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A History of Knowledge 

Oldest Knowledge 

What the Sumerians knew 

What the Babylonians knew 

What the Hittites knew 

What the Persians knew 

What the Egyptians knew 

What the Indians knew 

What the Chinese knew 

What the Greeks knew 

What the Phoenicians knew 

What the Romans knew 

What the Barbarians knew 

What the Jews knew 

What the Christians knew 

Tang & Sung China  

What the Japanese knew 

What the Muslims knew 

The Middle Ages 

Ming & Manchu China  

The Renaissance 

The Industrial Age 

The Victorian Age 

The Modern World  
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"shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi shi"  

= "the master is fond of licking lion spittle"  

(Chinese tonguetwister) 
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What the Chinese knew 
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Ancient Civilizations 
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Yellow River (Huang He) valley 

http://www.artsmia.org/arts-of-asia/china/maps/index.cfm 



6 

The Chinese Empire 

Å2500BC: ink, tea and silk are invented  

Å2205BC: the Xia dynasty is founded by Yu: Yellow 

River (Huang He) valley  

Å900BC: I Ching/Yi Jing 

Å700 BC: the Chinese invent gunpowder  

Å500BC: Confucius  

Å500BC: Daoism  

Å350BC: the period of the "warring states" is 

characterized by coins, iron weapons, public 

works (canals, walls)  

Å221BC: Qin Shi Huangdi conquers all of China 

and becomes the first emperor of China (first 

Great Wall of China, about 5,000 kms) 
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The Chinese Empire 
Å213BC: Shi Huangdi outlaws all schools of thought except the 

legalist one, and buries alive 346 scholars  

Å210BC: Shi Huangdi is buried in a colossal tomb near Xian, 
surrounded by thousands of terracotta soldiers  

Å206BC: the Han dynasty develops bureaucracy  

Å200BC: Mao-tun unites the Huns (Xiongnu, Hsiung-nu) in 
Central Asia around Lake Bajkal and southeastern Mongolia  

Å121BC: China defeats the Huns  

Å106BC: the Silk Road  

Å100 BC: the Chinese invent paper (made of mulberry) 

Å2 AD: the Han empire has 57 million people, the most 
populous country in the world  

Å68AD: Buddhism is introduced in China 

Å520: Bodhidharma brings Chan/Zen Buddhism to China 
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Chinese dynasties 
ÅLiangzhu culture 3310 ï 2250 BC 

ÅXia Dynasty 2070-1766 BC   

ÅShang Dynasty 1766-1122 BC   

ÅZhou 1122 - 403 BC   

ÅWarring States  

ÅQin 256-210 BC   

ÅHan Dynasty 206 BC -  220 AD 

ÅTang Dynasty 618-907    

ÅSung  (960-1279) 

ÅMongol Yuan 1279-1368    

ÅMing Dynasty 1368-1644    

ÅManchu Qing 1644-1911    

ÅRepublic 1912-present 
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Chinese capitals 
Å Shang (1600ï1046 BC): Anyang 

Å Western Zhou: Haojing and Fengjing aka Fenghao/ Xi'an (1046ï771 BC) 

Å Eastern Zhou: Wangcheng/ Chengzhou aka Luoyang (771-367 BC) 

Å Qin (350ï206 BC): Xianyang/ Xi'an 

Å Western Han (206 BC - 9 AD): Xi'an 

Å Eastern Han (25-190 AD): Luoyang  

Å Western Jin (265-311): Luoyang 

Å Eastern Jin (317-420): Jiankang/ Nanjing 

Å Northern Wei (398-493): Datong  

Å Southern Dynasties (420-589): Jiankang/ Nanjing 

Å Northern Wei (493-534): Luoyang 

Å Tang (618-904): Xi'an 

Å Northern Song (960ï1127): Dongjing/Bianjing/Keifeng 

Å Southern Song (1127-1276): Lin'an/ Hangzhou 

Å Jurchen Jin (1153-1215): Zhongdu/ Beijing 

Å Yuan (1267ï1368): Dadu/ Beijing 

Å Ming (1368-1421): Nanjing 

Å Ming (1403-1644): Shuntian/ Jingshi/ Beijing 

Å Qing (1644-1912): Beijing 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅChina as a land of universal empires 

ÅThe ecological border between the fertile Chinese 

land and the arid steppes 

ÅAll Chinese empires were agricultural empires 

ÅThe defining feature of the Chinese empire is its 

unity against the nomads of the steppes 

ÅChina never conquered the steppes (difficult to 

grow crops) 

ÅThe nomads of the steppes conquered China but 

always assimilated and became part of the 

agricultural society 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅSociety as superior to the individual 

ÅGovernment as a natural phenomenon 

ÅMoral values 

ÅCyclic patterns 

ÅNeither intolerance for other religions nor quest 

for material wealth 

ÅBut belief in Chinese superiority over other 

civilizations (China = ñMiddle Countryò) 

(chung-kuo) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅPseudo-monotheism: Heaven 

ÅWorship of ancestors 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅTai Shan 

ïHoly mountain since 3rd millennium BC 

ïHome of the gods 

ïA deity in itself, son of Heaven, main 

communication channel between humans and 

Heaven 

ïTemple of the Jade Emperor, heavenly ruler of 

this world 

ïTemple of the Princess of the Azure Clouds, 

daughter of the Jade Emperor 
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Mt Taishan 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅChinese language 

ïMonosyllabic 

ïNo grammatical inflections: words donôt 
change according to number, tense, gender, 
caseé  

ïTonal (ñmaò = mother, hemp, horse and curse) 

ïMany characters were originally pictographs 
(Note: the original symbol for ñtreeò 
represented BOTH branches and roots) 

ïMany characters are ideograms (Note: the 
original symbol for ñpeaceò is a woman under 
a roof) 

ïSubtle meanings 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅChinese language 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅChinese language 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅChinese language 

ïWritten language prevails over spoken 

language (Chinese history is full of very 

important documents but very few important 

speeches) 

ïHigh rate of literacy 

ïWritten language unifies China (that used to 

have thousands of dialects) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅChinese language 

ïThe language may have shaped the mind: 

ÅPrevalence of analogical reasoning over 

deductive reasoning 

ÅPrevalence of sociopolitical science over 

natural science 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅWu Jing (classics) are placed before shi (history), zi 
(philosophy), and ji (literature)  

ïClassic of Changes (I Ching) 

ïClassic of Poetry (305 folk and religious poems) 

ïClassic of Rites (ancient rites and court 
ceremonies) 

ïClassic of History (documents and speeches 
credited to rulers and officials of the early Zhou 
dynasty) 

ïSpring and Autumn Annals (historical record of 
Confucius's native state of Lu from 722 B.C. to 
479 BC) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅHolistic approach to mind and body 

ÅInteraction among nature, man, and government (as 

opposed to supernatural mythology) 

ÅFundamental unity of the physical, the emotional and 

the social 

ÅThe numbers are the logic of the universe (yin/yang, 

ten heavenly stems, twelve earthly branches, five 

elements) 

ÅFive elements: wood, metal, fire, water and earth 

(corresponding to the dynasties: Xia, Shang, Zhou, 

Qiné) 



22 

What the Chinese Knew 

ÅHolistic approach to meaning: a word/symbol is a 

sound that evokes emotions (not necessarily 

logical arguments) 

ÅShort cryptic sentences are ñgestaltò, not a 

simple statement 

ÅEach sentence is all the interpretations it can 

possibly have 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅDragons! 

ïOverall benevolent (protect communities and 

seafares) 

ïMain symbol of imperial power 

Datong: Nine Dragon Screen 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅMilk 

ïAbhorrence for milk and milk products 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅGeography 

ïThree great rivers: Yellow (Huang He), Yangtze 
(Chang Jiang), Pearl/ West  (Zhu Jiang/ Xi Jiang) 

ïGreat fertility of soil from north to south 

ïMountain ranges: Tien Shan, Kwanlun, Hingan, 
Himalaya 

ïMineral wealth from the mountains 

ïRivers: communications 

ïMountains: protection from "barbarians" (non-
Chinese) 

ïNothern deserts (Gobi, Takla Makan) 

ïA land oriented from west to east (mountains to 
sea), not north to south 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅGeography 

ïrivers 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅGeography 

ïPearl River 



28 

What the Chinese Knew 

ÅGeography 

ïA land of floods 

ïThe river are dragons (the four dragons of the 

Jade Emperor) 

ïA land divided in two by the Yellow River 

ÅNorth: cold and dry (wheat) 

ÅSouth: hot and wet (rice) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅGeography 

ïYellow River/ Huang He (north): semiarid land 

protected by the steppes, ideal for millet; 

shallow river not ideal for navigation, prone to 

devastating floods 

ïYangtze River (south): monsoonal land, ideal 

for rice; deep river ideal for navigation 

ïBoth originate from Tibet 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅCulture Heroes 

ïThree huang (early rulers) 

ïFive ti (emperors) 

ïInventors of fire, agriculture, fishing, hunting, 

calendar, medicine, writing 

ïThe fourth emperor Yao appoints his minister 

Shun (not his son) as new emperor and Shun 

appoints his minister Yu as new emperor 

(meritocracy) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

Å8,000-7,000 BC 

Luoyang Museum 
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What the Chinese Knew 
ÅChengtoushan 

ïMost ancient Chinese city (4,000 BC) 

ïYangtze valley, northwest of Hunan province  

ïA city of rice farmers and fishermen 

ïFirst paddy field (4,500 BC) 

ïRice requires the continual supply of water of a river 
(unlike wheat that relies on rainfall) 

ïIrrigation of paddy fields requires large-scale 
cooperation (unlike wheat cultivation that can be more 
individualistic) 

ïNo deforestation because it would disrupt the water 
cycle that is vital to rice cultivation 

ïRice/fish civilization needs to coexist with nature as 
opposed to control nature (wheat/livestock civilizations) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅYangshao culture 

ï5000 BC - 4000 BC 

ïYellow River plateau 

ÅNo bronze 

ÅNo horse 

ÅNo writing 

ïBelief in the afterlife 
(utensils in graves) 

ïCemeteries 

ïMatrilineal society 

ïPainted pottery 

http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/prehistory/china/ancient_china/neolithic.html 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅYangshao culture 

Tomb 45 of Xishuipo (Puyang, Henan): 

 Dragon and tiger images made of clamshells next to corpse 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅBanpo 

ïMatriarchal society 
(you know who your 
mother is, not who 
your father is) 

ïFishing and agriculture 

ïPainted pottery 

ïMath? 

ïBurial of the dead 

ïThe xun, the oldest 
musical instrument 

ïMysterious language 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅBanpo 

Banpo Museum (near Xian) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅBurial traditions  

National Geographic, january 2010 
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What the Chinese Knew 
ÅLungshan culture 
ï5,000-2,000 BC 

ïYellow River plains 

ÅNo bronze 

ÅNo horse 

ÅNo writing 

ïWalled cities 

ïMatrilineal society 

ïAncestor cult 

ïSilk 

ïBlack pottery 

ïDivination(bones) 

http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/prehistory/china/ancient_china/neolithic.html 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅLiangzhu culture 

ï3310 ï 2250 BC  

ïSoutheast China (Tai Hu 

Bandao peninsula near 

Shanghai) 

ïJade 

ïHuman sacrifice 

ïLarge-scaled rice cultivation 

Liangzhuôs ritual jade disc 

(Metropolitan Museum) 

Jade objects of 3000 BC 

(Art Institute of Chicago) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

Batad, Philippines (2,000 BC) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅMajiayao culture 

ï3100 ï 2700 BC  

ïEarliest artifacts of copper 

and bronze in China 

Jar of 3000 BC 

(Art Institute of Chicago) 

Jars of 2400 BC 

(Art Institute of Chicago) 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅXia/Hsia dynasty (2070-1600 BC or 2200-1750 

BC) 

ïMythological first dynasty 

ïLegendary founding father of the Yellow River 

civilization: Yu the Great, a water engineer 
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What the Chinese Knew 

ÅShang (1766 BC - 1122 BC) 
ïFrom northern China 

ïChinese-speaking descendants 
of Lungshan neolithic peoples 

ïChariot-riding warrior elite 
(military aristocracy) 

ïCentralized absolutism 

 

Chariot from royal tomb in An-yang (11th c BC) 


