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Abstract of the Thesis 
 

Re-membering Agricultural Futures: Enlivening the Latent Vitalities of Agricultural Land Management across the 

Proto- Silk Road 

 

 By 

 

 Fabian Humberto Toro  

Master of Arts in Anthropology  

University of California San Diego, 

 2020  

Professor Jade d’Alpoim Guedes, Chair 

 

The vision of agricultural modernity promoted by the Chinese Communist Party in relation to grain agriculture 

is fundamentally undergirded by an ethos of productivism and extractivism. The pursuit of this vision has 

materialized in concrete forms of dismemberment such as; land dispossession, degradation of agricultural land and 

widespread famine. This paper examines how an archaeobotanical approach to agricultural land management along 

the proto-Silk Road can be harnessed to ―re-member‖ through the latent vitalities of archaeological material in the 

context of contemporary agricultural practices in NW China. ―Re-membering‖ is used as a form of praxis that 

stitches together buried narratives into non-linear temporalities as a tool to unsettle targeted political projects. By 

engaging with archaeobotanical material as containing latent vitalities (Perley 2012), the analysis of this 

archaeological material enlivens seeds through placing them into conversation with a contemporary political context. 

Focusing on archaeobotanical materials from various sites in the Tao River valley in NW China, I present a narrative 

that actively contests the imaginaries produced by the CCP to promote their vision of agricultural modernity, as a 

form of ―re-membering‖. Punctuated moments of heterogeneous agricultural management during a period of 
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extensive contact between agriculturalists and pastoralists become a site of subversive re-imagining potential. 

Archaeobotanical evidence from the site Dayatou offers a clear narrative of punctuated moments of localized 

agricultural cropping strategies that contests the CCP’s vision of grain centralization, high yield teleologies and the 

construction of seeds as extractible commodities.  
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1 Introduction 
 

Prompted by the political vision of a pluralist agrarian reform espoused by organizations such as La Via 

Campesina, to defend food sovereignty, support land struggles and defend local seeds in the face of neoliberal 

agribusiness, I propose a decolonial archaeobotanical praxis in support of the political and socio-ecological project 

of Agroecology (Rosset and Martinez-Torres 2013; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013; Witko 2019; ―The International 

Peasant’s Voice - Via Campesina‖ n.d.). This thesis will consider agricultural policies that centralize, homogenize 

and hoard seeds as forms dismemberment inherent to a coloniality that is performed on bodies. By actively rejecting 

the human/nature dichotomy, reinforced through colonial epistemes, this essay conceptualizes bodies as physical 

and metaphorical continuums span humans and agricultural land. Through establishing this ontological position, 

seeds can be understood as repositories of memory where seeds document and embody the experience of the multi-

organismic body which exists as the agricultural site. I propose a decolonial archaeobotanical praxis that through 

giving voice to, and making archaeological seeds legible, engages in practice of ―re-membering‖ an agricultural 

body that has been dismembered through multiple forms of coloniality/modernity.  

 

―Re-membering‖ is necessarily involved in decolonial practices, since it actively seeks to stitch dismembered 

histories, dismembered practices and must also address the material conditions of colonized communities whose 

material/economic realities have been dismembered through practices of land dispossession, seed hoarding and other 

forms of extractivism (Gómez-Barris 2017). In order to reframe archaeobotany as a practice of ―re-membering‖, I 

ground academic/archaeological forms of narrative production in a contemporary political context which must 

intentionally seek to corrupt/dismantle the lingering apparatuses of coloniality/modernity. This essay will first draw 

on a variety of post-colonial and decolonial scholars to develop a politically grounded theoretical analytic. Through 

this framework, I will explore the way in which the vision of agricultural modernity promoted by the Chinese 

Communist Party regarding cereal grain production since 1949 has been guided by extractivist and productivist 

principles which have materialized in concrete forms of dismemberment such as; land dispossession, famine, and 

large scale degradation of agricultural land. Finally, through an examination of archaeobotanical research from 

Northwest China, I will re-phrase this practice as a project of ―re-membering‖, which both explicitly visualizes 

forms of dismemberment generated through Chinese agricultural policy and produces subversive imaginaries that 

intentionally unsettle persistent narratives of coloniality/modernity.  
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This thesis proposes a departure from conventional forms of archaeobotanical theory, which predominantly 

serves to create a more complete representation of the past. My analysis envisions the role of re-membering as 

praxis that actively enlivens material culture in order to produce rich imaginaries grounded in empirical data 

designed to unsettle narratives of extractivism inherent to recursive visions of agricultural modernity promoted by 

the CCP. Re-membering intentionally frames archaeobotanical analyses as collaborative actions enmeshed in a 

contemporary political reality that is itself historically conditioned.  

 

The material that I examine in this thesis comes from the site of Dayatou (~2400-2100BC), located in the Tao 

River Valley in the province of Gansu. This site is part of a larger collection of Neolithic and Early Bronze Age 

settlement sites in the region, which have been surveyed and excavated as part of the Tao River Archaeological 

Project (TRAP). Archaeologists understand this time period and region as an area experiencing a high intensity of 

contact between nomadic Central Asian pastoralists and agricultural settlers in the region, manifesting in the 

exchange of various forms of technology and the emergence of previously unseen land management practices. The 

Tao River Valley region encompasses areas at drastically different elevations and environmental conditions. The 

heterogeneity of landscapes and populations means that the material from Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) adds yet another 

node of interaction to the larger moment of cross population contact. Within the context of massive top down 

agricultural interventions starting in 1949 and re-articulating themselves throughout the Cultural Revolution and the 

contemporary moment, the narrative of punctuated moments of heterogeneous agricultural management throughout 

a period of extensive contact between agriculturalists and pastoralists, becomes a site of subversive re-imagining 

potential.  

  

 The archaeobotanical seed data that I examine in this paper, directly addresses the question of how grain 

agriculture was practiced during this period of extensive cross population contact (~2400-2100BC). In particular 

these seeds tell the story of grain polycultures that cannot be reduced to yield efficiency narratives. This analysis is 

necessarily linked to a historical review, since the archaeological work is inextricable from political context in which 

it operates. The agrodiversity encompassed in these archaeological agricultural systems speaks to a heterogenous set 

of requirements that were placed on the land, which within a project of re-membering, represent a narrative that re-
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focuses the political objectives behind agricultural systems in the region to move away from productivist, linear 

yield logics.  

2 Coloniality/modernity and the Colonial Matrix of Power  
 

The theoretical position I employ in this essay relies heavily on the notion of coloniality and colonial matrices 

of power, as ways to understand various forms of Chinese agricultural policy since 1949. These two terms arise 

primarily in Latin American critical theory as analytics to help think about the enduring forms of systemic 

oppression present in various Latin American contexts as a result of colonialism, which are reproduced through 

various projects of modernity underway throughout the continent. These terms articulate forms of institutional 

oppression, not just as a direct result of the Spanish colonial project in Latin America, but also visualize how 

colonial logics become inherited and re-articulated in various forms of governance.  

 

Colonial Matrices of Power was a concept initially introduced by Anibal Quijano (Quijano 1992) to visualize 

the various day to day elements of coloniality as it operates in different dimensions of life; from the systemic level 

entangled with individual practices. For Quijano (1992) coloniality is inherently tied to a dialectical project of 

modernity, in the way that colonial logics become re-articulated in the formulation of modernity, as such Colonial 

Matrices of power have a recursive quality to them. Maldonado-Torres (2016, 2017) draws heavily on Quijano in 

order to concretely identify the different arenas in which coloniality is enacted. His main objective is to be able to 

locate these sites of coloniality in order to be able to effectively begin to dismantle them. Specifically, the way in 

which coloniality is etched into the human psyche, structures relations of power and is reproduced at multiple scales, 

naturalizing violence, dispossesion, domination, and expropriation. In conversation with these authors Mignolo & 

Walsh (2018) more recently explore the nature of de-coloniality as a proposed counter to the dialectical machinery 

of coloniality/modernity. They draw on specific case studies in Latin America, such as the Zapatistas in Chiapas, 

who, through the creation  of an ―Otherwise‖, dismantle this dialectical engine of progress.   

 

In this essay, I draw heavily on Maldonado-Torres’ use of coloniality as a metaphysical, ontological and logical 

matrix of power that needs to be ―re-humanized‖ through the production of counter-narratives and counter-ways of 

knowing that open up the world to multiple forms of being (Maldonado-Torres 2016). However, my own reading of 
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these calls for a decolonial praxis require that these projects be grounded in targeted political struggles to decolonize 

and address material conditions of colonized communities. In this case, I discriminate between forms of ontological 

disobedience and alternative epistemological stances, where ―Otherwises‖ must have a stake, and be accountable to 

concrete political struggles.  

 

China has a long and complex history of imperialist domination and internal colonialism. In this thesis I 

specifically emphasize the  practices of forced resettlement, land dispossession and extractivism carried out by the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) through numerous agricultural interventions taking place between the beginning of 

the CCP’s rule in 1949 and the present (Zwiecinski and Oecd 2005; Shapiro 2001; DeMare 2019).  I focus primarily 

on the CCP’s vision for grain agriculture and the associated seed management practices, as the object of analysis, 

since these demonstrate a process of coloniality/modernity in the form of ―productivist‖ agricultural logics. These 

logics reduce agricultural land to potential grain yields, by violently dismembering complex life-ways. I argue that 

the productivist logics that underpin these agricultural projects are a site to be ―re-humanized‖ (Maldonado-Torres 

2016) by the production of archaeologically informed counter-narratives.  

 

In this thesis, I demonstrate that the initial Land Reform carried out by the CCP and the subsequent agricultural 

interventions under the direction of Mao Zedong, while ideologically distinct to the agricultural interventions and 

market reforms of the post-Mao era operate under the same set of productivist logics. These logics exist within a 

vision of agricultural ―modernity‖ inherited from early 20
th

 century nation states engaged in political projects that 

sought economic supremacy in a global context. The CCP in particular, adopted these ―High Modernist‖ visions of 

vanguardism, centralized control, and top down economic planning from the USSR (Scott 1998; DeMare 2019). 

These became articulated in the agricultural context through the form of land distribution policies, large scale market 

controls, top down management of agricultural production and investment in specific agricultural technologies 

(Zwiecinski and Oecd 2005; Zhou and Tian 2005; Chen and Findlay 2004; Rozelle and Sumner 2003; Hinton 1990). 

These policies have been successfully implemented with the careful construction of imaginaries of agricultural 

modernity in the form of propaganda posters, plays, songs, that represent model sites of agricultural success 

(Dikötter and Bauckham 2012; Hsu 1982; Hinton 1990; Shapiro 2001; Becker 1998).  
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Thinking through coloniality/modernity and Colonial Matrices of Power allows me operate within an 

interlocked temporality (Mbembe 2001) that emphasizes the various ways in which historical conditions, 

imaginaries, and memory intersect to materialize a productivist vision of an agricultural modernity. This productivist 

vision of agricultural modernity is propelled by the cooniality/modernity dialectic, and manifests itself as a concrete 

set of logics represented in agricultural narratives produced by the CCP. As a de-colonial project, sympathetic to the 

political struggles espoused by peasant organizations across the world who operate under the pluralist vision of 

Agroecology (Rosset and Martinez-Torres 2013; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013; ―The International Peasant’s 

Voice - Via Campesina‖ n.d.; Witko 2019), this thesis attempts to harness the potential of archaeological narratives 

to produce a politically grounded counter-narrative.  

 

 

3 Dismemberment 
 

In the previous section, I articulated how the coloniality/modernity dialectic drives a specific vision of 

agricultural modernity that drives the agricultural policy of the CCP. In this section, I propose a theoretical 

framework to make explicit the particular forms of violence that are written into these logics. I argue that this 

framework is necessary to make transparent the violence, that coloniality/modernity obfuscates through the 

naturalization of extractivism as an economic fact.  

 

―1,950 mile-long open wound 

dividing a pueblo, a culture 

running down the length of my body, 

staking fence rods in my flesh, 

splits me splits me 

me raja me raja‖ 

(Anzaldúa and Others 1987) 

 

Dismemberment is the primary analytic that I use in to visualize the effects and conditions of coloniality 

that enable productivist seed management practices. This analytic is a product a conversation with a number of 

postcolonial, de-colonial and indigenous scholars, where dismemberment accentuates specific dimensions of the 

metaphysical, ontological and logical matrices of power described by Maldonado-Torres (2016) in regards to 

agriculture.  



6 

 

Much like Anzaldua (1987) describes the physical and violent manifestation the US-Mexico border on her 

body, I use dismemberment to evoke that same sense of violence that is enacted on the body as connections become 

severed by initiatives operating under the Colonial Matrix of Power. Dismemberment inherently considers the body 

as extending beyond the physical boundaries of the human and embraces the web of connections that tether the 

human to land, foodways, memory, labor and a variety of other organisms in a complex ecology of physical and 

spiritual tethers.  

 

I draw on postcolonial writers like Fanon (1961) and Mbembe (2001)  who articulate the inherent 

continuity between agricultural land and the body of the colonial subject as an entity that bears the scars of colonial 

violence but also is also integral to the postcolonial project (Clare 2013; Mbembe 2001; -A. Mbembé and Meintjes 

2003; Fanon 1961). I pay particular attention to the way Fanon (1961) in ―Wretched of the Earth‖ juxtaposes the 

colonial structuring of agricultural land with the way in which French colonialism created subjects to extract 

resources from this same earth. This becomes especially salient in Fanon’s development of the postcolonial subject, 

where the subjectivities of his patients bear lasting wounds similar to those borne on the land. While Fanon’s 

postcolonial project requires the complete eradication of colonial logics, he wrestles with the way these wounds 

condition the possibilities for a nation’s struggle for material and psychological sovereignty. For Mbembe (2001), 

these wounds never truly disappear; in fact he theorizes the postcolonial condition as an interlocking set of recursive 

structures, wounds and imaginaries that manifest on the individual as much as the postcolonial nation’s struggle for 

sovereignty/emancipation. Through the use of dismemberment, I index the forms of colonial violence Fanon 

describes that penetrate the human psyche and the physical earth leaving indelible scars. Simultaneously, I 

acknowledge Mbembe’s postcolonial condition where these scars continue to re-articulate themselves in non-linear 

interlocked temporalities.  

 

  My use of dismemberment also responds to the provocation of Sylvia Wynter’s (Wynter 2003) 

overrepresentation of Man. For Wynter (2003) Man represents a category that throughout Western intellectual 

history has systematically worked to deny humanity and subjugate an ―Other‖. In addressing Man’s 

overrepresentation, Wynter (2003) traces the genealogy of Man1(the theological category of Man) and Man2 (the 
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Enlightenment Category of Man) as sociogenic categories that exist in an abstracted plane overlooking all that is 

earthen. Man, overrepresented, actively constructs a colonial ontology where the colonial subject is submerged in 

soil, and becomes a mutable with the rest of extractible commodities that constitute the plane that Man presides over. 

In this essay, I highlight how the agricultural vision of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) imposes this ontology 

by imposing dominated forms of extractible life (i.e high-yield seed varieties) onto other forms of extractible life (i.e 

agricultural laborers), effectively embodying Wynter’s Man2. By categorizing this dynamic as a form of 

dismemberment, I make visible the sociogeny of the category of Man, while at the same time disavowing 

Man/nature dualism, imbricating all humans as accountable stakeholders in the earthen bodies I refer to.  

 

Dismemberment, however, is not just an abstract analytic with which to theorize violence on the body. Through 

the use of this term I am also actively asking the reader to become permeable to the discomfort engendered by all of 

the connotations associated with the word. Dismemberment should index instances of population displacement, 

extractive agriculture, and land grabbing practices justified through ontologies that obscure the material and 

psychological wounds associated with these practices. 

 

4 Re-membering 

  
While dismemberment is a term that visualizes violence, in the same breath it also makes visible a potential for 

generative opposition to said violence through the stitching together of members. I use the term ―re-membering‖ to 

describe this project. 

 

 ―Re-membering‖ is proposed by a number of decolonial scholars as a form of decolonial praxis (Smith 2013; 

Mignolo and Walsh 2018), nevertheless, the term is never explored in detail, and instead is left for the reader to 

interpret. Smith (2013) suggests ―remembering‖ in the literal sense of the word, where she proposes projects of 

remembering to shed light on obscured histories, and make visible forms of indigenous being, and colonial violence. 

Walsh (2018) uses the term in a slightly different context. While theorizing a praxis of de-coloniality she envisions 

projects that create ―Otherwises‖, as such, she leans on the prefix ―re-― to emphasize the possibility of generating 

alternative modes of being, and alternative epistemologies that ―re-configure‖ colonial ones. In my reading of Walsh, 
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her suggestion is somewhat similar to that of Smith, where Walsh is suggesting reaching into the obscured historical 

record as a source of decolonial alternatives to forms of coloniality.   

 

My use of re-membering is prompted by the wordplay that Walsh (2018) uses, nevertheless, I am specifically 

thinking about it as a response to practices of dismemberment I developed in the previous section. In this context, 

stitching together members of a dismembered body is a much larger project which calls for the act of making visible 

obscured histories (Smith 2013), as well as framing these in conjunction to larger political projects. The act of re-

membering a body a-priori rejects the notion that this body can be made whole, and therefore the body is constantly 

in the making, becoming a dynamic tapestry of temporally interlocking members each configured to articulate 

specific political valences.  

 

To further conceptualize the process of stitching together I draw on Edouard Glissant’s theorization of 

relationality (Glissant 1997), which he develops through an examination of the Caribbean’s multiplicity of being. 

Glissant (1997) completely rejects the notion of filiation or rootedness, for him these are colonial forms of 

constructing the self that have been used to reify hegemonic structures, instead he envisions a sort of ―Caribbean 

garden‖ where all plants exist in relation to each other, climbing over each other, supporting each other. More 

importantly, Glissant also rejects the idea of relations being well defined and concrete, for him relationality is a 

process of making sense of traces. At the beginning of ―Poetics of Relation‖ Glissant (1997) conjures up the Middle 

Passage as an abyss littered with ―..balls and chains gone green‖, in this passage he invokes the traces of a material 

reality that links together the and collective imaginaries of the master and the slave in such a way that visualizes the 

unilateral violence of that relation. Glissant’s project is to ―transcend nonhistory‖ by visualizing collective 

imaginaries of past present and future through ―aesthetics of rupture and connection‖ (1997).  

 

Glissant’s (1997) relationality is at the heart of re-membering, where the project of stitching together 

dismembered parts of the body fundamentally conjures up rupture and connection simultaneously. I intentionally use 

the word ―stitching‖ in order to envision the seam that is left between two stitched parts. This seam, or scar 

acknowledges both the act of dismemberment and the process of stitching, but stands as a clear object that 

conditions imaginaries of past, present and future. For example, in Wynter’s (2003) critique, the category of Man is 



9 

forcefully stitched back onto the body, vigorously denying the Man/nature dichotomy, but simultaneously placing 

Man across a scarified chasm that represents the violence engendered by its creation. This scar between Man and the 

body makes evident a previously obscured memory of violence, but also generates decolonial projects and future 

imaginaries (Yusoff 2018). The aesthetics inherent to the terminology I use are just as important as the concepts 

behind them, since this piece of writing needs to produce a compelling and rich imaginary to contest the colonial 

productivist logics I am opposing.  

 

Below I draw on Miguel Angel Asturia’s ―Men of the Maize‖ (1988) as a critique of Spanish practices of 

agricultural dismemberment, which we see re-articulated through the agricultural practices of the CCP.  

 

“Sembrado para comer es el sagrado sustento del hombre que fue hecho de maíz 

Sembrado por negocio es hambre del hombre que fue hecho de maíz”  

 

“Sown as food it is the sacred sustenance of man who was made of maize 

Sown for as a business it is hunger for man who was made of maize”  

– Men of Maize (Asturias 1988) 

 

This quote explores the notion of seeds as a part of the body, one that is conceived in terms of a web of 

connections that weave together place, people, memory and other entities. Asturias’ juxtaposition of sustenance and 

hunger mediated through the intention behind cultivation captures way I locate dismemberment in the CCP’s 

agricultural vision. Furthermore, in his quote, Asturias uses the past tense to call up a memory where the body was 

constituted by maize. I propose thinking of Asturias’ ―maize‖ as being the earth upon which maize is cultivated, the 

nutrition that feeds people, witnessing the passage of time, and the stories about maize, all at the same time. Read 

this way, Asturias’ use of ―business‖ refers to market logics that turn maize into a lifeless commodity that ultimately 

starves ―man‖ by dismembering the body that was made of maize.  

 

Similar to Asturias, through re-membering seeds I am actively engaging a recursive temporality where 

archaeological seed management practices are re-articulated in order to emphasize the dismemberment built into the 

agricultural policies implemented by the CCP, and at the same time contribute to an agricultural imaginary that 

counters these deep seated productivist logics.  
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5 A Politicized Archaeology 
 

Archaeology since its inception has sought to develop theoretical frameworks in order to create accurate 

representations of past through the interpretation of material remains. In this essay, I draw on a number of scholars 

who have only recently begun to unsettle this as a guiding objective. In the earlier sections of my paper, I proposed a 

mode of visualizing the CCP’s agricultural policies and seed management strategies through dismemberment, 

setting up a possibility for a project of re-membering. In order for me to consider archaeology as a possible project 

of re-membering, I need to engage a mode of archaeological praxis that is inherently politicized.  

 

There is a growing movement of archaeological researchers who are explicitly questioning the guiding 

principles of archaeological research and centralizing the political context in which they are operating.  In their 

edited volume, Hamilakis & Duke (2007) put together a collection of articles that address the contemporary political 

context of the archaeological endeavor they undertake in various distinct ways. These articles are tied together by 

concerns about how capitalist and neoliberal policies are perpetuated through the practice of archaeology, and 

therefore propose alternative forms of archaeological praxis.  Gonzalez-Ruibal (González-Ruibal 2014) and Giblin 

(Giblin 2014) build on many of the articles included in Hamilakis’ & Duke’s volume, to interrogate how the practice 

of archaeology in Africa needs to be grounded in a firm understanding of the political history of the region. Both of 

these articles attempt to push for archaeologists to take a firm political stance and approach archaeological projects 

in ways that are in line with that position.  More recent articles by Hamilakis (2018), specifically target the refugee 

crisis in Greece as a contemporary moment that should figure directly into the work archaeologists in the region 

engage with, since he argues, this crisis cannot be separated from the conditions that allow for archaeological work 

to occur. Hamilakis (2018) engages with the material record of refugees arriving in Greece as a way to humanize the 

crisis and impress upon his audience the urgency and lasting effects of the crisis. Looking back on the work 

published in previous years regarding politicized archaeology, González-Ruibal, González, & Criado-Boado 

(González-Ruibal, González, and Criado-Boado 2018) address some of the ethical concerns and contradictions 

arising from a number of case studies of politicised archaeology. In addition, González-Ruibal, González, & Criado-

Boado ( 2018) examine how engagement with public archaeology can be a way to effectively use archaeology as an 

active political force.  
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Central to the conversation surrounding public archaeology is the discussion of heritage. Heritage directly 

considers the processes and stakeholders through which the past becomes articulated in the present. Atalay (2006), 

Smith (2013), and Daehnke (2017) all take up the issue of how the past is site that is claimed by sets of experts who 

operate within an inherited structure of coloniality that privileges their voices above those of other stakeholders, 

namely indigenous communities. This paradigm, they argue, perpetuates forms of epistemic violence (Wynter 2003) 

which are articulated within a colonial matrix of power. All three of these authors, engage in a project to dislocate 

the primacy of ―expert‖ ways of knowing in order to make room for stakeholders whose voices have been buried, 

and otherwise excluded from the creation of past narratives. In the context of indigenous heritage,  Atalay (2006), 

Smith (2013), and Daehnke (2017) assert that the position of ―experts‖, such as archaeologists, is to take a reflexive 

stance and use their position facilitate an enlivening of the past that addresses the needs of the communities on 

whose heritage these experts are working on. Furthermore, Smith (2013) is not satisfied with a simple paradigm of 

participatory research, she specifically argues that in order for a heritage project to be truly decolonial researchers 

need to be accountable for the material conditions of the communities where they operate. In this gesture Smith 

(2013) emphasizes the differential experience of accountability under which research happens, whereby heritage is 

actively extracted from the ground for the benefit of academic progress, but the political, social, economic and 

otherwise material dimensions of heritage extraction remain for the ―non-expert‖ stakeholders to live with.  

 

The discussion around heritage clearly dovetails with the call for a politicized archaeology. In this essay I draw 

on Atalay (2006), Smith (2013), and Daehke’s (2017) engagement with heritage as a way to acknowledge my 

voicing of the past as one amidst a plurality of stakeholders’ embedded in a political struggle that calls for a massive 

restructuring of agricultural systems (Rosset and Martinez-Torres 2013; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013; Shiva 

2016a; Nabhan 2009; Witko 2019; ―The International Peasant’s Voice - Via Campesina‖ n.d.). Even though, the 

case study I present occurs in a context different from the indigenous communities where Atalay (2006) and 

Daehnke (2017) work, the notion of heritage still serves as a necessary concept which helps me navigate my own 

position as a stakeholder in this particular articulation of the past. Because this project is framed in relation to 

contemporary industrial agricultural initiatives and imaginaries of agricultural modernity, my own position doubles 

as an archaeological researcher and a node in a larger political economy of food, where I must be accountable for the 

political and economic consequences of the archaeological narrative that I produce.  
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6 Re-membering as archaeolobotanical praxis?  
 

Archaeobotany is a subset of archaeological research that is defined by the use of specific methodologies to 

answer research questions distinctly addressing human plant interactions in the archaeological record (Pearsall 2016). 

One of the primary forms of analysis in archaeobotany is the examination of carbonized seeds, through which we 

can interpret agricultural land use, seed storage practices, and trace the morphological changes in seeds as a result of 

human use. The ability to develop archaeological interpretations rests on the notion that seeds themselves contain 

information about the past that can be accessed using biological and statistical approaches. Nevertheless, this 

framing of archaeobotanical material rests on the problematic notion that this ―information‖ must be extracted and 

reduced to an abstracted set of scientific data points. I propose a re-examination of the materiality of carbonized 

seeds, not as an inert thing that needs to be mined for data, but instead, seeds have memories that can be voiced in 

different ways. This re-examination does not discount the value of statistical and biological representations, but 

situates them as forms of representation that are embedded in particular knowledge production contexts that are 

historically contingent. Furthermore, by displacing the assumed primacy of Scientific representations I invite a 

conversation between distinct voicings of carbonized seed remains, whereby a taxonomic identification of a seed 

does not discount it as an active storyteller. While I reject the wholesale primacy biological and statistical methods 

claim, as a researcher who has been trained in archaeobotany and a stakeholder in the archaeological process, I 

recognize that these are some the tools at my disposal to voice the memories contained in these seeds.  

 

In order to move beyond a consideration of archaeological material as a set of inert objects that are buried, I 

draw on Perley’s (2012) examination of Zombie Linguistics, where he disavows metaphors of ―death‖ to talk about 

language. Instead, Perley (2012) proposes that languages do not ―die‖ or ―disappear‖ but continue to have latent 

vitalities. This move serves as a re-framing of the work of linguistic anthropologists, from documenting ―dying‖ 

languages to instead becoming an active collaborator in the enlivening of language as a decolonial alternative. This 

move echoes the decolonial heritage proposal put forth by Atalay (2006), Smith (2013), and Daehnke (2017) which 

demands an active collaboration among stakeholders that is fundamentally reflexive of the hierarchies established 

through historical forms of coloniality. Similarly, I use the term latent vitality to re-frame the relationship 
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archaeobotanists have with archaeological plant remains. Instead of engaging with plant remains as inert objects that 

contribute to an interpretation of the past, considering the latent vitalities of this material necessarily asserts the 

potential, plant remains have to act as livings documents with an active role to play in the contemporary political 

moment. Furthermore, latent vitalities allow me to acknowledge the recursive qualities of memory as embodied by 

seeds, whereby the human story etched on the shape, place and genetics of a seed can emerge as a contemporary 

memory with political valence.  In this project of re-membering collaborative stitching endeavor between humans 

and seeds, which through memory, labor to counter processes of dismemberment. Concretely, I suggest that the 

enlivening of archaeological seeds as political actors that unsettle the prevailing extractive and homogenizing logics 

that have guided Chinese agricultural policy since 1949.   

 

As these seeds become living documents within a larger political context through a process of re-membering, 

the forms of dismemberment must become abundantly clear in the representation of these seeds by archaeobotanists.  

Archaeobotanists have long been aware of the complex iterative processes that lead to domestication of 

economically significant crops, especially grains. Nevertheless, these narratives often invoke a sense of teleological 

progress, whereby the process of domestication is inevitable and always towards a better, well-adapted end product. 

In these narratives, processes of coloniality/modernity are obfuscated in favor of a positivistic characterization of 

human-plant interactions. As a move to expose the complexity of domestication, these processes have been 

understood by Fuller et al. (2016) as a set of entanglements. These entaglements embody interdependencies between, 

human behavior, plant physiology and resource environment, where each of these categories becomes mutually 

dependent on the others at a variety of different scales and temporalities. Through this use of entanglement, 

archaeobotanists have been able to reject simplistic positivist models for processes of domestication. Instead, 

entanglement makes visible the interrelation of behavioral, technological and environmental influences at different 

scales of analysis in terms of relations. Entanglement perspectives lend themselves to a project of re-membering, 

whereby dismemberment can be visualized in terms of the processes which sever and disrupt significant 

interdependencies. In this thesis, the exposition of entangled practices in the Neolithic (~3200-1500BC), constitutes 

an agricultural body that generates a subversive agricultural imaginary that refuses to be flattened, dismembered and 

reduced to a positivistic model to engender further productivist visions of agricultural modernity.   
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A decolonial praxis inherently requires a commitment to corrupt/unsettle colonial epistemes, hegemonies and 

collaborate in a targeted political struggle that addresses the material conditions of communities exploited by 

colonial matrices of power. The decolonial archaeobotanical praxis I propose involves a commitment to the pluralist 

agricultural reforms espoused by transnational indigenous communities, agricultural smallholders and peasant 

collectives that strive for food sovereignty (Rosset and Martinez-Torres 2013; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013; Shiva 

2016a; Nabhan 2009; Witko 2019; ―The International Peasant’s Voice - Via Campesina‖ n.d.). As a project of re-

membering, archaeobotanical investigations should be explicitly framed within the contemporary political context of 

the region and associated stakeholders (Hamilakis and Duke 2007). By treating the carbonized seed remains as 

containing latent vitalities, the interpretation of these remains inherently acknowledges how the resulting academic 

publications contribute to reifying or disrupting an existing agricultural imaginary. A project like that of Fuller et al. 

(2016) develops a compelling narrative that emphasizes the lasting and integral role of seeds as part of an entangled 

system, this form of interpretation as a project of re-membering could be marshaled to explicitly contest the 

dismemberment practices and imaginaries  inherent to Chinese agricultural policy since 1949.  

 

7 Imperialism, Colonialism, and Dismemberment in Chinese Land history 

 
In an attempt to move towards an archaeobotany of re-membering, I want to situate the archaeobotanical case 

study that I explore in the context of Chinese agricultural land management interventions in relation to grain 

production since 1949. This historical context is necessary to situate my archaeobotanical analysis within the 

contemporary political moment in which the archaeology is embedded. Chinese archaeology cannot be divorced 

from the political narratives that are being consolidated and realized through governmental institutions. Especially 

since all archaeological projects have substantial governmental input and oversight. In order to enliven the 

archaeological material, a history of political interventions must be recounted such that the archaeological material 

acquires a targeted political valence. Because the nature of the archaeological material I analyze speaks directly to 

grain cultivation practices in the Neolithic (~3200-1500BC), I am attempting to orient my archaeological analysis in 

contestation of the recent historical forms of dismemberment that are being reproduced in the present political 

moment.  
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The reason I trace this historical analysis all the way to 1949 is because this is the year the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) gets to power after a long civil war. This marks a period in which the CCP begins to extensively realize 

and modify its vision of agricultural modernity. This is not to say, that many of these projects and logics had not 

already been in place since before the CCP came to power (DeMare 2019), but due to the limitations of the format 

of this piece, in the interest of a more thorough historical analysis I am only examining a 70 year period (even within 

this timeframe this analysis is still relatively cursory). 

 

 This section places close attention to the ways in which agricultural policies realize a vision of agricultural 

modernity that is firmly rooted in the large scale production of grains throughout the Mao and post-Mao periods. I 

argue that the vision of agricultural modernity espoused by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) since 1949 

throughout the rest of the 20
th

 and 21
st
 century is premised on the pursuit of higher grain yields achievable only 

through the most efficient exploitation of the land. This pursuit of productivity and yield can be thought of as an 

embrace of the ―High Modernism‖ James C. Scott (Scott 1998) assigns to the top-down political visions emerging in 

the early 20
th

 century from a milieu of nation building projects. As Scott (1998) argues, ―High Modernism‖ is a 

practice of governance that seeks to implement prescriptive, top down infrastructural and economic reforms in 

pursuit of essentialized metrics of human life and progress. Herein lays a utopic vision of a future, a modernity that 

is perfectly planned, efficient and accomplishes all of its metrics. For China this pursuit of modernity was written 

into the CCP through a shared industrial utopia between the USSR and China (DeMare 2019). Within this vision of 

modernity agricultural production was front and center.   

 

As a result, the various cycles of agricultural interventions carried out by the CCP share a productivist ethos, 

which in various instances perpetuated forms of dismemberment such as famine, massive displacement of 

population and the degradation of arable land. I examine the specific policy measures, and interventions that make 

up this Colonial Matrix of Power that is re-articulated throughout the different periods I cover. While the majority 

these agricultural interventions had a top-down quality to them, many of them relied on the creation of a national 

imaginary that would mobilize large portions of the country to rally behind the party’s vision of agricultural 

modernity. In the process of visualizing the specific interventions, I also engage with some of these narrative 
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building strategies that the CCP employed. By highlighting these imaginaries and discursive products, I can employ 

my archaeobotanical case study to actively contest these sites.  

 

Numerous authors have critiqued the CCP’s relationship to land, and characterized their top down interventions as 

extractive and myopic (Shapiro 2001; Harrell et al. 2016; DeMare 2019; Dikötter and Bauckham 2012; Becker 1998; 

Bramall 2011). These critiques have been important for me to visualize some of the underlying logics and dynamics 

that have influenced the CCP’s agrarian policy specifically. I Shapiro’s (2001) argument addresses the period 

between 1950 and 1976 as being characterized by a series of massive interventions on the Chinese landscape guided 

by Mao’s utilitarian and oppositional relationship with nature. In her piece, she visualizes Mao’s relationship with 

nature through an examination of the militarized language pervasive in Mao’s own rhetoric surrounding the 

environmental interventions during this period. Throughout the piece she reflects on specific instances of 

agricultural pest control, irrigation projects and other large mobilizations of people to realize Mao’s utopian vision. 

Shapiro categorizes these different interventions under four major themes; political repression, utopian urgency, 

dogmatic uniformity and state ordered relocations. Unlike Shapiro, I am hesitant to make an argument that places 

Mao as the sole actant responsible of the execution of these interventions, nevertheless, I find it productive to use 

her four categories of interventions and place weight on the rhetoric behind the articulation of an agricultural 

modernity.  

 

The case study by Harrell et al. (2016) of reforestation projects in Jiuzhaigou, provides another example of how the 

mode of operation of the CCP often bypasses local needs, values and historical management of the landscape in 

favor of idealized and homogenous landscape imaginaries. Using Shapiro’s categories, this could be considered a 

form of political repression driven by a utopian urgency. In Harrell’s case study the local government begun to 

implement massive reforestation projects under the guise of sustainable development, while at the same time 

forcibly dismantling and dismembering local land-based practices. Harrell et al. (2016) ultimately highlights the 

continuity between the extractivist logging practices of the 1950’s through the 1990’s and the logics of reforestation 

as a way of exploiting the ―scenic beauty‖ of the landscape for economic gain. This thread informs the way I am 

tracing productivist grain logics throughout the CCP’s agrarian policies from 1949 through the post-Mao reform era. 
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Additionally, Brian DeMare’s (DeMare 2019) historical investigation of the land reform process, serves as a 

useful jumping off point to understand how the productivist agricultural interventions begin take shape under the 

CCP. In his book, DeMare examines the history of land reform movements since the inception of the CCP in 1921. 

His analysis foregrounds how subsequent land tenure interventions owe their effects to these preliminary projects 

executed by the CCP before they came to power. The focus on land reform is traced to be Sun Yat-sen, the founder 

of the Kuomintang Nationalist party (against whom the CCP would fight for control of China), and the first Chinese 

revolutionary. Sun had called for 耕者有其田 (―land to the tiller‖), in other words land should be owned by those 

who work it. This call gets taken up by Mao, where he insists that the Chinese revolution lies not in the hands of the 

urban proletariat, but in the hands of the peasant class. DeMare’s (2019) then proceeds to expose the political 

conflicts that influence Mao’s execution of a series of violent peasant upheavals to expropriate a land from a class of 

landowners that he had vilified.  

 

7.1 The Initial Land Reform (1950-1952) 

 

The 1940’s come to an end with the Chinese Communist Party officially establishing the People’s Republic 

of China and the retreat of Chiang Kai-shek, the leader of the Kuomintang Nationalist party after Sun Yat-sen, to 

Taiwan. The CCP, under Mao’s vision for a peasant revolution, implemented a substantial land reform program that 

re-structured the entire land tenure system throughout the country. This was the first move towards realizing Mao’s 

socialist utopia, which he had been steadily working towards through orchestrating, and supporting a substantial 

number of violent expropriations of land (DeMare 2019). 

 

In September of 1949, Zhou Enlai, the first Premier of the People’s Republic of Cina,  introduced the 

Common Program (Enlai 08/1949) which laid out the tenets of the CCP; in it he explicitly introduces the purpose of 

the agrarian reform. The official Agrarian Reform Law was not drafted until June of 1950 where Liu Shaoqi, the 

Vice Chairman of the CCP, introduces it at the Second Session of the First Session of the CPPCC National 

Committee (Shaoqi 06/1950). These two documents form the cornerstone of the agrarian reform whereby the CCP 

intended to dismantle a ―feudal land tenure system‖, by redistributing land among agricultural workers (Kuo-Chun 

1961). I focus on these two texts as demonstrations of the agricultural narrative that was being imposed at the time. 

In these documents I emphasize the legal characterization of the agricultural systems as ―feudal‖ which represent the 
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CCP’s intention to homogenize and vilify a land tenure system that was not even slightly representative of the ways 

in which land was structured. This imaginary had been around since Mao’s 192 7call for a 土地改革 (hurricane of a 

land reform), where he insisted on a vilification of landholders as universally feudal and hierarchical (DeMare 2019). 

The difference was that in 1950, this imaginary became written into the law.  

 

Additionally, article 27 of the Common program specified that ―agrarian reform was a prerequisite for the 

development of the productive power and industrialization of the countryside‖(Enlai 08/1949). These two sections 

of the Agrarian Reform Law, demonstrate a politically motivated flattening, and homogenizing of the countryside, 

as well as an attempt to turn this uniform ―feudal‖ countryside, into a ―productive power‖. In other words, 

obfuscating the complexity of landholding systems was a prerequisite for turning the countryside into a site of 

industrial production. I want to emphasize the way in which an agrarian vision premised on an imaginary of 

homogeneity was a prerequisite for a productivist project to become written into law. This dynamic underscores the 

consequence of generating imaginaries with clear political objectives.   

 

Beyond the productivist project written into the Agrarian Reform Law introduced by Liu Shaoqi in 1950, the 

implementation of this land reform was riddled with violations to this law, which specifically called for a series of 

protocols that would ensure land was equitably redistributed among the peasant class. The mediation of land claims 

was carried out by cadres from the CCP whose primary job was to facilitate the equitable implementation of the 

Agrarian Reform Law, nevertheless, this structure made feasible a degree of comandism that would become much 

more sinister later on in the history of CCP. There were numerous cases of political and personal revenge charges 

leveled by both peasants and cadres, the latter’s authority within the party would often take advantage of it (Hsu 

1982; Kuo-Chun 1961).  

 

The premise of the initial land reform represents a move to equitably distribute land ownership among the 

peasant population who had historically worked the land and understood it. Parting from Sun Yat-sen’s ―land to the 

tiller‖ call, and Mao’s initial vision of a revolution in the hands of the rural pesant class, the initial land reform 

represented a concerning departure. Furthermore, as explicitly stated in the Agrarian Reform Law and the Common 

program (Enlai 08/1949; Shaoqi 06/1950), the land reform was just a stepping stone towards a mobilization of labor 
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with the objective of a productive and industrialized countryside. In this formulation of the Agrarian Reform Law 

we begin to see the constitution of a peasant class, not as a group who deserved political representation, but as the 

productive engine for an industrializing nation. Herein, we can see the guiding logics of the CCP’s relationship to 

land establishing the machinery of an extractivist agricultural economy.  

 

7.2 First Five-Year Plan and Collectivization (1953-1957) 

 

The first five year plan marked the point when the PRC had been cut off from diplomatic relations and trade 

relations from non-communist countries, leading China to seek support from their natural ally; the Soviet Union. 

During this period Mao received some significant aid packages from the USSR which he employed towards the 

development of Heavy Industry (Hsu 1982). Of this package only 7.8% was put towards agricultural projects, and 

the rest of the aid package gets used for other forms of heavy industry. Nevertheless, this period was highly 

significant for the structuring of agricultural land.  

 

During this phase of the CCP’s project for the PRC, Mao had envisioned the rapid collectivization of the 

countryside. As a gradual stepping stone towards a socialist planned economy and the People’s Communes, the 

project of collectivization would begin with the establishment of three different types of cooperatives. Mutual aid 

teams would consist of roughly 15 houses that would pool labor, draft animals and other tools, but the land itself 

would continue to be privately owned. Elementary Agricultual producers would consist of roughly 20 to 40 houses 

who would pool labor, animals, tools and land, and ultimately the net gains from the harvest would be distributed in 

relation to what had been contributed. Finally there were the Advanced Agricultural producer’s cooperatives 

(APC’s), established in 1956, which would consist of 100 to 300 households where all the land would be 

cooperatively held, and net income would be distributed based solely on labor, such as to eliminate any sense of 

class(Hsu 1982; Kuo-Chun 1961). 

  

Mao’s urge for collectivization was driven for two major reasons. One had to do with the ability to control 

the masses much more effectively, as articulated by Teng Tzu-Hui (Tzuhui 1955) who was serving as vice-premier 

at the time. The other driving motivation for collectivizing at this rate was that by consolidating land and labor, the 
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productivity of the agricultural land would soar and catch up to the needs of the heavy industry that had received 

major investment from the USSR. Among the initiatives to increase the productivity of agricultural land were the 

―four sufficiencies‖ called for by the CCP including capital, seeds, fertilizers and raw materials, some of these 

initiatives also called for the mass reclamation of wasteland. During this period there were a number of 

developments made in agricultural science, which slowly became recognized as a more important part of the 

commune system. High Yield varieties of wheat strains and other crops were being developed, some estimates show 

almost 2,000 new crop varieties had been developed since 1949 through to 1959 (Kuo-Chun 1961).  

 

While collectivization in China was a gradual progress through various stages of cooperative associations 

unlike the violent process of collectivization the USSR underwent in 1929, this project was still realized in pursuit of 

an extractivist vision. The premise of collectivization was, after all, to mobilize masses of labor as an extractible 

resource to produce enough food to compensate for the demands of heavy industry. This becomes painfully evident 

nearing 1958 when four major directives were issued to enforce the planned grain economy the CCP had designed.   

 

These directives to enforce the planned grain economy exemplify one of the major forms of dismemberment 

I locate throughout Chinese Agrarian reform history. This push for a planned grain economy implemented 

normalized grain yields and established requisitioning policies based on arbitrary standards of what constitutes a 

―good‖ and ―poor‖ yields, which were ultimately decided by individual party cadres assigned to each collective. As 

a result, the CCP completely overlooked the dynamic nature of agricultural harvests. Any fluctuation in grain 

harvest, would therefore have substantial impacts on the centralized system’s bottom line.  

 

By implementing grain requisitioning policies concurrent with the major collectivization and restructuring of 

land tenure, the CCP did not have an understanding of the fluctuations this new system of production would have. I 

characterize this policy as a form of dismemberment because, by centralizing all the management of grain, the CCP 

locked farmers into a fragile and rigid system of production in the pursuit of higher yields. Farmers would no longer 

be able to navigate fluctuating climate events with diversified cropping regimes, because they were already 

beholden to unrealistic demands for grain of a certain standard.  
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7.3 Great Leap Forward and the People’s Communes (1958-1960) 

 

The Great Leap Forward marked the beginning of a massive push towards the mobilization of the APC’s to 

consolidate into the ―People’s Communes‖. These communes would consist of 2000-4000 households, and would 

not only represent a collective agrarian unit, but they would also represent an entire administrative unit. The 

rationale behind the Great Leap Forward was to mobilize all of the labor power China had in the form of large 

quantities of working peasants to help develop agriculture, and brig into the modern era (Hsu 1982). Behind the 

great Leap Forward is a very specific vision of agricultural modernity that was premised on the domestication of 

nature, and its submission into a productive force for the PRC. During this period we begin to see massive 

mobilizations of workers to ―move mountains‖ (Shapiro 2001), where enormous irrigation systems had to be built, 

plowing had to be done twice as deep etc.. all of these demands would devolve into comandism.  

 

During this period we begin to see how the forms of dismemberment described in the move towards a 

planned economy, snowballed into a catastrophe of incredible proportions. Commandism was a result of these 

enormous administrative units becoming governed by appointed party cadres, who often did not have a technical 

understanding of the processes required to produce agricultural crops. These cadres, motivated by party incentives to 

achieve extraordinary yields, began to require that the communes employ improvised and extremely labor intensive 

techniques to achieve these results, such as preventing sparrows from landing and killing them from exhaustion, out 

of fear the sparrows were affecting the yield(Shapiro 2001). By June of 1958, starting in Suiping county in Henan, 

cadres in various regions began what was known as ―satellite campaigns‖ were they would report exhorbitant yields, 

when nothing of that magnitude had been achieved (Xu and Tian 2018; Dikötter and Bauckham 2012; Becker 1998; 

Bramall 2011). These ―satellites‖ would mislead the central government into requesting more and more volume of 

grains in their requisitions, when in fact those agricultural regions could not afford those procurements. Satellite 

campaigns spread like wildfire across the country, amounting to nearly 800 verified false reports (Xu and Tian 

2018).  

 

By 1959, some argue that Mao already knew that the grain requisitioning demands were too high and many 

provinces would be left without food (Dikötter and Bauckham 2012; Becker 1998). Additionally, communes had 

intensified all sorts of myopic cultivation practices under the command of party cadres, such as sowing grains in 
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higher densities in the hopes that they would out-compete weedy flora. In combination with three years of unusual 

weather, the yields following 1959 plummeted (Hinton 1990; Hsu 1982). Across the country, 1959 marked the 

beginning of a catastrophic famine, that between 1958-1960 killed anywhere from 20 to 45 million people (these 

figures continue to be strongly contested) (Dikötter and Bauckham 2012) 

 

 I argue that there already precarious agricultural system, which had been dismembered over many decades 

of top down land reform policies guided by a productivist ethos, set the conditions for myopic forms of 

commandism to result in such a catastrophic tragedy. Evident from this event, is the way in which the centralization 

of grain stores, placed the central government in the position of equitably distributing a staple crop, and when it 

could no longer fulfill that role, there was a large scale collapse of an incredibly homogenous and hierarchical food 

management system,  

 

7.4 Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) 

The Cultural Revolution comes at a time where Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping’s post famine economic 

policies had stimulated the agriculture sector, by bringing in new agricultural technologies and restoring forms of 

land privatization. Mao’s fear of losing control launches him into an ideological battle against Liu and Deng, 

accusing them of being reactionaries. The Cultural Revolution stands out as a period in which the creation of an 

agricultural imaginary becomes essential to the project of Mao. There is a surge in propaganda, and ideological 

persecution.  

 

 In Shapiro’s discussion of dogmatic uniformity she recalls 农业学大寨 or ―Learn in agriculture from Dazhai‖ 

as a specific instance of formalized dogma during 1966-1976 that constituted the major vision for agricultural 

development. This particular vision of agriculture demanded that farmers throughout the country replicate the 

conditions and practices that led to successful outputs of grain in the Shanxi town of Dazhai.The town of Dazhai 

was characterized by massive irrigation canals, beautifully terraced fields  and well managed reservoirs, which 

resulted in bountiful grain harvests.  
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 This particular instance of political dogma exemplified the type of dismemberment that characterized the top 

down agricultural policy designed by the Communist party, since it sought to homogenize a productivity-driven set 

of practices that denied the possibility for famers to respond to the specific environmental, social and historical 

demands of their environment. Throughout this period forestland, grassland and other cropland was indiscriminately 

converted into grain farmland, under initiatives of ―land reclamation‖. This accelerated deforestation during the 

1960’s and 70’s which was intended to make way for grain production, where 44.7 million hectares of land were cut 

down. These practices driven by a desire to expand arable land, exacerbated the desertification of the region, 

through mass erosion of soils (Hsu 1982).   

 

Part of the impetus for this form of excessive deforestation had to do with Mao’s directive of  以粮为纲，

全面发展 or ―Take grain as key link and achieve overall development‖, which was associated with the larger 

construction of Dazhai as the model for agriculture. This particular initiative, while not necessarily advocating for a 

grain monocropping system, prioritized the forms of agricultural management that were well suited for grain 

cultivation regardless of where in the country it was implemented. Perhaps the most striking example of the effects 

of this directive was the legislation of pastoralist communities in Northwest China, where pastures had already 

shifted from being a common to becoming part of a commune. These regions endured the effects of dismemberment 

as Mao’s directive prompted the cadres in charge of these communes to convert grazing lands into grain cultivation 

fields(Yeh and Gaerrang 2011; Kreutzmann 2013).  

. 

 These examples reflect the captivating power Dazhai had to override any historical, environmental or 

human specificity in a region, in favor of an established model of agriculture. Dazhai was the utopic vision for 

agricultural modernity, perpetuated through an active project of narrative building in the form of propaganda. Below 

I examine various propaganda posters from the Cultural Revolution showcase the rhetoric that was being employed 

in order to consolidate Dazhai as the cornerstone of the imaginary of Mao’s agricultural modernity:  
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Figure 7:0:1- 丰收忙"Busy harvesting‖ (Qin 1968) 

This poster exemplifies the association Mao’s regime wanted to create with grain, where it was portrayed as a source of 

abundance, where excess grain should be considered a sign of success, and one should strive to achieve this goal.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7:0:2-长城好汉 "Good men of the Great Wall"(Wen and Yulin Diqu ge ming wei yuan hui, Wen jiao ju (榆林地区革命

委员会, 文教局) 1974) 

This poster depicts a collective of workers on the loess plateaus of Xian developing an irrigation projects after Dazhai. The Flag 

in the Background reads Learn from Dazhai.  
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Figure 7:0:3- 天寒心暖 "Heart warmer than the cold weather"(Wang 1977) 

This poster depicts three generations of women caring for each other in the foreground with a large banner in the mountains 

reading ―learn from Dazhai‖, exemplifying the rhetoric of peace, and care the was intentionally wrapped up in the proliferation of 

Dazhai.  

 

 In these propaganda posters we can see the mechanics through which the CCP perpetuated an imaginary for 

each commune to strive for. All of the images allude to a universal national landscape that is amenable to the same 

agricultural interventions. The poster from Xi’an exemplifies the idea that even desert regions can be converted into 

productive grain fields through the use of irrigation and mass earthmoving labor. Furthermore, there is a language of 

domination, in the ways in which the human characters are gigantic in a landscape that appears diminutive next to 

them. This recalls Wynter’s (Wynter 2003) category of ―Man‖ as being separate and overlooking all that is earthen. 

In the third image the characters even stand taller than the snow covered peaks. The imaginary in these posters 

reproduces colonial logics of domination that cannot be separated from the government’s articulations of 

agricultural modernity realized in directives and policies such as ―learn agreiculture from Dazhai‖ or ―take grain as 

the key link‖.  

7.5 Post-Mao Drive toward Modernization (1976) 

 

With Mao’s death in 1976, the CCP experienced major changes in their agrarian policy under the leadership 

of Deng Xiaoping (Hsu 1982; Hinton 1990; Chen and Findlay 2004). Deng had been known to be a major proponent 

towards market liberalization, however this had proven impossible under the Maoist regime, which had pushed for 

an increasingly orthodox agrarian policy during the Cultural Revolution (Shapiro 2001). With the change in 
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leadership, Deng began a process of substantial market reforms, moving towards an integration within broader 

global economies of trade (Zwiecinski and Oecd 2005; Zhou and Tian 2005; Rozelle and Sumner 2003). 

Nevertheless, the most significant agrarian policy reform implemented by Deng during this period was the 

establishment of the Household Responsibility System (HRS). This policy change was a dramatic shift from the 

planned agricultural economies of the people’s communes, and the land distribution models so forcefully 

implemented over the previous decades (Zwiecinski and Oecd 2005; Hinton 1990).    

 

 The Household Responsibility System operated by allowing farmers to lease plots of land from the 

communes for a period of up to 30 years, and become solely responsible for the management of that plot as well as 

the income and losses generated from farming that land as opposed to the commune system where land was 

collectively pooled and harvests were distributed based on labor. One of the most striking effects of this policy 

measure was the sharp decrease in size of the agricultural plots that were being worked. William Hinton, a 

Pennsylvania farmer who had travelled to China to document and participate in the project of collectivization, 

recalls travelling back after the HRS had been passed and witnessing a dramatic change in the landscape, calling it 

―spaghetti land‖ where strips of land were so narrow carts could not pass without pressing down on someone else’s 

land(Hinton 1990). By 2005 there were an estimated 200 million farm plots each with an average area of 0.65ha 

(Zwiecinski and Oecd 2005). Nevertheless, these figures do not reflect the pre-existing diversity of plot sizes that 

varied according to what was being cultivated.  

 

This reform fundamentally altered the farmer’s relationship to the land. Since the plots that were available 

were only leased for 30yrs and often there were a number of issues creating hurdles for obtaining land, many 

farmers chose instead to diversify their economic opportunities by working the land less intensively and instead 

taking jobs in mines and other extractive industrial industries popping up in the countryside (Hinton 1990). This 

dynamic left large swathes of arable land degrading without proper maintenance. As an extension of the Household 

Responsibility System, the CCP also implemented the Grassland Law in 1985, which allocated pasture land to as a 

privatized resource instead of a common, where winter grazing plots are allocated to individual households resulting 

in significant reduction in the mobility of herders (Yeh and Gaerrang 2011). This particular dynamic also operates as 
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a form of dismemberment where entangled agricultural practices become severed leaving behind the agricultural 

body to decompose.  

 

  During the early 1990’s the production of grain begins to decline, by this time the state owned cereal grain 

corporations such as COFCO (formerly CEREOIL) is importing 16% of the total world production of wheat. In 

order to increase grain production to avoid becoming reliant on imported grains, the government decides to raise the 

price of grain. However, by 1997 grain prices plummet once again leading to a decrease in the production of grain. 

Between 1997 and 2003 the farmland was reduced to 6.7 million ha and the land prices were at 20-30% of the 

market rate, which meant that this arable land was bought up to develop industrial zones. By 2003 82 million ha 

suffer from salinization from the increased chemical inputs that post-reform Agricultural land experienced 

(Zwiecinski and Oecd 2005; Zhou and Tian 2005; Rozelle and Sumner 2003). All of these forms of land degradation 

and dismemberment through development of industry onto this arable land, form part of a productivist vision of 

agricultural modernity, where global market forces and state price controls slowly tear apart the entangled 

agricultural land under the guise of investment.  

8 Ancient Agriculture in the proto-silk road 
 

As a process of re-membering the previous section draws a thread across the past 70 years of agricultural 

policies regarding grain agriculture implemented by the CCP in order to contextualize the political moment in which 

the archaeological work is embedded. This historical context exposes the various forms of dismemberment that are 

engendered through logics of productivism reproduced in the government’s vision of agricultural modernity. In this 

context archaeological narratives serve as a point of reference in a meticulously constructed representation of the 

past, for the CCP’s vision of agricultural modernity to locate a point of departure. At odds with this formulation of 

archaeology, this project contests forms of agricultural dismemberment and is oriented in opposition to the 

homogenizing imaginaries that realize the CCP’s vision of agricultural modernity. This constitutes an active 

engagement with an interlocked temporality, where land tenure reforms from 1949 set the conditions for China to 

implement a neoliberal model of grain production, and Neolithic narratives can emerge to unsettle the crystalized 

logics of productivism that are constantly being reproduced.  
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This section presents a contemporary archaeological perspective on agricultural land use strategies in NW 

China during the late Neolithic (~3200-1500BC). Specifically, I provide an analysis of archaeobotanical samples 

from the site of Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) located on Loess Plateaus of the Tao River Valley, which demonstrates a 

form of grain production distinct from modes of cultivation attested in different contemporary sites from the region. 

In the context of a period of substantial movements of pastoralist populations across central Asia into agricultural 

settlements in NW China, the archaeobotanical data from Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) provides insight into how forms 

of localized identity production are articulated in the cultivation of cereal crops (Jaffe, Y., Flad, R., Boivin, N. and 

Frachetti, M. 2015; Andrew Womack 2017).  

 

Considering the productivist logics that have historically underpinned agricultural projects in China, a narrative 

of locally distinct agricultural practices within a region of similar environmental constraints, contests the 

homogenizing imaginaries that have been used to perpetuate extractive agricultural projects. Furthermore, the 

carbonized remains from Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) point to diverse cereal crop ecologies, which would not be 

possible to implement under the constraints of high productivity demands. Nevertheless, these seem to indicate a 

strategy of germplasm diversification which likely contributed to the development of resilient cultivation systems 

during the end of the Holocene, a period of dramatic cooling and climate fluctuation(d’Alpoim Guedes et al. 2015).  

 

The contemporary political context of the Tao river valley demonstrates a complex set of agricultural 

stakeholders, where the Tao River divides a Hui (one of China’s Muslim ethnic monrities) ethnic county from a Han 

(predominant ethnic group in China) ethnic county. Gansu is one of the provinces with the highest percentage of Hui 

ethnicity inhabitants, making up 4.3% of the province (―Eps China Data‖ 2008). Both communities across the river 

from each depend on shared resources such as the Tao River in order to irrigate their crops. The investigation of 

Qijia and Majiayao period agriculture in the region is therefore inextricably embedded into a context of multiple 

stakeholders in direct contact with each other. By exploring a narrative of punctuated localized development in an 

area of dynamic interaction among multiple stakeholders, the Tao River Archaeological project, places emphasis on 

contact areas as being of archaeological significance. The continuity that is created between the archaeological 

context and the contemporary political border actively contests narratives of stasis and homogeneity along the river 
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border. Instead the archaeological narrative imbues this physical boundary with qualities of fluidity, celebrating the 

dynamic interactions that have, and continues to shape the local landscape.  

 
Figure 8:1- Map of Majiayao and Qijia period archaeological sites in the Tao River Valley. Modified from Womack (2017) 
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Figure 8:2 - Chronology of archaeological cultures in the Tao River Valley taken from Womack et al. (2017) 

 

8.1 Emergence of Wheat and Barley in NW China during the Neolithic 

 

Since the introduction of wheat and barley into NW China during the Neolithic (~3200-1500), these crops 

have become the primary agricultural cultivar in the region. In this thesis I trace forms of agricultural 

dismemberement from the perspective of grain productivism. In order to engage an archaebotanical project of re-

membering, I want to situate my archaeobotanical material within a broader body of research that has examined 

movement of these grain crops across this region. Within this context, the archaeobotanical material from the site of 

Dayatou can speak to a larger trajectory of heterogenous cultivation and movement. In the context of policies like 

Dazhai, or the Household Responsibility System, the story of wheat and barley movement in NW China articulates a 

counter narrative that challenges these modes of agricultural production by exposing a possible logic of multiple 

dynamic systems of cultivation in perpetual motion.  
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The introduction of wheat and barley into China has been a topic of much archaeological interest in the 

region of NW China, especially because these crops almost completely replace established systems of millet 

cultivation that are well documented during earlier periods (Barton and An 2014; Flad et al. 2010; Long et al. 2018; 

Liu et al. 2014; d’Alpoim Guedes et al. 2015). Wheat and barley are domesticates that originate in the fertile 

crescent circa 10,500 BC, nevertheless these crops begin to appear in East Asia around the Neolithic during second 

millennium BC  (Zohary, Hopf, and Weiss 2012; Fuller 2007). The pathway through which wheat and barley enter 

East Asia remains contested, and multiple hypotheses have emerged suggesting multiple processes through which 

these crops could have appeared in the region (Barton and An 2014; Flad et al. 2010; Liu et al. 2014; Long et al. 

2018; d’Alpoim Guedes et al. 2015). 

 

Barton and An (2014) explore three hypotheses suggesting different pathways for wheat and barley to have 

entered East Asia; exploring the possibility that these crops entered from the Taklamakan dessert into the Hexi 

Corridor, or traversed north of the Inner Asian Mountains as well as north of the Altai Mountains into the Hexi 

corridor, or possibly entered multiple times through all of these paths. Using published direct dating of wheat and 

barley seeds from various Neolithic sites in East Asia, they plot the relative dates against latitude and use a 

regression model to determine the most likely hypothesis. While none of the hypotheses they test produces a perfect 

match, the closest match suggest that wheat and barley had been introduced multiple times in China. Barton and An 

(2014) propose that even though there is some evidence for wheat and barley entering China during different periods, 

the fact that the archaeological evidence does not demonstrate a definite adoption of these crops at each of these 

entry points, raises questions about what kept settled agriculturalists from adopting these crops.  

 

While (Liu et al. 2014) propose a single entry point for wheat and barley into China, they recognize a similar 

question to that of Barton and An (2014), where the archaeological evidence is not entirely clear on why these crops 

are adopted so slowly outside of Gansu. Liu et al. (2014) suggest the reason for the rapid adoption of wheat and 

barley in Gansu might have to do with a combination of cultivation benefits as well as taste preferences, 

emphasizing a population increase during the beginning of the second millennium BC which may have driven local 

settlements to prefer more efficient and high yield crops such as wheat and barley over land intensive millet. I am 
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weary of this interpretation especially, because of its commitment to interpreting these archaeological communities 

as resource-maximizing, perfectly rational economic actors. This particular archaeological interpretation continues 

to promote an agricultural imaginary that is inherently productivist. While the authors establish that this 

interpretation is speculative and they don’t have sufficient evidence to conclusively claim that wheat and barley 

become cultivated due to a desire for higher yielding crops, this form of archaeological speculation creates an 

unacknowledged continuity between productivist agricultural logics of the contemporary moment and an 

archaeological case study.  

8.2 Tao River Valley Archaeological project 

 

While the broader conversation about the movement of wheat and barley during the Neolithic (3200-1500) 

has the potential to challenge the logics of an agricultural modernity that necessitates a homogenous practice of 

grain production, a detailed examination of a specific site provides a hetergoneous context of management at a 

smaller scale. By operating at different spatial scales, I am able to voice the stories of agricultural bodies that are 

also spatially interlocked, where an agricultural region is constituted by a collection of local agricultural practices, 

and small scale agricultural bodies are informed by the larger regional body.  

 

The Tao River Archaeological Project has predominantly conducted surveys and small scale excavations 

around the loess plateaus of this river valley, in order to systematically document cultural dynamics and subsistence 

practices during the Neolithic through the Early Bronze age (3
rd

 millennium BC to 1
st
 millennium BC) in the region. 

Using a combination of remote sensing technologies and targeted systematic excavations, over the past four years 

TRAP has compiled a large data set of ceramic, archaeobotanical, faunal and osteological data that focuses on the 

Majiayao and Qijia period communities of NW China (A. Womack et al. 2017; Andrew Womack 2017; Jaffe, Y., 

Flad, R., Boivin, N. and Frachetti, M. 2015; Xin Jia, Guanghui Dong, Hu Li, Katherine Brunson, FaHu Chen, 

Minmin Ma, Hui Wang, Chengbang An and Keren Zhang 2012).  

 

Lying between the settler agriculturalist communities of the Central Plains and the nomadic pastoralist 

groups of the Seima–Turbino Complex, the Majiayao and Qijia period sites of the Tao river valley showcase a 

dynamic set of social processes unlike the ones observed at the more studied archaeological sites on either side. By 
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focusing their attention on the Tao river valley, TRAP intends to produce a more nuanced understanding of the small 

scale shifts that distinguish this region from contemporary sites in areas like the Hexi corridor or Qinghai(Andrew 

Womack 2017).  

 

8.3 Site of Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) 

 

The archaeobotanical data examined in this thesis comes from the site of Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) which is 

located on large outcrop overlooking the Tao River. The site was initially surveyed in 2015 by Andrew Womack and 

Tim Horsley as a part of the Tao River Archaeological Project. The site was surveyed using surface collection,  

geophysical methods, and systematic augering  (A. Womack et al. 2017; Andrew Womack 2017). Charcoal samples 

from numerous auger holes were dated to 3000 calBC and 2300-2450 calBC, corresponding roughly to the Majiayao 

and Banshan sub-phases respectively according to the local chronology. The survey revealed that unlike previously 

thought, Dayatou(~2400-2100BC) was not exclusively a mortuary site, but instead, evidence from the surface 

collection indicates a complex habitation site, with remote sensing results point to the presence of numerous trash 

pits. Unlike other sites examined by TRAP like Qijiaping, Dayatou had not previously undergone any type of 

systematic excavation, and 2018 marked the first year systematic excavations were performed at the site.  

 

The site was excavated according to the numerous anomalies spotted by the remote sensing during the survey, 

hoping to bisect some of the many features that had been identified. Three trenches were initially established, with a 

fourth one being added towards the middle of the excavation when a primary burial was partially exposed in trench 

number 3.The sediment was mostly made up of a silty loess, which had previously been used as an agricultural field, 

The sediment had been uncultivated for a period of time and the lack of plant mater on the soil demonstrated the 

rapid erosional potential of the uncultivated land. In the process of unearthing archaeological remains we were also 

contributing to the mismanagement and erosion of an active agricultural landscape.  

 

8.4 Methods 

The samples analyzed in this report represent a sub sample of 33 flotation samples from a total of 102 

samples collected from the 2018 excavations at Dayatou (see Appendix 12.1). These samples come from four main 

trenches and were subsampled to represent all of the identified features and distinct contexts. Flotation of each of the 
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samples was carried out at the site using a SMAP style flotation machine built out of components that were locally 

available and following the design from (Shelton and White 2010). A roughly 10L soil sample was collected from 

each new locus, even if these belonged to the same context or feature. A Harris matrix for each trench was then used 

to determine the sub sampling strategy. For contexts that contained large quantities of significant remains, multiple 

sub-samples were analyzed.  

 

Given that the samples were not allowed to leave the country, sorting and identification was performed at the 

Gansu Provincial Institute of Archaeology during the summer of 2019. To sort samples, I used a set of nested sieves 

ranging from 4mm (for the richest samples) to 0.25mm. Smaller samples were not sieved, since these were generally 

not very rich in carbonized material. Using a low power dissecting scope (Nikon SMZ645) the various fractions 

were sorted, separating wood charcoal from seeds, and other categories of carbonized remains. Initial sorting of 

broad categories only removed and weighed wood that was larger than 2mm, wood charcoal smaller is generally not 

identifiable (Asouti and Austin 2005; Théry-Parisot, Chabal, and Chrzavzez 2010). Seeds and other remains were 

placed into broad categories during initial sorting. The second round of sorting further separated the macro botanical 

remains into final categories, where based on an limited reference collection, as well as seed identification manuals 

(Jacomet and Others 2006), precise botanical categories were discerned. A total of 10,217 remains were counted in 

total, representing 65 distinct taxonomic groups (see Appendix 12.1).  

 

The aggregate data was then cleaned up by incorporating soil volume data and other contextual information 

(see Appendix 12.1 for soil volume data). This process also involved the standardization of metrics by using the soil 

volume, in order to evaluate all of the samples based on their densities rather than absolute counts or absolute 

weights.  

 

The taxonomic categories were consolidated into 9 distinct functional groups for analysis: Pooideae, 

Panicoideae, Wild Poaceae, Fabaceae, Crop Weeds, Plant Parts, Charred residue, Undet, and Unidentifiable. The 

first four functional groups represent grains from non millet-type grasses (such as wheat, barley, oats, rye etc…), 

millet type grains (foxtail millet, broomcorn millet), grains from wild grasses and legumes (such as soy beans, vetch 

etc…), respectively. I decided to include fragment counts in these categories, this portrays the maximum number of 
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individual seed specimens present, and allows me to compare across samples in a more uniform way. By separating 

these categories we can evaluate the data considering the functional attributes of each taxa, such as their growing 

requirements, or economic significance. The charred residue fragments identified in various loci are unidentifiable, 

however their morphological characteristics are distinct and may be indicative of food processing or other practices 

(Arranz-Otaegui et al. 2018).  

 

Additionally 100% stacked bar charts were created to showcase the relative proportions of Poaceae remains. 

Since these were the most ubiquitous remains from the site, I felt it would be important to observe how the different 

contexts differ in the proportions of distinct Poaceae taxa. For these charts I used proportion by weight, since there 

was a large presence of Panicoideae, which appear in massive counts. Given that millet panicles produce magnitudes 

more of grain specimens than Pooideae panicles do, a comparison by standardized weight gives a clearer picture of 

the dietary/ agricultural significance of each crop.   

8.5 Results 

 

The analysis of 10,217 macrobotanical remains (see Appendix 12.1) (excluding wood charcoal counts) across 

the four trenches at the site of Dayatou showcased a predominance of Panicoideae throughout all of the contexts, 

with trenches 3 and 4 displaying significant quantities of Pooideae. Other taxonomic groups such as crop weeds or 

wild Poaceae were present in small quantities throughout the site. Trench 1 which had been interpreted as a 灰坑 

(Trash Pit) contained an extremely large quantity of charred residues which have not been identified and 

examination under an SEM might provide insights into whether these are some form of processed food remains.  

Most notably, samples from trench 3, comtext G2 (interpreted as 沟 or gully/trench) revealed a high variety 

of Pooideae specimens, which by weight contributed to a significant proportion of the site. Among these specimens 

were a number of Emmer wheat remains (Triticum dicoccum), both rachis fragments and entire seeds. Additionally, 

this same context produced a significant quantity of naked Barley (Hordeum vulgare var. nudum) remains, of which 

a small fraction were 6 row and a larger proportion were identified as 2 row. Trench 4 context (2) was dominated by 

free threshing wheat (Triticum aestivum) which was also present in contexts G1 and G2 in trench 3 in smaller 

relative proportions. 
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While Panicoideae remains were present throughout the site, proportions of foxtail millet (Setaria sp.) were 

generally larger than those of broomcorn millet (Panicum sp.). Interestingly trenches 3 and 4 display opposite 

proportions of millet varieties, with trench 3 predominantly containing foxtail millets whereas trench 4 contains 

almost exclusively remains of broomcorn millet.  

Unfortunately, at this time numerous seed remains were sent for direct C14 dating but the results have not yet 

arrived, therefore I can only rely on the preliminary context interpretations for the analysis of the data set. In order to 

better understand the patterns at the site of Dayatou I placed the results next to archaeobotanical datasets from two 

other sites from the Tao river valley that had been systematically excavated and floated by TRAP for previous years. 

The data was processed in the same manner and grouped into matching categories for the sake of comparison. 

 

 

Figure 8:3-A.Hordeum vulgare subsp. nudum (2-row naked barley) (Ventral); B. Hordeum vulgare subsp. nudum (6-row naked 

barley) (Ventral) 
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Figure 8:4- A. Panicum sp (broomcorn millet); B. Setaria sp.(foxtail millet) 

 

Figure 8:5- A. Triticum dicoccum (ventral emmer wheat); B. Triticum dicoccum (drop shape emmer wheat) (ventral); C. Triticum 

dicoccum rachis frag. 
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Figure 8:6- Stacked bar charts depicting the proportion of carbonized remains by standardized count at various sites in the Tao 

River Valley. Given that the contexts from Dayatou are still waiting for radiocarbon dates, these have been grouped by trench and 

displayed in the order that they were excavated.  
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Figure 8:7- Stacked bar chart showing the relative proportion of cereal taxa by standardized weight for three different sites in the 

Tao River Valley. The contexts from Dayatou are grouped according to the trench they were in, however the contexts remain 

separate because radiocarbon dates are still not available.  

Data from the site of Qijiaping and Huiziwa was shared with me by members of TRAP for comparative 

purposes. The dataset from Huiziwa has been analyzed by Jade d'Alpoim Guedes, Rongzhen Guo, and Jin Guiyun 

and a preliminary report has been shared with me. The charts above display the comparative proportions of different 

taxonomic groups by Standadized count and the relative proportions of Poaceae by standardized weight. 
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The data from Huiziwa stands out for its large proportion of crop weeds relative to Poaceae crops. 

Nevertheless, when the Poaceae crop remains are compared by weight, these display a similar proportion of 

Pooideae to Panicoideae throughout the trench. Unlike the remains at Dayatou, Huiziwa displays a much larger 

proportion of barley remains to wheat remains. Qijiaping on the other hand, has an almost equitable distribution of 

all remains throughout the site. While crop weed proportions are still noticeably smaller to those at Huiziwa, There 

are almost equal amounts of Pooideae in relation to Panicoideae by weight in each context. Even within the 

Pooideae category, the ratio of barley to wheat is consistently equal.  

 

While the analysis and identifications for the remains at Huiziwa and Qijiaping were done by different 

archaeobotanists, I am still confident that these results are comparable, and can yield some significant insight into 

the cropping systems at each site.  

 

8.6 Discussion  

 

The comparison of archaeobotanical data from these three different sites along the Tao river valley 

showcases an interesting diversity in the proportions of cereal grains that are present. Until we receive the c14 dates 

for the remains from Dayatou we will not be able to make any conclusions regarding possible differences in crop 

management during contemporary periods. Nevertheless, this dataset still allows us to observe some substantial 

differences in the cereal crop ecologies of all three sites.  

 

While Dayatou displays a predominantly foxtail millet cropping system, it also contains some of the most 

unusual cereal grains present in the region. The presence of emmer wheat in appreciable quantities has not been 

reported from any other Neolithic site in NW China. Emmer wheat is considered a tetraploid precursor to the 

hexaploid bread wheat (Triticum aestivum) that is understood to have been domesticated in the Near East during the 

7
th

 millennium BC(Fuller 2007; Feldman and Kislev 2007). The presence of emmer at a site that is no older than the 

2
nd

 millenium BC according to the preliminary dates form the site, challenges the narrative of a higher yielding 

bread wheat being inherently adopted over other varieties. Reports from multicropping systems in the archaeological 

Near East suggest that planting mixtures of different types of wheat and barley (maslins) in the same system might 

have been used by farmers to minimize risk (Marston 2011). Emmer wheat is known to have a much higher drought 
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tolerance than other wheat varieties, and has even become a popular alternative to hexaploid bread wheat in many 

parts of the world(Zaharieva et al. 2010; Peleg, Fahima, and Saranga 2007). This particular find should prompt us to 

interrogate interpretations that implicitly and explicitly explain behavior in terms of self-optimization. Additionally 

the presence of both 2-row and 6-row barley, prompt us to consider similar multicropping strategies. 2 row barley is 

considered to be much more resistant to drought stress than 6-row, but less desirable due to the 3 fold amount of 

grains in 6-row over 2-row (Palmer et al. 2009). Therefore the possibility of maslin systems to mitigate risk seems 

distinctly possible.  

 

The presence of such diversity of wheat and barley varieties throughout the sites in the Tao river valley,  also 

points to the possibility of numerous groups of pastoralists carrying diverse types of seeds making their way through 

the Hexi corridor multiple times into the region and sharing their cultivation practices. Nevertheless, if we take the 

three data sets from these neighboring sites as being comparable, we are clearly seeing differential cultivation 

patterns, challenging any notion of a homogenous diffusion process. Additionally, we need to consider that if we are 

seeing maslin cultivation at Dayatou, there is a possibility of genetic material moving across these closely planted 

crops. If this is the case, it begs the question of how are individual cultivars being maintained? Possible explanations 

might include intentional seed saving/ breeding strategies, constant exchange of seeds across populations, and/or 

variable adaptations to environmental stresses that preserve the relative proportions of these crop assemblages.  

 

Additional literature on the interactions between people at these different sites along the Tao River Valley, 

has employed globalization theory to understand the relation between movement of material culture and populations 

in this region. While this theoretical framework differs substantially from that of re-membering, this literature helps 

us visualize processes of archaeological movement within power relations. Globalizing processes as understood by 

Jaffe et al. (2015) provide a useful framework for conceptualizing the mechanisms through which wheat and barley 

become adopted as major crops in the region. Jaffe et al. (2015) reject the idea that Qijia period sites across the Tao 

river valley represent a case of ancient globalization, instead suggesting an explanatory model that does not privilege 

the role of centralized authorities.  

 



42 

Considering the metallurgical technologies observed in various Qijia sites in the region, Jaffe et al. (2015) 

propose thinking about derritorialization as a process which acknowledges long distance relations but emphasizes 

local practices. In his dissertation Womack (2017) examines ceramic technology transitions from the Majiayao 

period (3200-2000 BC) to the Qijia period (2300-1500 BC), and  emphasizes the way in which these archaeological 

remains don’t speak to the same political and cultural centralizing processes observed in the Central plains 

(considered to be the origin of Chinese civilization, and state formation) during this time period. Womack (2017) 

and Jaffe et al. (2015) using different forms of material culture argue that the Neolithic sites of the Tao river valley 

display patterns of broad general similarities, punctuated by localized practices. Based on the archaeobotanical data, 

I would argue that cereal cropping patterns display a similar degree of deterritotialized practice, where sites in close 

proximity to each other, ostensibly under similar ecological constraints, display localized variations in crop 

preferences that are associated with systems of long distance exchange. By embracing this explanatory model, this 

archaeological narrative presents a counter-example to the top down ―High Modernism‖ that masquerades behind 

the inevitability of a centralized authority to control and prescribe all forms of organization.   

 

Understood as members of an agricultural body, seeds embody a memory of cultivation patterns, weather, 

soil conditions, harvesting strategies and even aesthetic values. They are part of an entangled system of agricultural 

labor that emphasizes the continuity between humans and land (Fuller et al. 2016). Moments of interaction between 

the pastoralist communities that brought with them their seeds and local the agricultural communities along the Tao 

river valley, cannot be understood as simple transactional moments where seeds were given in exchange for another 

commodity. Instead, as archaeobotanists we must be responsible for challenging these reductionist narratives about 

seeds. Since these moments of interaction, necessarily shaped the ways in which these seeds were cultivated, 

appreciated, understood and ultimately embedded into broader systems of value. The purpose of seeing 

archaeobotanical material as containing latent vitalities, is that by producing an archaeological interpretation, we 

bring to life a narrative that is consequential in the contemporary political context where it is formed.  
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9 Re-membering 
 

The contemporary Chinese political moment, promises a vision of agriculture ruled by high yield, and the 

neoliberal imaginary of a global market system that, provided enough grains are produced, will equitably and 

efficiently distribute these. Borne from a history of political revolution, economic upheaval, famine and sustained 

land struggles throughout China, this open market model requires a mass scale productivity to satisfy the centralized 

grain stores that stand in as a measure of economic success and stability. China’s vision for an agricultural 

modernity rests on this pillar of grain productivity as the vehicle to realize its national Utopia.  The historical section 

in this essay examines primarily the voices of communist party officials, OECD economists and foreign academics. 

Throughout, the narrative surrounding agriculture, embodies or responds to, a necessity for agricultural production. 

Productivity is the bottom line. In this section recall the quote by Miguel Angel Asturias in the Men of Maize, to ask 

what happens when wheat is to be sown, not for profit, but instead as an act that voices a story of a much larger 

body, made up of a complex ecology of relations.  I am not a farmer, so I do not sow seeds, but as an 

archaeobotanist my project is to tell the stories of seeds who have long been buried, by sedimentary processes of 

geology and political progress.  

What does it mean for me to claim that the wheat and barley seeds I dissected under the gaze of a microscope 

are not dead, and instead contain latent vitalities? As an archaeologist working in contemporary China, my 

examinations of these seeds constitute an utterance that is part of a larger political narrative. In the eyes of the 

government’s 甘肃文物考古研究所 (Gansu Culture and Relics Bureau), I am telling the story of the past, a fixed 

point in time that constitutes a point of reference to gauge how far China has come. In the eyes of this government 

arm, these seeds are dead. In my eyes, however, these seeds expose clear forms of dismemberment that have buried 

them under piles of Dazhai propaganda, open market trade agreements, centralized seed stores and so on. For me 

these seeds are not dead, but under the microscope they come alive to contest a vision of agricultural modernity that 

claims that productivism is the only way forward. Through this process, seed tell human stories that elicit a vitalistic 

understanding of a complex agricultural body that refuses to be reduced to a high yield racket.   

This is by no means a new project, it is in fact, a voicing of a much larger political vision of Agroecology 

(Rosset and Martinez-Torres 2013; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013; Altieri et al. 2015; Shiva 2016b; ―The 
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International Peasant’s Voice - Via Campesina‖ n.d.; Witko 2019). This movement demands that the voices of 

peasants be heard, not just as the agricultural production force but as a legitimate class of political stakeholders 

whose existence cannot be reduced to productivity. Agroecology centers the claim that diverse cultivation practices, 

that are culturally significant, dynamic and heterogenous, are necessary to create agroecosystems that are resilient, 

sustainable and significant beyond gross yield (Altieri et al. 2015). Such a political project requires an active 

contestation of the teleologies that place certain agricultural practices in the past, in order to generate a vision of 

progress ruled by an ontology that renders land an extractible commodity with productive potential.  

Charred seed remains from NW China, dating back ~4000 years, are therefore not a reference point to move 

beyond, but an agricultural narrative that visualizes a re-humanizing vision for Chinese agriculture. In the 

assemblages examined, the variety of wheat and barley cultivation practices represents a landscape of heterogeneous 

crop management. At Dayatou specifically we see a model of multicropping strategies where a milleu of grains are 

sown together. These maslin systems escape the momogenizing gaze of the combine harvester, as well as the 

agencies requiring a standardized product. A multicroped maslin system demands everything be harvested together. 

Additionally, the promise of a resilient cultivation strategy, as a way to stitch together the open wounds maintained 

by the same precarious systems that facilitated the great famine, comes into focus with a concrete model of 

multicropping systems.  

―land to the tiller‖ echoes in the political call of agroecology, yet the spectre of the Agrarian Law lurks in the 

background. As a political vision Agroecology demands site specific practices of heterogenous land management. 

The narratives of deterritorialized seed exchange and movement within the Tao River valley among multiple 

stakeholders furnishes us with a dynamic imaginary of cultivation patterns that renders the ―site’ something that 

keeps slipping. Never truly fixed. This story evades the possibility of rootedness, yet remains entirely connected to 

space and the actors who move within it.  

Dazhai imaginaries remain pervasive; these impose hierarchies of value to land, enabling the logical 

conversion of grazing land to irrigated fields for the production of grains. Re-membering through archaeological 

narratives such as that of Dayatou calls for a serious consideration of pastoralists as legitimate stakeholders in the 

body of land that is being circumscribed. Essential to a system of exchange, constituted through movement and 

errantry, these interactions between agriculturalists and pastoralists slip through the gaze of productivism. 
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Movement of seeds at the hands of traveling groups ensures a flow and exchange of genetic material, essential to 

maintaining a stable agro ecosystem, where risk is distributed across the germplasm. In this process of re-

membering, the visibility of stakeholders within the archaeological narrative must also generate a visibility as a 

legitimate contemporary and political stakeholder with rights to make claims over their own body.  

Imaginaries carry political valence, especially if these are placed in opposition to the dominant imaginaries that 

structure the possible political interventions. Productivism voids the possibility of any form of existence that does 

not meet its requirements to produce extractible commodities. Land as a body does not produce commodities, it is 

constituted by and generates relations. The archaeobotanical material from Dayatou re-members this body through 

the seed exchanges and heterogenous cultivation of the Tao River Valley, which imagines an agriculture beyond 

productivism.  

10 Conclusion- Contesting China’s vision of agricultural modernity 
 

This thesis starts as a proposition to contest narratives of agricultural modernity that dismember the entangled 

web of connection that makes up agricultural land. Motivated by the struggle of international peasant organizations, 

indigenous communities and grassroots seed saving initiatives, I propose an archaeobotanical praxis that is 

fundamentally rooted in the political context in which it operates, and seeks to contest the narratives of productivism 

that underpin state sanctioned forms of dismemberment. In this thesis I draw on a wealth of decolonial and post-

colonial authors whose academic trajectories have been shaped by their own struggles for liberation and sovereignty. 

By working through praxis of re-membering I engage a theoretical lens through which I can visualize specific forms 

of dismemberment, which at the same time setting up the possibility for a project that actively counters these 

processes.  

 

In the context of massive agrarian interventions since 1949 guided by an underlying productivist ethos, seeking 

to extract as much grain as possible from the earth, I frame my archaeobotanical case study as a counter-narrative. I 

put forth a counter-narrative that rejects any form of interpretive assumptions that unwittingly reify the same 

narrative of extractivsim and dismemberment. I offer an interpretation that rests comfortably on rigorously analyzed 

empirical evidence, and chooses to explore the subversive imaginaries made possible by the archaeological material. 
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In this case, Dayatou offers a clear narrative of punctuated moments of localized agricultural practices that refuse to 

be subsumed under an interpretive umbrella of centralization, high yield teleologies or homogenizing narratives of 

cultural diffusion.  
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12 Appendix 

12.1 Dayatou Summary Table 

Trench Level/ Feature Volume (L) Number of Taxa Specimen 
Count 

1 (2) 5 4 10 

 H1(3) 10 9 51 

 H1(4) 15 14 307 

 H1(5) 17 16 1115 

 (blank) 14   

 H1(1) 7 6 38 

2 (3) 20 18 393 

 H11 8 8 574 

 H12 8 8 44 

 H14 9 8 29 

 H15 24 21 2435 

 H3 9 8 28 

 H7 10 9 271 

 H8 16 13 3662 

 (blank) 32   

3 (3) 3 2 1 

 (4) 3 2 4 

 (5) 5 4 20 

 G1 19 17 58 

 G2 43 40 570 

 H10 8 7 52 

 H13 4 3 16 

 H5 10 9 357 

 H6 4 3 5 

 (blank) 24   

4 (2) 19 18 94 

 (3) 9 9 35 

 H14 15 13 30 

Grand Total  370  10217 
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12.2 Dayatou Trench 1 

Context (2)  H1(3)  H1(4)  H1(5)  H1(1)  Total 
Count 

Total 
Weight 
(g) 

 Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

  

cf. Digitaria       10 0   10 0 

Charred 
Residue 

6 0.013 33 0.11 262 1.022 963 3.218 17 0.185 1281 4.548 

Cheno/Am   1 0 2 0 2 0 6 0 11 0 

Fabaceae     1 0     1 0 

Lamiaceae     1 0 3 0   4 0 

Panicum sp.   5 0 6 0 7 0.009   18 0.009 

Setaria sp. 3 0 7 0 25 0.015 34 0.021 10 0.004 79 0.04 

Setaria cf. 
pumila 

      5 0   5 0 

Small 
Panicoideae 

  2 0 2 0 36 0.012 5 0 45 0.012 

Formula1             

Twig parts       1 0   1 0 

Undet 2     1 0     1 0 

Undet C     1 0     1 0 

Unidentifiable 1 0 3 0 5 0     9 0 

Wood 
Charcoal 

 0.352  2.238  7.842  8.656  8.729  27.817 

(blank)             

Husked 
Panicoideae 

      48 0.031   48 0.031 

Corispermum 
sp. 

      4 0   4 0 

Brassicaceae       1 0   1 0 

Undet 1     1 0 1 0   2 0 

Grand Total 10 0.365 51 2.348 307 8.879 1115 11.947 38 8.918 1521 32.457 
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12.3 Dayatou Trench 2 

 

Context/ Taxa (3) H11 H12 H14 H15 H3 

 Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Bone 
Fragments 

  3          

Boraginaceae     1 0       

Charred food 
residue?? 

            

Cheno/Am 15 0   2 0 3 0 21    

Fabaceae 1 0.009           

Imbricate bud 
cluster 

        2 0.022   

Large 
Cheno/Am 

          1 0 

Millet panicle         4 0.006   

Panicum sp. 258 0.312 261 0.285 9 0.005 1 0 1187 1.154 3 0 

Polygonaceae             

Setaria sp. 102 0.07 290 0.188 20 0.014 16 0.009 1105 0.669 13 0.016 

Small 
Panicoideae 

7 0 13 0 8 0 5 0 49  6 0 

Solanaceae             

Formula1             

Triticum 
aestivum 

3 0.009           

Twig parts         12 0.077   

Uncarbonized 
Faunal 

            

Undet 2             

Undet 3   2 0         

Undet D         4    

Undet E         9    

Undet F         2    

Undet G         3    

Undet H         5    

Undet I         1    

Undet J           3 0 

Unidentifiable 2 0.004 5 0 4 0 3 0 30  2 0 

Wood 
Charcoal 

 0.269  2.307  0.483  0.147  15.068  0.331 

(blank)             

c.f Hordeum       1      

Undet 1 4 0.012       1    

Wood 
Charcoal  

 0.102           

Polygonaceae  1 0           

Grand Total 393 0.787 574 2.78 44 0.502 29 0.156 2435 16.996 28 0.347 
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Continued…. 

 H7  H8  Total 
Sum of 
Count 

Total 
Sum of 
Weight 
(g) 

Row Labels Sum of 
Count 

Sum of 
Weight 
(g) 

Sum of 
Count 

Sum of 
Weight 
(g) 

  

Bone Fragments 4    7  

Boraginaceae     1 0 

Charred food 
residue?? 

  1 0 1 0 

Cheno/Am     41 0 

Fabaceae   1 0 2 0.009 

Imbricate bud 
cluster 

    2 0.022 

Large Cheno/Am     1 0 

Millet panicle     4 0.006 

Panicum sp. 48 0.059 2652 3.151 4419 4.966 

Polygonaceae   4 0 4 0 

Setaria sp. 197 0.144 934 0.632 2677 1.742 

Small 
Panicoideae 

14 0 66 0.033 168 0.033 

Solanaceae 1 0   1 0 

Formula1       

Triticum 
aestivum 

    3 0.009 

Twig parts     12 0.077 

Uncarbonized 
Faunal 

  1 0 1 0 

Undet 2 1 0   1 0 

Undet 3     2 0 

Undet D     4  

Undet E     9  

Undet F     2  

Undet G     3  

Undet H     5  

Undet I     1  

Undet J     3 0 

Unidentifiable 6 0 3 0 55 0.004 

Wood Charcoal  2.832  7.561  28.998 

(blank)       

c.f Hordeum     1  

Undet 1     5 0.012 

Wood Charcoal       0.102 

Polygonaceae      1 0 

Grand Total 271 3.035 3662 11.377 7436 35.98 
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12.4 Dayatou Trench 3 

 (3)  (5)  G1  G2  H10  H13  

 Coun
t 

Weigh
t (g) 

Coun
t 

Weigh
t (g) 

Coun
t 

Weigh
t (g) 

Coun
t 

Weigh
t (g) 

Coun
t 

Weigh
t (g) 

Coun
t 

Weigh
t (g) 

Boraginaceae         1 0   

cf. Digitaria     1 0 3 0 1 0   

Cheno/Am 1 0   2 0 9 0 2 0   

Panicum ruderale       1 0     

Poaceae     1 0       

Panicum sp.   1 0 3 0.005 40 0.058 7 0.011   

Polygonaceae     1 0 9 0     

Setaria sp.   18 0.009 8 0 87 0.061 27 0.022 13 0.013 

Small Panicoideae   1 0 1 0 53 0.012 14 0.006   

Triticum sp. frag     8 0.023 74 0.242     

Triticum sp.       3      

Triticum aestivum 
rachis 

      7 0.006     

Formula1             

Triticum aestivum     4 0.026 55 0.338     

Triticum dicoccum 
rachis 

      0 0     

Triticum cf 
dicoccum 

      4 0.027     

Undet (various)           3 0 

Unidentifiable     28 0.042 193 0.194     

Wood Charcoal  0.059  0.009  0.166  0.117  0.167  0.281 

(blank)             

Corispermum sp.       1 0     

Triticum dicoccum 
(drop shape) 

      1 0     

Hordeum vulgare 
var. nudum (2 row) 

      18 0.105     

Hordeum vulgare 
var. nudum (6 row) 

      7 0.018     

Undet 1       1 0     

cf. Verbenaceae     1 0       

cf. Lespedeza       1 0     

cf. Bromus       1 0     

Polygonaceae              

Small Pooideae       2 0     

Grand Total 1 0.059 20 0.018 58 0.262 570 1.178 52 0.206 16 0.294 
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Continued… 

 H5  H6  Total 
Sum of 
Count 

Total 
Sum of 
Weight 
(g) 

  Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

  

Boraginaceae 1 0   2 0 

cf. Digitaria 2 0   7 0 

Cheno/Am 1 0   15 0 

Panicum 
ruderale 

    1 0 

Poaceae     1 0 

Panicum sp. 29 0.023   80 0.097 

Polygonaceae     10 0 

Setaria sp. 312 0.299 3 0 468 0.404 

Small 
Panicoideae 

9 0   78 0.018 

Triticum sp. frag     82 0.265 

Triticum sp.     3  

Triticum 
aestivum rachis 

    7 0.006 

Formula1       

Triticum 
aestivum 

    59 0.364 

Triticum 
dicoccum rachis 

    0 0 

Triticum cf 
dicoccum 

    4 0.027 

Undet (various)     3 0 

Unidentifiable   2 0 227 0.236 

Wood Charcoal  0.901  0  1.7 

(blank)       

Corispermum sp.     1 0 

Triticum 
dicoccum (drop 
shape) 

    1 0 

Hordeum 
vulgare var. 
nudum (2 row) 

    18 0.105 

Hordeum 
vulgare var. 
nudum (6 row) 

    7 0.018 

Undet 1 2 0   3 0 

cf. Verbenaceae     1 0 

cf. Lespedeza     1 0 

cf. Bromus     1 0 

Polygonaceae  1 0   1 0 

Small Pooideae     2 0 

Grand Total 357 1.223 5 0 1083 3.24 
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12.5 Dayatou Trench 4 

 (2)  (3)  H14  Total 
Sum 
of 
Count 

Total 
Sum of 
Weight 
(g) 

  Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

Count Weight 
(g) 

  

Burnt Bone 7      7  

cf. Digitaria   6 0   6 0 

Cheno/Am 4 0 4 0 7 0 15 0 

Culm node 3 0     3 0 

Panicum sp.   9 0.009 8 0.009 17 0.018 

Polygonaceae     1 0 1 0 

Setaria sp. 2 0 8 0 5 0 15 0 

Rachis 
fragments 

3 0     3 0 

Triticum sp. 5 0.02     5 0.02 

Triticum 
aestivum 
rachis 

    1 0 1 0 

Formula1         

Triticum 
aestivum 

9 0.047     9 0.047 

Triticum cf 
dicoccum 

2 0     2 0 

Undet 2 1 0     1 0 

Undet A 1 0     1 0 

Undet B 2 0     2 0 

Undet C 1 0     1 0 

UnID small 
seeds 

30  6 0 7 0 43 0 

Unidentifiable 13 0.039 1 0 1 0 15 0.039 

Wood 
Charcoal 

 0.073  0.24  0.449  0.762 

(blank)         

Small 
Pooideae 

8 0.007     8 0.007 

Small 
Poaceae 

3 0 1 0   4 0 

Grand Total 94 0.186 35 0.249 30 0.458 159 0.893 

 




