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Yangshao Era and the Formation of Chinese Civilization

Zhu Naicheng

Abstract: Following the definition that “the state is the epitome of a civilized society” , the marker of
“civilization” is state. Therefore, exploring the formation of Chinese civilization is equivalent to exploring the
emergence of the Chinese state. It is now generally acknowledged that the initial formation of the Chinese state is
marked by a cluster of ancient states that emerged between 5,500 and 5, 000 years ago. The primary criterion for
determining whether a society enters the stage of ancient states lies in the existence of a sovereign-led social
organization with no fewer than five hierarchical ranks. The Yangshao Era, dating back to 7,000 to 4,700 years ago,
witnessed the origin and formation of ancient states in China. Between 5,500 and 5,000 years ago, a host of ancient
states successively emerged across areas from the Yangtze River Basin to western Liaoning. These include the Lingjiatan
Ancient State in eastern Chaohu, the Niuheliang Ancient State in western Liaoning, the Shuanghuaishu Ancient State
in the Central Plains core area, the Dadiwan Ancient State in eastern Longyou, the Nanzuo Ancient State on the
Longdong Plateau, the Liangzhu Ancient State in the Taihu Lake Basin, as well as the Shijiahe Ancient State in the
Jianghan region and the Jiaojia Ancient State in the Haidai area. The emergence of numerous ancient states across
China during this period indicates that China’s ancient state civilization stood alongside the Sumerian civilization and
Ancient Egyptian civilization. As currently known, these three civilizations are the earliest ones arisen at roughly the
same time in three different parts of the world.

Keywords: Yangshao era; ancient state; civilization and the state; origin of civilization; formation of civilization
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