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On the most general level, a central tension that runs throughout Knowing 

Manchuria is that between a declensionist narrative on the surface and a humanist 

voice deep down in the core. On the one hand, we read about disenchantment, qi to 

plunder, and the degradation of the environment, both through physical destruction 

and epistemic violence. On the other hand, we are reminded that such 

disenchantment always occasioned its own undoing as human actors could not help 

but to cast new mythologies and subliminal meanings onto their environment. The 

poetics of disenchantment and reenchantment replaces the telos of modernization 

and nationalism as the driving force of the book. This is thus not a typical 

monograph in either environmental history or history of medicine/science, but at 

the same time the book makes contributions in all these subfields of history.  

As readers, we behold the accrual and disintegration of knowledge regimes 

over three hundred years. Depending on one’s own disposition and specialization, 

however, we also cannot escape the feeling that the author perhaps did not show us 

all her cards, or even most of her cards. By choosing to not read with or against 

any singular archive, the author-historian must take on the arduous decision on 

what to leave in and what to leave out. In the end, therefore, the journey represents 

one account of the Manchurian past out of many possible ones, a singular itinerary 

through space that constituted the place, with clear echoes of Paul Carter’s 1987 

manifesto for an anti-imperial kind of spatial history. Anyone seriously engaging 

with the enterprise of the history of knowledge can learn so much from the brave 

adventure into unknown historiographical waters here. I congratulate the author on 

the ship being at last back at bay and ready for the next journey out. 
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