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Shang Civilization: the Boundary between Proto-history
and History in Early China

Xu Hong
(Institute of Archaeology, CASS)

The application of the three-stage ( pre-history, proto-history, and history) periodization

redounds to both the development of Chinese archaeology and grasp of the course of Chinese

ancient history. Differing from other opinions, the author argues that the earliest history remain
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should be Yinxu (the Yin Ruins) in Anyang, the capital of late Shang Dynasty. The times
from Longshan period to Erligang period belong to proto-history approximately. The essential
difference between “proto-history” and “history” lies in that whether the contemporaneous writ-
ten records existed and have been found, which can “self-prove” the historical identity of social
groups represented by certain archaeological cultures. From the perspective of methodology, the
conclusions of research on “proto-history” are not absolute owing to the particularity of research
objects (viz. illegibility and uncertainty). It is a problem on which scholars should keep a
watchful eye. To be brief, the research approaches and orientations of proto-history archaeolo-

gy, including early Shang Civilization, are still points that need to be explored further.
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