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CHINA - a brief history 

 

The culture generally known as Chinese is that of the core population of Han people, established during the Han 

dynasty. Chinese history is one of alternating periods of political unity and disunity, with China occasionally 

being dominated by peoples from the northern and western steppes, most of whom were in turn assimilated into 

the Han Chinese population. Between eras of multiple kingdoms and struggles between warlords, Chinese 

dynasties have ruled parts or all of China. In some eras control stretched as far as Xinjiang and Tibet, as at 

present.  

 

Successive dynasties developed bureaucratic systems that enabled the emperor to control vast territories 

directly, while cultural and political influences from other parts of Asia and the Western world, carried by 

successive waves of immigration, expansion, foreign contact, and cultural assimilation have become part of the 

modern culture of China. Here follows a brief summary of the dynasties and intermediate periods, starting from 

the time of the first written records, around 1200 BC. 

 

Shang dynasty (c.1600-1046 BC) 

During six centuries of the Shang dynasty, 31 kings ruled from nine capitals, lastly at Henan, but for a long time 

at Yin, by which name the dynasty is also known. 

 

Zhou dynasty (1046-256 BC) 

The Zhou moved their capital west to an area near modern Xi'an, where Chinese culture, literature and 

philosophy were further developed. 

 

Spring and Autumn period (722-476 BC) 

The invasion of other peoples from the northwest, such as the Ch'in, forced the Zhou to move their capital back 

towards Henan, at Luoyang. The "Spring and Autumn" period was marked by the disintegration of Zhou 

centralised power, so that China now consisted of hundreds of states, some of them only as large as a village 

with a fort. 

 

Warring States period (476-221 BC) 

Political consolidation resulted in China being divided between seven prominent states and the years in which 

these few states battled each other are known as the Warring States period, during which areas of modern 

Sichaun and Liaoning were annexed. 

 

Ch'in dynasty (221-206 BC) 

Further annexations in the modern coastal regions of Zhejiang, Fujian, Guangdong and Guangxi enabled Ch'in 

Shi Huang to proclaim himself the first Emperor of China. Construction of the Great Wall of China started during 

the Ch'in (or Qin) dynasty, later augmented and improved during the Ming dynasty. The other major 

contributions of the Ch'in include the concept of a centralized government, the unification of the legal code, 

development of the written language, measurement, and currency. Even something as basic as the length of 

axles for carts (which need to match ruts in the roads) had to be made uniform to ensure a viable trading system 

throughout the empire. 

 

Han dynasty (202 BC - 220 AD) 

A golden age in Chinese history, the Han dynasty's long period of stability and prosperity consolidated the 

foundation of China as a unified state under a central imperial bureaucracy, which was to last intermittently for 

most of the next two millennia. During the Han dynasty, the territory of China was extended to cover most of 

modern China and to areas far to the west. Confucianism was officially elevated to orthodox status and was to 

shape the subsequent Chinese civilization, while art, culture and science all advanced to unprecedented 

heights. With the profound and lasting impacts of this period of Chinese history, the dynasty name "Han" has 

been taken as the name of the Chinese people, now the dominant ethnic group in modern China, and has been 

commonly used to refer to Chinese language and written characters. 

 

Major military campaigns were launched to weaken the empire of the nomadic Xiongnu (Huns from Mongolia), 

limiting their influence north of the Great Wall. The sphere of influence of the Han empire extended northwest, 

and opened up the Silk Road that connected China to the west, stimulating bilateral trade and cultural 

exchange. To the south, various small kingdoms far beyond the Yangtze river valley were formally incorporated 
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into the empire. A series of military campaigns against the southern tribes annexed their lands and brought the 

Han into contact with kingdoms in southeast Asia, introducing diplomacy and trade. 

 

The Xiongnu empire was decisively defeated and conquests extended to the shores of the Caspian Sea, 

bringing trade and foreign cultures, along with the arrival of Buddhism. With extensive connections to the west, 

the first of several Roman ambassadors to China were recorded, coming by the sea route in 166 AD and a 

second one in 284 AD. The Eastern Han dynasty was one of the most prolific periods of science and 

technology in ancient China, notably including the historic invention of papermaking.  

 

Wei and Jin period (265-420 AD) 

Rebellion broke out in 184 AD, ushering in an era of warlords and in the ensuing turmoil, three states tried to 

gain predominance. The Wei dynasty was proclaimed in 220, followed by Shu and Wu proclaiming their 

independence, leading China into the Three Kingdoms period. This period was characterized by a gradual 

decentralization of the state that had existed during the Ch'in and Han dynasties and an increase in the power 

of great families. Although the Three Kingdoms were reunified by the Jin dynasty in 280, this structure was 

essentially the same until the Wu Hu uprising. 

 

Wu Hu period (304-439) 

Taking advantage of civil war among the Jin dynasty, the contemporary non-Han Chinese (Wu Hu) ethnic 

groups controlled much of the country in the early 4th century and provoked large-scale Han Chinese migrations 

to the south of the Yangtze river. The period known as Sixteen Kingdoms describes a plethora of short-lived 

non-Chinese dynasties that came to rule the whole or parts of northern China in the 4th and 5th centuries. Many 

ethnic groups were involved, including ancestors of the Turks, Mongols and Tibetans.  

 

Southern and Northern dynasties (420-589) 

On the collapse of Eastern Jin dynasty in 420, China entered the era of the Southern and Northern Dynasties. 

The Han people managed to survive the military attacks from the nomadic tribes of the north and their 

civilization continued to thrive. In southern China, fierce debates about whether Buddhism should be allowed 

were held frequently by the royal court and nobles. Finally Buddhists and Taoists reached a compromise and 

became more tolerant of each other. In 589, Sui annexed the last Southern dynasty, Chen, through military 

force, and put an end to the era of Southern and Northern Dynasties. 

 

Sui dynasty (581-618) 

The Sui reunited China after nearly four centuries of political fragmentation and set up many institutions that 

were to be adopted by their successors, the Tang. These included government through the system of Three 

Departments and Six Ministries, standard coinage, improved defence and expansion of the Great Wall, and 

official support for Buddhism.  

 

Tang dynasty (618-907) 

The Tang dynasty  was a golden age of Chinese civilization with significant developments in art, literature 

(particularly poetry), and technology. Buddhism became the predominant religion for common people. Chang'an 

(modern Xi'an), the national capital, was the largest city in the world of its time. Military victories kept the Silk 

Road open, connecting Chang'an to central Asia and areas far to the west. In the south, lucrative maritime trade 

routes began from port cities such as Guangzhou (Canton). There was extensive trade with distant foreign 

countries, and many foreign merchants settled in China, encouraging a cosmopolitan culture.  

 

Underlying the prosperity of the early Tang dynasty was a strong centralized bureaucracy with efficient policies. 

Under the Tang "equal-field system" all land was owned by the Emperor and granted to people according to 

household size. Men granted land were conscripted for military service for a fixed period each year. These 

policies stimulated a rapid growth in productivity and a significant army without much burden on the state 

treasury.  

 

The dynasty continued to flourish under Empress Wu Zetian (624-705), the only ruling empress in Chinese 

history, and reached its zenith during the reign of Emperor Xuanzong (712-756), who oversaw an empire that 

stretched from the Pacific to the Aral Sea with a population of at least 50 million, perhaps double that of Europe 

at the same time. From about 860, the Tang dynasty declined due to a series of rebellions within China itself 

and another period of political chaos followed. 
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Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms (907-960) 

The time of political disunity between the Tang and the Song, known as the period of Five Dynasties and Ten 

Kingdoms, lasted a half-century, during which China was in all respects a multi-state system, where five 

regimes (Liang, Tang, Jin, Han, Zhou) rapidly succeeded one another in control of the old Imperial heartland of 

northern China. During this same time, sections of southern and western China were occupied by ten, more 

stable, regimes so the period is also referred to as the Ten Kingdoms. 

 

Liao, Song, Western Xia and Jin dynasties (960-1237) 

While the nomadic Liao dynasty ruled over Manchuria, present-day Mongolia, and parts of Northern China, the 

Song dynasty gained power in 960 over most of China and established its capital in Kaifeng (later known as 

Bianjing), starting a period of economic prosperity. Meanwhile, in what are now the north-western Chinese 

provinces of Gansu, Shaanxi, and Ningxia, a Western Xia dynasty emerged from 1032-1227, established by 

Tangut tribes. 

 

In 1115, the  Jin dynasty rose to prominence, annihilating the Liao dynasty. The Jin dynasty took power 

and conquered northern China in the Jin-Song Wars, capturing Kaifeng from the Song dynasty, which moved its 

capital to Hangzhou. The Southern Song dynasty was forced to acknowledge the Jin dynasty as formal 

overlords. In the ensuing years, China was divided between the Song dynasty, the Jin dynasty and the Western 

Xia.  

 

The Southern Song experienced a period of great technological development which can be explained in part by 

the military pressure that it felt from the north. China's first permanent standing navy was assembled and 

gunpowder weapons were developed, which played a large role in the Song dynasty naval victories against the 

Jin. The Song dynasty is considered by many to be classical China's high point in science and technology 

 

Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) 

The Mongols under Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan, defeated the Jin dynasty, then proceeded to 

defeat the Southern Song in a long and bloody war, the first war in which firearms played an important role. 

During the era after the war, adventurous Westerners such as Marco Polo travelled overland all the way to 

China and brought the first reports of its wonders to Europe. Kublai Khan, wanting to adopt the customs of 

China, established the Yuan dynasty, which was the first dynasty to rule the whole of China from Beijing as the 

capital. Beijing had been ceded to Liao in 938, before which it had been the capital of the Jin, who did not rule 

all of China. During the Yuan dynasty, the governing Mongols were divided between those who wanted remain 

connected to their homeland in the steppes and those who wished to adopt the customs of the Chinese. 

 

It was originally believed that the Mongols killed many Chinese before completing their conquest of China in 

1279, but they also created a system of serfdom, which removed a huge portion of the population from census 

records, which in 1300 reported roughly 60 million people in China. However, during the 14th century China 

suffered additional depredations from epidemics of plague, estimated to have killed 25 million people, perhaps 

30% of the actual total population of China. 

 

Ming dynasty (1368-1644) 

Throughout the Yuan dynasty, which lasted less than a century, there was relatively strong sentiment among 

the populace against Mongol rule. Frequent natural disasters since the 1340s finally led to peasant revolts and 

the Yuan dynasty was eventually overthrown by the Ming dynasty in 1368. The Ming dynasty had a strong and 

complex central government that unified and controlled the empire and the emperor's role became more 

autocratic. But it was this same bureaucracy that later prevented the Ming government from being able to adapt 

to changes in society, and eventually led to its decline. 

 

The Emperor strenuously tried to extend China's influence beyond its borders by demanding other rulers send 

ambassadors to China to present tribute. A large navy was built, including four-masted ships displacing 

1,500 tons, and a standing army of one million troops was created, which conquered and occupied Vietnam for 

around 20 years. Despite the popular xenophobia and intellectual introspection, China under the early Ming 

dynasty was not isolated. Foreign trade and other contacts with the outside world, particularly Japan, increased 

considerably and Chinese merchants explored all of the Indian Ocean, reaching East Africa.  
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Journeys of Chinese imperial envoys  

1405-1433 

 

The Ming economic system placed great emphasis on agriculture, unlike that of the Song and the Mongolian 

dynasties, which relied on traders and merchants for revenue. Feudal landholdings of the Song and Mongol 

periods were expropriated by the Ming rulers and land estates were confiscated by the government, 

fragmented, and rented out. Serfdom and private slavery were abolished and consequently independent 

peasant landholders predominated in Chinese agriculture. 

 

Urbanisation increased as the population grew and as the division of labour became more complex. Large 

urban centres, such as Nanjing and Beijing, also contributed to the growth of private industry. In particular, 

small-scale industries grew up, often specializing in paper, silk, cotton, and porcelain goods. For the most part, 

however, relatively small urban centres with markets proliferated around the country. Town markets mainly 

traded food, with some necessary manufactured goods such as tools and utensils. The Grand Canal was 

expanded and became a stimulus to domestic trade. Over 100,000 tons of iron per year were produced. Many 

books were printed using movable type. The imperial palace in Beijing's Forbidden City reached its current 

splendour. It was also during these centuries that the potential of south China came to be fully exploited. New 

crops were widely cultivated and industries such as those producing porcelain and textiles flourished.  

 

The Mongols began again to harass China along the northern border, reaching the outskirts of Beijing in 1550. 

During the Ming dynasty the last construction on the Great Wall was undertaken to protect China from foreign 

invasions. Most of what remains of the Wall in modern times was either built or repaired by the Ming. The brick 

and granite work was enlarged, the watch towers were redesigned, and cannons were placed along its length. 

The empire also had to deal with Japanese pirates attacking the south-eastern coastline and in 1556 

the Shaanxi earthquake killed about 830,000 people, the deadliest earthquake of all time.  

 

Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1911) 

Founded by the Manchu, Ch'ing (or Qing) was the second non-Han Chinese dynasty to rule over all Chinese 

territory. The Manchu were formerly known as Jurchen, originating in the north-eastern part of the Ming territory, 

outside the Great Wall. They emerged as the major threat to the late Ming dynasty after the Jurchen tribes were 

united and established as an independent state. However, the Ming dynasty was overthrown by a peasants' 

rebellion, with Beijing captured in 1644 and the last Ming emperor committing suicide. The Manchu allied with a 

Ming general to seize Beijing, which was made the capital of the Ch'ing dynasty, and then proceeded to subdue 

the remaining Ming resistance in the south.  

 

The Manchu conquest of China (1618-1683) cost as many as 25 million lives and the economic scale of China 

shrank drastically. Nevertheless, the Manchu adopted the Confucian norms of traditional Chinese government in 

their rule. But the Manchu forced the Han Chinese to adopt the Manchu cue hairstyle and Manchu jacket and 

trouser clothing, instead of the Han tunic and skirt. The emperor Kangxi also ordered the creation of the most 

complete dictionary of Chinese characters that had been compiled.  

 

Between 1673-1681, Kangxi suppressed the Revolt of the Three Feudatories, an uprising of three generals in 

Southern China who had been denied hereditary rule to large fiefdoms granted by the previous emperor. In 
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1683, the Ch'ing staged an amphibious assault on Taiwan, bringing down the rebel Kingdom of Tungning, which 

was founded by Ming loyalists in 1662 after the fall of the Southern Ming, and had served as a base for 

continued Ming resistance in Southern China. Over the next half-century, Xinjiang, Tibet, and Mongolia were 

also formally incorporated into Chinese territory.  

 

By 1800, the Ch'ing empire was at its zenith. China ruled more than one-third of the world's population, and had 

the largest economy in the world. By area it was one of the largest empires ever, but during the 19th century the 

empire was internally stagnant and externally threatened by western powers. Defeat by the British Empire in 

the First Opium War (1840) led to the Treaty of Nanking (1842), under which Hong Kong was ceded to Britain 

and importation of opium (produced by British Empire territories) was allowed. Subsequent military defeats 

and unequal treaties with other western powers continued even after the fall of the Ch'ing dynasty. 

 

Internally, the Taiping Rebellion affected a third of Chinese territory for over a decade until ended in 1864. This 

was one of the largest wars in the 19th century in terms of troop involvement, with a death toll of about 20 

million. A further sequence of civil disturbances followed, which were ultimately put down, but at enormous cost 

and with many casualties, seriously weakening the central imperial authority. China never rebuilt a strong 

central army, and many local officials became warlords who used military power effectively to rule independently 

in their provinces.  

 

At the turn of the 20th century an anti-foreign movement revolted violently against foreign influence in Northern 

China in the Boxer Rebellion. The group attacked Chinese Christians and missionaries and the Empress 

Dowager sided with the Boxers as they advanced on Beijing. In response, a relief expedition of the "Eight 

Nation Alliance" invaded China to rescue the besieged foreign missions. Consisting of British, Japanese, 

Russian, Italian, German, French, US, and Austrian troops, the alliance defeated the Boxers and demanded 

further concessions from the Ch'ing government. 

 

Republic of China (1912–1949) 

Frustrated by the imperial court's resistance to reform and by China's weakness, young officials, military 

officers, and students began to advocate the overthrow of the Ch'ing dynasty and the creation of a republic, 

inspired by the revolutionary ideas of Sun Yat-sen. A revolutionary military uprising began in October 1911 in 

Wuhan and the provisional government of the Republic of China was formed in Nanjing in March 1912, ending 

3500 years of dynastic rule in China. 

 

After the overthrow of the emperor, Sun Yat-sen was declared President, but was forced to hand back power 

to Yuan Shikai, who commanded the New Army and had been Prime Minister under the Ch'ing government. 

Yuan abolished the national and provincial assemblies, and declared himself emperor in late 1915, but was 

forced to abdicate by his  subordinates, leaving a power vacuum during which much of the country was ruled by 

shifting coalitions of competing provincial military leaders. China then refused to sign the Treaty of Versailles, 

which had awarded German holdings to Japan. The discrediting of liberal Western philosophy amongst leftist 

Chinese intellectuals led to more radical lines of thought inspired by the Russian Revolution, supported by 

agents of the Comintern sent to China by Moscow.  

 

In the 1920s, Sun Yat-sen established a revolutionary base in south China, and set out to unite the fragmented 

nation. With assistance from the Soviet Union (itself fresh from a socialist uprising), he entered into an alliance 

with the fledgling Communist Party of China (CPC). After Sun's death from cancer in 1925, one of his proteges, 

Chiang Kai-shek, seized control of the Kuomintang (Nationalist Party) and succeeded in bringing most of south 

and central China under its rule in a military campaign known as the Northern Expedition (1926-1927).  

 

Having defeated the warlords in south and central China by military force, Chiang was able to secure the 

nominal allegiance of the warlords in the North. In 1927, Chiang turned on the CPC and relentlessly chased the 

CPC armies and its leaders from their bases in southern and eastern China. In 1934, driven from their mountain 

bases such as the Chinese Soviet Republic in Jiangxi, the CPC forces embarked on the Long March across 

China's most desolate terrain to the northwest, where they established a guerrilla base at Yan'an in Shaanxi 

Province. During the Long March, the communists reorganized under a new leader, Mao Zedong (Mao Tse-

tung). 
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The bitter struggle between the Kuomintang (KMT) and the CPC continued, openly and clandestinely, through 

the 14 year long Japanese occupation of various parts of the country (1931-1945). The two Chinese parties 

nominally formed a united front to oppose the Japanese during the Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945), which 

became a part of World War II. Japanese forces committed numerous war atrocities against the civilian 

population, including biological warfare and the Three Alls Policy of "Kill All, Burn All and Loot All". 

 

Following the defeat of Japan in 1945, the war between the Nationalist government forces and the CPC 

resumed, after failed attempts at reconciliation and a negotiated settlement, until by 1949, the CPC had 

established control over most of mainland China. The Nationalist government retreated to Taiwan with its 

forces, along with Chiang and most of the KMT leadership and a large number of their supporters, where it 

continues to govern as the Republic of China. 

 

People's Republic of China (since 1949) 

On 1 October 1949, Mao Zedong proclaimed the People's Republic of China (PRC), after which the PRC was 

shaped by a series of campaigns and five-year plans. The economic and social plan known as the Great Leap 

Forward (1958-1961) caused an estimated 45 million deaths. Mao's government carried out mass executions of 

landowners, instituted collectivisation and implemented the Laogai system of prison labour camps.  

 

In 1966 Mao and his allies launched the Cultural Revolution, which continued until Mao's death in 1976. The 

Cultural Revolution, motivated by power struggles within the Party and a fear of the Soviet Union, led to a major 

upheaval in Chinese society. In 1972, at the peak of the Sino-Soviet split, Mao and Zhou Enlai met US president 

Richard Nixon in Beijing to establish relations with the United States. In the same year, the PRC was admitted 

to the United Nations in place of the Republic of China, with permanent membership of the Security Council. 

 

A power struggle followed Mao's death in 1976. The Gang of Four (led by Mao's wife) were arrested and 

blamed for the excesses of the Cultural Revolution, marking the end of a turbulent political era in China. Deng 

Xiaoping outmanoeuvered Mao's nominated successor chairman Hua Guofeng, and gradually emerged as the   

Paramount Leader of China from 1978-1992, although he never became the head of the party or state, but his 

influence within the Party led the country to significant economic reforms.  

 

The PRC adopted its current constitution in December 1982, the Communist Party subsequently loosened 

governmental control over citizens' personal lives and the communes were disbanded with many peasants 

receiving multiple land leases, which greatly increased incentives and agricultural production. This turn of 

events marked China's transition from a planned economy to a mixed economy with an increasingly open 

market environment, a system termed by some as "market socialism", and officially by the Communist Party of 

China as "Socialism with Chinese characteristics".  
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period dynasty  

7000 - 5800 BC Jia earliest agriculture 

5000 - 3000 BC Yangshao  

3000 - 2000  Longshan  

2100 - 1600 Xia bronze smelting 

1600 - 1046 Shang (Yin) first written records from 1200 BC 

1045 -   256 Zhou development of Chinese culture, literature and philosophy 

  722 -   476  Spring and Autumn period 

  476 -   221  Warring States period 

  221 -   206 BC Ch'in (Qin) first Imperial dynasty 

  202 BC - 220 AD Han  

  220 -   280 AD Wei, Shu, Wu 3 Kingdoms 

  265 -   420 Jin  

  304 -   439 Wu Hu 16 Kingdoms 

  420 -   589  Southern and Northern Dynasties 

  581 -   618 Sui  

  618 -   907 Tang  

  690 -   705 second Zhou Wu Zetian 

  907 -   960 Liang, Tang, Jin, Han, Zhou 5 Dynasties and 10 Kingdoms 

  907 - 1125 Liao  

  960 - 1279 Song  

1032 - 1237 western Xia  

1115 - 1234 Jin  

1271 - 1368 Yuan  

1368 - 1644 Ming  

1644 - 1911 Ch'ing (Qing)  

1912 - 1949 Republic of China  

1927 - 1949  Chinese civil war 

1949 - present People's Republic of China  
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