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Changes in China’s Territory and Its Impulse to
Come out of the Agrarian Trap:
An Economic Geography Approach
to the Needham Puzzle

JAMES G. WEN
(Trinity College )

Abstract Why did the Science Revolution take place in Europes but not in China? This is
an important part of the Needham Puzzle. This paper argues that it was the differences and

changes in geographical endowments that are the ultimate answer to this puzzle. The Sung dy-
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nasty lost a significant amount of territory to the invading nomadic peoples but experienced fast
urbanization, prosperous commercial activities, and frequent technical inventions and discoveries.
The expansion of its territory relative to its population after the Sung dynasty only pulled China
back to the agrarian trap, resulting in lower urbanization level, declined division of labor, and
fewer technical inventions.
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