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Examining the Decline of Microliths through the Lens of
the Neolithization Process in North China

ZHAI Shao-dong

Key Laboratory of Archaeological Sciences and Cultural Heritage,

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences

Abstract: As one of the primary regions for the emergence and development of
microliths, North China experienced a gradual decline in their use with the intensification
of the Neolithization process after the onset of the Holocene. This paper aims to analyze the
reasons for the decline of microliths by examining the relationships between the reduction
in the number of microliths in North China and the transformations in ground stone tools,
settlement patterns, and subsistence strategies. During the Middle Neolithic, the number
of microliths decreased, and their distribution range significantly shrank, becoming largely
confined to the northern part of North China. In the southern North China Plain, microliths
became rare, while ground stone tools emerged as the dominant tool type. The decline
of microliths was closely related to the development of ground stone tools, sedentism,
and agriculture. Although the rates of development of ground stone tools, sedentism, and
agriculture varied across different regions of North China, the overall trajectory of these three
aspects was relatively consistent across regions. The southern North China Plain experienced
the most rapid decline in microliths, coinciding with the fastest development of ground stone
tools and the earliest emergence of sedentism and agriculture. Conversely, the region from
the southern edge of the Inner Mongolia Plateau to the southern foothills of the Yanshan
Mountains witnessed the slowest decline in microliths, along with the slowest development
of ground stone tools and the latest emergence of sedentism and agriculture. Due to their
lightweight and portability, microlithic blades were well-suited to the needs of highly mobile
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populations, making them the optimal tool choice for hunter-gatherer groups. However, with
the end of the Ice Age and the subsequent warming of the climate, human mobility decreased
and sedentary activities increased, leading to a reduced demand for portable microliths.
Furthermore, microliths could no longer meet the requirements of sedentism and agriculture,
such as digging, tree felling, and woodworking. Coupled with the fact that the production
techniques for microliths were more complex than those for ground stone tools, microliths
gradually faded from use as agriculture became the dominant subsistence strategy.
Keywords: North China; Neolithization; decline of microliths



