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Preface

This book is a continuation of Papers on Prehistoric Study and comprises forty-seven papers
that, with one exception, were published between 1991 and 2000. During this period, my work in
‘prehistoric archaeology and general archaeological issues was focussed primarily on the origins of agri-
culture and the rise of civilization. Papers related to these issues thus make up near upon half of this
volume, and the rest mostly concern these two issues too. Therefore, this book is named The Ori-
gins of Agriculture and the Rise of Civilization .

My interest in the origin of agriculture reflects its status as a core issue of thé so-called “Ne-
olithic Revolution”, related to the origins and development of Neolithic cultures as a whole and, fur-
ther, to the problem of the rise of civilization. In global terms, the origins of agriculture were con-
fined to several small regions making up no more than about 1% ~2% of the world’s landmass.
However, the impact on human history and in particular on the origins of later civilizations was
epochal and revolutionary. It is for precisely these reasons that many scholars have considered the
rise of civilization to have begun with the adoption of agriculture. However, the two are in fact ques-
tions of a quite distinct nature, and it is hoped that this distinction has been made clear in the papers
contained in the first two sections of the book.

World-wide, three centres for the origins of agriculture are of overwhelming importance, the
Levant Crescent, where wheat and barley as well as domesticated sheep and goats made their first
appearance, the valleys of the Yellow River and Yangtze River in China, which saw the earliest mil-
let and rice, and the earliest domesticated pigs and possibly water-buffalo, and finally Central Ameri-
ca, where corn was first domesticated but where the vicufia was the only important domesticated ani-
mal. In contrast with the other two regions, China is distinguished by having two interrelated cen-
tres, the first being the Yellow River valley where millet agriculture had its source, and the second,
the Yangtze River valley where rice agriculture began. The two gradually evolved tc become two in-
timately related agricultural systems, exerting a mutual influence on each other and eveﬁtuaﬂy form-
ing a larger, integrated economic system that was to form a solid basis for the subsequent birth and
development of Chinese civilization. -

Agronomists proposed North China or the region of the Yellow River drainage as the centre for

the cultivation of millet long before there was any hard evidence to support the claim. Only when re-
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mains of millet husks were found in storage pits and pottery jars during the excavation in the 1950s
of the Yangshao culture site at Banpo was it possible to confirm the cultivation of millet during
China’s préhistory. In the 70s, hundreds of crop storage pits, many still containing millet remains,
were found at the Cishan site, in Wu'an , Hebei Province, pushing back the date for millet cultiva-
tion to beyond 6000BC. Moreover, the very large number of storage pits and the sets of sophisticat-
ed agricultural implements found at that site suggested an agriculture that had already evolved beyond
its most rudimentary form, implying that the earliest agriculture in the region belonged to a still ear-
lier, and as yet undiscovered, stage. During the 80s and 90s, remains of millet-su and millet-shu a-
griculture dating to the period from 7000BC to 5000BC were found throughout North China, from
Gansu in the west to Liaoning in the east, in the regions of the Yellow River and Liache River val-
leys. Although some of these sites lack remains of the millet crop itself, they nevertheless possess the
associated agricultural tools. Clearly, millet had become the major graiﬁ crop throughout this exten-
sive region. Mr. Huang Qixu concluded from his studies of the climate and soil of the Yellow River
region, and from his analysis of the characteristics of the millet species themselves, that the region
was ideally suited to support this crop and was likely to have been the area where it was cultivated
earliest. My attention has been drawn to the extended winter season of the Yellow River region dur-
ing which naturally-occurring foods would have been scarce. The development of prehistoric cultures
saw a rise in population and population density that would have made the problem of this seasonal
scarcity of food sources increasingly acute. The natural solution to this problem would have been an
increased reliance on food storage, and grains are of course the most easily stored of foodstuffs. Since
the supply of uncultivated grains was limited, the need for increased production could only have been
met by cultivation. Wild grain species growing today in the Yellow River region include green
bristlegrass and wild mille_zt, and even in comparatively recent times their seeds have been exploited
for food in times of famine. It is therefore natural to expect that they would also have been collected
by the region’s Neolithic inhabitants when food was scarce. From this perspective, the cultivation of
millet species in the region and the gradual development of a dry land agricultural system based
around the millet crop appear to be a perfectly natural phenomenon.

There is much less consensus, however, regarding the region of origin of rice agriculture, with
proposals ranging from India to Socutheast Asia and South China. Since the 70s, a proposed origin in
the hilly region between Assam and Yunnan has attracted considerable support. However, all of
these opinions lack, or might even be said to be in direct contradiction to, archaeological evidence.
Beginning in the 50s, remains of prehistoric cultivated rice have been discovered in China, India,
Vietnam, Thailand and Indonesia, and of all these, the remains discovered in the Yangtze valley are

both the most plentiful and the earliest. Since the discovery during the late 70s of abundant prehis-
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toric rice remains at Hemudu in Zhejiang, I have been particularly interested in the possibility of an
origin for rice agriculture in the Yangtze valley, and subsequently, following successive discoveries of
further prehistoric cultivated rice, I have published a series of papers putting forward the view that
the Yangtze valley was home to the origins of rice agriculture. In these papers I have emphasized
that the appearance of rice cultivation in other areas of China and in Northeast Asia was the result of
direct or indirect transmission from the Yangtze valley. Since the appearance of rice agriculture in
India and Southeast Asia was comparatively late, it is more likely that those regions were the recipi-
ents of influence from the Yangtze region rather than the other way round. For these reasons, the
Yangtze region is identified not only as the locality where the earfiest rice cultivation took ‘place, but
also as the region which subsequently saw the best-developed rice agriculture, and which exerted the
most significant influence on surrounding regions. However, given the fact that ordinary non-domes-
ticated rice ( Oryza rufipogon’) occurs more plentifully in South China, Southeast Asia and India
than it does in the Yangtze region, the question remains, why did the Yangtze valley witness the
earliest rice cultivation and so swiftly become the most important region for rice agriculture? In an-
swer to this question I have proposed what might be called “A Theory of Peripheral Origin” for rice
agriculture which explains both the origin of rice cultivation in the Yangtze region and also its begin-
nings in other areas of the world including India. The first three papers in this volume are devoted to
an exposition of this theory.

My personal interest in questions related to the rise of civilization was stimulated by a whole se-
ries of archaeclogical discoveries made since the end of the 70s. In the past, the model used to un-
derstand the development of the late stage of primitive society always posited a transition from a ma-
trilineal to a patrilineal stage. According to this model, the late period of the patrilineal stage also
saw a military-democracy stage in which the system of patrilineal clans disintegrated. This was fol-
lowed by the progression to slave-owning society, the first stage of hierarchical society. However the
model of matrilineal and patrilineal society is not all together in keeping with the real history, and
finding archaeological data that supports the mode} is not easy. A great deal of evidence from Chinese
historical texts supports the view that, for a considerable period of time after the beginning of hierar-
chical society, the clan system continued in existence, and rather than disintegrating, simply took on
a new form. There is also rcom for further debate over the question of whether the term “slavery
society” is an appropriate descriptive term for China’s first stage of class society. A specific historical
framework cannot be constructed by a priori reasoning alone; history must be studied on the basis of
the actual circumstances of history.

Neolithic settlements and cemeteries prior to 4000BC reveal relatively egalitarian societies in

which production was directed towards the manufacture of ordinary goods to which everyone had the
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right of access. By 4000~3500BC, in a number of major archaeological cultures, particular settle-
ments had begun to distinguish themselves clearly from the majority as central settlements, and
within these central settlements an elite minority began to appear with privileged access to the prod-
ucts of refined craft technologies. Such was the first step in the process toward civilization. The peri-
od 3500~2600BC is of particularly crucial importance. In a broad area centred on the Yellow River
and Yangtze River regions, a pyramidal hierarchy of central settlements, secondary centres and ordi-
nary settlements appeared in many archaeological cultures, and many of these primary and secondary
centres were enclosed within defensive walls. Weaponry became increasingly sophisticated and war-
fare more frequent and more intense. Cemeteries reflect an increasingly clear and widespread dispari-
ty between the elite and commoners. Religion rose to a position of great importance and was con-
trolled by the social elite. The production of material goods also underwent a marked change with de-
velopment in bronze, jade and lacquer items, in silk production and in ivory carving. Systems of
symbols strongly resembling writing appeared in several archaeological cultures. All of these phe-
nomena show that during this period many regions were progressing in a comprehensive and cumula-
tive fashion towards civilization. The third stage in the process, which occurred during the period
from about 2600BC to 2000BC, saw a profound change away from the pattern of scattered local cen-
tres distributed widely across the Yellow River and Yangtze River regions; many of these local cen-
tres now began to lag behind the Yellow River region which went through a phase of increasingly
rapid development. There are likely to be many reasons for this extensive change and circumstances
differ from region to region, but in general it is likely to have been the result of cultural rather than
environmental factors. Whichever be the case, this transformation was undoubtedly a real one, and
was a crucial step in the formation of a multifaceted but integrated totality centred on the Central
Plains region. This was followed by the establishment of the Xia polity and the conflict between the
Xia and Dongyi, the population groups referred to in historical texts as the Eastern Yi. After the
reestablishment of Xia dominance by Shao Kang, the dominance of the Central Plains region gradual-
ly became assured, a dominance that was embodied by the brilliant civilization of the Xia, Shang and
Zhou dymasties.

It is clear from what has just been said that early civilization in China evolved from an exceed-
ingly deep and broad foundation, in a process that began no later that 4000BC and which encom-
passed the extensive area centred on the Yellow River and Yangtze River together with their respec-
tive agricultural systems. While the Central Plains region adopted cultural traits from surrounding re-
gions and developed swiftly to occupy a position of pre-eminence, those same neighbouring regions,
after a period of relative decline, also began to develop gradually, being progressively assimilated by

Huaxia through their interaction with the Central Plains and ultimately being absorbed into the sys-
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tem of Shang-Zhou civilization. At the same time, increasingly far-flung cultures were brought with-
in the orbit of civilization. This move from the multifaceted, integrated pattern mentioned above to
a similarly multifaceted but more strongly unified pattern is one of the key features of Chinese civi-
lization; it is one of the chief reasons behind its powerful cohesiveness and self-renewal, and is an im-
portant reason why, despite repeated political upheavals, it was able to continue its uninterrupted de-
velopment.

The foregoing is a statement, based on presently available data, of my views regarding the rise
of civilization in China and its early development. Whether or not it is basically correct is a question
that awaits the critical attention of colleagues, and perhaps even more, the discovery of fresh archae-
ological material with which these ideas may be tested, supplemented, corrected or rebuilt from
scratch.

The third section of the book is devoted to studies in regional archaeology. Although not partic-
ularly large, this section covers a very broad range of topics. Some of these are questions that I was
approaching for the first time, whereas others may possibly be best read in conjunction with related
articles in the first volume of Papers on Prehistoric Study.

Over the last decade I have also written a few papers on a variety of specific topics, which,
while not particularly systematic, nevertheless contain a number of important opinions. These more
discursive papers make up the fourth section of the collection.

The fifth section comprises more impressionistic essays on archaeological topics in a style that
differs from the more strictly academic writing of the forgoing sections. That said, these essays nev-
ertheless address a number of important questions related to archaeology and the history of the disci-
pline. These provide an autobiographical account of the author’s involvement in several important ar-
chaeological projects and of the lines of thought that have led to various avenues of research. They
may be of some use to those who with better to understand my opinions. The road of science is a
long and tortuous one, and archaeology is of course no exception; only those who have experienced it
at first hand can really appreciate the hardships there to be overcome. I would be greatly honored if
anyone felt that my efforts had gone some way towards paving this difficult road!

I would also like to make clear my indebtedness to the Science Press, the publishers of this vol-
ume, whose goodwill ensured the successful publication of the book. As with the previoué volume of
Papers on Prehistoric Study, all illustrations have been redrawn by Han Jianye; Qinling and Smith
Adam translated this Preface and the contents; I would like to express here my most heartfelt
thanks.
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