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PREHISTORIC SOCIETY STAGES IN CHINA
AND THE FORMATION OF EARLY STATES

by
Dai Xiangming

The research classifies the development of Chinese prehistoric society into three stages.
During the first stage, {rom the Paleolithic to the early Neolithic, fishing and hunting-
gathering were the main means of subsistence. The basic community evolved from primitive
groups similar to animals to blood families with increasingly clear kinship and marital
relationships. In the second stage, the middle Neolithic period (Peiligang Culture and the
early Yangshao Culture in the Central Plains), agriculture in the south and north gradually
developed, stable settlement villages appeared, and clan organization was formed. Later on,
larger-scale phratry and tribal societies evolved with no obvious hierarchical differentiation.
From the late Neolithic period to early Bronze Age is the third stage (the middle and late
Yangshao Culture, Miaodigou phase II, Longshan. and Erlitou periods of the Central
Plains). Agriculture developed further and took a dominant role in the livelihood economy
within the major cultural areas. Regional social organizations were formed, hierarchical
differentiation within and outside social groups became more and more pronounced. Each
cultural area exhibited social complexity of varying degrees and ways. Between early 3000
BC and 1500 BC, several extraordinarily large settlements emerged in major cultural areas.
From the earliest Liangzhu Culture in the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, to the Taosi
and Shimao sites in the middle reaches of the Yellow River of the Longshan period, and then
the Erlitou Culture in the hinterland of the Central Plains, these major cultural areas can be
identified as early states based on archaeological findings. This paper focuses on the
development of social complexity and the formation of early states from the late Neolithic to

the early Bronze Age, and attempts to outline the different development patterns.
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