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Looking at China’s Archaeology Development 
and Inheritance of Chinese Civilization in Light 
of Report to the 20th National Congress of the 
Communist Party of China

It is our editorsí pleasure to present to readers this series of Chinaís archaeology 
while all the Chinese people have learned Report to the 20th National 
Congress of the Communist Party of China  for building the country into a 
modern socialist nation with great rejuvenation. This report has set up a goal 
for Chinese archaeologists to strive for, besides developing the sub-discipline of 
archaeology as the science of history. Inspired by the report, the editors aim to 
explore the Frontiers of History in China: Selected Publications from Chinese 
Universities  from an archaeological perspective.

Archaeology is a science because archaeologists observe material evidence 
to interpret the past to illuminate the cultural phenomenon of the human 
race. Similiar to written records, the material evidence does not speak for 
itself, so it requires education and training to explain the meaning of those 
ancient remains. Only a fraction of human history has been written in scripts. 
Before the invention of the writing system, human history existed for tens 
of thousands of years. The messages could only be interpreted by examining 
material records, like paintings and tools that survived in time. Chinaís written 
history can be traced back to the Shang Dynasty (1600ñ1046 BC). Beyond that, 
archaeology plays a major role in telling people what happened by examining 
traces of those ancestors. Furthermore, written records were produced by 
groups of literati who had the privilege of accessing certain materials for 
preserving and disseminating messages, which could be biased, arguably, or 
confined to the ruling class at least. The Manchu Veritable Records 满清实录
is a typical example that tells Nurgaqi 努尔哈赤 , the admitted posthumously 
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founder of the Qing Dynasty (1644ñ1911), ordered his advisors to create a 
script for recording important matters of his governance. What about the 
commoners? Can they be known? The answer is yes. A significant example is 
qin ge 秦戈 (a spear of the Qing Dynasty), which says “in the fifth year, made 
by the stateís Political Administrator Lü Buwei 吕不韦 , and carried out by the 
leader of Bureau of Weaponry Zhe, Deputy Yi, and Artisan Cheng.” 五年 , 相
邦吕不韦造 , 寺工詟 , 丞义 , 工成 . 

Lü Buwei is very well known in Chinaís history due to his political status and 
achievements, such as strengthening Qin into a powerful state and compiling 
Master Lüís Spring and Autumn Annals  吕氏春秋 . Circa one hundred years 
later, Sima Qian 司马迁 wrote Lüís biography in the Historical Records  史记 . 
The educated and illiterate people created all sorts of imagined literature to tell 
Lüís stories. What about Zhe and Yi? They are part of the middle management 
of the Qin, supervising the manufacture of weapons for years, and their 
names can be found on weapons made in different years. What about Cheng? 
Fortunately, Cheng, the artisanís name, was inscribed on this spear, and two 
thousand years later, we can know a little about this ordinary worker. Emperor 
Qin Shi Huangís unification of China was led by many famous generals and 
ministers, who were recorded in official documents. However, material 
evidence supplements that big picture of the enterprise with insignificant 
people, who also made significant contributions to realizing the Emperor  
Qin Shi Huangís ambition.

Thus, historical studies involve examining both written records and material 
evidence, such as tools, architecture, and various remains and ruins that signify 
human activity. History cannot be completely reconstructed, but with the 
improvement of science, researchers can get closer to actuality. Archaeology 
explains the information that is based on material evidence, which can be 
examined and interpreted by experts of different disciplines, including ordinary 
people who do not possess specific professional knowledge and skills. For 
instance, films and television programs about the Warring States period (475ñ
221 BC) often show footage of riding horses with stirrups, but the stirrups were 
not invented then. 

So far, proof of Chinaís earliest horse stirrups can be found in pottery 
figurines made in Eastern Jin (317ñ420) in a tomb at Xiangshan in Nanjing, 
which serves as material evidence that corrects mistakes imagined in literature. 
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Compared with the horse of the terracotta warrior, the above horse should 
be used for daily transportation because of the mudguard. The invention of 
stirrups could be done by ordinary people who had the need of riding horses 
in convenience but later this invention powered wars for other purposes, 
as some scholars say it was nothing less than gunpowder or even prior to it. 
Nevertheless, stirrups enhance the stability of employing horsepower, which 
can be used for military purposes, but originally could be for peopleís welfare. 

The above analysis is merely an example that supports archaeology as a 
science for making wrong ideas right. People communicate with messages that 
consist of assumptions, which require proof for accuracy. Inheritance of Chinaís 
civilization requires accuracy, and science provides accuracy. Our selected 
articles, whether in research of city layouts, gates, palaces, eaves tiles, light 
fabrics for making clothes, or mural painting in tombs and caves, are evidence 
that helps historians and writers of literature understand Chinaís past accurately. 
All kinds of writings, either history, literature, or philosophy, were created 
from personal perspectives that consist of imagination, but research upon those 
writings rests on neutral observation and interpretation. Archaeologists offer 
their endeavor for people to go in that direction.

President Xi Jinping 习近平 teaches the Chinese people to extend “the reach 
and appeal of Chinese civilization.” Chinaís archaeology is deeply rooted in 
Chinese history, which is open to the world for high-level communication of 
presenting Chinaís good image. As mankind, we all live in a community of 
shared future, and we are united in the science of archaeology. We join hands 
to walk into the good future rather than depart from one another. Colleagues 
from across the globe are welcome to write to me to exchange ideas; together, 
we make the world a better place. 
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