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Residential Space Arrangements in Shang-Era Yindu

and Shang Kingly Authority

WANG Zhenzhong

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, China

Yinxu, the king’s capital city in the late Shang period, was large in scale, covering an area of thirty-six
square kilometers. In addition to the spaces occupied by the king’s palace and the royal mausoleum, it had
an area where many people of high and low status resided, and it had many workshops for handicrafts.
These dwelling areas and workshops possessed the characteristics of “greater mixed dwelling and lesser
clan dwelling” (seen through a wide-angle lens, they were mixed dwellings; seen through a telescopic
lens, they were clan dwellings). The phrase “greater mixed dwelling” expresses the condition of Yinxu
as a place where many clans with different surnames dwelled, mixed among themselves. “Lesser mixed
dwelling” refers to the pattern of in which clan members, within a small defined territory, reside in single
units comprised of families (jiazu) or patriarchal lineage groups (zongzu) and conduct clan funerary rites.
Upon close analysis of sources on clan symbols and inscriptions such as xi &, guang 5% , bing 7 , wei
& , zhong 1, and gong 3£ , it has become clear that although the Shang royal family and powerful clan
lineages may have acted as large patriarchal lineage organizations in making residential space arrangements
in Yinxu, other families who were not among the royal or powerful clans operated at the family-unit level,
in almost all cases, in making dwelling arrangements.

The distinguishing feature of the clan dwelling areas of the capital city seems to have been that they
were places where organizations of people who were related by blood performed service to the Shang-
period kingly authority. The Shang state structure was complex, made up of the wangji, “the king’s
domain,” and the situ, “the four lands.” The king lived in the wangji and ruled it directly; it was also called
“the king’s country” (wangbang). The situ were all the other territories under his authority —principalities
governed by lords who had pledged their fealty to the Shang king. Those lords posted important persons
permanently in the king’s capital city, charging these men with responsibility for fulfilling administrative
duties at the Shang court.

The Shang king exercised direct control, or governance, over the ministers at court and their families
who were resident in the wangji. Over the situ, he exercised an indirect rule through the various families
that had been assigned by the lords of those lands to live in the capital and perform official duties. This
system made it necessary for there to be many families with different surnames in residence, working in
the administration of the court, in the king’s capital of Yinxu. Because of this system, the most frequently
occurring pattern of residence in Yindu was based on the family unit, not the patriarchal lineage group.

In this manner the “greater mixed dwelling and lesser clan dwelling” pattern of urban space
arrangement was unified in the king’s city. The nature of territorial relations of that city in the late
Shang period, reflecting the political nature of kinship-like organizations, was considerably more highly

developed than anything that existed in other regions in that age.
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