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activities. They claimed to rule with the gods’ 
permission. The Shang did not have a central 
government. The kings controlled the central 
part of the North China Plain. Relatives ruled 
other areas. The Shang had chariots. They used 
them to defend themselves against nomads, like 
the Zhou.

Respect for parents was important in Shang 
culture. Fathers ruled the family. Family and 
religion were closely tied. Families paid respect 
to the spirits of the father’s ancestors. They 
honored these ancestors with animal sacrifices. 
People believed this brought good luck. 

The Shang kings claimed they could 
get the gods to help people. The kings got 
messages from the gods. These came through 
oracle bones. Royal priests scratched 
questions and answers on the bones. The 
scratch marks were an early form of writing. 

The marks became a system of simple 
drawings called pictographs. Later, the 
pictographs turned into Chinese characters. 
Chinese writing uses a huge number of 
characters. An educated person needs to know 
at least 10,000. However, that person does 
not need to speak Chinese to be able to read 
the writing. Because of this, people speaking 
different types of Chinese can still use the 
same writing. This helped unite the large and 
varied country.

 2. What system of writing did the Shang 
develop? 

The Zhou Dynasty
(pages 255–257)
How did the Zhou conquer Shang lands?
Like other groups, Chinese people believed 
that rulers ruled by having the gods’ favor. 
Good things happened when rulers were good. 
Bad things happened when rulers were bad. 
This idea became part of Chinese culture. It 
was called the Mandate of Heaven. When 
disasters or war happened this meant that the 
ruler had lost the Mandate of Heaven. Then it 
was time for new rulers.

The Shang continued to clash with the 
Zhou. In about 1027 B.C., the Zhou ruler Wu 
Wang defeated the Shang. The Zhou started a 
new dynasty. It was part of a dynastic cycle of 
rising and falling ruling families.

The Zhou followed many Shang ways. 
They did not have a central government. Zhou 
kings put family or trusted people in charge of 
some areas. These lords owed their loyalty to 
the king. They owed him their help during war, 
too. In return, the king promised to protect 
their lands.

When the lords grew stronger, they became 
less dependent on the king. They fought 
among themselves or with other groups. When 
they won, they expanded Chinese lands. 

After 800 B.C., more nomads invaded 
China. In 771 B.C., they invaded the capital 
city of Hao. They killed the king. The king’s 
family escaped. They set up a new capital at 
Luoyang. However, the king was now weak. 
The lords fought all the time. This led to a very 
bad period starting around 403 B.C. It is known 
as the Time of the Warring States.

 3. How did the Mandate of Heaven help the 
Zhou take over China?
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