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      The Origins of Chinese Civilization: A History of China takes you on a journey through the myths and heroes who shaped the earliest chapters of China’s story. It opens with Fuxi, the wise pioneer who taught people to read the patterns of the world, to fish and weave, and to live in greater harmony with nature—and with Nüwa, the compassionate Mother of Humanity, who stitched the sky back together and molded the first people from clay. Together they stand for the spark of civilization: the moment when chaos yielded to order and the world began to take on form.

      Next comes the Age of Shennong, the divine farmer whose patient experiments with plants and soil handed humankind the twin gifts of agriculture and medicine. From that foundation, the light of civilization burns brighter under the Yellow Emperor—Huangdi—a figure of vision and warfare whose era, whether mythic or rooted in early history, is credited with many inventions, cultural practices, and a political unity that began to bind scattered tribes into broader communities. His story blends myth and memory, showing how a single leader’s dream could weave disparate peoples into something more enduring.

      You will meet Yao and Shun, the two sage kings celebrated for their humility and virtue, and follow the epic of Yu the Great—the man who tamed the cataclysmic floods and whose triumph, in tradition, gave rise to the Xia dynasty. Note that the Xia is the first dynasty in traditional Chinese accounts; its precise archaeological identification remains a subject of scholarly debate, but in the national memory it marks the birth of dynastic rule. What follows in that epic sweep are the rises and falls of the Shang and Zhou dynasties—each leaving behind their own legacies of power, ritual belief, and human ambition, and each helping to shape the long, complex story we call Chinese civilization.

      Among the Zhou, one name still outshines the rest: the Duke of Zhou — a man whose loyalty, restraint, and iron sense of duty became the model for generations of rulers. He steadied a young dynasty, acted as regent for King Cheng, and set standards of governance and ritual that later thinkers would celebrate. By contrast, history warns us through the story of King You, whose recklessness is said to have led him to misuse the beacon fires to flatter a favored concubine; whether the tale is literal or partly legendary, it captures how misplaced desire and poor judgment can weaken a realm. In 771 BCE the Western Zhou fell amid raids by the Quanrong and internal betrayals, and the old stories — of brilliant counsel and damning folly — remind us that civilizations rise and fall not merely by force, but by the choices of those who lead.

      In these pages you will walk beside gods and kings, merchants and farmers — the many voices that together laid the foundations of Chinese civilization. The Origins of Chinese Civilization: A History of China brings those voices back to life — vivid, human, and unforgettable. Whether you are new to ancient history or already steeped in China’s legends, this book will carry you to the dawn of time and leave you looking at the world’s oldest continuous civilization with fresh wonder.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FUXI AND THE DAWN OF CHINESE CIVILIZATION

          

        

      

    

    
      People in China often say we have a history that stretches back 5,000 years and a land that covers “90,000 li” — a poetic, longstanding way of putting it (li being a traditional Chinese unit sometimes loosely rendered as “miles”). Someone once asked me, “Is China’s history really 5,000 years long?” And my first thought was: does that precise number really matter?

      It reminds me of a little joke. A group of tourists were visiting a museum and stopped before a dinosaur skeleton. One of them asked the guide, “How old is this dinosaur?” The guide replied without missing a beat, “It’s 60,000,020 years old.” The tourist gaped, “How did you calculate that so exactly?”

      The guide shrugged and said, “When I started working here it was sixty million years old, and I’ve been here twenty years—so now it’s sixty million and twenty years old.”

      You see the point: sometimes those exact figures are more about habit and rhetoric than about strict accuracy. Since we’ve always talked about China having a long, five-thousand-year history, we just keep saying it.

      So, when does this 5,000‑year story actually begin? To answer that, we have to go way, way back — the kind of “long, long ago” that lives in myth as much as in history.

      One traditional way to mark China’s beginning is with the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors. That phrase is a convenient cultural shorthand: it bundles a set of legendary culture‑heroes and quasi‑historical rulers together as the ancestors of Chinese civilization. The Five Emperors are usually named fairly consistently in ancient texts, but even they sit on the border between legend and recorded history.

      Now, who exactly are the Three Sovereigns? There isn’t one single answer. Some traditions list Suiren (the fire‑finder), Fuxi, and Shennong. Other traditions replace Suiren with Nüwa, pairing Fuxi, Nüwa, and Shennong instead. Both versions turn up in old sources; the tradition is plural, not fixed.

      If you ask me which line feels richer, I’m more drawn to Fuxi, Nüwa, and Shennong. There are simply more stories about them and their sweeping, cosmic deeds. Suiren’s contribution — teaching people to make fire by rubbing sticks together — is important in mythic terms (it moves humanity from raw to cooked food), but it reads smaller in scale beside the grand, culture‑shaping acts attributed to the other three. Fuxi, Nüwa, and Shennong are cast as creators, civilizers, and teachers; their deeds shape the very fabric of early legendary China. They feel larger, louder, more foundational.

      Let’s start with Fuxi. He’s one of the legendary figures counted among the Three Sovereigns — a wise, culture-making ancestor in Chinese myth. As with many ancient heroes, his birth is described as miraculous in the stories, though the details vary by version. And yes, these tales place him in a time so remote it feels like another world — sometimes framed as “around nine thousand years ago,” but that’s a mythic timescale rather than a historical date.

      Back then, according to the story, there was a serene realm called the Land of Huaxu. Where exactly was it? I can’t tell you—no train, no plane, no amount of walking will get you there. It’s not a map point so much as a poet’s idea: a beautiful, prosperous place where people lived long and contented lives.

      You might scoff: “Wait—didn’t you just say ancient people didn’t live long?” If you’re taking it all too literally, you’re missing the point. This is myth. In that imagined age, people lasted longer because they had fewer desires. Less craving, less grasping—longer life.

      Some legends even say people lived to be one hundred and sixty. Frankly, maybe that would be a disaster—imagine the world running out of room. But the key line of the tale is this: you’re “supposed” to live to 160, so why do most of us die around eighty? Because desire eats us alive. Greed, anger, and endless wants wear down the clock. You snap at someone in traffic—boom, an hour gone. You can’t resist lighting a cigarette—boom, five more minutes. Smoke twenty packs a day? That’s over a hundred minutes gone. And bit by bit, subtracting minutes and hours, we end up with lifespans of sixty, seventy, maybe eighty years.

      But back then, people had none of those modern hungers. They rose with the sun and slept when it set. They didn’t fret about much; life was simpler, and for all its hardships, it felt right.

      In that tribe their leader was a striking young woman. This was the era of matriarchal clans in the stories — women led, and power often passed down the female line. Let’s call her Huaxu. One day she wandered into a place the old folks called Leize, deep in the mountains, where the land still whispered of gods.

      There she found a footprint so enormous it stopped her in her tracks. How big was it? Big enough to make any ordinary foot look like a pebble — as if a god or a mountain itself had left its mark. Huaxu laughed at the sight, curiosity tugging at her, and stepped into the hollow.

      And then, as the storytellers tell it, she became pregnant. You might ask, “How did that happen?” In the logic of these old tales, such things simply happen — miraculous, mysterious, and neatly unexplained. It’s not like that bit of gossip where someone cries, “The queen’s with child — who’s the father?” and they go off to track the culprit. In these ancient legends, no one ever quite figures out who’s responsible.

      Like the Virgin Mary — who, according to Christian belief, became pregnant without a man involved — it’s called a miracle. Otherwise, how could you explain the birth of a saint? It wasn’t an ordinary human birth; it was presented as something divine. And when that child arrived, he was born with a human head and a snake’s body. He grew like the wind, astonishingly fast — a bit like Nezha from Chinese tales. That’s why in ancient paintings and carvings, whether on silk or stone, Fuxi is often shown with a human torso and a serpentine or dragon-like lower body.

      Some traditions even connect him to the Thunder God. The god associated with a place called Leize is sometimes thought of as a thunder deity, and from that association some stories imply Fuxi was a son of thunder — born under strange omens, clearly not an ordinary man. But remember: this is ancient legend.

      Now, I know some of you are chuckling and thinking, “Come on, that sounds ridiculous!” Honestly, I don’t take it literally either. But here’s the thing — these myths weren’t just whimsical tales. They were how people once made sense of a world they couldn’t explain: sound, light, electricity, physics, chemistry, history, politics, warfare — none of those were framed the way we understand them now. So they wrapped experience and memory in stories, and those stories got passed down.

      If you peel back the mythical layers, you can sometimes catch glimpses of something real. For example, many accounts name Huaxu as Fuxi’s mother, though different versions of the tale exist. And that odd “stepped in a footprint and conceived” bit? That’s a mythic way of saying the father was unknown or beyond ordinary explanation. Some scholars and storytellers tie these tales to a time when social structures looked very different — when clans might have been more matrilineal or relationships less strictly policed than later, patriarchal norms. That’s a useful way to read the story, but it’s one interpretation among several, not an indisputable historical fact.

      Back then, a man would visit a woman’s people — in modern terms, think of it as a brief liaison. Afterward his part in the story was over and he moved on. So when a child arrived, the father wasn’t always known. Peel back the layers of legend and you find that Huaxu is consistently named as Fuxi’s mother; the father is much murkier. He may well have been a young man from the lands of Leize — perhaps even the local leader — but that’s a reasonable guess rather than a recorded fact.

      Now picture the scene: a sunny morning in the grassy reaches of Leize. A young girl named Huaxu meets a handsome young man from that place. In some versions they are said to be linked to Suiren, the fire-bringing culture hero, but those family connections belong to the realm of tradition more than to verifiable history. The two are drawn to one another — she to him, he to her — so they slip into the woods, and what happens happens. Some time later, Fuxi is born.

      So while Fuxi’s father remains uncertain, his mother Huaxu is clear in the tales. As the son of a tribal leader he was prized and given a proper upbringing. What that education looked like we don’t know in exact detail, but the stories suggest he learned many practical arts and skills from the people around him. When Huaxu died, Fuxi rose to lead the clan. Bear in mind that these early groups are often described as matrilineal — lineage passed through the mother — which is not the same as saying women necessarily ruled at all times. “Matrilineal” points to descent through the mother’s line; leadership could still fall to a man.

      Fuxi inherited his mother’s place. He couldn’t inherit anything from his father—there simply wasn’t a father anyone could name. So Fuxi rose to become the tribe’s leader.

      From the moment he took charge, he proved he was no ordinary chief. He carried a deep compassion for his people and never stopped thinking about their hardships. Life back then was brutal: most folks lived by fishing and hunting, and it was a constant fight to survive. There weren’t fancy tools or easy methods—no woven nets to scoop up schools of fish, just spears and crude implements. Spearing fish is clumsy work; you missed more than you hit, and the ones you did catch were often too small to fill a belly.

      Hunting was even worse. Their tools were stone—sharp enough to make a wound, but primitive and dangerous to rely on alone. Go after a deer and it could easily outrun you. Chase a rabbit and it could outsmart you. Cross paths with a rhino, an elephant, or a tiger, and the odds of coming home were slim. A tiger wouldn’t be shy about its excitement — it’d probably think, “Great, dinner’s here!” and that would be the end of you. Elephants? They’d just stomp you flat.

      With life so hard, Fuxi felt for his people. He kept asking himself, "What's the secret of the world? How can I help my people live better?" So he climbed a solitary mountain—sitting on its ridge and staring across at the opposite peaks—lost in thought. Then, one day, something impossible happened: the mountain cracked open and a radiant creature burst forth. It was a dragon-horse, a longma, gleaming like dawn. It soared into the sky, circled once, and then settled on a stone in the middle of the river. From its flanks a shimmering, three-dimensional image unfolded—the black-and-white swirl of what later generations would call Taiji, the yin‑and‑yang pattern.

      In that instant, everything snapped into focus for Fuxi. He perceived that the universe was woven from a balance of opposing forces—yin and yang—and that this balance could explain change and order. The Taiji turned before his eyes, and from that living pattern he began to see how all things might be read as combinations of lines. From those insights he fashioned the Eight Trigrams: using solid lines to stand for yang and broken lines to stand for yin, he arranged three‑line combinations—Qian, made of solid lines, to represent Heaven; Kun, made of broken lines, to represent Earth; and the other trigrams to map the world's processes. Some tellers will pin this revelation to a fantastically old date—say, 7774 BCE (or 7773 BCE if you prefer); take that number as part of the story's playful mystery.

      With this new understanding, Fuxi led his people forward.

      Now, Fuxi wasn’t just wise—he was also wildly popular. When he reached the age to marry, there was no need for matchmakers: beautiful women danced and sang at his door, hoping he’d choose them. The hit song of the moment probably went something like, “Marry someone like Fuxi!” It was agonizingly hard to pick, but eventually he chose the one everyone knows—Nüwa. In most tellings she’s portrayed as considerably younger than him—a genuine May–December romance—though exact ages aren’t fixed in the myths. They married and, by all accounts in the stories, lived happily together.

      But their marriage wasn’t just a private affair. As leader of the tribe, Fuxi knew his duty was to help the whole people thrive. Nüwa, as the tribe’s first lady, took that responsibility to heart as well and worked alongside him to promote the people’s welfare.

      First, Fuxi noticed how difficult it was for his kinsmen to catch fish and game. “If only there were a tool to make this easier,” he thought. One day, as the legends tell it, he paused to study a spider’s web and the way it trapped insects. That simple sight gave him the idea: weave a net that could do for people what the web did for spiders. A humble net could scoop up fish, snare rabbits, and turn hours of hard chase into one swift haul. Thanks to that invention, the people learned to fish and hunt far more efficiently. Even today, fishermen and hunters in China still honor Fuxi as a kind of patron—much as scholars revere Confucius and martial artists venerate Guan Yu.

      After coming up with that innovation, Fuxi turned to Nüwa. “Look,” he said, “we’re living happily together now, but wouldn’t it be wonderful if every man and woman in the world could be just as content as we are?” Nüwa agreed without hesitation. Fuxi went on, “I’ve been thinking — maybe we should set some rules for marriage. People shouldn’t just marry anyone. A nephew shouldn’t marry his aunt, nor should a niece marry her uncle. It would be better if marriages followed family lines and ranks.”

      He also thought marriage needed a little more structure. “Men should bring a gift when they marry,” he suggested. “Two deer skins should do.” According to the tale, that was actually how Fuxi married Nüwa — by presenting her family with two deer skins as a bride price.

      So when did Fuxi establish the custom that a man must offer a bride price to the woman’s family? It began, the story goes, after people learned to use nets for fishing and hunting. Once they started catching more animals than they could immediately eat, a new problem arose. In the old days food had been scarce, so whenever they caught something they’d clean it and eat it straightaway. But with this sudden abundance, what were they to do with the extras? There were no long-term preservation methods like refrigerators back then, so if they killed too many animals, the meat would spoil.

      That’s when people began keeping the surplus animals alive — not just killing every creature they met, but discovering they could raise some of them instead. Over time, those once-wild creatures were shaped by human care into domestic herds. In mythic memory, that slow shift becomes a single great invention: among other cultural gifts, the culture-hero Fuxi is often celebrated as the founder of animal husbandry. In historical terms, of course, animal domestication was a long, uneven process across different places — the credit to Fuxi belongs to legend more than to archaeology.

      Some traditions also credit Fuxi with inventing writing. From the archaeological record, the earliest clearly recognisable Chinese characters appear in oracle bone inscriptions from the late Shang dynasty (roughly around the 13th–11th centuries BCE). Those oracle-bone signs already form a fairly sophisticated system — they show patterns that later scholars summarized as the “Six Scripts” (liushu): pictographs (xiangxing), simple ideograms or indicators (zhishi), associative compounds (huiyi), phonetic-semantic compounds (xingsheng), phonetic loan characters (jiajie), and the more obscure category called derivative cognates (zhuanzhu). It’s important to note that the liushu framework is a later analytical summary; applying it helps us understand early script, but it was not a contemporaneous rulebook carved into bone.

      Writing rarely appears fully formed. Archaeologists have unearthed earlier marks and signs on Neolithic pottery and other artifacts — for example, incised or painted signs from sites like Jiahu and other Yangshao cultural layers — that look like a mix of pictures and marks, hinting at a long prehistory of symbolic marking. These prehistoric signs remain undeciphered and their precise relationship to later Chinese characters is still debated, but they might well be the roots from which later writing grew.

      These early symbols go back seven to eight thousand years — the same broad time frame that people often point to when they place Fuxi on the stage of legend. In tradition, he’s the one who brings order: teaching marriage customs, taming animals, inventing fishing and trapping, and even laying the hopeful groundwork for early signs of writing. Those stories make him one of the great founders in China’s mythic memory.

      Was Fuxi truly the sole architect of all those advances? Of course not. What we have are mythic attributions: people in later ages bundled a cluster of formative achievements into a single, emblematic figure. Archaeology can show us ancient symbols and nascent technologies from millennia ago, but it can’t prove that one named hero personally did each deed. So Fuxi stands as a powerful symbol of that era rather than a reliably documented historical actor.

      As for his life: the sources are legendary rather than chronological. Precise details like an exact age at death aren’t historically verifiable, so it’s safer to say his lifespan is uncertain in the records of myth. After his passing, many traditions turn to Nüwa — sometimes called his wife, sometimes his sister, sometimes a co‑creator — and cast her as the next great figure. And Nüwa’s story? Well, it’s even more dramatic than her husband’s.
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            NÜWA, THE MOTHER OF HUMANITY

          

        

      

    

    
      After Fuxi died, his wife Nüwa stepped forward to lead the tribal confederation. Nüwa is a name many will recognize: in Chinese myth she’s credited not only with fashioning humanity but also with patching the sky after a catastrophic disaster. Later storytellers even spun poetic links between her sky-mending and the precious stones that turn up in later literature — an echo of her power rather than a literal family heirloom. That enduring influence put her on a par with Fuxi, and helped cement her place among the figures we call the Three Sovereigns.

      Of course, lists of the Three Sovereigns vary — some traditions name Suiren instead of Nüwa — perhaps because scholars or storytellers found a husband-and-wife duo awkward inside a trio. That kind of inconsistency is exactly the sort of thing you find when myths pass through different regions and eras. Either way, there are many old and beautiful legends about how Nüwa and Fuxi came to be bound together.
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