The Shang Dynasty: The Pygmy Presence
in Ancient China
(The following is an excerpt from the e-book They Came Before Marco Polo)

An African presence in China has been identified in the early dynastic periods in the country.
For example, early Chinese archives cited a “Negroid” presence in the country. This view is
supported by modern DNA evidence, Chinese oral traditions, excavated clay artifacts, paintings
and other written records. This history actually dates back to the period when early humans
initially occupied China. As you will see, the ancient African presence in China played a
seminal role in establishing the very foundations of Chinese culture.

The Genetic Evidence
When we examine this history we find definitive evidence demonstrating the first humans
to occupy this planet were an African people. This is a common fact upheld in many fields of
academia. For example, a French geneticist name Gerald Lucotte carried out an interesting
investigation in 1985. Lucotte conducted a series of experiments on the male Ychromosome. Lucotte’s team was able to determine a master type of Y-chromosome

from which all the other types could have derived. They labeled this master type
“Haplotype 13”. After testing various populations from around the globe they
discovered this master type was most common in the Pygmies on the Central African
Republic. Gerard Lucotte stated “Adam was an African Pygmy. Not maybe a Pygmy.
Not probably a Pygmy. He was definitely a Pygmy.”

Evidence from Oral Traditions
There is also ample oral evidence suggesting there was a Pygmy presence in ancient
China. For example, it was the Pygmies of the Congo who relayed a very intriguing
story to Jean-Pierre Hallet, an anthropologist who live amongst them for twenty years.
The Pygmies told Hallet far back in the distant past they developed an advanced culture
and used boats to travel all over the world. But this advanced culture brought them
nothing but bad luck. So, preferring happiness to misery, they gave up the advanced
civilization they once had. What is so intriguing about this Pygmy story is the fact that
pockets of small size black people have been found all over Asia. In the southern part of
China these groups are referred to as Black Dwarfs, Haio, Ho-nhi and Tiao-Hao. In
Taiwan there once lived a group of small size black people called Little Black Man.
Unfortunately, this group is now extinct.

Evidence from Modern Research
These findings are supported by Sterling Means in his book Ethiopia and the Missing
Link in African History, “The inhabitants of China are of the yellow race type, but no
doubt built upon a black foundation. The ethnologist found evidence of a remote Pygmy
or Negroid population.” African centered art historian James E. Brunson states, “Little

Blacks were among the earliest occupants of Asia, coming to the region as early as
50,000 years ago. Throughout the historic period in China references are made to ‘Black
Dwarfs’ who resided south of the Yangtze River.”

Many sculptures of these Pygmy-like dwarfs have been unearthed in China. Several
dated back to China’s Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD). Winters tells us,
“Tribes of the same race are also spoken of in the fabulous geography of the Shan hai
king, written a few centuries before the Christian era. Many of these tribes were called
Diaoyao or ‘Dark Pygmies’.”
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Pioneer scholar James M. Boddy, in his study of the early populations of Japans, tells us
ancient Japanese state records spoke of “Black Barbarians” arriving in the country. The
documents say these individuals “…came from the south in ships and settled in Japan”.

These visiting foreigners were referred to as “dark pygmies”.

The dispersal of these small-size black peoples appears to have occurred
over an extended period in Asia. The mentioning of them has been cited in Asian
oral traditions, legends, myths and historical records. We find them depicted in early
paintings and other art pieces from China’s historical dynasties.

Evidence from Early Artwork

14th century hand scroll depicting a “black dwarf” entering China.

The Shang Dynasty
A period in China when the Pygmy presence appeared quite significant occurred during
the Shang dynasty (1700-1100 BC). Generally speaking, the history of China is divided
into a mythological period and a historical period. In the past the Shang dynasty was
considered mythological because in spite of the mentioning of the dynasty in ancient
Chinese records, no archaeological excavations proved it actually existed. When
physical evidence from the Shang began to surface, the world saw a new chapter added to
Chinese history. Today the Shang dynasty is viewed as the first historical dynasty of
China.

When archaeologists initially began studying the Shang tombs they made many
unexpected discoveries. Excavations were conducted on the Shang’s royal tombs of
Anyang. In his book China’s Minorities Wolfram Eberhard writes:

Archaeological findings from the time of the Shang Dynasty (? – 1022 B.C.), give
us a different picture. Excavation of the royal tombs at Anyang … have brought
out many skeletons, some of which seems to belong to non-Mongol races. Although
excavations were done around 1935, the anthropological results have not been
fully published, perhaps because the findings were somewhat embarrassing … some
preliminary comments about the Anyang findings state evidence of a Negroid
race of people…

At the Shang’s last capital many “Negroid” images in stone, metal and jade have been
found. Some of the world’s most artistic displays of bronze metal work have been
unearthed at their burial sites. The bronze human figures had broad noses and thick lips.
Thus, demonstrating clear evidence of the racial identity of the Shang citizens. These
artifacts also give us a visual testament to the global dispersal of African peoples.

Due to these discoveries we are able to identify the Asian region which served as
a final point of destination during those early human migrations. Studies have
demonstrated migrating populations tend to settle along rivers because these waterways
provided both a means of transportation and communication. Hence, we find the
Shang state was established along the Huang He River.

Bronze figure from China’s Shang
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The Shang populace was a Pygmy-size black people. However, this notion is not widely
known in anthropological circles. Hence, many professionals have studied the Shang
with the assumption they were Chinese only to encounter confusing element which
contradicted that belief:
At the turn of this century, British Missionary Samuel Clack published his memoirs

and observations on the aboriginal tribes of China. One of the more perplexing
questions for him was the term Li-man which the Shang people used to describe
themselves. Clark wrote, ‘All the people among who the Chinese are now living
have the same sort of hair, eyes, and complexion as themselves. Why then did
they designate themselves the dark or black people?’ According to Clark, ‘Li’
meant ‘Black’ or at the least ‘dark brown’, ‘Min’ meant people or multitude,
hence the word ‘Black people’.

Shang Influence on Modern China
The Shang dynasty was an essential component in the making of modern China. Many
crucial elements of modern Chinese society were established during the Shang period.
These integral cultural components were later cultivated and expanded upon by succeeding
dynasties. As you will see, modern China is greatly indebted for many of Shang’s
seminal contributions to her society.

Shang Influence on Chinese written characters
The invention of writing is one of the most crucial Shang contributions to China. The
first written records in China dates back to the Shang dynasty. Shang laid the
foundations for the various forms of Chinese scripts. The following table depicts the
evolution of Shang characters as successive dynasties rose and fell in China.

Oracle Bone Inscription
These characters (presented on the table above) are inscribed on turtle shells and animal bones
and are the earliest known form of Chinese writing. The majority of the oracle bone inscriptions
were unearthed at the Shang capital city.

By comparing and equating these inscriptions to modern Chinese characters, scholars
have demonstrated the Shang had already developed the principles which govern the
modern Chinese writing system.

The original Shang written documents were originally recorded on strips of bamboo and
silk which have long since decomposed, the oracle bones and bronze inscriptions bear the
only written history from this era. The bronze inscriptions were usually brief bearing
scant details. Thus, most of what we know comes from the oracle bones.

The Shang writing was pictographic, that is, words represented by pictures that
closely resembled the meaning of the word. As shown on the table above, the picture for
“moon” and “eye” , for instance, resembled very much an actual eye and the genuine
moon. This pictographic writing eventually developed into the more complex
ideographic writing that we are more familiar with. Chinese writing is one of the only
contemporary writing systems that still prominently bear traces of its pictographic
origins.

Bronze Inscriptions
Bronze inscriptions listed above first appeared in the Shang dynasty and became fully developed
in the Western Chou (or Zhou) dynasty.

Qin Simplified Seal Script
The first emperor of the Qin dynasty (221 BC) standardized the Chinese characters into a
one form-simplified seal script after he united the whole country.

Official Script
The Official Script listed on the above chart began to be adopted in Chinese writing in the late
Warring States period (3rd century BC). It moved the round linear turns of Chinese characters
into square form, thus initiating a new style of Chinese writing. The execution of the heavydown and light-up brushstrokes laid a good foundation for the later emergence of the
Regular script.

Regular Script
This style was developed by well-known calligraphers such as Ouyang Xun and Yu
Shinan.

Cursive Script
Developed during the Western Han Dynasty. This style involves linking the lines
of a character which allows for quick writing.

Running Script
Developed by two famous calligraphers in the Eastern Jin dynasty.

The use of the chariot and bronze weapons in warfare
The advancement of bronze technology and the use of bronze weapons gave the Shang

military great advantages during their campaigns. It completely changed the way they
waged wars. Their military tactics included the use of the bronze-tipped halberd and
spear, the compound bow; and most importantly, the horse-drawn chariot. The chariot,
which had most likely been introduced from western Asia, completely changed the way
battles were fought. Chariots allowed commanders to supervise their troops efficiently
and across great distances with great mobility. Since war was central to life during the
Shang dynasty, these developments in weapons were very important in allowing Shang to
maintain its military supremacy.

Military chariot. Shang Period.

Military spear. Shang Period.

Military bow. Shang Period.

Music
There were also great contributions made in the field of music. The improvements in the
bronze casting techniques allowed for the production of delicate musical instruments.
Archaeologists unearthed drums, copper cymbals and other instruments dating back to

the Shang period.

Science
The oracle scripts contained clear advancements of astronomical studies. There were
records of lunar and solar eclipses, star events and other celestial phenomenon. The
Shang introduced China to the 12 month calendar.

