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Agricultural Development under Environmental Constraints:.

A Micro-Level Study of Houjiaying Village in Eastern Hebei
Yaoyao Cheng

Abstract;: The natural environment—climate, topography, water and the
like—influences and shapes rural development and peasant life. At the same
time, social and economic development acts on and changes the local natural
environment. The development of an agrarian economy is the result of the
interactions among environmental, social, and economic factors—it cannot be
explained as simply a causal relationship. This article analyzes the village of
Houjiaying in eastern Hebei province to show how interactions among the natural
environment, social factors, political forces, and economic conditions shaped
the village’s development path. Before 1949, in consideration of Houjiaying’s
natural constraints—sandy loam soil, a high level of underground water, and a
poor irrigation infrastructure—sorghum, which requires little irrigation and is
drought tolerant, was planted as the staple crop. During the collectivization
period (1950s—1970s), improvement in water conservancy and drainage alleviated
some of the constraints imposed by the natural environment. However, additional
labor input was needed to achieve a smooth transition to growing different crops.
Since China’s reform and opening up (1978), the planting of water-intensive
crops and rapid urbanization have led to sinking water tables in North China.
Houjiaying has been especially affected since its soil is sandy loam. This,
combined with the rising costs of labor resulting from competition with work
outside agriculture, has not only restricted Houjiaying’'s transformation from
“old farming” to “new agriculture”, but has also led to the rapid, although not
complete, decline of crop farming and the “forced” development of a risky
livestock industry.

Keywords: natural environment, interaction, sandy loam, irrigation system,

agricultural development



