
CHINESE DYNASTIES
Chinese history contains periods of growth and prosperity separated by 
violent revolution and ongoing warfare. 
Each dynasty has left its mark on the country and defines not just a 
particular time or a family of rulers, but a cultural period which affected 
all of Chinese life from art and philosophy to agriculture and the 
development of the feudal system. 
Even today, Chinese refer to historical events not by their date but by 
the dynasty in which they took place. 

Dynasty Characteristics and History
Xia or Hsia
c.2205–
c.1766 
B.C.E.

- Semi-legendary Emperor Yu built irrigation channels, 
reclaimed land. 
- Bronze weapons, chariots, domestic animals used. 
- Wheat, millet cultivated. 
- First use of written symbols. 
- The Xia dynasty was essentially agrarian and pre-literary—
still some debate about whether Xia can be regarded as a 
dynasty or as a bridge between China’s Neolithic cultures 
and the beginning of the Shang dynasty.

Shang 
c.1766–
c.1122
B.C.E.

- First historic dynasty. 
- Complex agricultural society with a bureaucracy and 
defined social classes. 
- Well-developed writing, first Chinese calendar. 
- Great age of bronze casting.

Zhou
c.1100–
256 B.C.E.

- Classical age despite political disorder. 
- Written laws, money economy.
- Iron implements and ox-drawn plow in use. 
- Leaders’ authority derived from the ‘mandate of heaven’: 
as long as the ruler, the ‘Son of Heaven,’ was just and 
fulfilled his sacred duties, the mandate would be 
maintained; tyranny however would result in the mandate 
being withdrawn and the ruler overthrown. 
- It was during the Zhou dynasty that Chinese ideas of 
morality and just rule were first written. This was the period 
of Confucius and his follower Mencius, the rise of Daoism 
and the concept of harmony expressed in the balance of yin 
and yang. 
- Followed by Warring States period, 480–221 B.C.E.


