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On the Ancient State of Hongshan

Zhu Naicheng

Abstract: The term “ancient state” in archaeology refers to a sociopolitical entity characterized by a hierarchical
structure of at least five tiers, which had already developed a “king”. Such an entity, characterized by the emergence
of a “king” and its nature as a sociopolitical unit, can be termed as “ancient state”. The fundamental features of an
“ancient state” should include: a stable territorial base, an organizational structure with at least five hierarchical levels,
the internal emergence of a “king”, the status of an independent social organization, and the presence of a
decision—making stratum or administrative body. The Hongshan Ancient State was a coalition of settlement groups that
emerged and rapidly developed in the western Liaoning region between 5,300 and 4,900 years ago, exhibiting distinct
regional and cultural characteristics. Governed by a king, it controlled a vast and stable territory, and operated as a
socially stratified organization with at least five hierarchical levels and more than six social ranks. The Hongshan
Ancient State was characterized by a relatively simple organizational structure and loose administration. It was marked
by a prevalent ancestor and bear worship, which together formed a unique belief system. Representing an early stage in
the development of ancient states, the Hongshan Ancient State exemplifies one model of ancient states that existed in
China prior to the formation of dynastic states.

Key words: Hongshan culture; Hongshan Ancient State; coalition of settlement groups; ancestor worship; Hongshan
civilization
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