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Review to Study of Neolithic Cultures of Northern Zone of China

Zhang Liang-ren
(Department of Art History, University of California, Los Angeles)

Abstract: This review attempts to appreciate new achievements and new insights of the book Study of
Neolithic Cultures of the Northern Zone of China. This book is among the first ones that touch upon the
rich potentials of the Northern Zone. The Northern Model that it proposes confirms the multilinear variant
of social evolution. Applying the “quoi leixing (regional diachronic typology)” approach, it for the first time
establishes a systematic chronological charter for this area. On this ground, it continues to describe a
high-resolution and dynamic picture of interaction between the Central Zone (Zhongyuan) and the
Northern Zone. It pays special attention to social differentiation at both the intra-settlement and
inter-settlement scales, and recovers the role of settlements as active bodies of political, economical, and
cultural activities. Furthermore, the discussion of human-environment dynamics provides a new
perspective to view ancient population migrations. In the meantime, this book brings up several new
issues. The Northern Model opens a new question that a comparative study of Central Zone and
Northern Zone in social evolution, economical forms, and environments may diagnose new
environmental and social factors that mold social complexity. The Yangshao culture, a major subject of
this book, may need breaking up, which raises the issue of the criteria of defining archaeological culture.
The interpretation of cultural dispersal seems to be simplistic, which reveals that we are far from a
sufficient understanding of cultural behaviors of human. The chapter of human-environment interaction
lacks a solid database, which calls for much more effort in the study of paleoclimate. All these issues are
what we shall direct energy to in the future. Overall, this book is one of those that represent the cutting
edge, and herald the future of the field.
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