Call for Papers

China on the Water

An international conference organised by Hans van de Ven, University of Cambridge, and Zheng Yangwen, University of Manchester, and to be held on 30-31 July 2010 in Singapore or Xiamen. 
Some four hundred pieces of ceramics from the oldest shipwreck found in Southeast Asia were on display in Singapore in June 2005.  The ceramics did not bear any resemblance to the familiar Ming or Qing wares.  Neither did they look like the Song or Yuan wares.  Made in a kiln in Changsha during the Tang dynasty, these were the long vanished 长沙窑or “Changsha ceramics”. The “Tang cargo”, as named by excavators and archaeologists, originated from Yangzhou, a city on the Grand Canal in East China. The Changsha ceramics travelled a long way from South China via the Xiang and the Yangzi Rivers before they reached Yangzhou, from where they were sent across the seas. They were then re-packaged into large jars made in Vietnam.  The cargo was destined for Arabia as the porcelains were painted with Arabic characters.  The vessel bears the hallmarks of Arab shipping technology whereas the wood used to build it was from India.  

This “Tang cargo” example lends force to the new perspective that this conference wishes to advance, namely the significance of water in shaping China’s history.  Whereas the Great Wall is often used as a symbol of a closed-off China resisting engagement with the outside world, the Grand Canal, a comparable feat of engineering with probably a more profound social and cultural impact, is rarely pressed into service as a symbol of anything except for chronic mismanagement and corruption. Yet it illustrates that there was a ‘China on the Water’, not just a ‘Walled Kingdom’. In the same way that the Grand Canal in recent years has been brought back to life, at least as far as its southern reaches are concerned, our aim is to bring the significance of waterways back into our historical perspectives. 

This conference aims to investigate how the water world shaped China.  Like blood vessels to her economy, culture and society, the seas that surround China and the rivers that crisscross the interior connected China with the world, as can be seen from the case of the “Tang cargo”.   Ever since the Han dynasty, trade with China has never ceased, it only changed hands, from Parthians and Abyssinians to Sasanians and Muslims and finally Europeans and Americans. Islam and Christianity came via the water world; so did fragrances, tobacco and opium, maize, clocks, bicycles and ballet.  We are interested not only in how waterways linked China with other parts of the world but also in the social formations and local cultures that were sustained by the presence of water.  
We have in mind less the great port cities such as Shanghai and Canton, about which much is already known, but are interested to learn more about smaller coastal and river cities such as Linqing, Fengyang, Gaoyou, Suzhou, and Zhenjiang along the Grand Canal; Jiujiang and Yichang along the Yangzi, and Wuzhou along the West River. We are interested too in how water structured these and other places socially, religiously, materially, and architecturally, and also in the technologies that sustained China’s water-borne worlds. This ranged from ships (junks), harbours, Custom Houses, warehouses, docks, and sluices to lighthouses and other aids to navigation, as well as structures to control rivers and canals. 

This conference seeks to highlight the significance of the water world in the making of Chinese history; it aims at revising historical approaches that have dictated the study and research of China.  We invite papers that investigate how the water world shaped Chinese economy, culture and society, from the Tang dynasty onwards.  We welcome historians of West Asia – East Africa, South – Southeast Asia, Europe and the Americas to a dialogue that will help situate Chinese history in the global/water world on the following aspects:

1. The goods/things, ideas/ideologies, peoples, art, fashions and technologies that came to China over water. What came and how did they shape Chinese culture, society, policy, and polity?
2. The economic impact: how was Sino-foreign and domestic waterborne trade structured, what networks existed, and what were their economic impacts? 
3. What were the linkages between maritime and domestic trade? What happened at places where they converged? What institutions grew up in support? How were waterways constructed, maintained, policed, organized, and regulated? How did traders from different countries/regions/backgrounds interact? How was local society affected in terms of culture, economy, and identities? 
4. What legends, stories, literature, and art did China’s maritime world produce? 
Inquiries and abstracts of no more than 250 words, plus 5 lines of biographical information, should be sent to David.Woodbridge@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk before 30 September 2009.  Those accepted to present at the conference will be notified before the end of 30 December 2009.  The organizers of the conference aim to publish selected conference papers in an edited volume and/or a special journal collection. Accommodation and food will be provided during the conference but paper presenters must look for their own funding for travel. 
