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In the late ninth century a disastrous harvest precipitated by drought brought famine to China, ultimately ending the three-century rule of the Tang Dynasty. Climate change may have been a cause, according to a stalagmite from northwestern China. Composed of calcium carbonate leached from dripping water, the stalagmite preserves a record of rainfall in this region. It shows that the vital rains of the Asian monsoon weakened at the time of the downfalls of the Tang, Yuan and Ming dynasties over the past 1,810 years. These times of strong and weak rains, when compared with Chinese historical records, coincide with periods of imperial turmoil or prosperity, as in the case of the expansion of the Northern Song Dynasty, when harvests were abundant. In the past 50 years, however, industrial soot and greenhouse gases are causing the rains to weaken. Perhaps that is why today's rulers of China are eager to act on climate change. The stalagmite analysis appears in the November 7 Science.

Rights & Permissions


David Biello is a contributing editor at Scientific American.

More by David Biello

[image: Scientific American Magazine Vol 300 Issue 1]This article was originally published with the title “Climate Control of Dynasties” in Scientific American Magazine Vol. 300 No. 1 (January 2009), p. 28
doi:10.1038/scientificamerican0109-28bView This Issue





Expand Your World with Science

Learn and share the most exciting discoveries, innovations and ideas shaping our world today.
SubscribeSign up for our newslettersSee the latest storiesRead the latest issueFollow Us:

[image: Scientific American publications in print & digital formats]

	Return & Refund Policy
	About
	Press Room


	FAQs
	Contact Us
	International Editions


	Advertise
	SA Custom Media
	Terms of Use


	Privacy Policy
	California Consumer Privacy Statement
	Use of cookies/Do not sell my data



Scientific American is part of Springer Nature, which owns or has commercial relations with thousands of scientific publications (many of them can be found at www.springernature.com/us). Scientific American maintains a strict policy of editorial independence in reporting developments in science to our readers.
© 2024 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, A DIVISION OF SPRINGER NATURE AMERICA, INC.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



    
    
  