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Re-evaluation on the Issue of Citing Historical Materials
of The Retreat of the Elephants: An Environmental History
of China by Mark Elvin

FAN Jing-jing
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Abstract: The Retreat of the Elephants: An Environmental History of China by Mark Elvin is one of
the best comprehensive works on China environmental history both at home and abroad. However, there are
great disputes on the rationality of the sources of historical materials and the adaptability of the uses of histor-
ical materials, mainly focusing on how to effectively apply the poetic and literary materials to the field of en-
vironmental history. One of his goals was to briefly describe the real history of environmental development,
which was basically achieved in the interpretation of specific environmental issues with the help of tradition-
al literature and domestic achievements. However, from micro events to macro construction, it is far from
enough to rely only on the interpretation of poetry and literature, and there is a bias and misreading of replac-
ing historical truth with psychological truth, coupled with the value judgment of "too much is not good
enough", which makes them fall into the trap of the theory of environmental recession unconsciously. This
tendency is not an isolated case. It is also evident in China environmental history written by western scholars
such as Robert B. Marks and Elizabeth C. Economy, which urgently needs to be corrected. Proper historical
materials is the basis of accurate understanding of environmental problems, and objective interpretation is
the premise of obtaining reasonable solutions. It is still the focus of China's environmental history research to

avoid the existing problems, transfer the historical resources of various disciplines, and define the position of
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"environment" in the past, present and future.
Keywords:Mark Elvin; The Retreat of the Elephants; environmental history; historical geography; cit-

ing historical materials
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