinary skills and versed in [the arts of] calendars and numbers (有異術，兼通曆數).”42 This was also the angle from which gazetteer writers rationalized Chinese literati’s association with the Jesuits. Xu Guangqi 徐光啟 (1562–1633), one of the “Pillars” of Christianity in China, appeared in the Shanghai County Gazetteer (Shanghai xian zhi 上海縣志) of 1872 as a worthy high official having “studied astronomy, calendrical sciences and firearms with the Westerner Matteo Ricci, learning all his arts (從西洋人利瑪竇學天文、厯算、火器，盡其術),” but Xu’s conversion to Catholicism was entirely glossed over.43

This historiographical bias is itself of historical interest. It confirms what historians of Western learning have found more generally: that the missionaries’ teaching on astronomy, cosmography, and other technical know-how, originally a tool for propagating the Catholic religion, ironically ended up overshadowing the latter and became itself the prime interest of the Chinese literati. The gazetteers confirm this on a larger scale, providing us with discrete and hitherto unknown stories about Page 441 →otherwise obscure individuals. Such encounters could consist of in-person interactions. The Kangxi-era Gazetteer of Xiongzhou (Xiongzhou xian zhi 雄州縣志, Hebei) contains a biography of a local literatus Ma Weicheng 馬維城, who “frequented the Western scholar Adam Schall von Bell (1592–1666), and became his disciple on firearms, triangular bastions, and chariot warfare (與西儒湯若望游，受其火攻銳臺車戰之傳).”44 The editor of the 1711 Chenggu County Gazetteer (Chenggu xian zhi 城固縣志, Shaanxi), the local magistrate Wang Mu 王穆, inserted in the Literature (yiwen 藝文) section a long poem he himself wrote to the resident Jesuit Gabriel Baborier (Ch. Bu Jia 卜嘉, 1663–1727), recording their conversation about the wonders of the world overseas—the fantastic animals of Africa, the Colossus of Rhodes, the newfound continent of America (Yamolijia 亞墨利加), and the hypothetical southern landmass of Magellanica (Mowalanijia 墨瓦蠟泥加)—leaving the sole gazetteer mention of America before the nineteenth century.45

In other cases, it was clearly the circulation of books that allowed an interested Chinese reader to interact with the Jesuits’ teachings, disregarding the spatial and temporal distance that separated them. More than a century after Matteo Ricci’s death in Beijing, the 1749 Dantu County Gazetteer (Dantu xian zhi 丹徒縣志, Jiangsu) celebrated a local literatus Chen Yunchang 陳允昌, who was able to combine native authorities with the Jesuits’ methods, amending the imperfection of the imperial calendar.46 As late as 1936, the Shouguang County Gazetteer (Shouguang xian zhi 壽光縣志, Shandong) spoke fondly of a local wise man for “giving patient advice to people based on the Disquisition on Friendship of Matteo Ricci from the Western Regions.”47 As the Jesuits’ reputation circulated with people, books, and hearsay, tales of imaginary encounters also emerged. The 1803 Luzhou Prefecture Gazetteer (Luzhou fu zhi 廬州府志, Anhui) claimed that a countryman Qin Jian had “once entered the Astronomical Bureau, where he became acquainted with the astral methods of Matteo Ricci and Adam Schall von Bell from the Great West and their books on heavenly patterns,” and was able to foretell the date of his own death.48 Some of these encounters can be corroborated by external sources, while others were clearly fictitious. However, all attest to the long-lasting interest that Chinese literati nurtured in select areas of Western learning, as well as the curiosity that the Jesuit presence triggered amongst an even larger population.Page 442 →



Towards the Margins of the Empire

This cursory examination reveals the distance between missionaries’ self-representation and the image they left in Chinese sources. It also reveals a striking spatial discrepancy between missionaries’ actual itineraries and the places where the gazetteer recorded their name. Matteo Ricci’s name is a case in point: while he left no trace in any of the eight cities he dwelled except Beijing, no less than sixty-eight other locales where he never set foot mentioned his name in the gazetteers (Figure 16.4).

[image: This map shows the distribution of gazetteer records of Matteo Ricci on a map of China, contrasted with his actual itinerary.]Figure 16.4.Matteo Ricci’s actual itinerary as compared to gazetteers mentioning his name.

Equally noteworthy, and surprising, is the topical section in which these records appear. In twenty-seven out of the sixty-eight gazetteer records of the period 1600–1850, Ricci’s name appeared in the little-studied “field allocation (fenye 分野 or xingye 星野)” section. Why did this category become the single most important epistemic vehicle that allowed a Jesuit’s name to travel across the empire?

Fenye is a scheme of political astrology that builds on the authority of the Confucian canon Rites of Zhou 周禮 (second century BCE), according to which the royal astrologer shall “divide the territories of the nine regions of the empire in accordance with their dependence on particular celestial bodies; all the fiefs and territories are connected with distinct stars, based on which their prosperity or misfortune can be ascertained (以星土辨九州之地,所封封域,皆有分星,以觀妖祥).”49 Each polity on Earth needs to be associated with specific asterisms in heaven so that astrological prognostication can be adequately located. A significant proportion of Ming-Qing-era gazetteers included a fenye section, usually placed at the beginning of the gazetteer, by way of inscribing the locality cosmologically in the imperial order.50 However, the canonical text was fraught with inconsistencies. It prescribed corresponding asterisms for ancient kingdoms of the pre-imperial era, but provided no precision for lower-level localities. More problematically, the system is based on a Sinocentric cosmology in which the world equals China, and it originates from a time when China equaled the Central Plain. Vast spans of territories later incorporated into the empire were not accounted for. Varying technical solutions were accumulated over the centuries to shoehorn the changing spatiality of the empire into the canonical frame, forming a genealogy of often conflicting textual authorities with which seventeenth- and eighteenth-century gazetteer writers needed to engage.Page 444 →

The latest and highest of these authorities was Qing imperial astronomy, which had appropriated early modern European astronomy after institutionalizing Jesuits’ position in the Astronomical Bureau in 1669.51 The Western input was common knowledge to Qing gazetteer writers. Using LoGaRT, we located 103 Qing gazetteers before 1820 which explicitly mentioned “Western method (xifa 西法),” “Western system” (xili 西曆), “Western Ocean” (xiyang 西洋), or the name of Matteo Ricci in the fenye section. Ironically, the Jesuits themselves have been both dismissive of the fenye system as contrary to the non-Sinocentric cosmography they tried to popularize,52 and adamant that their work for the imperial Astronomical Bureau should not serve Chinese superstition.53 However, it was precisely thanks to the resilience of fenye as a cosmological framework that Jesuits’ names and the notion of the “West” were perpetuated in local gazetteers as a contributor to Qing imperial astronomy.

A close reading of these fenye sections reveals a marked regional difference in terms of the argumentative style and the discursive functions that Ricci’s name and his “Western method” served. Gazetteers in the core areas of the empire generally adopted the dispassionate style of erudition, comprehensively enumerating existing textual authorities on the subject without ostensibly taking sides. By contrast, in the empire’s borderland, gazetteers were more inclined to use Jesuit-mediated knowledge polemically. This is the case of the 1717 Zhuluo County Gazetteer (Zhuluo xian zhi 諸羅縣志) in Taiwan, the first gazetteer compiled after the Qing seizure of the rebel island in 1683,54 and of several gazetteers in Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. These regions were either newly conquered or recently brought under the governance of centrally controlled civil bureaucracy. All contained large proportions of the non-Han population. Compiling a gazetteer for these regions, as Joe Dennis reminds us, is an act of cultural politics that “marks a locale’s membership in the civilized Chinese world.”55 The tension inherent to such an undertaking is perhaps nowhere stronger than in the fenye section: the rubric is as important to the gazetteer genre as the Sinocentrism of the fenye scheme is inhospitable to these peripheral regions. New cosmographic knowledge from Europe thus came in handy for gazetteer writers to assuage such tension.Page 445 →

One enlightening example is the 1754 Gazetteer of Qingyuan Prefecture (Qingyuan fu zhi 慶遠府志, Guangxi). Compiled in the aftermath of an Indigenous uprising in 1740,56 the gazetteer described the region in its preface as “situated on the remote borderland, populated by a mixture of Yao and Zhuang people (地處邊徼，猺獞雜處)” who were “not of our kind, not submitting as subjects, and not presenting tributary gifts (非我族類，不臣其人，不納其贄).”57 An earlier and now-lost edition of the gazetteer seems to have allotted Qingyuan to the “Seven Stars of the Throat, asterism of the Barbarians (七星員官，蠻夷星也).” The writer of the fenye chapter in the 1754 edition rebutted that this was unacceptable. He contended that Qingyuan should instead be placed under the lunar lodges of Wing (yi 翼) and Axletree (zhen 軫), asterisms governing the ancient Kingdom of Chu (centered on nowadays Hubei–Hunan region).

He justified his position with a non-hierarchical cosmology in which “the heavens surround the earth from outside as impartially as the albumen of an egg enveloping its yolk.”58 This alludes to the newly introduced European notion of a spherical globe on which, unlike the traditional Chinese conception of flat Earth, no absolute center can be found and no particular spot can claim a privileged relation with Heaven. In this perspective, the traditional fenye scheme was fundamentally flawed: it “established correspondence only [between the heavenly regions and] the fiefs and prefectures within the inner part of China, sparing nothing for the [faraway lands both inside and outside of the empire] south to the Meiling Mountains, north to the Gobi Desert, in Magellanica and in Europe.” Nevertheless, instead of rejecting the system altogether, the author advocated for its extension: in light of the grandeur of the global Earth which measures “90,000 li in circumference” as compared to the imperial territory with a width of merely 10,000 li, the fenye system should apply equally to all places on Earth, even to the foreign lands “beyond the 10,000 li, let alone to Qingyuan which is yet within the 10,000 li?”59

By decentering the position of China in the world and introducing the more radical exteriority of the newfound continents, European cosmography allowed gazetteer writers to relativize the hierarchy between center and periphery within the empire, thus serving the astrological interest of a peripheral locality.60Page 446 →



Local and Contingent Globality

In this chapter, we have found in Ming-Qing gazetteers a host of European and American commodities, both material or cultural, from guns and maize to Catholicism and European astronomy. The gazetteers say little about the human agencies behind such extensive circulation. Yet we can identify the joint working of multiple interconnected networks, transcontinental and regional, maritime and overland: European intrusion into East Asian maritime trade; Catholic overseas missions; the rise of Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia; intensification of internal migration in China; dynamism of book culture; and the patronage of the imperial court to what it perceived as key areas of scholarship. Together they brought a variety of global commodities to and beyond the localized contact zones, gradually spreading them across the imperial space. The gazetteer records testify to the scale of the phenomenon itself, and more importantly, to the place these global commodities have secured in the imagined landscape that China’s local elite had of their locales.

The diversity of compilation strategies the gazetteers used also attests to the varying degrees of localization each global item underwent in China. As material goods with unequivocal utilitarian benefit, the American food plants appeared massively under the rubric of “local product,” just as European firearms were routinely listed as local militia weaponry. However, being epistemically accepted as “local” came at the cost of their global root being obliviated. The place of European people in the gazetteer structure was more complex, the perception of their alienness being not only geographic but also socio-political, sensitive to imperial policy shifts. When missionaries were briefly allowed to preach under imperial patronage, Catholic churches appeared alongside Buddhist and Taoist temples as legally sanctioned components of the local religious order, only to be recast as enemies of orthodoxy when imperial policy changed. The enclave of European merchants in Macao, even after its legalization, was strictly segregated from the Chinese population. Guangdong gazetteers translated this physical segregation into a compilatory choice to leave these foreign barbarians in the “outer gazetteer,” dedicated to social reality that does not align with Confucian orthodoxy. The very existence of such “outer” categories reminds us that gazetteers not only depict the identity of the locale by its belonging to civilization, Page 447 →but also against those who remained outside of it. European sojourners and the more radical form of exteriority they represented could fit into this traditional historiographic space.

However, gazetteers did not always maintain a clear-cut demarcation between “inner” and “outer” spheres. The first Guangdong provincial gazetteer and the first Haicheng county gazetteer both made the bold, albeit short-lived choice to highlight the uniqueness of local identity by its close tie with overseas trade. Individuals who purportedly received knowledge from Jesuits similarly earned numerous biographic entries in the gazetteers. Such narratives about extraordinary local figures, which often mixed reality with fancy, suggest that perceived exteriority did not necessarily lead to exclusion; they also inspired awe for the wondrous and curiosity of the unknown. Finally, we see in the borderland regions the most radical use of the outside world in an inner rubric of the gazetteer, when authors of the fenye section repositioned the empire on the spherical and multi-continental globe, implicitly creating a new cosmographic order in which the hierarchy between China’s center and periphery is blurred. The story of early modern globalization in China was ultimately not a mere binary between a homogenous China and a Western Other, but a series of variegated local responses shaped at once by the locality’s contingent encounter with the foreign, and by its dynamic search for identity within the imperial order.
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Chapter Seventeen Philippine Relaciones

 China and the Spanish Knowledge Acquisition in the Sixteenth Century

By YAN Niping


In the 1570s, the Spanish empire expanded across the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Although the Spaniards had not reached mainland China, they had seized some islands in Southeast Asia, which became known as the Philippines, and established commerce with Chinese merchants in the colonial capital, Manila. In the 1580s–1590s, the Spaniards in the Philippines drew from the questionnaires of the relaciones geográficas to better understand the new land and its people. However, unlike the relaciones produced in the Americas, commerce with China emerged as a significant concern in the report from Manila. Moreover, the Chinese in the Philippines also played a significant role in the Spanish knowledge acquisition and production for the empire.

In 1543, the Philippines Archipelago was named after the crown prince who would later obtain the title of King Philip II of Spain.1 Following Ferdinand Magellan’s global voyage, Spain sent a series of expeditions to Asia to compete with the Portuguese in the spice trade. Since Castile and Portugal had already claimed the most profitable Spice Islands (Moluccas Page 452 →Islands) for themselves, they signed the 1529 Treaty of Zaragoza to re-demarcate their sphere of influence in Asia. Spanish explorers traveled north to establish an imperial base, where they found an archipelago that could be divided into three island groups from north to south: Luzon, the Visayas, and Mindanao. Cebu of the Visayas witnessed the death of Magellan in 1521 and the coming of the Philippine conquistador Miguel Lopez de Legazpi (1502–1572) in 1565, who became the first governor-general of the Philippines. The islands were not very populous, and the soldiers carried by Legazpi suffered from a severe shortage of food and munitions as well as tropical diseases.2 It took six years for them to conquest Luzon and establish Manila as the capital of the archipelago in 1571. But controlling Mindanao was onerous, as the region had been fully Islamized before Spanish colonization and thus could never be fully controlled by the Spanish administration throughout the colonial period (1565–1898).

Very few Spaniards desired to settle in the Philippines, as it offered neither precious metals nor abundant spices. However, the arrival of the Spaniards and the silver they brought from America gradually attracted more Chinese ships to the Philippines. As a result, several large trading routes converged at Manila. What was once a small port soon transformed into a global nexus, connecting Chinese junks with Spanish galleons in a silk-and-silver exchange that sustained the global trading network.3

After establishing their foothold in Asia, the Spaniards immediately began gathering information and sending reports back to the imperial center. However, being based in the Philippines, they faced challenges in acquiring knowledge due to the complex situation. The lack of effective Spanish administration created the first barrier, as Spaniards struggled to instruct and collect information from the Indigenous community. Linguistic differences between Castilian and Filipino languages, such as Tagalog, Cebuano, and Ilocano, created the second obstacle. To access Indigenous knowledge, the administration had to rely upon the availability of trustworthy translators. The Spanish administration’s unrealistic ambition in the early colonial period also created a persistent dilemma. Spaniards dreamed of conquering China in the 1570s–1580s, launching military expeditions to other Asian countries, such as Cambodia.4 The Spanish desire for knowledge of Asia thus had two levels: knowledge of the Philippines and knowledge of other Asian regions beyond the Philippines, Page 453 →particularly China. Collecting such information required intellectual and interpersonal work, much of which was beyond Spanish control.

Tensions in the Philippines were more complicated than a simple dyad of colonizers and colonized. Spanish colonizers were constantly struggling with the question of how to control the Sangleys, the Chinese in the Philippines.5 As the Spaniards had no commodities to sell, they met the increased demand for Chinese silk cloth (“ropa de China”) in Mexico, Peru, Lima, and the Iberian Peninsula by selling American silver to China. Silver, however, also brought danger to the Spanish colony. In 1574, a group of Chinese pirates led by Limahon ransacked Manila after learning of the presence of the Spaniards. In 1603, the visit of three Chinese officials to the islands to investigate the rumored “gold mountain,” believed to supply the Spaniards with the wealth to purchase lavish goods, heightened Spanish fears of a Chinese invasion in collaboration with the Sangleys. This fear triggered a Sangley insurrection and a subsequent Spanish massacre of the Chinese. However, the lack of Spanish bureaucracy and the difficult financial situation in the Philippines meant that the Spaniards ultimately had to rely on the Sangleys to sustain their economy and acquire information. Therefore, tensions in the Philippines were more complicated at the presence of this third party, which affected Spanish colonization and their knowledge acquisition in Asia.

The Spaniards in the Philippines were aware of Philip II’s demand for geographical knowledge and so they compiled several relaciones,6 even though these did not conform to the standard format of the relaciones geográficas reports.7 As a part of the Spanish empire, the Philippine Archipelago was affiliated with the Viceroyalty of New Spain and should have also been a subject of relación production. While we still have not located a standard relación format for the Philippines akin to those circulating in Mesoamerica, South America, and the Iberian Peninsula, the 1580s–1590s witnessed a period of explosive knowledge acquisition and compilation by the Spanish in the Philippines. Particularly, in 1586, the Council of Manila compiled a relación about Philippine regions under the Spanish administration and sent it to the imperial center.8 Unfortunately, this document was lost in the shipwreck of the galleon Sancta Ana in 1587.9 In 1588, Domingo de Salazar, the bishop of Manila, sent a new copy of the lost 1586 relación to the king, along with two other items.10Page 454 →

Although the 1588 relación was not compiled in response to a direct royal command, it addresses many of the questions raised in relaciones geográficas questionnaires and confirms Spanish awareness of the imperial demand in the Philippines. Therefore, this chapter posits that the 1588 relación should be read as part of the relaciones geográficas project compiled in the Philippines, reflecting the specific Spanish interest in China during that era. In the following discussion, I will examine the 1588 relación, along with several other late-sixteenth-century Philippine relaciones, to illustrate the geographical information within this genre. Additionally, the Manila report within the Philippine relación indicates that a primary Spanish objective in reporting the colonial capital was to document the activities of Chinese groups in the city, as the Sangleys were important commercial collaborators in the Philippines. To delve further into the Spanish compilation of knowledge about Asia in the 1590s, it is notable that the Sangleys were integral to Spanish efforts in collecting, producing, and presenting Asian knowledge for the empire. Considering the collaborative creation of the Philippine relaciones and the Spanish interests in China revealed in these reports, a distinctive feature of the Philippine relaciones lies in their efforts to translate knowledge of China for Spanish readers.


A Relación Geográfica of the Philippines

In 1588, Domingo de Salazar sent a memoir to Philip II complaining that the lack of Spanish ministers frustrated the spread of Catholicism in the islands. Salazar petitioned that the notary of Manila’s municipal council select material from the council’s records as a supplement to the lost 1586 relación, to furnish the king with information on the issue. Then Salazar added an extra report on general knowledge of some Visayan settlements that were not mentioned in the council’s relación. This memoir includes Salazar’s letter, a new copy of the lost 1586 relación, and Salazar’s supplementary report. This new copy of the relación written in 1588 could be considered as a Philippine relación geográfica.

When establishing Manila as the capital of the Philippines, Miguel Lopez de Legazpi created cabildo, a municipal council, to govern the city. It consisted of twelve regidores (council members), a secretary, Page 455 →and a chief escribano (notary).11 As the bishop of Manila, Salazar had no access to the documents in the municipal council. The author of the Philippine relación, Simon Lopez, did, however, as he was the notary of the cabildo. Three overlapping issues animate his notes: Indigenous tributaries (geographical location and number of people), the religious situation (number of missionaries and churches, and how many were in need), and Spanish colonization (Spanish people, encomiendas, and jurisdiction). The Philippine relación was written to support Salazar’s petition for more Spanish missionaries to instruct the Indigenous people, so the population size mattered greatly. Lopez also wrote a summary that highlighted the number of Indigenous tributarios and missionaries. Geography and Spanish administration in each region also mattered in the information-gathering process, and the Philippine relación provides good records of them. Akin to other relaciones compiled in Spanish America, the Philippine relación features ten separate sub-reports of populated regions under effective Spanish control. Eight out of the ten sub-reports were devoted to provinces or strongholds on Luzon Island, demonstrating the distribution of the early Spanish colonial power in the Philippines. The sub-reports from ten places can be divided into two groups. One group only provides information on the necessary three foci as mentioned, including reports from Pampanga, Pangasinan, Ilocos, La Laguna, Bonbon y Balayan, and Cebu. The other group presents information about regions beyond the default three issues, including reports from Manila, Cagayan, Camarines, and Arevalo.

The Philippine relación does not start with an introduction of the place, day, and name of the administrative person as regular relaciones did. However, if we peruse the descriptive texts of each region and compare them to the questionnaires, the Philippine relación could be treated as a response to (part of) the relaciones questions in a short and clear style.12 Howard F. Cline explains that responses of the relaciones in different regions were diverse in length and qualities, influenced by local interests and abilities.13 Therefore, he divides the relaciones into three types: simple, composite, and complex. The fluid format and thematic focus of the Philippine relación resemble the “complex” responses to standard questionnaires, in particular one document in the appendix of Guatemala relaciones, Relaciónes de la Provincia y Tierra de Verapaz (1575). Page 456 →This Guatemala relación does not mention specific relación queries, but states that it is a report of “mountains, resources, animals, birds, plants, and woods; of the number of towns and distance; of churches and their foundation, and what each one has, and finally, of the number of people, their languages, police and Christianity.”14 Jiménez de la Espada’s “catálogo” counts two relaciones for Guatemala, while Acuña proposes that the actual relaciones should be five, including this one and the other two relaciones.15 Despite these resemblances, it is worth noting that the Philippine relación only provides textual replies, and was not treated as a formal relación by the bishop and the notary of Manila. Perhaps the 1586 relación (now lost) conformed more closely to the relaciones genre. At any rate, despite these inconsistencies, the information provided in the report shows the influence of the genre’s production on relaying local information to the imperial center.

Geographically rooted information-gathering beyond these three foci reveals more remarkable connections between the Philippine relación and American relaciones. The sub-report from Cagayan describes the situation of the place, its principal river, native animals, fortress, weapons, and what the locals paid for their tribute. Its descriptions of land fertility, the geography of waterways, animals, and fortresses echo the language employed in the standardized relación discourse of the American reports. Besides Cagayan, reports from other provinces answered queries about volcanoes, resources, hospitals, and so on. Compared to the standard fifty-question queries of 1577, the Philippine relación ignored Questions 38 to 49, which were posed to gather specific data on ports and maritime towns, as well as Questions 22 to 26, which targeted botanical knowledge. Omitting some queries was acceptable according to the printed “Instruction” for preparing the report,16 and it was also common among the American relaciones.

The 1580s was a time of great productivity for geographical reports in Mexico, Peru, and Iberia, as explored in other chapters of this book. A generation after military victory, the empire generally shifted from the challenges of conquest toward a moment of optimism in gathering and unifying information about its disparate territories. In the Philippines, the Spanish soldier Miguel de Loarca produced a renowned relación (ca. 1582), titled “Relation of the Filipinas Islands, their discovery, the Spanish settlements, the usages and customs of the natives, their religion, etc.,” Page 457 →which should be re-read as part of this wider tradition.17 Loarca came to the islands in 1565 with Legazpi’s expedition. In 1575, he was selected as a secular member of the first Spanish delegation to China. During the visit, he wrote a lengthy account of the first Chinese–Spanish encounter and meticulously recorded many letters exchanged between Chinese and Castilians.18 After that, he lived in Arevalo of the Visayas. When receiving a royal decree requesting a new account of the Philippines islands, Governor-General Gonzalo Ronquillo de Peñalosa charged the experienced soldier Loarca to write this relación. In Loarca’s opinion, Spaniards in the Philippines lacked a desire for close investigation, and so early accounts of the Philippine conquest were not faithful.19 As one of the earliest Spanish conquerors who had witnessed the process of pacification and lived there for years, Loarca felt he should write an accurate account of the islands and its people. The ambitious author not only fulfilled what had been ordered but added ethnographic knowledge of the Indigenous community, which was beyond the requirement of the decree.

The Philippine relación made by the cabildo of Manila could have consulted Loarca’s texts, but was not a copy of it. Loarca’s familiarity with the northern provinces could not compare to his knowledge of the central islands, so some new investigations should have been requested for preparing the Philippine relación.20 However, the report about smaller islands of the Visayas added by Salazar himself might well be written based on Loarca’s relación. Beyond geographical and natural knowledge, Loarca’s relación may have aroused imperial curiosity about Philippine ethnography, for a royal decree was later issued for collecting Filipino cultural and ethnological knowledge. In 1589, Franciscan Friar Juan de Plasencia wrote two relaciones about the Tagalog community in response to inquiries.21 Although the decree did not provide a questionnaire and the reply did not appear to directly address one, these texts reveal that several royal orders were issued during the late sixteenth century requesting geographical, natural, administrative, social, and ethnological knowledge of the Philippine Archipelago, similar to the intelligence needs that shaped the questionnaires.

Many known or unknown Philippine relaciones may have been incorporated into the text of the Philippine relación, as well as other documents made by the Manila government or individuals of the period. The accumulated relaciones corpus would be the chief source for future Spanish compilations of Philippine or Asian knowledge.Page 458 →



Describing a Third Party in the Spanish Colony

“China” is only mentioned briefly in four American relaciones as a destination of the Spanish galleons.22 In the Philippine relación, however, China looms large, especially in the report from Manila. The report only details two groups of people, Spaniards and Chinese. For the Spaniards, the Manila report outlines four religious orders as well as the status and number of soldiers, women, colonial bureaucrats, captains, and citizens in this city. Subsequently, the narrative shifts to offer a detailed commentary on groups of Chinese in Manila.

The Manila report in the Philippine relación acknowledges the deep reliance on these Sangleys, whose roles were critical in commerce and the daily operations of the colonial city. It enumerates all available food and Chinese commodities on Manila’s market and offers a case of how many Chinese junks carrying merchants and laden with all kinds of Asian merchandise came to Manila each year. With the rapid increase in the Sangley population within the Spanish colonial city, the author of the report categorized the Chinese in Manila into three groups by their professions and living areas: merchants and artisans, Christian Sangleys, and poor farmers and fishermen.

Some merchants from Fujian province who had traded in Macau and learned Portuguese became the first group of Sangleys in Manila. By their linguistic advantage and trading connection, these merchants served as important commercial and cultural intermediaries for the Spanish. Recognizing the importance of language in colonization and evangelization, the Spaniards noted in the summary paragraph of the Philippine relación that some missionaries were learning Chinese.23 On the other hand, it is clear that Spaniards did not perceive Sangley as a unified group. Some were valuable assets, while others were seen as troublemakers and merited expulsion. The distinction was also reflected in the spatial organization of their residences, which were located at varying distances from the Spanish residential area, known as the intromuros (“within the city walls,” Figure 17.1).

[image: A map of Manila.]Figure 17.1.“Descripción geométrica de la ciudad y circunvalación de Manila y de sus arrabales al Consejo de las Indias. Por el Padre Maestro Fray Ignacio Muñoz, del Orden de Predicadores. Año 1671.” Archivo General de Indias, MP-Filipinas, 10.

About six hundred Sangleys resided at a silk market next to the intromuros, called the Parian. Merchants were the main residents. The contemporary Chinese chronicler Zhang Xie 張燮 (1574–1640) called their sojourn in Manila “Yadong” 壓冬 (staying over the winter), indicating that these people lived here only through the winter to conduct Page 459 →business with Spaniards.24 The Parian also had “many tailors, cobblers, bakers, carpenters, candle-makers, confectioners, apothecaries, painters, silversmiths, and those engaged in other occupations.”25 They provided various services that sustained everyday life in Manila, though they were not as indispensable as the merchants. The report ranks them last, after Page 460 →fishermen and gardeners living in other regions. Overall, the Philippine report viewed the Sangley merchants in the Parian as close collaborators of the Spaniards, although most of them did not convert to Christianity.

Another one hundred Sangleys lived farther away, on the far side of the Pasig River among Filipinos in villages. The majority of them had converted to Catholicism and married local women. The Philippine relación emphasizes their status as Sangley Christians, distinct from Sangley heathens. Another three hundred were “fishermen, gardeners, hunters, weavers, brickmakers, lime-burners, carpenters, and iron-workers” who lived along the shores of the sea and the Pasig River. Living the farthest from the Spanish city, they held low-paying jobs and were more or less beyond Spanish control. This restive crowd who had nothing to lose created trouble for Spanish administration and colonization, and as their numbers grew, the Spaniards realized it was necessary to control the number of Sangleys. One option was to expel some of them, especially the heathens.

In the 1580s, the problem of the restive Sangley was not so serious, but an incident broke out in 1591. In October of that year, Sangley rowers who were conscripted to work on Spanish galleys rebelled and killed Governor-General Gómez Pérez Dasmariñas. The governor-general’s son, Luis Pérez Dasmariñas, assumed his father’s position and ordered some Chinese expelled from the Spanish colony, a policy that persisted in the Philippine colony for centuries.26 In addition, missionaries complained about the evil behavior of some Sangleys, especially sodomy and gambling, viewing these actions as contaminating the Filipino people and offending the grace of God.27 Nevertheless, the expulsion de facto did not target the valuable Sangleys who served as favored trading partners as well as informants, translators, and producers of China-related knowledge.

Unlike the Chinese community, the Indigenous community in Manila was reduced in the report to merely a count of tributaries. In the eyes of the Spanish official, the profitable China trade conducted by Chinese in Manila was more valuable than tributaries collected from the Filipinos, who were merely cultivators. However, the situation was more complex, as revealed by a 1591 questionnaire from the cabildo of Manila, which sought Spanish opinions on ratifying a former ordinance forbidding Indigenous people from wearing Chinese clothes.28 There were eight Spanish replies to the questionnaire, generally claiming that Filipinos were becoming lazy and were no longer cultivating crops, raising animals, Page 461 →or weaving fabrics.29 In fact, laziness had nothing to do with the issue; entrepreneurial Filipinos were profiting from the China trade by purchasing Chinese garments and reselling them elsewhere.

The format of this 1591 questionnaire resembles the relaciones geográficas, but its content diverges from the standard relación with regard to geography and ethnography. It was a seven-question inquiry sent to Spanish encomenderos on the islands, especially in Ilocos, some of whom were among the early conquerors. The scope of the questionnaire ranged from the pre-Hispanic Sino–Filipino trade and mutual assistance, to the current triangular relationship among Spanish, Filipinos, and Chinese, and the potential future benefits of the ordinance and how it would shape new relations.30 The central investigative points were Chinese clothes and the flow of money, specifically gold instead of silver. The aim was to know how Spaniards could benefit from the Sino–Filipino relationship, not to learn about the geography of the Philippines. The different motivations for deploying the question-and-answer format in the Philippines and the Americas reflect the contrasting colonial landscapes between the two sides of the Pacific Ocean. In the New World, military conquest resulted in vast territories, which many ambitious Spaniards carved into massive estates that made them wealthy. These estates formed the foundation for the capitals of Mexico and Peru, which became new political, cultural, and ecclesiastical centers. In the Philippines, by contrast, commercial interests dominated Spanish colonization and evangelization, producing a lack of administration and an over-reliance on Chinese trade. Accordingly, the management of multilateral relations troubled the Spaniards in the Philippines throughout the colonial period.31 The triangular relationship among Chinese, Spaniards, and Filipinos is not illustrated in the Philippine relación, but the 1591 questionnaire informs us the Chinese–Filipino trade did not stop after the arrival of the Spaniards and irritated the Spanish colonizers.

Some modern historians argue that the Sangleys could be treated as the co-colonizers of the Spanish in the Philippines.32 This point is reflected in the Philippine relación where Spaniards and Sangleys were juxtaposed in the report of Manila: the Spanish controlled the politics and religion of Manila but the Sangleys dominated the city’s economy. The Philippine relación shows a Spanish preference for the valuable Sangley merchants, but the 1591 questionnaire advanced the opinion that Sangley economic dominance was beyond Spanish political control. Nevertheless, the Sangleys as Page 462 →a whole were never truly trusted by Castilians, their suspicion developing into the tragic events of 1603, causing the massacre of some 20,000 Chinese.



Knowing Asia in Images

While the Philippine relación was not sent with a map, acquiring maps of China and visualizing Asian ethnographic knowledge were significant parts of the Spanish efforts to report Asia to the empire. In 1574, the Spaniards in the Philippines acquired a Chinese map titled Gujin xingsheng zhi tu 古今形勝之圖 (Map of Topography Ancient and Modern, 1555, Figure 17.2) from a Sangley merchant. Guido de Lavezaris, the Governor-General of the Philippines at the time, immediately realized the importance of this map and commanded that a full translation and annotation of it be made before sending it to Philip II.33 Additionally, in the 1590s, a lavishly illustrated manuscript known today as the Boxer Codex was made in the Philippines. It displayed illustrations of various Asian couples and fantastic animals, revealing the use of images as a critical form for recording and explaining cultural knowledge.34

[image: A map of China.]Figure 17.2.“Gujin xingsheng zhi tu,” 1555. Archivo General de Indias. MP-Filipinas, 5.

Chinese were active participants in Spanish cultural projects during the late sixteenth century. According to Salazar’s relación, Sangley artisans and artists were commonly commissioned to make European-style images and ivory sculptures for churches in Manila in the 1590s.35 Although the cultural participation of Chinese in the Spanish colony was not described by the Philippine report, artifacts and images prominently embodied their involvement. Indeed, Spanish information-gathering in the Philippines and elsewhere in Asia not only relied on administrative investigation, but also on travel accounts, correspondence networks, printed books, and exchange of gifts as means of acquiring and presenting knowledge. Many of these artifacts and images were produced by the Chinese, such as the ninety-seven illustrations in the Boxer Codex.

The Boxer Codex is a remarkable example of cross-cultural collaboration in the late sixteenth century. The Codex shared the interests of the relaciones questionnaires but was written in a distinct genre, presenting twenty-two treatises on different regions rather than short replies to a given questionnaire. China was particularly emphasized, as the anonymous compiler dedicated six chapters to Chinese history, society, Page 463 →tributary neighbors, animals, and deities. In the production of its visual materials, the culturally marked artistic language of the Sangleys stood out, making the project an artistic contact zone and asserting their co-authorship on a par with their Spanish patrons. The process of illustrating the Boxer Codex also resembles the hybridization observed in the maps submitted with American relaciones geográficas.

The Codex chapter on “Chinese Bestiary,” a brief survey of Chinese zoology and stories, exemplifies how the Chinese and Spanish collaborated Page 464 →with each other in the knowledge production for Spanish audiences.36 Among the twenty-two folios of eighty-eight fantastic creatures in the chapter, the author categorized zoological knowledge between mythical and natural. The last ten folios feature images of real birds, marked by distinct, elaborately decorated borders. The visual report of animals (with limited texts) could be seen as a reply to the twenty-seventh question in the relaciones geográficas, which requests a description of Indigenous animals, or as a response to medieval European bestiaries. However, a Chinese viewer would consider the chapter a Spanish illustrated copy of the Shanhai jing 山海經 (Classic of Mountains and Seas). Produced no later than the first century BCE, the Shanhai jing describes strange animals, people, and gods living in continental and maritime environments, blurring the boundary among these categories and creating a system of world based on directions.37 The ancient work evolved into different genres of literature and enjoyed renewed popularity during the late sixteenth century.38 A comparison of the images in Figures 17.3 and 17.4 reveals that the Page 465 →strange creatures were copied from the newly printed illustration of the Shanhai jing (1593) by Hu Wenhuan 胡文煥.39 When Sangley artists transferred these popular images to the Spanish manuscript, they selected and colored them at the Spanish patron’s demand.

[image: An illustration of a bird.]Figure 17.3.“Zhu” in Huh Wenhuan, Xinke shanghai jing tu, juan 2, fol. 21v, 1593. Reprinted by Zhongguo shudian, 2013.

[image: An illustration of a bird.]Figure 17.4.“Chu” in the Boxer Codex (1590s), fol. 279v. Courtesy of the Lilly Library, Indiana University Bloomington.

The intercultural creation of animal imagery in the Codex was most complex with the depiction of the peacock. The illustrative details of the peacock (Figure 17.5), a real bird, are strongly reminiscent of presentations of peacocks in Chinese paintings, indicating that it was painted by an experienced Sangley artist trained in traditional flower-and-bird techniques. This illustration in the Codex was less exquisite than court paintings (Figure 17.6), but certainly richer than those in cheaply printed booksPage 466 → Page 467 →from Fujian’s commercial publishers (Figure 17.7), which the Sangley artists used as templates for creating all the animal images. To meet the Spanish demand for richer coloration, the Sangley artists may have also drawn inspiration from European bestiaries (Figure 17.8) or Books of Hours, one of which survives in the Philippines. For the Spanish audience Page 468 →of the Codex, the image of a peacock from Asia enabled them to appreciate the similarities and differences of the same creature as represented within two different cultural environments.

[image: An illustration of a bird.]Figure 17.5.“Choncho,” the Boxer Codex (1590s), fol. 3004. Courtesy of the Lilly Library, Indiana University Bloomington.

[image: A painting of birds and flowers.]Figure 17.6.“Lü Ji,” “Peacock and Apricot Flowers,” early sixteenth century. Courtesy of the National Palace Museum, Taipei.

[image: An illustration of a bird.]Figure 17.7.“Flowers complete with birds,” illustration of Sizhong zhengqi, 1624. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

[image: An illustration of a bird.]Figure 17.8.Peacock. The Bestiary, 13th Century, MS Bodley 764, fol. 84v. Courtesy of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.

The peacock possesses different symbolic meanings in the two cultures. In Europe, the bird carried negative associations. Pliny considered the peacock ostentatious and spiteful, making it a symbol of pride.40 In the sixteenth century, when Europeans had to deal with animals of Europe and the New World, the author of the book Bestiario de Don Juan de Austria (ca. 1570) used animal symbolism to generate different meanings. Peacocks were praised for their serenity, symbolizing the honest Old World, in contrast to turkeys (peacocks of the Indies), which were depicted as jealous and easily upset, representing the dishonest and lascivious New World.41 Asian cultures, on the other hand, viewed peacocks in a more positive light. The Buddhist Ekottarika Āgama considers the peacock as a creature with nine virtues, signifying the lifestyle of bhikkhu monks.42 Chinese culture also exalts the peacock in many ways. One was to present it as a symbol of purity: a peahen was believed to conceive by merely hearing the sound of a peacock or having its shadow fall across her body,43 in a curious resemblance to the Catholic dogma of immaculate conception. Peacock tail feathers were also prized for their decorative value and are sometimes listed in Chinese local gazetteers as tributary items or foreign imports.

The author of the Codex seems to have drawn from these different traditions to come up with a new meaning. It was the only image in the real bird section annotated with text, described as a bird that “never loses sight of the sun and its rays, and is said to receive its sustenance from it.”44 This description does not seem to be a direct quote from existing sources. The short description could trigger much imagination about the “eyes” on a peacock’s tail, making it a powerful and magical bird.

Sangley artists also left their own marks on the Boxer Codex that were illegible to Spaniards. In the illustrations of many Asian ethnic groups and the Chinese themselves, tiny Chinese characters were often inscribed as decorative details.45 For example, “廣東” (Guangdong) (Figure 17.9) and “廣南” (Quang Nam, a province of Vietnam) were inscribed on folding fans in the hand of male figures.46 “Wenlai文來” (Brunei) was carved on the longsword of the Bruneian warrior. These characters were intendedPage 469 → Page 470 →to signify the group’s origin, but their meaning was comprehensible only to those familiar with Chinese.

[image: An illustration of a Chinese couple.]Figure 17.9.Guangdong on a folding fan, the Boxer Codex (ca. 1590s), fol. 202r. Courtesy of the Lilly Library, Indiana University Bloomington.

This led to a conflict between the Spanish view of the Asian maritime world and the Chinese perception of the world order. While originally untitled, chapter 16 is now entitled “China’s Tributary Neighbors” in the 2015 English translation by Souza and Turley, referring to the Chinese notion of the tributary system. The translators may have been inspired by the Spanish annotation for the first image: “Giao Chi is a country that borders on China and pays tribute to its king.”47 The Sinocentric “tributary system” did not necessarily reflect the maritime Chinese understanding of the world, yet they possessed their own geographical knowledge of the regions and countries and wanted to express it in Chinese characters. The Spanish compiler seemed to have included territories that Spain intended to conquer in the chapter, such as Cheylam 雞籠 (Keelung) and Tamchuy 淡水 (Tamsui) on the northern tip of Formosa Island (Taiwan), which had never sent tribute to China but became Spanish colonies from 1626 to 1642. Despite Spanish imperial ambitions, the Sangley artists inserted Chinese characters in the images, which, by their very illegibility to a Spanish audience, highlight how the Spanish colonial enterprise in Asia inherently relied on local actors and systems of knowledge.



A Linchpin between Imperial Spain and China

The Philippines was a linchpin between imperial Spain and China, and the two cultures also converged in this colony. The corpus of Philippine relaciones manifests the close relationship between the two cultures, especially the Sangleys’ economic importance and ambiguous status in the Spanish colony. The Sangleys lived under Spanish jurisdiction, but the network and resources that made them the collaborators of Spaniards lay beyond Spanish jurisdiction; they tried to maximize their in-between status by serving the Spanish with their resources and knowledge without relinquishing their ownership to that knowledge. The Philippine relaciones materialize this collaboration in both economy and culture at this early stage of Spanish colonization before the bloody 1603 massacre. But the categorization of different Sangley groups in the Manila report of the Philippine relación geográfica, the tense triangular relation Page 471 →in the 1591 questionnaire, and the plural voices of knowledge in the Boxer Codex also foreshadowed the complex reality of the seventeenth century and onward: more Sangley mestizos became closer collaborators of the Spanish, yet Sangley insurrections and massacres recurred; the Spanish dream of conquering China vanished, their interests in knowing Chinese culture waned, and the focus of their evangelization project gradually shifted to Fujian, Taiwan, and other parts of China.
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 Coda: Empires of Informal Knowing

This book has sought to study and compare two bureaucratic inventions of imperial knowledge-making: the local gazetteers of China and the relaciones geográficas of the Spanish world, the “gazetteers started but never completed.” We sought, like the administrators and literati who made these documents, to know about a vast territory from the ground up. When we walked through these two portals, we found resonances between the worlds they reveal, however geographically and culturally distant they were. An empire, as it happened, required similar things when it came to knowing a state and structuring large-scale knowledge from distant places. To know space, nature, and people likewise required asking similar questions about borders, mapping technologies, environments transformed under imperial influence, and diverse peoples brought together to partake in the shared project of empire. Finally, we turned to the connections between the Chinese and Spanish worlds, visible through the transfer of maize, guns, and European travelers and the translation of Chinese visions of the world to Spanish readers by way of the Philippines. Across these essays, we have explored the broad array of paper technologies employed—including texts and tables, images and maps, imprints and manuscripts—in making commensurate imperial discourses. Through them, we compared the relative openness or secrecy of these corpuses in China and Spain, gauging the extent to Page 476 →which imperial knowledge could be circulated, commodified, and integrated outside of government circuits.

This final part aims to go beyond the Spain–China duality and reflect on the broader relevance of such comparison for the field of empire studies in the early modern period. Although this book is not a full-fledged global history of early modern technologies of territorial data-gathering, we might imagine what such a history might look like. It would surely have extended to other early modern empires and states that collected details about their territories and people in similar ways. It would have analyzed the sixteenth-century’s Ain-i-Akbari (“Administration of Akbar”), the writings of Abu’l Fazl the court historian of the Mughal Empire under Emperor Akbar (r. 1556–1605), as they collected knowledge of Mughal flora, fauna, law, trade, and military customs in the fashion of a gazetteer.1 It would have also looked beyond the early modern period, to consider both medieval and modern iterations of regional gazetteers. Examples include the eighth-century Japanese fudoki (風土記),2 which centralized geographical, historical, agricultural, and cultural records about each province for the monarch similarly to the patterned guidelines (tujing 圖經) of Tang China we have discussed in Part 1; or the 1801 “statistiques départementales” of France, encyclopedic gazetteers about “anything that was useful, interesting and outstanding” of its départements, the new administrative unit designed by the revolutionary government to recreate the national territory and the knowledge about its local components.3 Such a global history of gazetteers would need to include the gazetteers that weren’t, or states that found no need for gazetteers. The Ottoman state’s imperial knowledge project of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, for example, developed a massive surveying, recording, and archiving process but no single corpus parallel to the relaciones or the local gazetteers. Why?

This book thus ends with such a heuristic false proof. What makes the parallel between the relaciones and local gazetteers so fruitful is that not all empires developed the same technology. Looking at a different but connected empire—the Portuguese empire—we see how other places did not generate the same bureaucratic tool. As a global seaborne network connecting highly discontinuous imperial spaces from Brazil to China, the Portuguese did not establish a territorial empire governed by Page 477 →a powerful central administration in the sixteenth century. Their limited numbers prevented them from expanding their own bureaucratic structures in its vast polycentric dominions. Colonizers instead reinvented preexisting knowledge and practices, enlisting the vital assistance of religious orders, in particular the Society of Jesus. Territorial knowledge of the Portuguese empire was therefore as heterogeneous, and marked by a high degree of cultural miscegenation, as the “empire of outsiders” itself. There was an advantage to keeping such information heterogeneous rather than attempting to standardize it on a large scale in either the Atlantic or the Asian realms: places could simply be different, and imperial administrators could focus on the pragmatics of trade who continued to broker in vernacular knowledge. To make matters more complicated, any remaining paper trail was not well preserved; it was often intentionally removed as part of the aristocratic society’s art of not being governed by imperial administration. Nevertheless, we see that, without a centrally imposed questionnaire structure, the epistemic questions that the Spanish relaciones and the Chinese gazetteers pose still apply: the tension between imperial administrative imperatives and the local logics of vernacular knowledge; the secrecy or openness of imperial knowledge; the mutual shaping between imperial trajectory and its attempts to formalize knowledge about itself.

This reflection on the commensuration is ultimately what our book seeks to achieve. For past administrators, all these iterations of gazetteers sought to make disparate natural space and human worlds comprehensible at a distance and mutually comparable without erasing their peculiarities. For today’s historians, they allow us to rethink the method of an enlarged global history, which does not rely on the travel narratives of unusually well-traveled individuals, but on structural parallels of documentary genres widely found in disparate parts of the world, and on the commensurate ways of thinking about the world they reveal.
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Chapter Eighteen The Knowledge Economy of the Portuguese Empire

By Dejanirah COUTO



Why Didn’t the Portuguese Empire Create a Relaciones Geográficas Corpus?

The Portuguese empire had many singularities in its policies and practices of collecting and producing empirical knowledge. Its most important distinctiveness was the scattered and somewhat unorganized nature of this collection and production, the consequence of a lack of interest and subsequent investment in the systematization and institutionalization of inclusive empirical knowledge. Such disinterest—which may seem paradoxical insofar as Portugal was one of the main actors of fifteenth-century navigations—may be explained by several factors: a strong culture of pragmatism and decision-making favoring material performances in a kingdom still medieval by some of its characteristics, where the Crown was only the tutelary power over a number of other powerful social bodies and institutions; a low standard of literacy and scarcity of intellectual knowledge (restricted to a few literate circles), which led to poor organization of the archives, going hand in hand with the very unique characteristics of the empire. While the Portuguese empire, like the Ottoman, Page 480 →also extended to Europe, Africa, and Asia during the sixteenth century, the Portuguese struggled with a discontinuity of imperial spaces. Thus, Portugal’s empire was shaped into a maritime network which covered large areas in Africa, South America, and South, Southeast, and East Asia.1 It was “above all characterized by its enormous geographical dispersion.”2

Initially, the Portuguese were not seeking to build a territorially homogeneous empire governed by an all-powerful central administration. Moved by a messianic and providentialist ideology, they envisioned themselves as the unifiers of Christianity in the face of Islam. They especially sought to raise tributes as well as secure strategic collaborations through commercial and political alliances.3 The Crown aimed to strike a blow to Muslim commerce in Asia and the Indian Ocean as well as weaken the Egyptian Mamluk occupation of the Holy Land in Palestine and its power over the Indian spice trade through their customs network along the Red Sea.4

While the Spanish empire sought to “organize their enterprise to produce resources (whether agricultural goods or minerals)” through the system of encomiendas, the Portuguese were more interested in immediate commercial profits through long/short-distance trade of manufactured goods in Asia.5 After the king imposed the Crown monopoly of spices, nobles sought to benefit from the private trade, or privateering, and smuggling.6 The best evidence of this orientation is the creation of the navicert (cartaz) system, which taxed Muslim ships via Indian Ocean ports under Portuguese rule.7 This system explains why the “seaborn empire” in Asia was, from its foundation in 1505, an administratively decentralized and scattered empire.8 Goa, the capital of the Estado da Índia, held full jurisdiction over its dominions in the Western Indian Ocean, East Africa, and Asia at the same time that Lisbon controlled imperial Atlantic territories—both pushed almost identical political and legal prerogatives in terms of the tripartite system of powers.9

At the end of the sixteenth century, the unification of the Catholic Monarchy (1581–1640) under two Iberian crowns transformed Portuguese ideas of governance, and the African Atlantic (Angola), as well as South America (Brazil), were called to replace the Asiatic maritime network of Estado da Índia. The territorial expansion and colonization of a continentally homogenous land, however, did not consistently modify the Page 481 →“polycentric” nature of the Portuguese empire, or policies regarding collection and production of knowledge.10 Things only changed substantially in the eighteenth century under Marquis of Pombal’s governance, during which a “new political paradigm inspired by the political philosophy of the Enlightenment” outlined a different approach to scientific knowledge.11

This does not mean that the sixteenth-century Portuguese Crown did not endorse centralizing and unifying political aspirations based on authoritarian principles. However, demographics undermined many of these aspirations. In the early sixteenth century, around 4,000 Portuguese emigrated from Europe to the Estado da Índia. While they could enforce their administrative rule in some strongholds like Goa, Hormuz, Malacca, or Macao, they failed to control broader areas (including the high seas outside the usual corridors of the Indian Ocean trade) due to a lack of human resources. The policy of miscegenation did increase the number of mestizo imperial subjects capable of carrying out administrative and military tasks, but this manpower was never enough to control the vast and complex territories. With only a small number of officers, some of whom hold multiple functions, it has been rightly argued that the “management of authority and power was often based on a relatively informal autonomy of local agents.”12 In short, the demographic factor and the overall material conditions in the empire in the sixteenth century were not in favor either of an accurate systematization of a very large register of empirical knowledge.



Crown Institutions and Privileged Imperial Sciences

Despite having been hindered by loose administration and poorly trained personnel, the Portuguese Crown in the Estado da Índia was not entirely disinterested in producing and controlling certain categories of knowledge. Materia medica, which were essential to public health and cartography as well as linked to political power, were closely monitored by the state. King Manuel issued legal charts (regimentos) in 1514, 1515, and 1521 to regulate materia medica, and a list of ninety botanical and mineral samples in 1515.13 In 1542, the code of natural medicine was expanded by his successor King João III (r. 1521–1557) when the official remedies list Page 482 →(Pauta das mezinhas) was issued. Thus, the marketing of drugs was tightly controlled, and the boarding of medicinal products on ships bound from India to Portugal was strictly supervised.14 The Pauta was operative in all imperial urban centers, hospitals, strongholds, commercial outposts (feitorias), and armadas for thirty years, only to be modified after 1581 when Portugal became a part of the Catholic Monarchy. Yet, in the context of extensive social miscegenation, Indigenous remedies and botanic samples also circulated in the hospitals of the empire and on board ships.15

Cartography, geography, and navigational charts were even more crucial for the Crown, for they could lend demarcations to territorial claims and disputed maritime borders.16 In 1504, a royal decree (alvará) of King Manuel forbade the making of terrestrial globes and nautical charts by experts not strictly controlled by the Crown.17 In the 1960s, Admiral Teixeira da Mota published a 1590 chart (regimento) which clearly stated that nautical charts and other cosmographic artifacts could only be made by trustworthy persons.18 Strong rivalry between the two Iberian Empires led Portugal to incidentally adopt a policy of secrecy akin to that of Spain, as studied by Alison Sandman and María Portuondo.19

However, the Portuguese Crown’s ability to maintain confidentiality was doubtful. Spain and Portugal were not isolated from one another, and, despite the royal prohibitions, pilots formed a genuine transnational community, moving indifferent between the two main institutional places of nautical knowledge in the Iberian Peninsula—Lisbon’s Almazem and Seville’s Casa de la Contratación—and sharing their information and skills. Alison Sandman has illustrated this border porosity by referring to a cosmographer who denounced “a Portuguese chart maker living in Seville on the grounds that he could easily copy charts and send them to his family back in Portugal, allowing the Portuguese to know ‘the navigation to the Indies and the secrets thereof.’”20 On the Portuguese side, the most revealing example of this type of situation concerns the two renowned cartographers (Pedro and Jorge, father and son) who, while being Portuguese, executed several maps for the expedition of Ferdinand Magellan in Seville (1519).21 Still, Portugal was less strict than Spain in forbidding publication of books containing cosmographic or natural information. While Philip II banned Alonso de Santa Cruz’s descriptions of the New World, such prohibition did not occur in Portugal.22Page 483 →

Portugal also lagged behind Spain in its systematization of nautical knowledge, which was essentially transmitted orally and informally before 1581 based on the “the sharing of a common technical culture from master to disciple, subject to the caprices of market supply and demand.”23 While Alonso de Chaves had produced the first treatise on making a nautical chart in Spain by 1540, a similar genre of text was only produced in Portugal in 1570 by Fernão Oliveira in his Ars nautica.24 Despite the importance of nautical science for the Portuguese Crown, it was mostly under Spanish authority (1581–1640) that the mention of “art of making nautical charts” appeared in the University of Coimbra curriculum in 1594, when the chair of Astrology became the chair of Mathematics and Astrology.25

However, when it comes to cartography and nautical science, Portugal endeavored somehow to standardize imperial knowledge by creating dedicated institutions. These institutions were similar to their Spanish counterparts, although smaller in scale and fewer in number. For cartography and nautical science, the Lisbon Almazem (literally the warehouse) was set on the ground floor (or near) the royal Ribeira Palace in downtown Lisbon, a location reflective of the Crown’s commitment to controlling transoceanic trade and its overseas empire. Being a part of the Casa da Índia (House of India), the Almazem hosted the padrão real, an official nautical chart bearing the up-to-date sailing routes and coastlines identified by Portuguese navigators and illustrating the Crown strategy to control the exotic commodities (namely the spices) arriving from Africa and Asia to Lisbon.26 However, “the story of these institutions and their relation to scientific practice is still poorly known.”27 Did these places act as “trading zones,” places where craftsmen, artisans, and humanists shared codified forms of tacit knowledge?28 This question has not been addressed yet as far as it concerns the Portuguese empire.

That said, Portugal never created the equivalent of the Consejo de Indias (Council of the Indies)—the body in charge of the relaciones geográphicas—until after its integration into the Habsburg dominions. Established in 1604, the Conselho da Índia, which continued its activities until 1614 and became Conselho Ultramarino in 1643, was assigned various duties, but it is not clear to what extent its responsibilities covered the organization and normalization of imperial knowledge (such as the inventory of medical samples, Page 484 →the registration of botanic and mineral samples circulating through the tri-continental empire, from Brazil to India and vice versa).29 Scholars only know that the Conselho shared the revision of all imperial publications jointly with the Inquisition and the Desembargo do Paço (Crown tribunal) in order to avoid diffusion of subjects that could harm religiously or politically the two Iberian states.30 Thus, we are left to infer that the Conselho kept an eye on the reports and letters sent from several imperial regions holding geographical, ethnological, and political information, but we do not know what happened to those materials: were they used in Portugal? In what manner, and for what purpose? Or did they become moldy, forgotten by bureaucrats, in some drawer in Lisbon or Madrid, as we will see later with the projects of the cartographer Manuel Godinho de Erédia? The Portuguese archives, thus, still may hold some surprises.31

Despite the implementation of the Almazem, the fact remains that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Portuguese Crown did not show much concern to standardize imperial knowledge on a large scale in either its Asian or Atlantic realms. Royal instructions were given to Vasco da Gama before his departure in 1497, to D. Francisco de Almeida who became in 1506 the first viceroy of Estado da Índia (gov. 1505–1509), and some years later to Diogo Lopes de Sequeira (gov. 1518–1522). In 1504, the secretary Álvaro Vaz referred to a request from the king himself: “Your Lordship has now sent me to accurately describe to you all the islands and places that in this sea of India and along the coast from here to Malacca lie, and so the goods that are in each one, and of our goods which are the best for these places, and the prices of both.”32 But such instructions only consisted of general inquiry on people, religions, economies, trade, harbors, productions, and military strongholds—they were an outline rather than a thoughtful questionnaire. The emphasis was on natural riches and prices of goods, not on cosmographical, natural, or ethnological knowledge.33 In addition, to convey the economic potentialities of natural commodities from his Asian empire, actual objects—such as the tree trunk of cinnamon with its leaves the king received in 1515—seemed more persuasive than any written narrative.

By comparing the Portuguese and the Spanish Atlantic territories, Portugal “had not imposed in the Brazilian nature any study of great scientific relevance during the first two centuries of colonization, which, Page 485 →in contrast, the Spanish had objects, in the territorial possessions, widely disseminated by documented books, as Historia natural y moral de las Indias (1590) written by the Spanish Jesuit José de Acosta (ca. 1539–1600).”34 In fact, the question is more intricate, because Pero Magalhães Gândavo composed the História da Província Santa Cruz, an account of Brazil’s natural history, in 1576, and two other relevant works were produced, the Tratado descriptivo do Brasil of Gabriel Soares de Sousa (1587) and the Historia dos animais e arvores do Maranhão of Frei Cristovão de Lisboa (1625–1627). But these texts did not meet the success of Acosta’s Historia. It was only in the eighteenth century, and in order to solve a border demarcation with the Habsburgs in South America, that the Portuguese Crown launched a geographic survey in Brazil.35

Nor did the Crown launch anything like the relaciones questionnaire as Philip II of Spain did, “in such a way that all the citizens affected would answer the same question,” or an equivalent of the Crown instructions for collecting cosmographical information as stated in the Copulata, the summary of existing laws concerning the Indies in the reformed Consejo de las Indias.36 While Spain organized a huge scientific operation with its network of observers from Toledo and Seville to Puerto Rico and the Solomon Islands to watch the lunar eclipses in 1577 and 1588, nothing similar was organized in Portugal or its overseas empire.37 Therefore, Portugal did not have a strict equivalent of the relaciones geográficas questionnaires, which caused an Instruccion y memoria to be printed with a questionnaire of fifty questions.38

As they encompass twenty-five responses, the texts gathered in the 1548 Códice Elvas nevertheless offer one parallel with the Spanish relaciones.39 On the mandates of Governors of Estado da Índia Martim Afonso de Sousa (gov. 1542–1545) and João de Castro (gov. 1545–1548), imperial officers, pilots, exchequers (vedores da fazenda), overseers, and apothecaries were indeed commanded by King João III to provide data on the origin, features, and possible commercialization of some Asian drugs and plants. But, although it was also preceded by a questionnaire, the Códice Elvas responses depart from the Spanish relaciones geograficás. The initiative is not strictly speaking a survey; it mostly has commercial goals, since the listing of natural objects was supplemented by data on maritime trade routes, harbors, and markets.40 These features seem to stem from the Page 486 →early-sixteenth-century Portuguese tradition of “commercial discovery,” as illustrated by two seminal texts with extensive information on Asian trade and its natural productions: the Livro de Duarte Barbosa (1516) and the Suma Oriental of Tomé Pires (1515).41 In any event, a few years after the Elvas questionnaire, the famous Italian doctor Pietro Andrea Mattioli (1501–1577) still exhorted King João III to gather medical information in Portuguese imperial lands.42 This was finally achieved in Burgos, in Spain, where the Portuguese Cristóvão da Costa (known in Spain as Cristóbal de Acosta) printed his Tractado de las drogas y medicinas de las Indias orientales in 1578.43

Under the Catholic Monarchy, Philip II (who had sent to Mexico his personal physician, Francisco Hernandez, to study the local flora)44 ordered Matias de Albuquerque, Viceroy of Estado da Índia (1591–1597) to do experiments with Asian samples in 1596. Thus, the manuscript Compendio De Varias Receitas de Medicina is preserved at the National Library of France, listing 179 specimens and arranging them “apparently without logical order.”45 The names of medicinal plants were mostly written in Konkani, the vernacular language of Goa, Portuguese, or both languages.46 As noted by Luís Filipe Thomaz, who edited the manuscript, the author could be a physician of Portuguese, Hindu, or mestizo origin living in the Estado da Índia, well acquainted with the Lusitanian, Indian, and specially Goan flora. It would be “the first European text to notice an array of Indian plants, that, though used in Ayurvedic medicine, were unknown to the Ancients and remained so to Arab doctors as well and even to Garcia de Orta.”47

As pointed out, it was only in the eighteenth century, and in order to solve a border demarcation with the Habsburgs in South America, that the Portuguese Crown launched a geographic survey in Brazil.48



Local Elite, Mestizos, and Converts: “Empire of Outsiders” and Miscegenated Knowledge

The Portuguese empire’s demographic weakness and loose structure also favored informality, improvisation, and pragmatism. Knowledge production relied primarily on individual initiatives and personal commitments of their authors, who, in accordance with the medieval Page 487 →tradition of counseling (arbitrios), then sought to be rewarded by powerful patrons. There was no formal Crown patronage before the union of the two Iberian kingdoms. However, throughout the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, overseas Portuguese administration, state agents (captains and pilots of ships, fleets, and armadas, captains of fortresses), fortified trading posts (feitorias), diplomatic negotiators, members of the judiciary, overseers, customs agents, and interpreters were bound to address the sovereign or the members of high administration from the places where they had been assigned.49 Consequently, the information they provided was not systematized. It was generally interwoven in personal issues, and remained occasional and scattered, also because it was addressed to very dispersed entities.

This process of knowledge assimilation was strongly indebted to oral eyewitnesses and accounts provided by cultural brokers: interpreters (lingoas),50 sailors, pilots, but also by captives and slaves (sometimes used as translators), Indigenous allies, spies51 (defectors converted to Christianity), and, quite often, by merchants and members of local elites close to the Portuguese, thus broadening regularly the field of geographical and natural knowledge.52 For instance, the naturalist Garcia de Orta, himself a New Christian fleeing the Inquisition, relied on a heterogeneous network, including pilots, Portuguese and Muslim merchants, and a Persian, secretary of the Goa’s governor, who provided him with exotica and natural information on botany, geology, gemology, and medicine.53

In this context, the Indigenous and mestizo elites took on a significant weight. For example, in Goa, the custom house was farmed out to rich Hindu families,54 while the Portuguese mestizos’ good weapons and skills could provide military protection to local rulers and traders.55 These individuals shaped a “world on the move,” crossing boundaries and brokering contacts of various sorts with very diverse populations. To evoke this mobility, the Portuguese empire has been designed as “empire of outsiders.”56 Consequently, miscegenation, informality, and pragmatism remain key to understanding the Portuguese empire in Asia, and that is why it has also been called an “Improvised Empire.”57

By relying upon the contribution of all these social categories, the Portuguese drew upon preexisting socio-political and economic structures to administer and exploit the areas under their rule, recycling and Page 488 →reinventing vernacular expertise in the most varied fields. For instance, they applied a tax system and concession of land inherited from the Muslim iḳṭā‘ used in medieval northern India58 and preserved in the “Northern Province” (Bassein/Vasai) the Maratha fourteen major land divisions.59 The same can be said of the assimilation of Ayurvedic and native medicine,60 Indian shipbuilding techniques,61 or Asian drawing and architectural solutions.62 The incorporation of trading practices, systems of weights and measures, or monetary units of the Asiatic trading world (see the inventories provided by the Livro de Duarte Barbosa,63 or the Suma Oriental of Tomé Pires)64 are also a part of this process of hybridization.

Cartography offers a particularly instructive example of imperial miscegenation. The celebrated “Cantino planisphere” (1502), a mestizo chart which shows the technical expertise of Portuguese chart makers, is followed by many others.65 In the Indian Ocean, the Portuguese systematically employed Arab, Persian or Javanese pilots,66 who recorded Asian navigation techniques (using the iṣba‘ and the kamal device to determine latitudes),67 transposed elements of the Asian decorative arts into their nautical charts, and used native nautical charts.68 Although the Portuguese Crown did not standardize this type of crossbreed knowledge, it circulated informally to become a cultural legacy claimed by the Portuguese and some mestizos throughout the empire.

The imperial mestizo elites (including specific social groups such as manamuzungos in Africa, topazes in Southeast Asia, jurubaças in the China Sea) gained substantial power, as they could mediate languages, vernacular knowledge, and partnerships with the Indigenous societies.69 This process was intimately intertwined with the “Asianization” of a number of Portuguese, who distanced themselves from the matrix of their original European culture. As freelancers, they built their lives out of reach of the Portuguese Crown, to whom they could occasionally provide services when requested.70 The status of “on the fringes” led these actors to develop compensation mechanisms in order to overcome their social singularity.71 The same thing happened to mestizos: to achieve social promotion, they became involved in the collection and transmission of knowledge, seeking to access the exclusive circles of imperial Portuguese society and influence imperial political or cultural decisions72 in rivalry with the Portuguese Page 489 →elites (formed by reinóis and castiços).73 Similarly to mestizo communities in the overseas Spanish empire, mestizos in the Portuguese empire claimed historical awareness of their Indigenous past, which led them to produce autobiographies and genealogies, as well as to collect artifacts related to common ancestries.74 They became staunch defenders of erudite written knowledge and oral traditions, bilingualism, and linguistic diversity. Knowledge became a tool to enhance the distinctive features of their identity (fluency in transcending cultures and boundaries), characteristics that aroused the mistrust of the reinóis or their descent (castiços).75

The reinóis claimed their social status in the face of mestizos and natives converted to Christianity through social retaliation and the production of knowledge.76 In fact, some converts (topazes)77 also competed with other mestizos, identifying socially with them, mimicking their behavior and espousing their norms. Both groups presented a common feature: their paths “consciously implied political action [for some of them], often having recourse to metropolitan knowledge, associated with knowledge produced by traditional intellectuals who did not see themselves as such, but who occupied a more important social position (. . .) individuals whose local knowledge could inspire and generate the production of mixed discourse.”78 Therefore, they worked to ensure a certain supremacy by producing or compiling knowledge, often inspired by European models, together with a vernacular one, networking to share a scattered yet cosmopolitan scientific culture.79

Therefore, in the cities and strongholds of the Portuguese empire, mestizos and Hindu converts played significant roles as political advisers (arbitristas), military engineers, cartographers, cosmographers, apothecaries, naturalists, and literary erudite. João da Cruz, a mestizo cannon founder born in Macao, his son João da Cruz, who wielded political influence in Vietnam,80 and Jacinto de Deus, author of the Vergel de Plantas e Flores (1690), are examples of this cultural brokerage.81

The cartographer Manuel Godinho de Erédia (Malacca, 1563–Goa, 1623) provides another example which sheds light on the social and intellectual skills of a mestizo individual in the Asian Portuguese empire as well as the functioning of its administrative machine (represented by the Conselho da Índia). Erédia did not hesitate to recreate an identity and to develop a “fictionalized” life story, to the extent of being described as a Page 490 →“transcultural impostor.”82 Born in the 1590s in Malacca to an Aragonese soldier and a Macassar bugis woman of high social status, Erédia produced maps (sometimes matched with texts) of the Luso-Asian world combined with European tradition and Asian sources.83 His maps of India and the Bay of Bengal draw their inspiration from anonymous Asian cartography; his chart of Banda shows that he used nautical Javanese (Jau) charts. Most interestingly, the Malacca hinterland map (carta do Sertam de Malaca, 1602) contains an interesting list of the Malacca Sultans before the Portuguese takeover on Malacca in 1511.84 He also wrote a short treaty in 1612 on Asiatic botany, the Suma de Árvores e plantas da India intra Gangez, a pioneering work in regards to its beautiful watercolor drawings. But this hybrid knowledge production did not bring him the social and professional recognition he sought.

In 1604 he addressed a petition to Philip III of Spain and Portugal, seeking to validate his finding of “Luca Antara,” the new land he claimed to have discovered east of Insulindia. The petition was dispatched by the new viceroy of Estado da Índia Martim Afonso de Castro (who died in 1607). In 1609, through Rui Lourenço de Távora, the newly appointed viceroy, the monarch requested Erédia’s cosmographic papers and a memorandum (lembrança) of his discovery, which incorporated natural history and ethnological information. However, the viceroy issued an unfavorable opinion on Erédia, but the cartographer did not give up. In 1619, he sent a second petition to Philip III (this time embedded in a request for an office in Sri Lanka, a region that he seemed to know well). While his initiatives made him memorable in the court circles of Lisbon or Madrid,85 his plans were not deemed substantial enough for the Crown to invest in them.86 It was only in 1624, one year after Erédia’s death, when rumor of a Dutch navigation south of Java reached the Portuguese authorities in Goa, Lisbon, and ultimately Madrid,87 that Erédia’s hypothetical discoveries were remembered. The Portuguese administration was requested to give an opinion on Erédia’s writings and discovery projects. But the cartographer had passed away, and the Dutch had already hit the “Andracht Land” (Australia) in 1616. Only the chart number nine in João Teixeira Albernaz I Atlas (1630),88 which shows a caption stating that “NUCA ANTARA, [was] discovered by Manuel Godinho de Erédia Year 1601,” seems to do some justice to Erédia’s claims and ambitions.89Page 491 →

Erédia provides a good example of the Portuguese Crown’s inconsistencies and ambivalences—even during its incorporation into the Catholic Monarchy—regarding the recognition of the hybrid imperial knowledge produced in Asia. He was far from being the only one: overseas Portuguese mestizo elites in Asia generated a miscegenated scientific knowledge, partially inspired by European models, but could not expect the support of the European imperial elites or an effective structuring of imperial knowledge.90



Stolen Documents and Moldy Registers: (Lack of) Systematization of Imperial Archives

As stated above, despite geographical dispersion, leading to slowness and vicissitudes of maritime and terrestrial communications, the Portuguese imperial network generated copious documents which informally conveyed data on sundry subjects, but intertwined with personal information. Ethnographic, or natural data was occasionally incorporated into correspondences related to local affairs, and demands of benefits for the letter writers or their families.91 Conversely, such dotted knowledge spread throughout various types of more sophisticated writings: despite being mainly a cosmographic text, the Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis (1506–1508) encompasses long digressions of the African fauna and flora, and so does the Crónica do Descobrimento e Conquista da Guiné of Gomes Eanes de Zurara (1453). Written in 1503, the logbook of Tomé Lopes—who declares his intention to describe accurately what he had seen—not only included information on trade, commodities, cities and harbors, but bestowed several descriptions of animals, plants, and people.92 Another striking example is the História trágico-marítima, a collection of twelve Portuguese wreck accounts, edited in 1735–1736 by Bernardo Gomes de Brito, which contains a majority of sixteenth-century shipwreck accounts. Together with the description of the shipwrecks, the accounts provide extensive natural information on the ecological environment that allowed crews to survive.93

Natural knowledge spread through another important narrative genre—the travel accounts, which brought together land itineraries, logbooks, rutters (roteiros), and maritime diaries. The India Run Page 492 →(Carreira da Índia), the round voyage made by the Crown’s commercial fleet every year between Lisbon and Goa, provided a steady number of this kind of maritime writings.94 However, as Cristina Roque pointed out, “None of the 16th century Portuguese travelers had been previously instructed on the process of observation and/or classification of the natural world, but they were expected to describe and collect ‘natural objects’ whenever possible.”95 Thus, a corpus of practical knowledge rooted in experience was created and transmitted to other travelers, including “navigation instructions, geographic coordinates and magnetic variations, geo-climatic features, information on marine fauna and flora.”96

Although the Portuguese produced an extensive travel literature, they never undertook (with perhaps the exception of the two chroniclers João de Barros and Diogo do Couto) the drafting of a general history of the populations of the world, which also reflects a lack of interest in the systematization of the anthropological and ethnological data. Therefore, the Portuguese did not produce something equivalent to the Boxer Codex.97 Portuguese travel accounts were mainly based on factual descriptions of events and encounters along with the glorification of trade mechanisms and warlike virtues and behaviors. Empirical comparisons were often made, but without categorization or intention to engage in further theoretical considerations. Commenting on his Suma Oriental, one of the most fascinating treaties on political economy of Asia, Tomé Pires considered that “composing sums or treaties is more the specialty of foreigners than of Portuguese.”98 The chronicler Pero Magalhães de Gândavo, in the introduction to his História da Província Santa Cruz a que vulgarmente chamamos Brasil (1576) regretted how little the Portuguese valued writing.99 So did João de Barros in the prologue of his Ásia Primeira Década (1552), underlying that his compatriots did not pay attention to written culture, preferring action to reflection.100 These were not mere conventional rhetorical effects intended to highlight the writings of these scholars but the expression of a contemporary reality to which Garcia de Resende also subscribed in the prologue of his Cancioneiro Geral (1516).101

The shortcomings of this lack of interest and imperial dispersal of knowledge were also stressed by some other voices within sixteenth-century Portuguese society. In contrast to the general trend, João de Castro, governor of Estado da Índia, was an almost unique example of a Page 493 →Portuguese traveler and navigator who submitted the corpus of knowledge in his possession to a scientific methodology grounded on the set of rules guiding the process of observation and experimentation.102 In the introduction to his Rutter of the Red Sea (Roteiro do Mar Roxo), he complained about the lack of Portuguese scientific writings.103 The naturalist Garcia de Orta also accused the Portuguese of being more interested in trade than in observation of the environmental natural world: he was irritated that the vegetal and mineral samples provided by the members of his exclusive social network had to be paid from his pocket.104

After Portugal’s incorporation into the Catholic Monarchy, the new political order involved an intrusive and increasingly structured bureaucracy. It produced a significant amount of documents used to legitimize the power of the Crown and supplement—through the compulsive proliferation of written documents—the shrinking and fragmentation of land bases in Asia as well as the asymmetry of political and social relations within the Portuguese overseas society.105 Among other changes, the budgets (orçamentos) and the cadastral surveys (tombos) “appeared with far greater frequency after 1580, suggesting the gradual emergence of a fiscal regime under the Habsburgs with distinctive features.”106 The same could be said of the administrative surveys—see for instance the one led in Angola by Domingos de Abreu e Brito in 1590–1591 or the cadastral surveys carried out by Diogo Campos Moreno on Brazil (1616) by order of Philip III.107 The aforementioned Livro das Plantas of António Bocarro (1635) and the Livro do Estado da Índia Oriental (1636) of Pedro Barreto de Resende intended to give to the Spanish kings an extensive overview of the economic geography and military defenses of their new Asian realms, which were previously part of the Portuguese empire.108

The creation of the Catholic Monarchy also changed, in part, the imperial Portuguese practice of archiving. Until 1595, the imperial documents were sent either to the metropolis Torre do Tombo, established during the fourteenth century in the royal palace located inside St. Jorge Castle in Lisbon, or to the Casa da Índia. But the dispersion process was already underway. The court control was loose and the archives in Lisbon were not kept carefully.109 Documents were stolen or simply lent to aristocrats, scholars, jurists, bureaucrats, members of the clergy or public officials (including the Torre do Tombo directors), who, on the pretext of genealogy Page 494 →research and autobiographical writings, scholarly studies, legal and financial disputes, and interpersonal conflicts, never gave them back to the Tombo.110 Such careless behavior by the Portuguese Crown raises questions on the intrinsic value given to archival documents and written knowledge in Portuguese society—including the overseas imperial societies where, outside the small lettered circles, the level of literacy was very low.111

Regarding the archives, the state of affairs in Lisbon deteriorated after the death of King João III in 1559 and a succession crisis opened with the death of the young King Sebastião (1554–1578).112 Sorting the archives and collecting knowledge was then not a priority for the Portuguese Crown. The situation became even worse in the imperial holdings, as the European elite of Estado da Índia lived in a sort of social promiscuity, acting as in-group surrounded by its clienteles (some of them mestizo); in Goa, in Malacca, or in the fortresses along the Indian Ocean shores, almost everyone knew each other, and private as well as political conflicts (brutally resolved or through legal action) were frequent.113 Removing or making documents disappear (such as necrologies, in case of clashes over heritages) was a common maneuver in an entrenched aristocratic culture, “dominated by conflict.”114

On the other hand, the imperial administration did not seem to have the ability to keep track of the papers. In the 1550s, the educated vedor do Estado da Índia Simão Botelho attempted to organize the imperial papers, but he obeyed the sovereign’s orders and privileged administrative and financial records. The criteria of classification is not known, but he asserts in the introduction of his Tombo da Índia (1554) that he used a system of registers to organize the documents referring to strongholds management (pay of soldiers, tributes payments, expenditures allocated to parades and displays, arsenals handling, etc.) and made distinct entries for each fortress.115 No other types of documents are referenced, revealing that Botelho was mainly concerned with maximizing efficiency. The pages of the Suma Oriental manuscript, which bear upon more subjects than commerce and economic data, have been removed from the Lisbon version but appear in the older Paris manuscript of the treaty.116 Meanwhile, in the decades of the 1550s and 1560s, the Jesuits and the Franciscans, members of the orders established in the empire, went on compiling knowledge by and for themselves.117Page 495 →

On February 25, 1595, ten years after the reunification of the two Iberian kingdoms, a royal order established the Torre do Tombo in Goa. Space in the palace of the viceroy/governor of Estado da Índia was assigned to stock registers and all types of documents. The chronicler Diogo do Couto became its first director.118 Administrative and military reports (many of them falling in the category of “letters/reports,” characteristic of the Portuguese empire written culture),119 orders and provisions granted by the king (Alvarás e Provisões), instruction manuals for the forts, expenditures, leases (Aforamentos), lands given to village or temple officials (Namoxins), tax registers and fiscal records of holdings in villages under Portuguese rule (Tombos),120 correspondences and treaties with “neighboring kings,” etc. were to be stored at the Torre do Tombo in Goa. The institution was also to keep pilots’ rutters (roteiros), diaries, and other sorts of writings, eventually featured as memorandums and monographs (some of them provided by missionaries). The diplomatic notes encompassed historical, political, economic, and ethnographic data. The noteworthy mobility of imperial subjects outside the network of Estado da Índia also enabled the gathering of information from lands that, occasionally, were not ruled or did not fall into the sphere of Portuguese political influence.121 Those pieces, some of which were written in the early years of the sixteenth century, describe the political and cultural traditions of the Portuguese interlocutors (including the empires of Kongo and Mwene Mutapa in West and East Africa respectively, the Vijayanāgar empire in southern India, the kingdoms of Sri Lanka,122 the sultanate of Gujarat in northern India, the Mughal empire, the sultanate of Aceh in northern Sumatra,123 the Mōn monarchies of Siam,124 Ming, and Qing China,125 or the Tokugawa dynasty of Japan). For example, information on the beginnings of the Gujarat Muzaffarid dynasty or on the governance of the Vijayanāgar empire in the early sixteenth century is courtesy of Portuguese accounts.126 Employed to expand diplomatic negotiations, these writings were generally not printed, and some of them (or their copies) circulated freely throughout the empire, being extensively used as political information by governors, viceroys, and their aides. Yet there is no evidence to know whether these materials for political and diplomatic purposes were organized, and if so, according to what criteria (geographical, thematic, etc.).Page 496 →

Therefore, the reverse side of the medal has to be taken into account. Considering all the effective information gathered in the framework of a tri-continental empire that lasted several centuries and how few writings remained of it, we can agree with Teotónio R. de Souza: “There was a failure of the systematic organization of archives from the ancient times both in Portugal and in Goa.”127 Indeed, as noted above, some significant pieces to map imperial knowledge and functioning disappeared or ended up in private libraries.128

To complete this paradoxical situation, the 1595 creation of the Tombo in Goa was not followed by any concrete effect. On January 31, 1602, Philip III of Spain and Portugal wrote from Valladolid to Viceroy of Estado da Índia Ayres de Saldanha seeking to accelerate the implementation of the imperial archive, which Madrid considered necessary to promote a strong overseas governance.129 Yet, in spite of the optimistic appreciation of Fernando Bouza,130 the condition of the Torre do Tombo archives in Lisbon during the first half of the seventeenth century was far from being good upon close scrutiny, and therefore could not be used as an inspiration model for the overseas territories: centrifugal forces were at work, and Gaspar Alvares de Lousada complained that royal decrees, orders (alvarás), and instructions to ambassadors, governors and viceroys, as well as correspondences with Rome and various European kingdoms, were missing, due to the carelessness and the inability of the Torre do Tombo officers to abide by the law.131

To sum up, compared with Lisbon, the scenario in the Goa royal archives (Torre do Tombo) was even darker. The best comment on its situation was undoubtedly from Diogo do Couto. Blaming the neglect in which the documents had been left before his appointment, he acerbically declared: “these documents were lost, and many other of this kind, because of the little interest that in this State is given to everything that is not drugs and goods,”132 a State (and an administration) where “the interest is to gather [wealth] and to move ahead.”133

As a consequence, the Goa archives were only keeping some old and moldy registers. Fortunately, a small catalogued registry was consigned by J. H. da Cunha Rivara in the nineteenth century, thus providing some information on the main documents kept in the Torre do Tombo from Page 497 →1592 to 1775. The listing does not provide clues on possible schemes of classification devised to manage diversity of collected information. It only shows a predominance of various sorts of administrative documents, service certificates of individuals, diplomatic treaties, registers related to religious and educational institutions, land registers, etc. kept together in a jumble in the so-called Monsoon Books (Livros das Monções), which were partly sent to Lisbon in 1774–1775.134

As discussed above, some accounts on the Asian lands “that seemed interesting” were also rescued into the Goa archives and sent to Lisbon, but we do not know if they were sorted. To our knowledge, this is the only reference to the existence of some travel accounts (or texts encompassing ethnological materials) in the Tombo of Goa. Not knowing the criterion that was followed, it is thus impossible to assess what the term “interesting” meant for the archivists, whether they were considered interesting as exotica or because they would help to compose diplomatic documents.135

The Goa Tombo situation did not improve after Diogo do Couto’s death in 1616. The chronicler had seven successors until 1631, and the rules were not followed when it came to sorting or preserving the documents. Only one director, António Bocarro, the author of the renowned Livro das Plantas de todas as fortalezas, cidades e povoações do Estado da Índia Oriental (1635), was a worthy successor of Diogo do Couto, putting some order in the Goa imperial archive (1615–1645).136 But the eighteenth century was a dreadful period for the Goa Tombo, and its continuous deterioration culminated in the 1774 royal decree of repatriation of the archival documentation to Lisbon, an enterprise carried out in 1775. It was in this sequence that the fate of the mass of trials gathered by the Goa Inquisition (which were kept in Goa’s Torre do Tombo archive) was sealed. The Portuguese Crown feared that the Inquisition papers would fall into the hands of the Marathas which then threatened Goa and the “Northern Province” (Bassein/Vasai).137 Consequently, only the inventory of processes survived.138 It is therefore clear that a wider and more systematized “narrative of imperial science” to map the Portuguese imperial resources within an official scope was not sustainable.139Page 498 →



Empires of Knowledge in and beyond the Portuguese World

While protecting knowledge related to nautical science, the Portuguese Crown has not shown itself to be deeply concerned with establishing a structured policy of systematizing larger areas of scientific knowledge, at least before the union of the two Iberian Crowns (1581–1640). Yet the Catholic Monarchy brought only sporadic achievements in this matter. One can object that the characteristics of the Portuguese empire in the early sixteenth century (territorial dispersion, demographic weakness of the European component, lack of financial power, loose administration, and, to a certain extent, poor institutionalization) did not facilitate such a policy.

However, deeply rooted features must be taken into consideration. A culture of pragmatism and improvisation, favoring trade and empiricism,140 and subordinating scholar culture, together with a low level of literacy in some social categories, either in the metropolis or in the empire, could account for the Crown’s minimal investment in organizing information-gathering practices and imperial knowledge, characterized, moreover, by its hybrid features. The contributions of some prominent intellectuals (who undertook scientific work on their own initiative), the production of a few mestizo intellectuals (who acted as cultural brokers of indigenous knowledge), and the scattering of natural, anthropological, and ethnological knowledge through private correspondences, reports, and accounts, does not essentially modify the general configuration.

Therefore, when it comes to imperial politics of knowledge, an empire can be read through the way it preserves its archives and systematizes its documentation. Or, reversing the question, the archives bear witness to the official attitude towards knowledge and, indirectly, to the consistency of the State apparatus. In the case of the Portuguese imperial dominions, as a consequence of the picture portrayed, the Crown archives were basically neglected, either in Lisbon or in Goa. When it comes to the archival organization, the Catholic Monarchy (1581–1640) did not bring substantial improvements. Clearly, there was a lack of “long lasting repositories and a bureaucracy with a vested interest in preserving their collections.”141 Therefore, the intrinsic value of the patrimonialization of the document Page 499 →was not taken into consideration. The individual appropriation and privatization of the documentation—a long-lasting phenomenon in the Portuguese empire—proves it. How this carelessness was harmful to imperial rule beyond the second half of the seventeenth century is a question that should be further explored.142

As this book addresses two main types of imperial knowledge-gathering systems—one developed by the Chinese, another employed by the Spanish, and both committed to the collection, systematization, and conservation of empirical knowledge—the present chapter introduces a third element of comparison through the example of the Portuguese empire. In comparative history, it is not enough to stop where the likenesses end. Rather, the comparison enables us to see differences with greater clarity. This third comparison proves all the more relevant for the central purpose of this book because, in terms of knowledge management policy, the Portuguese empire contrasts sharply with the Chinese and Spanish empires. With few exceptions, knowledge was not collected and systematized according to prior planning, as was the case in the two other examples. Despite a common medieval matrix, Portugal developed another tradition of organizing empirical knowledge that operated quite apart from the Iberian Monarchy. Even after their unification, during this late “Spanish” period in Portuguese imperial history, the standardization of knowledge was very relative, compared to what was being done in the Spanish empire.

Several factors contributed to this Lusitanian exception. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, an enormous geographical dispersion, accompanied by effective decentralization, set Portuguese empire apart. Epitomizing that, the empire was ruled by two, not one, capitals: Lisbon and Goa. The Portuguese empire had limited human and material resources, in relation to the extent of the geographical spaces controlled. It enculturated strong social hybridism weighing on the imperial integration of vernacular knowledge. To this must be added a high level of illiteracy and the intrinsic weaknesses of the imperial bureaucracy confronted with a limited number of clerks and officers. In the Portuguese world, intellectual knowledge was very much restricted to ecclesiastical or aristocratic circles. Such characteristics meant that private initiatives Page 500 →had greater success than state-mandated ones, as isolated curiosities outside the Crown’s sphere during the first half of the sixteenth century before incorporation into the Catholic Monarchy.

As a result of these characteristics, we see no consistent official interventionist policy of standardization or centralization of knowledge, at least through the creation of thoughtful questionnaires of the relaciones or gazetteers guidelines, emanating from a central structure, or repositories and inventories like those undertaken, for different reasons, in the Spanish, the Chinese, or even the Ottoman empires. The Portuguese empire, therefore, did not generate the same bureaucratic instruments to commodify and formalize imperial knowledge. In turn, that knowledge circulated mainly on the fringes of official circuits, often in a heterogeneous and anarchic manner, according to private initiatives. As a result, the local logics of vernacular or hybrid knowledge were able to rush into this breach, sometimes generating tensions with the knowledge imported from Europe.

Did this affect the empire? What we see is that, on several occasions, the state succeeded in mobilizing knowledge in its favor, each time political circumstances required it. Knowledge producers (such as the case of cartography and cosmography) could promote that knowledge, with the aim of obtaining benefits. From a more general perspective, while keeping in mind imperial commensurability, the case of the Portuguese shows how it could work differently. In order to make the world intelligible despite geographical distances and the distinct characteristics of each of the imperial administrations, the example of the Portuguese empire allows us to draw attention to the limits of these commensurabilities.
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