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Abstract: This paper analyzes the gains and losses in the comparative study of Shang and Zhou
cultures over the past century. The core issue lies in the failure to clearly identify the main agents behind
the institutional and cultural transformations that occurred during the Shang-Zhou transitional period. The
actions of the Yin (Shang) remnants have often been confused with those of the Zhou people, leading to
the mistaken conclusion that the Zhou merely inherited the Shang system with minimal changes. Starting
from the Zhou people's rejection of the use of day names and clan emblems, this paper proposes criteria
for identifying the ethnic affiliations of Western Zhou tombs and bronze artifacts. Through a comparative
study of the remains left by the Yin remnants and those by the Zhou, the paper argues that a profound socio-
historical transformation did take place during the Shang-Zhou transitional period. Therefore, there is a
need to re-evaluate Wang Guowei’s seminal article, On the Institutions of the Yin and Zhou, particularly his
assertion that “there was no greater transformation in Chinese politics and culture than that between the Yin
and Zhou,” which is a truthful insight.
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