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The Origin and Evolution of Ancient Chinese State:
A Unique Path
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Abstract: As a form of societal organization, a state occurs only after a society has evolved to a certain stage.
However, throughout the world history, the reasons behind the birth of states as well as their evolutionary
paths are quite varied. As such, the formations of ancient states cannot be more diverse. Some states were
born without any precedence, they can be called “primordial states”; states that modeled after others are called
“derived states;” and states that were established after the original states were destroyed are called “revived
states.” A state does not born with a mature form, and it always has a long evolutionary process, from small
to large, and from simple to complex. As for China, from very early on, there were Huaxia, Man, Yi, Rong,
and Di and other tribes. The people of Xia, Shang and Zhou who belonged to the Huaxia bribes established
the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties, these are the earliest primordial states in China. All these three states
were developed from tribal administrative organizations and through military conquests. In terms of territory,
these early states are very small: they are essentially complex tribal states that consisted of the capital and
the fiefs, with their citizens consisted of various lineages. During the Spring-Autumn and Warring States
period, territory states came into being through annexing neighboring territories and population. The basis of
such rule was region instead of lineage. The final stage of the evolution was a unified empire. With a central
government and a system of prefectures and counties, the Qin was established by the First Emperor through
conquering wars. The establishment of the Qin and Han empires symbolized the formation of the Han People,
a fusion of Huaxia, Man, Y1, Rong, D1 and other tribes. Since then, China has been a multi-ethnic (instead
of monoethnic) state. Therefore, European concepts and theories like “national autonomy” never existed in
Chinese history. Those dynasties that were established by non-Han ethnic groups, such as Northern Wei,
Liao, Jin, Xixia, Yuan, Qing, as well as Tibet, Nanzhao, and Dali, are derived states. Their evolutionary path 1s
uniformly “tribal federation —ethnic state —territory state —empire.” In addition, various revived states all
came into being through military conquering of an entire society. In Chinese history, the path to the birth of a
primordial state is military conquest, so 1s the path to the birth of derived states and revived states. Throughout

world history, such path is uniquely Chinese and completely differed from those of ancient Greece and Rome.
Keywords: primordial state; derived state; revived state; tribal state; territory state; empire
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