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Shang dynasty 
It is believed that the Shang dynasty started at around 2500 BC until about 1027 BC, 
when the capital city was taken by the conquering armies of neighbouring tribes. 

… 
Shang kings provided the city state with a strong government, with 
assistance from priests, priestesses, advisors and other officials. 
 

The Shang society was divided into two classes 
- Upper class  

• King 
• Nobleseg. Lord, Duke, 

Marquis 
• Priests 

- Warrior class (subsequently) 
- Lower class 

• Farmers  
• Artisanseg. metal smiths 

… 
- Most of the population lived in 

small country villages (LOWER CLASS) 
• Pit houses rooms chugged into the earth protected by thatched roofs 

and supported by bamboo/wooden poles 
- Farmers 

• Grew millet, wheat and barley 
• Raised animals sheep, goats, pigs, oxen and chickens 
• Fished and hunted      
• Products fed the city people, including rulers provided 

labour and military services for them (rulers) rulers provided them with 
leadership, organization and protection from wandering nomads  

- In the capital city (UPPER CLASS) 

• Homes and temples of the ruling family, chief priests, nobles and court 
advisors live in houses built above the ground constructed on packed 
earthen walls with thatched roofs 

• Shang artisans also lived here because most of the work they did were for 
the nobles made pottery with kaolin (fine white clay), weaved clothes of 
silk for the nobles to wear 

- THE POWER OF THE KING 
-  He could punish or kill anyone as 

and when he wished 
- Farmers had to serve the king as 

soldiers/build royal palaces or 
temples 

- Every year, the farmers had to give 
a portion of their harvest to the king 
or his officials 
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                      Houses in the Shang dynasty 
 

Houses into Shang dynasty were built on rammed earth and walls in the Shang 
times were also built of rammed earth (rammed earth was as hard as cement) 

 
- THE UPPER CLASS 

• Houses were built on raised, pounded earth foundations 
- THE LOWER CLASS 

• Lived in shallow pits around which they built low walls and over which they 
raised thatched roofs 

 
* the difference in types of houses of the upper class and the lower class shows the 
social hierarchyhow the lower class did not enjoy the luxuries that the upper class 

enjoyed 

        RELIGION (rich culture) 
 

- Like many other agricultural people, the Shang worshipped spirits of nature  
- They believed that there were gods in nature eg. Spirits of the earth and sky, 

that could affect their crops 
- Worshipped “Shang Ti” (上帝)ruled as a supreme god over lesser gods eg 

the sun, the moon, the rain etc. 
- Practiced highly ritualized ancestor worship sacrifice to the gods and the 

ancestors  major part of the Shang religion 
- Believed in signs of gods floods=gods were angry animal and sometimes 

human sacrifices were made to please their gods chief duty of the king 
- Held huge religious festivals to ask the spirits of nature to look with favour on 

the planting season in spring 
- Held festivals of thanksgiving for the harvest in autumn 
- ORACLE BONES were used for consultation from their ancestors 

• Priest would scratch a question on the shoulder bone of an ox or a deer, or 
on tortoise shellheat the bone or shell, causing it to crackinterpret the 
cracks as answers from the dead ancestors interpretation was then 
written on the bone after the predicted event occurred, the date of the 
occurrence was also written on the boneknown as oracle bones 
because they were meant to foretell the future 
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- Family, for the Shang people were a union of both the living and the dead, 
one unbroken family circle 

- People made regular offerings to their ancestors to ensure that their ancestors 
would be able to obtain the goodwill of gods 

- When the KING died buried with many precious articles such as his 
weapons, horses, chariots and their drivers, as well as the king’s companions 
and slaves  

 
 

CHINESE WRITING 
W 
- Writing in the Shang times was one of its greatest achievements 
- EVIDENCE OF WRITING symbols that the Shang scratched on oracle 

bones, tortoise shells and a few other objects like bronze and stone were the 
Chinese’s earliest form of writing  

- However majority of the records have decayed as they were recorded on 
bamboo strips  

- FORM OF WRITING: pictographic pictures representing objects 
- Further development: pictographs ideographs (combination of characters to 

express ideas) 
- Only rulers and people who helped run the country would know how to write 
- Ordinary people would not have known how to write as writing was a special 

skill to them 
 

MAKING A LIVING  
- The Shang people did not use ploughs, using hoes instead and most of their 

implements were made of wood and stone, despite being agriculturalists 
- Grew grains such as millet and some wheat, which was harvested with sickles 
- Hunted boar and deer, kept domesticated animals like horses, goats and 

cattle 
- Some of the Shang people were skilful bronze craftsmen who made intricate 

bronze objects 
- Others knew how to make silk cloth 
- Cowrie shells were used as a form of money to buy things  
 
 
SHANG BRONZES (advanced in arts) 
- Laid the foundation for future Chinese arts ad crafts 
- Made fine pottery and inlaid ivory carvings with turquoise 
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- Especially skilful in the techniques of casting bronze 
• Shang metal smiths created large, intricately designed objects like bronze 

weapons, bronze fittings for chariots and harnesses, and magnificent 
bronze vessels to be used in religious ceremonies highly decorated with 
dragons, animals, or geometric designs 

- Their techniques were not surpassed for centuries anywhere in the world 
very advanced for their time  

- Most of the bronze objects they made were mainly weapons and ritual vessels 
- Ritual vessels religious purposes 
- Bronze was also used to make household items only used in the upper 

class 
- (the lower class used plain grey earthenware) 

 

ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 ASTRONOMY  

- Also laid foundation for future astronomy 
- The Shang believed that the knowledge a person gained from studying the 

heavens gave the person great powers over other people and nature only 
members of the noble class were allowed to become astronomer 

- Mapped the stars 
- They were one of the earliest records to record eclipses of the sun and moon, 

as well as to note the fixed group of stars 
- Interested in seasonal changes in the weather since they were dependent on 

them for good harvests and survival 
- Developed a system of counting the months of the year according to the 

movements of the moon  
- They divided the year into 12 lunar months or 29 or 30 days (an extra month 

was added every 4 years) 
- Shang astronomers correctly identified the first day of each of the 4 seasons 
- Kept records of rainfall and drought began to predict the weather 

SILK  
- The Shang farmers reared silkworms on their farms  silken thread woven 

into fine cloth fit for the king to wear  
- The Chinese realised the value of the value of the silk industry 
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- Guarded closely the secret that silk thread is produced by a type of worm that 
feeds on mulberry leaves secret was kept for almost 3000 years 

- Silk became one of China’s prized exports 

CHINA’S CHINA  
- China’s famous porcelain originated from the Shang times 
- Shang potters perfected the skill of using the potter’s wheel to shape a 

handmade vessel 
- Discovered how to cover the pottery with a glossy layer of glaze 
- This fine porcelain later came to be known as ‘china’  
- It became so popular that merchants from other countries sailed to China to 

trade for it 

 
THE DECLINE OF THE SHANG DYNASTY 

- REASON UNKNOWN 
- However it is known that the Zhou army swept through the Shang territory 
- Forced his slaves to go to the front to fight for them  People were unhappy 

with the Shang king (anyone who showed discontent with the king’s 
selfishness were cruelly punished) slaves led enemy troops into the Shang 
capital Shang king burned himself in his palacebye bye to the Shang 
dynasty 

 


