A Study on Dan: The Civic Security and Defense Organization from
the Shang to the Han Dynasty
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Abstract: The pictograph of “3”(dan) depicts a sling with a Y-shaped wooden part, a hand-held weapon
for war and hunting that was later enlarged to become the catapult. By Han times the word was being
applied to a sort of civic guard, a semi-official neighborhood organization of young men that maintained
public order and supplied recruits to the army, hence a forerunner of the militia of the Tang-Song period.
Zhou texts such as the Book of Odes, the Book of Documents, and the Lost Book of Zhou suggest that dan
with similar functions existed already in the Zhou period. Oracle bone inscriptions show that the Shang
capital had four dans labeled by the cardinal directions. In these inscriptions the word probably refers
to the neighborhood organizations of four wards of the city. The organizations, which seem to have
been established by the court, managed war captives and had probably already acquired the civic guard
functions that later dan had. The official in charge of a dan had the title “dan” and used it to name himself
in the inscriptions of bronzes he commissioned.
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