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Dynastic Rule
Chinese Civilization started around 1500 B.C.E. and produced 
many significant historical and cultural achievements. The Shang 
Dynasty rose in the area around the Yellow River. What little is 
known of the Shang comes from China’s earliest form of writing. 
This writing was found on oracle bones, bones that were used 
to tell the future. They are thought to have been a part of early 
Chinese religion. Early Chinese rulers were considered divine and 
ruled by a concept known as the Mandate of Heaven, where their 
rule was thought to be supported by the gods so long as it was 
fair. As time passed, a Chinese Civil Service system developed.
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Classical China: (1500 B.C.E.-1279 C.E.)
You Mean China Was a World Power in the Past?

Map of the Shang Dynasty 
Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0a/Early_China.gif

Confucius stressed the  
importance of education. 
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Konfuzius-1770.jpg

The Great Wall of China 
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Great_
wall_of_china-mutianyu_3.JPG

Contributions of Classical China
Silk Road trade linked empires across Asia and into Europe 
throughout the classical period, including the Roman Empire. The 
spread of ideas and innovations (paper, porcelain, and silk), created 
a network of interaction that helped China grow and prosper.

The Great Wall of China
A series of early walls were built to keep northern nomadic invaders 
out of Chinese territory. Under the rule of Qin Shi Huangdi these 
early walls were fortified and unified to form a singular Great 

Wall of China. The wall  
was extended under later 

Chinese “Ways of Life”
At the end of the Zhou Dynasty, there was a warring states period that tore Chinese  
society apart. Trying to restore order was Confucius a philosopher who thought 
that humans were good, not bad. He emphasized loyalty to family, ancestor worship, 
respect for elders, and the importance of education. Another philosopher who came 

out of this warring states period was Laozi (Lao Tzu). His philosophy and writings led to the  
formation of Daoism as way of life. Daoism advocates harmony with nature and with oneself. 
The Yin/Yang symbol is often used to demonstrate this ideal of balance. 
The next individual who would shape Chinese religious attitudes was born in India. His name 
was Siddhartha Gautama. Siddhartha was born into a noble family and lived a privileged life. 
After seeing suffering, he sought to find a way to rid the world of pain and suffering. After much 
meditation and fasting he is said to have found enlightenment. People began to call him Buddha, 
or enlightened one. The Buddha spoke about the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path 
as ways to eliminate suffering and reach Nirvana. Buddha’s teachings spread across Asia into 
China through missionaries and traders. Buddhism became the major religious influence in  
China and adopted many beliefs and teachings of both Daoism and Confucianism. Buddhist 
monks from China brought the faith to other nations in Asia like Japan and Korea where it  
continued to grow and spread. 

dynasties until it stretched over the entire northern border of early China. Its main 
purpose was to keep northern nomadic invaders out of China.
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Quick Review

3. The diagram to the right shows the spread of what system of belief across Asia?

Connection to Today
The Silk Road connected people and spread ideas and information from 
Eastern Asia into Europe. Identify 3-5 ways information and ideas are 
spread today. What are the main ways you receive information about 
the world? How do you evaluate that information?

Resources
Learn 360
● Great Wall of China (http://goo.gl/CA8NT)

● The Silk Road (http://goo.gl/z599N)

● Laozi (Lao Tzu) (http://goo.gl/Up7zHq) 

1. The answer that would best complete the 
circle in the diagram is- 
A. Silk Road
B. Sahara Desert
C. Indian Ocean  
D. Columbian Exchange

4. Compare and contrast the philosophies of 
Confucius, Laozi (Lao Tzu), and Siddhartha 
Gautama.

A. Islam
B. Judaism
C. Taoism
D. Buddhism

Key Vocabulary
Mandate of Heaven: idea that the gods  
approved and supported the rulers as long 
as they were fair

Confucius: teacher and philosopher whose 
ideas contributed to the Chinese traditions

Daoism: philosophical system advocating a 
simple honest life and noninterference with 
the course of natural events

Four Noble Truths: beliefs that contain the 
essence of the Buddha’s teachings

Civil Service: government work force; workers 
get jobs by passing tests and demonstrating 
knowledge

Evaluate: to determine the value, quality, or 
importance of something

Silk Road: a trade route that connected the 
eastern and western empires during the  
classical period

Eightfold Path: the Buddhist teaching of the 
means of attaining Nirvana through “rightness”

Nirvana: spiritual enlightenment

Fortified: to make something stronger

2. The early Chinese leader who emphasized 
human goodness was ______________. 
A. Qin Shi Huangdi 
B. Wang Mang 
C. Laozi
D. Confucius


