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1. Earliest Times to bhang
Dynasty'

It is not possible in this booklet to give
anything like a satisfactory accountiof Chinese
history, But 1 hope that the bare .outline
which I am going to give you will be enough
to encourage you to try to find out more for
vourselves,? '

At the start, you should know something
about the Chinese attitude to history, There
is a tendency in the West to believe that since
1949, with the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China, China has completely
rejected her past, Some scholars have gone to
the other extreme, and see “New China” as
merely “Old China” in a new dress,For them,
all that has happened is that Confucmn ottho—'

1. Earliest Times fo Shang Dynasty: - WE#EFMS. 2. But
I hope,..to find eut more for yourselves, {8 &EA BRBLKRAINE K
X — R U ERIIE B R — S HBES ) R



doxy! has been replaced by Communism,with
the new political cadres taking the place of
the old bureaucracy of scholar-gentry.? The
truth is that China today does not reject her
past, but neither does she accept it uncriti-
cally, In fact, the past is studied to see how
it can be made to serve the present. As in
the past, history is a mirror into which the
Chinese gaze in order to examine critically
their past failures and achievements. in the
hope of finding in them lessons for the present
and the future.® For more than 2000 years,
Chinese archivists carefully noted down the
facts of history, in the belief that these would
provide future generations - with lessons om
which to act.* Today, the Chinese believe that
the true lessons of history are to be found in

1, Confucian orthodoxy: (SFEMEHRE. 2. the old bureau-
cracy of scholar-gentry: HiXLahi#. 3 As in the past, ...for
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the story of their people’s revolutions, Thus,
their history has always served, and still
serves.a strong moral and instructive purpose.
For a Chinese, it is not so much the facts of
history that are of primary interest, as the
interpretation of these facts.! I cannot go
into® this important interpretative aspect of
Chinese history, All I can do is to mention
one or two ideas, while giving you a very
rough outline of the more basic historical
facts,

Chinese recorded history begins with a
mythological period, followed by the Xia
dynasty, which is traditionally dated from
2033-—1562 BC., This in turn is followed: by
the Shang dynasty, traditionally dated from

1562—1066 BC. Until early this century,most

Western scholars took the view that these
two dynasties were mythical, and much time
and effort were spent by reputable scholars
in trying to prove that the Chinese must have

1. For @ Chinése,.,.as the interpreiation of these facts, T — ¢
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come from Egypt, -Babylon er ﬁbuagqﬂh‘;
However, since 1928, the existence of the
Shang dynasty has been confirmed by numer-
ous archaeological finds. And, although no
positive archaecological evidence of the Xia
dynasty has yet been uncovered, there is now
no doubt that China has been continuously
inhabited by human creatures since the old
stone age, For example, the skull of a human
creature, dating back some 600,000 years,
was found at Lantian in 1964, and already in
1921 remains of the culture of what has come
to be known as Beijing man (Peking man),
dating back 500,000 years,were discovered in &
cave at Zhoukoudian, near Beijing,? This cave
seems to have been inhabited right down to® the
new stone age period,Many other new stone age
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sites have since been uncovered throughout
China, The beginnings of agriculture. and of
the domestication of anvimals, which were
collective activities, are now dated at about
4000 BC, It was also during this period that
dams and irrigation canals were built for con-
trolling rivers and preventing floods, Other
developments also took place, such as the
manufacture of pottery,the discovery of silk,
and the construction of carriages and.boats,
The legendary deeds of the culture heroes! of
the mythological period and of the Xia dyn-
asty, as recorded in the Chinese annals, ap-
pear to be based on the activities of this new
stone age period,?

The Shang dynasty which followed was a
bronze age culture,3 Western scholars had
thought it to be purely legendary as well,
until the excavations of 1928 uncovered royal
tombs dating back to the fifteenth century
BC., Even so, the bronze sacrificial vessels
discovered there, ranging from small cups to

1, culture heroes: @ X {CRIEH 4 AT, 2, new 'stor'le age
period: ¥ E2El, . 3. bronze age culture: WHREIX L.



gigantic cauldrons, showed such technical
skill and artistry. that at first many scholars
thought that the Shang rulers must have been
invaders from Central Asia, whc brought
their bronze skills with them.! But more
recent excavations indicate that the transition
from stons to bronze was a gradual one, and
almost certainly took place in China itself,
One of the major effects of the develop-
ment of bronze techniques was to bring abouta
separation of Chinese society into town and
country dwellers, The nobility and their spe-
cialised craftsmen lived in the towns, sup=
ported by the produce of the peasants living
in the countryside, The peasants, who had
previously been involved in? both hunting and
aéricultnre, now devoted themselves almost
entirely to’ agriculture, while living in con-
ditions which were little different from those
1. Bven s;.-.-.-:brought their bronze skills with them, &4 ut,
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of the new stone age. Hunting, however,
was now left to the nobles, who lived in
walled towns together with their servants
and craftsmen, When they were not on hunt-
ing -expeditions, they were at war with one
another, The main purpose of war was to
acquire additional slaves and iabourers for
supplying the nobles’ extravagant needs,
Regular religious rites also played an
important part in the Jife of the Shang nobles,.
In addition to a -supreme deity, called
Shangdi,! they also worshipped the spirits of
their ancestors, The ceremonies involved the:
sacrifice of hundreds of animals, domestic as.
well as those obtained {rom the hunt, and
often involved the sacrifice of prisoners of
wa~, The lavish quantities of alcohol which
were consumed during these ceremonies were
made {from cereal produced by the peasants,. .
and the Shang rulers have gone down in
Chinese history® as dissolute drunkards, In
addition, their tombs were filled with
1o Shangdi. (i’.:"i"'"‘fg@'éi"f:\".;l;'c HERMSED) o 2. to go downe
in history: HA4H, : ’
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hiundreds of objects made of gold,jade,bronze
and stone, for their use in the after life.
-and in many cases, their slaves were buried
with them as well, Tombs have been found
in which the slaves appear to have been buried
alive,! and others in which they have been
found beheaded? in groups of ten. In one tomb
alone, some 300 skeletons have been found.
Our knowledge of the Shang-period comes
not only from the excavations, but also from
the inscriptions on the oracle bones and:tor-
toise shells® which have been found. Questions
were inscribed on the bones, which were
then heated until they cracked., The cracks
were then interpreted by diviners, and” the
answer of the oracle inscribed, These are the
clearest and so far the best attested examples
of early Chinese writing which have come
down to us,* and they confirm, among other
things, the list of the thirty Shang kings
which had been handed down by later Chinese

1. to be buried alive: #iGiM, 2. beheaded: #EHE GIHy
WER R I . 3. the inscriptions.on the oracle bones and
tortoise shellss FE X, 4, have come down to us:  # {5 T ¥,
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historical tradition, And, according to histor—
ical annals, the dissoluteness and extrava-—
gance of the Shang rulers led to the revolt of
the people against them, and the establishment
of the Zhou dynasty,

According to Chinese historical tradition,
the early mythological rulers had, on their
death, handed the succession on, not to
their sons, but to! the ablest of their minis—
ters, One of these, Yu,2 whose major achieve~
ment according to the legends was the control=
ling of the Yellow River floods, reversed
the non-hereditary principle? and became
the founder of the Xia dynasty. From then
on, the hereditary principle was maintained
right up to 1911, although it was not always
strictly followed, This was due, in part, to?
the development of a concept known as the
‘Mandate of Heaven’s or Tianming, The

1. handed the succession on, not to their sons, but to...: A0
i TRBUL B AL T TG e 2. Yu: B (HEREBERES
#o RNEREBET M, BRGEREK. BUUBRKED, BERKEA,
SRR BER: S, ) 3. reversed the non-hereditary prin-
ciple: B T #il CEHZ HE, 4, to be due tos HIF, 5.
Mandate of Heaven: X#¥r, SR . .



-oracle bone inscriptions made frequent refer—
ence to! Shanedi or l.ord on High,2 often
translated into English as God, Shangdi was
.a divine ruler who watched over? human
society and regulated the working of the
universe,! Later, the word for Heaven came
tod be used as synonym and eventually, the
“di’ of Shangdi came to represent the' su-
preme ruler of all creation.® Thus, Heaven to
the Chinese was not just the material heavens,
but was an intelligent power which guided
men’s destiny, Heaven,said the Zhou rulers,
chose certain men to be rulers, but they and
their descendants could continue to rule only
‘as long as they governed wisely and justly.
Once they forsook the way of virtue, Heaven
would withdraw its mandate from them,and
this would be shown by the appearance of
‘moral and physical disorder throughout the
country, When this happened, it became not

1.t0 make reference tos if#F 2. Lord on High: E# (X

#0). 3, to watch. overs § Zr,', R, 4. regulated the
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just a right, but a duty, for the people to
revolt (in modern Chinese, ‘geming’ or‘change
the mandate’), In other words, there were
times when it was right to rebel, The Chinese
were, of course, well aware of the effects of
frontier policies' and of economic and social
factors in bringing about the fall of a dynasty,
but the most important factor for them was
the moral qualification of the ruler, Thus,
a state might be the most powerful in exist—
ence, but if its ruler was cruel and unjust,
Heaven would withdraw its mandate, On the
-other hand, a state might be weak and small,
but if the ruler was wise and benevolent,

Heaven would look on him with favour,
Today the Chinese are taught that the man-
date is granted not by Heaven, but by the
masses of the people., Mao Zedong, speaking
of Shangdi, says:

Qur God (Shangdi) is none other than2
the masses of the Chinese people,

1. frontier policies: i2#idHi, 2. none other than: FE3
LNy TRy Bl
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Chinese thinkers throughout the ages have
been preoccupied with the problem of the
moral responsibilities of the ruler, and the
way in which he should carry them out in
order to retain Heaven’s mandate,! In the
next chapter, 1 will begin with some indica-
tion of how the Zhou rulers carried out their
mandate,

v—.
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