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stratification from prehistoric sites in the densely water-networked middle Yangtze River region,
and drawing an analogy with hydraulic engineering during the Ming and Qing dynasties, this
study reveals that prehistoric hydraulic works in this area represented a diachronic accumulation
over millennia. Their scale corresponded to the “production sphere” centered on the historical
yuan—a dike-enclosed settlement—and their construction and maintenance were driven by a
bottom-up collaborative mechanism rather than centralized authority. Consequently, prehistoric
“walled settlements” in this region likely functioned as “hydraulic communities” of family or
village alliances. Ultimately, by evaluating the social logic of these prehistoric hydraulic projects,
this research provides a robust framework to test and critique the “Hydraulic Civilization”

hypothesis.
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