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The Origins of Rice Agriculture,
Pottery and Cities

Yan Wenming

Today we invite archaeologists, agriculturists and environmental archaeologists from
Japan, China and the United States to discuss the origins of rice agriculture, pottery and cities.
This is a significant event. What we are dealing with once played a very important role in the
evolution of human civilization. The issues have been well-studied, with many valuable publica-
tions and conclusions. Yet we’ ve got new findings in these fields, which claim more exchanges,
discussions and even re-examination. Present at this conference are leading researchers in these
fields. I would like to have a few words as a modest spur for your valuable contributions.

Let’s start from the origin of rice agriculture. Of the few grain crops that exerted tremen-
dous influences on human civilization, rice and rice agriculture were the earliest to be brought in-
to attention and some important conclusions were drawn concerning its origin. However, we did
not begin to touch the crux of the subject until the past ten to twenty years, after much contro-
versy over conflicting opinions. A once popular view was that cultivated rice was originated in
India, which was a direct inference from Russian botanist N. 1. Vavilov’s theory that the cen-
ter of the gene variation implies the center of the origination. There were others who placed the
origin of cultivated rice in southern China and Indochina Peninsula according to the distribution
of wild rice and modern cultivated rice. Later, T. T. Chang from the International Rice Insti-
tute in Philippine and Tadayo Watanabe from Kyoto University of Japan proposed that cultivat-
ed rice was originated in a mountainous zone from Assam, India to Yunnan province, China.

Their view was commonly accepted. During the end of 1970s and the beginning of 1980s, a lot
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of rice dated from 5,000 — 4,500 BC were found in Hemudu, Zhejiang province, China, as well
as sites of Majiabang and Daxi cultures. Hence the Yangtze River, particularly its lower reach-
es, was considered to be one of the centers of the early rice agriculture. ¥ Soon after that , rice
dated from a even earlier time, 7,000 — 5,000 BC, was found at the sites of Pengtoushan and
Chengbeixi cultures located in the middle reaches of the Yangtze Valley. Since they were the
earliest remains of rice agriculture known in the world, the Yangtze Valley was soon regarded as
an origin place. The recent discoreries from Yuchanyan of Hunan province, Xianrendong and
Diaotonghuan of Jiangxi province dated the rice agriculture to 10,000 BC. The C14 tests sug-
gest that the charcoal and pieces of pottery collected at Yuchanyan can be dated to 12,470 + 270
BC and 13,300 + 230 BC respectively, similar are the samples collected from the two Jiangxi
sites. It was a time even earlier than the cultivation of wheat and barley in West Asia.

Why did rice agriculture begin in the Yangtze Valley instead of in southern China or South-
east Asia where common wild rice was widely distributed? That was because the winter was
comparatively longer in the Yangtze Valley and there was a shortage of food. People needed
something that could last till the next spring. Rice was just the right thing. But there was lit-
tle, if any, naturally growing wild rice in the region, and the output was far from enough to
meet the daily needs of the inhabitants. So people tried to cultivate it. Only through cultivation
could the seeds survive the harsh winter and breed the next generation. These two essential con-
ditions did not exist in the center of the wild rice region. Therefore rice agriculture began at the
Yangtze Valley, the northern edge of the wild rice zone. A reasonable explanation to the ar-
chaeological discoveries is commonly known as the periphery hypothesis of the origin of rice agri-
culture.

Another important origin was the Ganges Valley in India. Much progress was made in ar-
chaeological work there in recent years. At some sites in the Belan Valley near Allahabad in the
middle reaches of the Ganges Valley, there was only wild tice at the Mesolithic or the Proto-Ne-
olithic layers, which were dated to 9,000 — 8,000 BC. But cultivated rice was found at Neolith-
ic layer, which was dated to 7,000 — 5,000 BC. Thus we can conclude that rice agriculture be-
gan in India before 7,000 BC.® The lag of time, however, does not mean that Indian rice agri-
culture was propagated from China. In my opinion, the Belan Valley, another peripheral area of

wild rice region — the center was set within the 24 degrees of latitude while that of the Valley



