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Explorers and Patriots: The Creation of
the Sino-Swedish Expedition to Northwest China

Feng Luo
School of Cultural Heritage, Northwest University (China)

At the beginning of the 20th century, numerous Western explorers conducted
scientific expeditions in mainland China, especially in Xinjiang. Among them was
Sven Hedin (1865-1952), who launched the Sino-Swedish Expedition to Northwest
China in 1927 together with Chinese academics, achieving remarkable results in many
fields of research. The agreement between China and Sweden was considered at the
time to be the first equal bilateral agreement China had ever signed with a Western
country on matters of scientific cooperation. Previous studies, however, have idealized
the agreement to a certain extent; that is, from the position of the involved Chinese
parties, related research has largely highlighted their efforts to defend China’s rights
and interests, while mistakenly portraying Sven Hedin as a foreign representative
forced into agreement by the Chinese.

This paper analyzes the personal statements of both parties, their correspondences,
news reports and other archival materials on the events surrounding the creation of the
expedition team, thereby casting new light on a chapter in the complex history of
modern Chinese science and scholarship, one where Sino-Western cooperation is
involved. Research findings suggest that Sven Hedin had a leading role in the entire
process, sometimes playing hard with his opponents in order to persuade them to give
up their original plans, and in fact, he completely dominated the objectives and
trajectory of the expedition. The Chinese academic community led by Peking
University, in turn, resorted to the media, student mobilization, and public opinion to
put pressure on the Beiyang government to intervene, as well as forcing the original

partner, the Central Geological Survey, to withdraw from the expedition.

Keywords: scientific expedition; Sven Hedin; nationalism; negotiation; agreement
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