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Lecture outline

1. Central Asia as pivot of world history:
Halford Mackinder (1904)

2. The theoretician of climate as pivot
of civilization: Ellsworth Huntington
(1907)

3. First attempts at documenting
climate change in Central Asia: Aurel
Stein and Sven Hedin’s surveys (1903-
1908)

4. New attempt at documenting
climate change in Central Asia: the
Sino-Swedish Expedition (1927-1935)

5. Refutation of concept, fieldwork and
individuals by the geography
community



Introduction

This paper on the history of a concept –
global warming – will analyze the role
that Central Asia took in a scientific
debate.

Geologists, geographers and
archaeologists extensively studied
places like Kara Khoto, Lop Nor and
Seistan between 1903 and 1935.
They believed that maps and fieldwork
results could feed the discussion held at
the Royal Geographical Society of
London on climate change.

I will examine with you the data
collected by these field scholars as
they tried to grasp the terms of long-
term sustainable development in a
forbidden environment.



The environment of Central Asia has
changed so dramatically since the
Cretaceous period that the previously
subtropical region is now experiencing
the most continental climate on this
planet. What NASA has called the most
degraded landscape on Earth used to
provide the resources of the flourishing
oases of the Silk Road. Agriculture and
trade declined after the15th century.

Mapping what happened to the oases,
rivers and terminal lakes would help
understand how local communities
adjusted to life-threatening changes.
To comprehend scientific controversies
on “the geographical pivot of history,” I
will propose a short account of the
remarkable expeditions that explored
the Gobi, Taklamakan, Qinghai and
Kevir deserts.



The review of precise field maps and photographs should help me reconstruct
not only the environmental and cultural history of the region, but also the
scholarly debate on climate that occurred during the first three decades of last
century. I will very specifically investigate expedition reports because these
publications exemplify the methodological guidelines enforced by the scholarly
community. I will indeed argue that Stein’s Explorations in Turkestan or Hedin’s
Sino-Swedish “Scientific Expedition to the North-western Provinces of China”
provide a useful framework to analyze the first debate on global warming.



The scientists active in Central Asia in
the early 20th century

1893-1897, 1899-1901, 1905-1908:
Sven Hedin (Sweden)
1900-1901, 1906-1909, 1913-1915:
Aurel Stein (British India)
1903 and 1905-1906: Ellsworth
Huntington (USA)
1907-1909: Piotr Kozlov (Russia)
1921-1930: Roy Chapman Andrews
(USA)
1926-1928: Wilhelm Filchner
(Germany)
1927-1935: Folke Bergman, Erik Norin,
Nils Hörner, Parker Chen and the
other members of the “Sino-Swedish
scientific expedition to the North-
western provinces of China under the
leadership of Dr. Sven Hedin.”



The Royal Geographical Society,
through its lecture series and
discussions, and the Geographical
Journal were the two venues that
mattered for a lively debate of new
ideas.

“The desiccation of Eurasia” discussion
was initiated in 1904 by Piotr Kropotkin
and revisited in 1914 by J.W. Gregory.
Albrecht Penck summarized and
closed the debate in 1930: “There can
be no doubt of the persistence of
desert conditions.”



In the lecture he gave on
January 25, 1904 at the Royal
Geographical Society of
London, Mackinder warned
that a coalition between
China and Russia, based on
the new railroads that
crossed Central Asia, would
endanger the world’s
freedom. Despite the lecture
title, the audience remained
unconvinced of the new
importance granted by
Mackinder to Central Asia.



Mackinder placed Central Asia at the heart of his map to illustrate the
fundamental dependency he saw between physical geography and state
formation in the margins of the “heartland.”



The subcontinent became for three decades a new terrain to test theories in the
sciences, such as the origin of the white man, the fate of ancient civilizations,
and the nature of climate change.



Mapping Central Asia was a
systematic task that was
backed by tools, methods,
concepts and language
accessible to all.

The map captions clearly
stated what were the
surveyors’ first priority:
portraying the
environmental history of the
entire region.



During three successive
campaigns, Aurel Stein’s
party of surveyors
repeatedly crisscrossed the
Lop desert to achieve
better accuracy and
consistency.



Aurel Stein’s
map of
Lop nor
and Loulan



The Pulse of Asia’s ambitious and
immature claims irritated many
geographers. They disapproved of
Ellsworth Huntington’s grand theory
without being able to prove him
wrong.

In 1911, the RGS asked in a private
letter Sven Hedin what he thought of
Huntington’s views on climate crises.
“Not worth your time” was the short
answer.



Picture of the dry bed of Lake Lop Nor
Ellsworth Huntington, Pulse of Asia, photograph facing the book’s front page



In 1906-1908, Sven Hedin surveyed
alone the Tibetan plateau and the
Trans-Himahalayan mountain range.
He was the leader of the large Sino-
Swedish Expedition (SSE), 1927-1935.

According to Sven Hedin, climate
change would be a slow, linear and
progressive phenomenon with limited
consequences on human societies. The
SSE was a last attempt to check in
Central Asia the validity of theories
climate change.



Overland to India, 1910

Like Huntington, Hedin was
a prolific writer eager to
please his popular
audience. Although
Overland to India was not
as successful as Trans-
Himalayas published the
same year, Hedin’s
account of his journey
through Iran served several
purposes, which were not
all clearly stated.



Overland to India received later a scientific
companion, Eine Routenaufnahme durch Ostpersien
(two volumes and an atlas)



Southern Tibet (12 volumes)

Likewise, Hedin compiled and
published the scientific companion to
Trans-himalayas, Discoveries and
Adventures in Tibet.



To support the thesis of Central Asia’s
desiccation, Sven Hedin took
measurements of the water levels of
Tibetan lakes such as Lake
Manasarovar. Accurate mapping
would help establish the history of
climate fluctuations.

Sven Hedin, Southern Tibet, Vol. 4



Hedin’s research program spelled out:
1. Prove that the duration of the
historical period is so short that human
settlements have been not affected by
climate change.
2. Only periodic variations should be
evidenced, and this at the local level.
3. In other words, prove that Huntington
is wrong, without saying so explicitly.

L’oeuvre de Sven Hedin et l’orographie
du Tibet was the only authoritative and
sympathetic  review of Hedin’s
monumental Southern Tibet.



Sven Hedin’s final statement
contradicts the findings of his co-
workers and his own.

“Life on the endless caravan-routes
and in the tents of the camel-men is as
picturesque and variegated as it is
agreeable and stimulating to the
imagination. These born salesmen have
lived and worked thus for centuries,
and life was just the same in the
caravans which marched with bells
ringing through the wide spaces of Asia
in olden times, maybe long before the
dates mentioned in the oldest records
preserved.
The conditions were the same then as
now; men and camels, country and
climate – none has undergone any
change worth mentioning.”

History of the Expedition in Asia, Vol. 3,
p. 22



Bergman, Hörner, Norin, Chen, Ambolt,
Ting, etc. who all worked with Hedin
have produced an impressively large
literature.

Their reports would support the thesis of
climate change occurring in historical
times and with disastrous
consequences for Central Asia.

Climate scientists have so far ignored
their data.



The verdict of the geography
community

“In more than two thousand years of
historical times and probably also in
those prehistoric ones which extend
over the seven thousand years of the
post-glacial period, the surroundings of
men have undergone no important
change in Central Asia.”

Albrecht Penck, The Geographical
Journal, 76-6 (1930)



Today’s mainstream narrative

The Discovery of Global Warming, the book, is a
compact 200-page summary of what I learned
from my research for this Website, woven into a
single narrative. It begins as a sort of detective
story, describing how a few scientists got obsessed
with the mysteries of climate change. By the end it
has become an epic tale where entire
governments, national publics, and communities
of scientists press upon one another. The second
edition, extensively revised and updated, is now
available (2008).

What do reviewers say about the book? Provides
a balanced historical overview of the science of
climate change, clearly earning a place as a key
work for anyone interested in the topic...
The story presented is easy and enjoyable to
read…
Weart puts a human face on the science
without descending into journalistic cliché…

http://www.aip.org/history/climate/reviews.html



Conclusion

Central Asia lies at the periphery of
academia and has remained outside
the debate on global warming since
the 1930s. Studying the history of the
research done on Central Asia’s past
environment in order to contribute to
the debate on global warming would
seem ludicrous to many climate
scientists.

The climate policy of the subcontinent
is determined by the misguided
alliance of the local governments,
often brutal and corrupt, and powerful
corporations, often greedy and callous.
But this is a different story.


