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The Origins of Chinese Civilization: Neolithic Period to the Western Zhou Dynasty

shorter and its soil more alkaline, making it best suited to crops like wheat and
millet. North of the Yellow River, rainfall is frequently too light for unirrigated
agriculture; in many areas it averages less than 20 inches a year. Flood and
drought recur with much greater frequency than in the south. The Yellow River is
prone to flooding because as it flows through the loess regions of the northwest, it
collects silt which is gradually dropped as the river makes its way east and the cur-
rent slows. Because the silt builds up the height of the river bed, over the cen-
turies, farmers and government forces constructed dykes to keep the river in its
course, a practice that made floods, when they occurred, that much more destruc-
tive, inundating huge regions.

The region drained by the Yangzi River is warmer and wetter than the north.
Most of it stays green all year and receives more than 60 inches of rainfall annu-
ally, making it well suited to rice cultivation and to double-cropping. The Yangzi
and many of the numerous small rivers crisscrossing the south are navigable,
making the south a land suited to boat travel. In the north, by contrast, until mod-
ern times people travelled by land, on foot, on the backs of horses or donkeys, or
in carts drawn by animals.

Large stretches of land ill-suited to crop agriculture separated the Chinese
subcontinent from Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley, the nearest sites of other
early civilizations. Beyond China proper to the north is the steppe or grasslands of
Inner Asia, a region even colder and more arid than north China, where animal
husbandry is a more productive use of land than planting crops. Inner Asia
was never populated primarily by Chinese; instead it was the home of nomadic
pastoralists, such as the Xiongnu and Mongols, China’s traditional enemies.
These steppes extend across Eurasia to the Ukraine, but China proper is cut
off from these steppe lands on the northwest by vast deserts where nothing grows
except in rare oases. South of these deserts and directly west of south and central
China is Tibet, the ‘roof of the world’, whose high mountains were as unsuited to
Chinese farming life as the deserts and grasslands to the north. The mountainous
regions southeast of Tibet (modern Yunnan and Guizhou provinces) were not
quite so impassable, but by the time there was much reason to cross through
them into south and southeast Asia, travelling by sea had become the more prac-
tical option.

To see the Chinese subcontinent as early Chinese saw it, we must erase from
our minds all the maps we have seen showing it to occupy only a small fraction of
the landmass of Eurasia, and far to one side at that. The Chinese subcontinent is
so vast that by the first millennium Bc the Chinese thought of it as All-Under-
Heaven (tianxia), the entire earthly stage on which human beings acted out the
drama of civilization. Surrounding it were vast oceans, wild deserts, steep moun-
tains — regions much less central to the project of civilization. How far they
extended, no one knew for sure. But the location of the centre of civilization was
not in doubt.






The geometric designs on the
pots of the Yangshao culture
(c. 3200-2500 BC) often
evolved from images of birds,
fish, frogs, and other animals
that may originally have had
totemic significance. The
assemblage of painted pottery
depicted here captures the
variety of the geometric
designs that resulted, but does
not show how the pots were
used, since no grave had so
many pots placed together.



The first sign of textile pro-
duction is the appearance of
spindle whorls like these ones
found at Hemudu, near Shang-
hai, which date from about
5000 Bc. These wooden and
ceramic whorls were used to
put a twist in hemp yarn, mak-
ing it strong enough to use

in weaving.

This finely made stone
grinder, about 20 by 8 inches,
was unearthed at the site of a
neolithic village in Cishan,
Hebei province, and dates
from no later than 5000 Bc.
Stone tools were used in food
processing even before crops
were cultivated; this one was
probably used to crush the
stalks of uncultivated vegeta-
bles to make them more
digestible.

PREHISTORY

Early human beings, called Homo erectus, appeared on the Chinese subcontinent
over a million years ago, having gradually spread from Africa and west Asia dur-
ing the Pleistocene geological era (the Ice Age). Even though no major glaciers
extended into China, the average temperature was colder than in subsequent ages,
and mammoth, elk, and moose roamed north China. Peking Man, discovered in
the 1920s, is one of the best-documented examples of Homo erectus. He could
stand erect, hunt, make fire, and use chipped stones as tools.

Modern human beings (Homo sapiens) appeared in East Asia around 100,000
years ago, probably also spreading from somewhere in Africa. During the long
paleolithic period (Old Stone Age, ¢.100,000 to 10,000 BC) of predatory hunters
and gatherers that followed, humans began to speak. Language expanded sym-
bolic capabilities, allowing the development of notions of gods and kinship, for
instance. Over the course of these thousands of years, we can reasonably assume
that many bands of people migrated across the Chinese subcontinent, fighting
with each other when threatened, splitting up or merging when survival dictated.
Some early bands moved on to the Pacific islands or the Americas. In what sense
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