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ABSTRACT
This thesis deals with two fundamental issues in the study of the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions
(c. 1300 -1050 BC) and the study of Chinese historical syntax. The first is the lihguistic form of
the divinatory charges in the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions. The second is the grammatical
and semantic functions of the particle ¢/ 3 involving expressions of uncertain outcome in the
earlier stages of Chinese language.

A general agreement in the literature is that a Shang turtle-shell or bone divination involved a
verbal activity in which the diviner addressed the matter being divined to the bone or shell, and
the sentences recorded in the charge component are what were spoken by the diviner. However,
the linguistic form of those divinatory charges is quite debatable. Was the diviner asking a
question or making a sfatement when he prdposed a divinatory charge? Are charges interrogatives
or declaratives? This study tackles these issues by integrating the insights of semantics of
questions with those of speech act analysis, proposing that Shang divinatory charges are ‘neither
questions nor statements, but sets of alternative propositions that provide possible answers
(which are contextually determined) to the questions being divined. In terms of their syntactic
form, charges have the properties of declarative sentences. In terms of their pragmatic and
semantic functions, they have question-like properties, because they offer choices between
alternative propositions.

The grammatical status of the particle gi is also an unresolved issue in the study of the
Oracle Bone language and early Classical Chinese. This thesis makes an effort to investigate the
use ofl qi in the oracle bone language from a historical perspective. It suggests that qi in
Oracle-Bone Inscriptions, as in early Classical Chinese texts, has been used in three different
functions: as a geni‘Five mari(er, as a nominalizing marker, and as an epistemic modality marker
to encode uncertain outcome. It proposes that the three functions of g/ are historically related,
arguing that the genitive marker gi developed into a modality marker through a process of

“de-subordination.”
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(i) Final particles
ényl T B,
hii ¥
yan %
yé Hf
yé 4
yi 8 (#)
Xi 4
ik
zai #,
zhu #

List of Classical Chinese Particles

final phrasal particle, meaning “only” (lit., “then stop™)

final question particle Au

final particle, equivalent to yu zhi Az, “init; to it; on it; at it”

final question particle ye, equivalent to ye hu 4, F

mark of noun predication; mark of topic; mark of continuing state
final question particle, equivalent to ye hu 4, F

particle of pause used in poetry, approximately “oh”

final particle of perfect aspect

final particle of exclamation

final particle, contraction of zhi hu Z ¥ where zhi is a demonstrative
pronoun used as an object, and hu is either the final question marker or a

variant of yu 7%, “in, at, to, from.”

(i1) Preverbal particles

mark of completed action

genitive marker; mark of nominalization; mark of uncertain outcome
rhetorical question marker

preverbal aspect particle

preverbal aspect particle

preverbal aspect particle

preverbal aspect particle

(1i1) Structural particles

ér T
shi &
sud Fr
yi F
zhé &
zhi Z

conjunction, “and; but”

demonstrative pronoun, used to recapitulate the preceding subject

relative pronoun

preposition, “in, at, to, from; than”

prepoSition, “to, at, in”

pronominal substitute for the head of a noun phrase “that which, one who”

genitive marker; mark of nominalization; demonstrative pronoun “that,”

when used in object position, approximately “it, him, her, them”
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Preface

This study deals with two fundamental issues in the study of the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions
(henceforth OBI) and the study of Chinese historical syntax. One is the linguistic form of the
Shang divinatory charges. The other is the grammatical and semantic functions of the particle gi
# in the earlier stages of Chinese la/lnguage. In particular, with respect to the first issue, the
major concern of this study is the question of the linguistic form of the Shang divinatory
charges, i.e., whether they are questions or statements. With respect to the issues about the
particle gi, the major concern of this study is its modal function in pre-Classical and early
Classical Chinese. It also contains an in-depth investigation of the connection between the
modal function of ¢/ and the genitive function of gi. The questions to be explored are: Why is gi
associated with numerous divinatory charges and omitted in other charges that are similar or
virtually identical in lexical content? How does ¢i’s function in divinatory contexts bear on the
linguistic property of the charges? Although the examples in which ¢i is used are rich in
quantity, the semantic context is not rich enough for us to identify its modal functions and
meanings in the language. In order to find an answer, we move outside of the OBI data and look
at its use in the later classical texts. Even though one cannot assume that gi in the earlier
language of OBI was the same as the ¢i in the later periods of the language, the assumption that
there is continuity between the Oracle-Bone language and later forms of Chinese is basic to the
study of early Chinese language. Thus, this study pays much attention to the historical
connection between the use of ¢i in later texts and its use in the earlier texts in OBL

The motivation for us to combine these two subjects in this study is as follows. On the one
hand, whether the linguistic form of the Shang divinatory charges are questions or statements is
a long-standing issue in the literature, and how we understand it crucially affects our understanding
of the OBI texts, the divination system, and the language reflected in these texts. On the other
hand, the grammatical status of the particle ¢i in OBI is also a puzzle that must be solved in
order to fully understand the Shang divinatory contexts and the divination system implied in

them. It has become increasingly clear that we cannot understand the nature of the Shang
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divinatory charges énd the Shang divinatory system if we do not understand how the particle ¢i
functions in the Shang language. |

Another issue that motivates this study is a theoretical one. Divination is a special
discourse context of communication. To know how language is used in such a context will
undoubtedly enrich empirical linguistic data and will further our understanding of the structural
and semantic aspects of the language. Specifically speaking, divinations are good contexts in
which to look at the relation between a statement and a question, as well as the syntax and
semantics of question-answer sequences. It has been proposed in model-theoretic semantics
that the semantic value (i.e., the meaning) of a question is the set of its possible answers. An
answer to a question is a statement selected from the set of its possible answers whose truth
values are not certain for the questioner. However, to pin down the meaning of questions
exactly is not so obvious in normal discourse contexts. This study will show that the relation
between a question a statement as defined in model-theoretic semantics can be clearly seen in the
Shang divinatory charges.

This study includes two parts. Most of Part I is devoted to investigating the linguistic form
of the divinatory charges in the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions. Chapter 1 offers an overview
of the phenomena to be discussed, reviewing some important theories proposed in previous
studies. Chapter 2 introduces the conventions used in making the divinatory records in Shang
divination, presenting the basic structure of the recorded divinatory contexts. Chapter 3 and 4
in this part contain an in-depth investigation of this issue from the approach of semantics of
questions, as proposed in generative semantics. The main task of these chapters is to demonstrate
that the Shang divinatory charges are neither questions nor statements; rather, they are sets of
alternative propositions containing the possible, and contextually determined, answers to the
questions being divined about.

With Part II, we begin a new facet of the discussion, turning our attention to the issues
surrounding the linguistic functions of the particle gi. We start our investigation in the later
texts, and work backwards all the way up to the earliest known corpus of Chinese, the OBI
texts. |

In Chapter 5, we start with an introduction to the issues regarding gi. We provide a general
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account for the grammatical functions of ¢i in the early classical texts such as the Zuozhuan E
{4 and the Guoyu B 3%, and in the earliest classics, such as the Shangshu 1% % and the Shijing
# £, Traditionally, gi is identified as having two basic functions: it can be used as a modal
particle and as a possessive pronoun. These functions are generally considered a case of
homonymy or jigjie & f (i.e., two unrelated words are written with the same graph because
they are identical or nearly identical in sound). In this study, the different functions of ¢i are
not considered a case of homonymy but a case of polysemy in which the different functions of
gi are historically derived. This study intends to show that the distinction made between the
grammatical functions of ¢i as pronominal and modal cannot fully characterize the nature of the
particle gi. Instead, we hold that the basic grammatical functions of ¢i in Pre-Classical and early
Classical Chinese are as follows: (i) ¢i is a genitive marker used to specify a genitive/possessive
relation; (ii) gi is a nominalizing marker in dependent clauses, and (iii) gi is a modality marker in
main clauses.

Chapters 6 and 7 explore the modal functions of gi in the early classical texts. We begin
with a review of the previous studies of the modal functions and meanings of ¢i in early
Classical Chinese. After this, an in-depth investigation of the modal fuﬁctions and meanings of
qi is pursued. Through a detailed examination of its use in naturally occurring discourse, we
propose that gi is an “uncertain outcome” (or Irrealis) marker in early Classical Chinese. We
intend to show that the use of ¢i in main clauses in early classical texts is associated with the
kind of expressions or information whose truth condition or factual status is not yet certain for
the speaker at the moment of speaking.

On the basis of the understanding of the grammatical and semantic functions of ¢i in the later
texts as provided in the prior chapters, Chapter 8 explores the grammatical functions of ¢i in
the OBI texts. We start by examining the genitive and nominalizing functions of gi in the OBI
data. A discussion of the modal use of gi in main clauses in the charge context is also included in
this chapter, demonstrating that ¢i’s uncertain-epistemic modal function as an “uncertain outcome”
marker already existed in OBI.

The works of Nivison (1992a-c) and Takashima (1996) were major sources of inspiration

during the development of this study’s analysis of the OBI gi. Nivison (1968, 1992a-c) holds
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that the so-called modal gi and the pronoun ¢i are different uses of the same word (see Chapter
8 Takashima (1996) agrees with this view, providing empirical examples to demonstrate that
the genitive-pronominal use of gi already existed in Shang Chinese. Based on the synchronic
data of OBI, Takashima (1996) identifies the following different functions of gi in OBI: (i) gi is
used as an anaphoric pronoun; (ii) gi is used as a subordinate sentence marker of embedment
type; and (iii) gi is used as a function word representing what amounts to the subjunctive mood.
As for the relationship between the different uses of ¢i, Nivison (1992b) assumes that ¢/ started
as a verb, and then derived to a “demonstrative adjective” or a “possessive pronoun;” the
so-called modal ¢/ could be explained as a special use of the pronoun gi (e.g.,qi is used to effect
a “sentence-fragment” modality). Different from Nivison (1992b), Takashima (1996) suggests
that gi started as a pronoun (see Chapter §).

The above works lay the foundation for our identification of the different grammatical
functions of ¢/ in OBI. However, the pronominal hypothesis of ¢i in OBI is nof the main idea
of this study. Instead, based on our investigation of the historical development of ¢i in early
Classical Chinese and in the earliest known form of Chinese, the Shang Oracle-BQne Inscriptions,
we conclude that ¢i in the earlier stages of Chinese, including the Shang language, is a genitive
marker, rather than a pronoun with genitive/possessive function. That is, in our analysis, gi is a
pure genitive marker used between a covert (or overt in earlier texts, see Chapter 5) nominal
possessor and a possessed noun, similar to the genitive marker de # in modern Mandarin. In
addition, we shall demonstrate that the genitive marker ¢i, which usually occurs in front of a
noun, can also be used in front of a verb of a dependent clause, in which it functions as a
nomiﬁalizer (see Chapters 5 and 8). Lastly, we suggest that ¢gi has acquired the status of a mark
of “uncertain outcome” (or Irrealis) in the environment of a main clause. We hypothesize that
the genitive marker ¢i developed into a modality marker throhgh the following stages: Stage 1,
the genitive marker ¢i is extended to be used as a nominalizing marker in front of the non-main
verb of a dependent clause; this use provides the possibility for gi to be used in front of a verb.
Stage 2, gi’s nominalizing use in front of the verb in a dependent clause is extended to the
environment of main clauses through a process of “de-subordination.” Stage 3, the erstwhile

nominalizing marker gi is reanalyzed with a new grammatical function—an “uncertain outcome”
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marker (see discussion in Chapter 8).

Interestingly, the investigation of the grammatical and semantic functions of gi in the later
texts brings us to a discussion of the nature of the Shang divinatory charges from a different
perspective. That is, the conclusion that the use of gi in main clauses is to mark what is
expressed as an “uncertain outcome” is compatible with our claim that Shang divinatory charges
are “alternative propositions” containing the set of “possible answers” to the question that the
diviner had in his mind. In other words, divinatory charges are also a case of “uncertain
outcomes.”

The data in this study come from several early Chinese texts which include:

(1) The Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions found in the site of the last capital of the Shang #
dynasty, near the present Anyang % [j. They are the earliest known examples of written
Chinese and date from the late Shang dynasty (c. 1300 -1050 BC). In this study, we refer to the
OBl texts as pre-Classical texts, and the language recorded in these texts as pre-Classical Chinese.
(11) The early classical Chinese texts, including the following ones: (a) the earliest transmitted
Chinese texts such as the Shangshu % & and the Shijing #% #& which date from the early
centuries of the Zhou dynasty (1050 -770.BC); and (b) the early classical texts such as the
Zuozhuan %1% and the Guoyu H 3 which date from the period from the Spring to Autumn-
Warring States (c. 475 - 221 BC). We refer to the texts in (a) and (b) as early classical texts, and
to the language recorded in these texts as early Classical Chinese.

OBI are the graphic records of divinations inscribed in the earliest known Ancient Chinese
script—the Oracle-Bone Script. In order to use OBI as linguistic data to study the Shang
language, it is essential that we understand the palaeographic interpretation of the meanings of
words, phrases, and sentences. And we believe that, as pointed out by Takashima (1996 a:
113), “without first understanding as clearly and accurately as possible the meaning of the
examples which have been used, one cannot tackle anything substantive at all, in any field.”
However, because the major concern of this study is not the palaeographic interpretation of the
Oracle-Bone Script, but rather the linguistic features of the divinatory records, we will not focus
here on explaining why we have followed particular interpretations of the examples. Instead, we

base our linguistic analysis and description on the outstanding work of previous scholars.
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Specifically, many of our examples are cited from the Bingbian collection, and the modern
transcription of the original texts is mostly based on Zhang Bingquan 7k & # (1959-1972),
Bingbian kaoshi 7 % % #. The English translation of the examples cited is mostly based on
the following works: Takashima (2004 a, Manuscripts), Bingbian general notes; Takashima
(2004 b, Manuscripts), Bingbian commentary, and Serruys’ translation of the Bingbian collection
(as quoted in Takashima 2004 a). The final rendering represents my own understanding of the
examples. Each example from the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions is given in the following format:
The first line is the modern interpretation of the originél Oracle-Bone scripts; the second line is
the modern pronunciation of the original text; the third line is the word-by-word translation; and
the fourth line is the general translation of the sentence meaning.

As for the early classics, each example is given in the following format. The first line is the
quotation of the original text; the second line is the modern pronunciation; the third line is the
word-by-word translation; and the fourth line is the generél translation of the sentence meaning.
The source of each example from the early classics is cited as follows: First, the source of the
original text is given, then the references to the commentaries or the interpretations of the
original text are listed. For the Shijing 3% 42 (abbreviated as SJ) and Shangshu ¥% % (abbreviated
as SS), the following two references are given:

(1) Karlgren (1950a): The Book of Odes.

(i1) Karlgren (1950b): The Book of Documents.

The English translation provided by Karlgren is given‘ in quotation marks. In cases in which I
give a more literal or different translation, quotation markers are not used.

For the Zuozhuan % 14 (abbreviated as ZZ) and Guoyu & & (abbreviatéd as GY), the following
two references are given:

(1) Yang Bojun #5181 1& (1981): Chungiu Zuozhuan Zhu %K &£ 18 %

(ii) Shanghai Shida - #&f X (1978): Guoyu [ 3%.

The vblume nﬁmber and page number cited refer to these two works.

The interpretation of the Zuozhuan examples is done by comparing commentaries given in Yang
Bojun #5144 & (1981) Chungiu Zuozhuan Zhu # #X 7 1% 7%, the modern Chinese translation givén
in Shen Yucheng it £ & (1981) Zuozhuan yiwen 7% 183 3, and the English translation given in
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Legge (1872), The Chinese Classics, Vol. 5. The final rendering represents my own understanding
of the examples. The interpretation of the Guoyu is done by making reference to the commentaries
provided in Shanghai Shida E # 8 kX (1978) Guoyu B 3%, Xu Yuangao & 7T 8 (2002) Guoyu
Jijie Bl 3% & #%, and Zhang Yiren %k PA1= (1968) & 3% & 37 £ . The final rendering reflects my
understanding of the texts.
For the most part, the interpretation of the grammatical particles and the word-by-word
translations are given based on the following works: Karlgren (1950a-b) The Book of Odes and
The Book of Documents; Qu Wanli & & & (1973) Shangshu Jinzhu Jinyi % & 4% 4 3#; Jin
Qihua 4 X # (1984) Shijing Quanyi #% & 2 #; He Leshi {4 + et al. (1985) Gudai Hanyu
Xuci Tongshi + X 35 & 7 # %8, Schuessler (1987) A Dictionary of Early Zhou Chinese; Yu
Min 4 & and Xie Jifeng #f 424 (1992) Xuci Gulin & 3 3 #k; and Pulleyblank (1995) Outline
of Classical Chinese Grammar. In the discussion, the grammatical particles are not glossed in
the word-by-word translation, but rather are shown as pronounced in the language. Some

commonly used Classical Chinese particles are listed in the List of Classical Chinese Particles.
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Part I: The Linguistic Form of Divinatory Charges in

Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions

Seeing is the desire to believe what you see.

—Paul Virilio (2000), 4 Landscape of Events

Chapter 1 Introduction

L.1. A brief introduction to the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions

The aim of Part I in this study is to analyze the linguistic form of the divinatory charges in the
Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions. The Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions refer to the texts excavated
at Anyang % [ in tﬁe last years of the 19th century. They are so called because they record

divinations from the later Shang % dynasty (ca. 1300 -1050 BC) and were inscribed on bones
and shells.

1.1.1. The five historical periods of Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions

The Shang inscriptions cover a historical period from the Kings Pan Geng # ¥ and Wu Ding &
T to the Kings Di Yi % 7, and Di Xin % &, which can be fuﬁher divided into the five periods:
Period I (the reign from Pan Geng # B to Wu Ding # T), Period II (the reign from Zu Geng #
B to Zu Jia 4 F), Period III (the reign from Lin Xin 3 to Kang Ding & T ), Period IV (the
reign from Wu Yi & Z, to Wen YiX Z.), and Period V (the reign from Di Yi % Z, to Di Xin % 3
).' Although this periodization theory is generally accepted in the literature, there remains debate
err identifying the particular period in which certain groups of inscriptions belong. However,
there is no dispute as to the periodization of the inscriptions from the Bingbian % 4 collection:
they are all from Period 1. Therefore, in this study, we mainly focus on the data from Period I
especially the rubbings of the Bingbian collection. The Bingbian collection is particularly useful

because it contains rather full texts, providing sufficient context from which to interpret the texts.

' See Dong Zuobin (1933).
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1.1.2. The structure of Shang divinatory contexts

The Shang Oracle-Bone inscriptions are formulaic. A full divination context consists of four

components: the xuci &, “preface;” the mingci %%, “charge;” the zhamci B

“prognostication;” and the yanci % #, “verification.”?> The preface refers to the part which

records the cyclical day on which the divination was performed, the name of the diviner, and
sometimes (rarely), the place of divination. A standard prefatory formula starts with the divining

day expressed in ganzhi F ¥, followed by the verb bu [, “to divine by making a crack,”

followed by the name of the diviner and the graph zken &, “to test” as in (1 Preface).” The

charge refers to the part which records the matter being divined, as in (1 Charge). The prognostication
refers to the part that come after the charge, by which the king prognosticates whether the
outcome of the divination is auépicious or not, introduced by the formula wang zhan yue T E 5,
“the king, having prognosticated, said: ...,” as in (1 Prognostication). And the verification is the

part that records what really happened, as exemplified in (1 Verification):

(1) a. b.

Preface: 2,97 b, B & Preface: T 97 b, & & -
jim3o bli, Nan zhen: jim3o bli, Nan zhén:

Jimao day/ divine/, Nan/ test/ Jimao day/ divine/, Nan/ test/

Divining on the jimao day, Nan tested: Divining on the jimao day, Nan tested.

Charge: 1. Charge 7 H /.

yi b qi yui.

rain ‘ not/ gi/ rain/

It will rain. It will perhaps not rain.*

* These terms are first given by Tang Lan (1936): “Buci shidai de wenxue he buci wenxue b gt Xty X & F0 N g
X 8. in Qinghua Xuebao #% % %%, Vol. 11, No. 3: 657-702, July 1936. The term mingci % §, “charges,” is
so called not because the term ming 4, “to charge” occurs in the inscriptions, but because a similar divination
practise was also followed in the Zhou time (ca. 11th BC - 256 BC) and was reflected in the Zhou texts such as
Shangshu % &, Zuozhuan 714, Zhouli Fl#, and Liji # 3. In the Zhou texts, the verbal activity during a
turtle divination was called /inggui 4 #8 or minggui 4 4. The Zhou term was extended by modern scholar to
apply to Shang divinatory sequences. o .

In modern Mandarin, the character # is pronounced as zhen. However, its Middle Chinese pronunciation
recorded in the early Song rhyme dictionary Guangyun f# (1011 AD by Chen Pengnian), a later edition of the
Sui thyme dictionary Qieyun 4]# (601 AD) by Lu Fayan, suggests the regular pronunciation of & should be
zheng H and zhen is an irregular development.

* The meaning and function of the particle gi is the subject of Part II in this study. For reasons that will become
apparent later, I will refer to the basic modal function of gi in main clauses as a mark of uncertain outcome, which
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Prognostication: TEH: £ E T
| wéng zhin yue: qi yii wéi rén
king/ prognosticate/ say/, qi/ rain/ be/ ren day/
The king prognosticated: If it rains, it will perhaps be on a ren day.
- (Lit. Its raining will perhaps be on a ren day)
Verification: + 4 #. 75 .

rén wii yilin yil .

renwu day/ indeed/ rain.

On the renwu day, it indeed rained. (Bingbian 235: 1-2)
This example represents the duizhen ¥ &, “positive-negative paired divinations.” Namely, the
charge sentences are composed in positive-negative format, and are opposite in meaning, as in
(1a) and (1b). Charges with this pattern are called “paired charges” in this study. The positive
charge in (la) is accompanied with a preface,‘ a prognostication, and a verification, but the
negative counterpart in (1b) only contains the preface and the charge components. A commonly
seen paired divination usually consists of only the preface and the charge components as below:
(2) aFEh BRE ALET

rényin bii, Nan zhen: Hé tud wang.

renyin day/ divine/, Nan/ test/, the River God/ impede/ king.

Divining on the renyin day, Nan tested: The River God is impeding/will impede the king.

bTHE M BA: AHET.

rényin bil, Nén zhen: Hé i tud wéng,

renyin day/ divine/ test/, the River God/ not/ impede/ king.

Divining on the renyin day, Nan tested: The River God is not impeding/will not impede

the king. (Bingbian 203: 20-21)
The divinatory context in (2) is a positive-negative pair which consists of two inscriptions, each
of which contains only a preface and a charge. The prefaces in (2a) and (2b) are the same. Both
are written as: renyin bu, Nan zhen TH M, # &, “Divining on the remyin day, Nan test.”

However, the charge sentences in (2a) and (2b) are opposite in meaning: (2a) is positive, He tuo

is used to signal uncertainty on the part of the speaker about the factual status of the proposition being said. For
convenience, I will simply translate gi by using the English words that express an uncertain-cpistemic meaning
such as “perhaps, may, maybe, etc.”
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wang & I, “The RiQer God is impeding/will impede the king,” and (2b) is negative, He Ju tuo
wang 7 # & ., “The River God is not impeding/will not impede the king.”
Inscriptions with péired charges as in the above two examples are the most commonly seen
divinatory contexts. The less commonly seen divinatory contexts are those that contain a set of
charges parallel in sentence étructure, but contrary in one of the constituents, as below:
G) axFHE

Qiang Ji3 sui wing.

Qiang Jia/ to be hostile/ king®

Ancestor Qiang Jia is/will be hostile to the king.

b B A E

Néan Geng sui wing.

Nan Geng/ to be hostile/ king

Ancestor Nan Geng is/will be hostile to the kmg ( Bingbian 149:18-19)
In this divination context, only the charges were engraved. These two charges are not in a
positi\}e and negative pair as those in (1) and (2), rafher,_ they both are affirmative sentences.
They share the same sentence structure, and are different with respect to only one corresponding
constituent, the subject phrase. It seems that the two ancestors by the names appearing in the
subject position were considered by the Shang diviner as the possible spirits who were afflicting
the king. In this study, we refer the charges of this pattern as “alternative charges” or “parallel
charges” and the divinatory contexts with such charge pattern as “alternative-type” or “choice-type”

divinations.

1.2. The debate: Are divinatory charges questions or statements?
There is general agreement that a Shang turtle-shell or bone divination involved a verbal performance

in which the diviner addressed the matter being divined to the bone or shell, and the sentences

> The main verb of the two charges is represented by the graph /& . which was transcribed as the character % in
Sun Yirang (1917). However, the modern reading of this graph i Yot clear. Guo Moruo (1933: Fig 426) agrees the
graphical transcription proposed by Sun and considers that # should be read as sui 4, suggesting that # is a loan
character for the word sui %, which can be used as a noun meaning “disaster or evil influence from gods or spirits,”
or as a verb meaning “to cause disaster.” In Guo’s interpretation, the meaning of yi 4 is similar to fuo &, “to
impede, to harm.” In Ito and Takashima (1996 vol. 1:451-452; vol. 2: 115 ), this word is interpreted as “to be

hostile to (some specific person).” And both Takashima (2004a: PP 149) and Serruys (as cited in Takashima
2004a) interpret this word as “afflict.”

4



recorded in the charge component as mentioned in the above section are what were spoken by the
diviner. Although what were said by the diviners (i.e., the charges) were recorded by the Shang
engravers into the bones or shells and come to us as one component of oracle-bone inscriptions,
the linguistic form of those divinatory charges is quite debatable. The English translations provided
above for the examples in (1)-(3) are based on-the assumption that the charges are statements;
however, whether this is in fact the case will be discussed in this study. Was the diviner asking a
quesfion or making a statement when he proposed a divinatory charge? In terms of linguistic
form, are the sentences in the divinatory charges interrogatives or declaratives?®

For years, scholars in the field have taken the view that charges are questions, for two
assumptions: (i) the purpose of divination is to divine is to resolve doubts; since charges are
utterances intended to resolve doubts, they must be interrogative in nature; and (11) a charge is
usually introduced by the word zhen ¥, which, according to the definition given in the dictionary
of Shuowen jiezi 3 X # % (121 AD, henceforth Shuowen), the most influential dictionary in
Chinese palaeography by the Latter Han scholar Xu Shen #F 1% (ca. 30-124 AD),” means buwen
b B, “to ask by divining.”

However, this traditional view of charges as questions has been challenged since the early
1970s by some Western scholars (e.g., Keightley 1972; Serruys 1974), who propose that charges
are statements for two major reasons: (i) the understanding of the word zhen as “to ask by
divining;” is a later interpretation, which is not supported by the classical texts in the Zhou
period and should not be applied to the Shang divinatory inscriptions (Keightley 1972: 4-8); and
(i1) thé grammatical structure of the charge sentences is not differen"t from that of the sentences in

the prognostication and verification, and “there are no other indications, particles, or grammatical

° According to Lyons (1977: 745), there are three basic sentence types to be found in languages: ‘declaratives,”
‘interrogatives,” and ‘imperatives.” It is important to make a distinction between the terms of interrogatives and
questions, as well as that between declaratives and statements. Interrogatives are syntactic categories: they are
particular types of sentences. Questions are semantic categories: they are the semantic values of interrogatives, i.e.,
their meanings. Accordingly, declaratives are syntactic categories: they are particular types of sentences. The term
of statements is used for the semantic functions: By uttering a declarative sentence, a speaker is usually making a
statement that has truth value. However, we have to notice the fact that not all declarative sentences are
statements—they may equally be questions or even commands. For example, a declarative sentence like “John shut
the door” in English may also be used to express a question or a command: “Did John shut the door?” Or “Shut
the door, John!”

7 Another saying is that Xu Shen war born in 58 AD and died in 147 AD (see Qian Zengyi % % 44 and Liu Yuxin
24 (eds) 1991: 214). According to Postface of the Shuowen, Xu Shen probably finished the dictionary in 100

AD, but it was not unti 121 that Xu's son presented it to the emperor An Di %% of the Latter Han Dynasty,
while Xu was ill.
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constfuctions in the divinations which would make them interrogative” (Keightley 1972: 28).

Since Keightley’s seminal work of 1972, the linguistic form of the Shang divinatory charges
has been placed ih the forefront in the study of the OBI. Even though it was intensively debated
in 1980s, there is still no general agreement on this issue. Scholars are still uncertain about what
kihd of speech act was involved in the Shang divination event. Today, scholars are still basically
divided into two schools: those who hold that the charges are questions, and those who hold that
the charges are statements.® However, neither view provides an adequate descripfion of the
nature of the divinatory charges in OBL The dilemma is this: the “question” view does not
account for the apparently similar grammatical structure ofthe charge sentences, the prognostication
sentences, and the verification sentences, while the “statements” view goes against intuition
about the very definition of divination by suggesting that it is possible to divine by making
statements. |

‘Therefore, the issue of whether or not charges are queétions is fundamental to the study of
OBI, because how we answer it will directly affect our general understanding of the Shang
divinatory inscriptions, the nature of Shang divination, and the Shang language, as pointed out in
Li Xueqin (1985[1986:71]): “the issue of whether or not the charges are questions touches on all
aspects of Oracle-Bone Interpretation.”( | § 2 % [ 47 44 B &, % B 2| % Fr A NEEWEM) The

task of the remaining chapters in Part I is to provide an appropriate answer to this issue.

'1.2.1. Divinatory charges as questions: the early studies (e.g., Liu Tieyun %4 21903;
Sun Yirang %3 3% 1904; Luo Zhenyu £ # £ 1910; Guo Moruo XK #£1933)°

In early studies of OBI, most scholars hold the view that all the sentences in the divinatory
charges are questions that bear the linguistic form of interrogative sentences. We have briefly
-mentioned that there are two major assumptions that lead to this conclusion. They are discﬁssed
Below in more detail.

Traditional scholars took it for granted that divination is an act or an art of trying to foretell

® There is also another view—like that of Qiu Xigui £4 + (1988) who considers that some charges are
questions, and some charges are statements. Namely, if the words zhi # or yi #7 is used in a charge, then it is a
question; if not then it is a declarative. See discussion below.

A thorough evaluation of different theories proposed in the literature concerning the nature of the Shang
Oracle-Bone inscriptions is provided in Takashima (1989). Below is a summary of the basic points of the previous
studies which will be essential to the understanding of the following analysis.
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the future or to seek information about the unknown by particular methods from which the
oracular outcomes can be obtained. In the case of the Shang divination, the means of obtammg
sacred oracles was to make cracks on the turtle-shells (e.g., plastrons) or animal bones (e. g,
scapulas) by applying intense heat to the hollows made on the back side of the shell or bone. An
act of seeking information is commonly associated with the speech act of asking questions,
because asking a question is the ordinary linguistic strategy to obtain information. Therefore, it
Is quite natural to take divination as an act involving addressing questions to spirits, because
seeking information from God or spirits is the motivation of divination. Such a view of divination
would naturally lead to the conclusion that the sentehces proposed by the Shang diviners as
charges in the turtle-shell or bone divination are interrogative sentences.

This view of divination also has its deep-rooted support in classical Chinese texts. For
iristance, in Zuozhuan 714, the eleventh year of Duke Huan A8 /N, we see sentences such as: bu
Vi jue yi, bu yi he bu s YL s & REA{T M? “To divine is to resolve doubts, and if one does not
have any doubt, why divine?” Thus, all Chinese scholars of oracle-bone inscriptions believe that
divination in Shang is an act in which the Shang people were asking for information from their
ancestors in order to resolve doubts in their minds (e.g., Liu Tieyun |42 1903; Sun Yirang %
# % 1904; Luo Zhenyu 4k £1910; Dong Zuobin ## % 1931; Guo Moruo k£ 1933
[1983], 1937[1965]; Chen Mengjia X% KX 1956; and Zhang Bingquan Ik E# 1956, 1960,
1965, among others).

In addition to the intuition that the purpose of ~divination is to resolve doubts, the inﬂuential
philological work done by the early Chinese scholars on the graph % also provides a good basis
from which to derive the long-lasting theory of the Shang divinatory charges as question sentences.
In OBI, this graph is often used immediately in front of a charge, which was first interpreted as
wen [, “to ask” by Liu Tieyun %] (1903) in the preface of Ti ieyun canggui 4 E # %, the
first publication of the OBI source material. Obviously, the interpretation of the character as
wen, “to ask” implies that the sentences introduced by the character are questions. But Liu’s
identification of this graph with the character wen, “to ask” was disputed by the late Qing
scholar Sun Yirang 74 # 3% (1904). In his Qiwen Juli % 3 54|, Sun considers that the character

in question should not be interpreted as wen [, “to ask,” rather it should be interpreted as bei
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H, “cowrie” graphically, which in the OBI is the simplified form of the character zhen & (Sun
1904: 6 ). He further proposed that the meaning of the character bei E (=zhen H) should be the
one as defined in the Shuowen # 3 (121 AD). In the Shuowen WX, zhen B is defined as:
zhen, buwen ye 8, N4, “zhen is to ask by divining.” The basis from which Xu Shen derived
such an interpretation is the graphical structure of the character. Namely, in Xu’s view, zhen 8§
1s a fuiyi € & character (i.e., a semantograph formed by the combination of different graphical
elements from which the meaning of the forming character is derived). According to Xu Shen,
graphically, zhen ¥ is cong bei bu, #£ B N, “to be composed of two characters: the character bu
M, “to divine,” and character bei H, “cowrie.” The graphical structure of zhen § as such
suggests that its meaning has to do with the combination of these two characters, for which Xu’s
interpretation is bei yiwei zhi B D\ % %, “(when one goes to divine, he should bring) cowries as
presents.” That is why the meaning of zken is “to ask by divining”® ~Obviously, Sun’s
interpretation of this OBI graph is fully inspired by the Shuowen. To support the Shuowen
definition, Sun also quotes the explanation of zhen ¥ given by the Han scholar Zheng Sinong ¥
5 & (ca. AD 89 - 114) in his commentary to Zhouli J& # chunguan g, tianfu X ¢.'' Sun’s
interpretation of the graph % as zhen H meaning “to ask by divining” was followed by many
scholars dealing with the oracle-bone inscriptions. This understanding naturally led to the
conclusion that the charge sentences following zhen are quéstions. |
Luo Zhenyu EE# %, an influential late Qing séholar,' was the next to strengthen the
“question” theory of the Shang divinatory charges. In his Yinshang zhengbu wenzikao B ¥ H b
X F# (Luo 1910) and his Yinxu shuqi kaoshi Bt & ¥ £ # % (Luo 1914 [1927]), Luo suggests
thét the OBI graph % should be directly transcribed as zhen ¥, which is different from the

 See Shuowen jiezi zhu ¥, 3 ##% 3 (ch3b: 127) by Duan Yucai £ F % (1815[1981)).
" The passage in which Zheng Sinong gives his interpretation of the word zhen & is below:
' FARE, UERRZME. '
At the end of the season, we exhibit jades as gifts (to god/spirits) to inquire about what is good and what
is bad in the coming year. (Zhouli &% - chunguan % & - tianfu X )
For this passage, Zheng comments: “HF#, HHMELAE. HMAXA EHESDERAE N which can be
roughly translated as:
“Zhen is wen, ‘to ask.” In Yijing, there is the sentence ‘Shi zhen zhang ren Ji,” which means ° to ask an
elder man .” And in the Guoyu, there is the sentence ‘Zhen yu Yang Bu.’ which means ‘to ask Yang Bu.””
Here we see that Zheng Sinong explicitly said that the meaning of zhen & is “to ask,” although we cannot fully
understand Zheng Sinong’s explanation about the sentences from the Yijing and the Guoyu. 1 do not intend to
pursue a discussion on them here. See Keightley (1972: 4-6) for variant interpretations.
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graph € :\) for bei &, “cowrie,” though they are very close in shape. That is, Luo disagrees with
Sun’s (1904) to interpretation of the graph E:{‘; as bei B graphically, and he does not consider
that bei B is used to stand for the character zhen ¥ because of the similarity in graphical form.

Rather, Luo suggests that the OBI graph % was itself zhen H. As far as its meaning is
concerned, Luo and Sun share the same view that zken 5 means “to ask by divining” as defined
in- the Shuowen. Luo states that the Shuowen definition of zhen can be supported by the
expression zhenbu B b in Zuozhuan 7 {4, the seventeenth year of Duke Ai X /), as in the
sentence # £ B M, “The Marquis of Wei enquired by the turtle-shell divination.” Moreover he
points out N4 is actually an alternate form of Eﬁ which resembles the shape of a round
cauldron and should be transcribed as ding #, “cauldron” graphically. The character ding %,

“ding-cauldron” was used to write the word zhen & in bone inscriptions due to the similarity in
pronuhciatien between these two words, as has already been pointed out in Shuowen.

The alternation between zhen ¥ and ding % is further demonstrated by the earlier scholar of
Oracle-Bone Inscription Wu Qichang & H & (1934-1937: 2-3) from the point of view of their
phenological relation. According to Wu, both z#en and ding are pronounced the same in Classical
Chinese, although they have different initials in the later stages of Chinese. In the rhyme
dlctronary Guangyun B, which is thought to represent Middle Chinese, the initial of zhen
belongs to the sound of sheshang & (retroflex) [ tr ], labelled as initial zhi 4o in the rhyme—table
tradition, while that of ding belongs to shetou & g (dental) [ t ], labelled as initial duan 3 in t}te
rhyme—table tradition. However, based on the accepted opinion of the Qing phonologist Qian
Daxin 4% K 97 (1727 - 1786), the so-called Middle Chinese sheshang initials are all derived from
the Old Chinese shefou initials, that is to say both zhen and ding had the same initial in Old
Chinese. Moreover, both zken and ding belong to the same Old Chinese Rhyme Group, geng ##.
Therefore, Wu concluded: /14 %, RA—AE 2 8%, BAFERTHE, HBFUL—=
Z#, T T ARAY, “Therefore we know that character zhen is actually a pictograph, which
depicts exactly the real shape of a ding-cauldron. The reason why the words zken and ding are |
represented by the same character is very obvious now (because they were similar in sound in
Old Chinese).” In a word, the pictograph ding %, “cauldron” is used to express the word zhen

K, “to ask by divining” because they are similar in pronunciation.
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It is fhrbugh these phiiological works of the early Chinese scholars to decipher and interpret the
word zhen ¥ that the question theory developed. The question theory is further strengthened in
- influential works in the field such as Guo Moruo %F;‘ik%(1933, 1937), Chen Mengjia [{ % X
(1956), and Zhang Bingquan & % # (1956, 1957, and 1965). For example, Chen Mengjia & &
% ( 1956: 87) considers both charges and prognostications to be questions. More recently, Chen

Weizhan B 4 # (1994[2003]) and Zhang Yujin % % 4 (2002) strongly argues for the view that

charges are to be considered as questions.'?

1.2.2. Divinatory charges as utterances that wel;e. charged to a turtle to make inquiry:
Dong Zuobin # 1 & (1931) |

The early question view of the nature of the Shang divinatory charges is taken a step further in
Dong Zuobin’s (1931), “Dagui si ban kaoshi 7 5 9 }g % %.,” a landmark work that makes the
first attempt to explore the custom of the Shang divinations.'> In this work, Dong makes two
important discoveries. One is that the character occurring between the word bu [ and the word
zhen H in the preface formula is the diviner’s name—this is called the zhen fen shuo E A3,
“theory of diviner’s name.” This discovery makes possible the periodization of the Shang
Oraclé-Bone Inscriptions. Another discovery by Dong, which is more important in terms of
understanding the nature of the Shang divinatory charges, is that the charge sentences in the
Shang divinatory contexts are inscribed in certain formulaic patterns. Specifically, the following
divinatory charge patterns are seen in the four large turtle plastrons:

(1) The liang zhen ¥ ¥, “two divinations,” a divinatory context that is composed of two charge

sentences which includes the following two subtypes:

"> As mentioned in Takashima (1988-89: 20-22), the only Chinese scholar to doubt the “question” theory is Rao
Zongyi # = 8. In his book Yindai zhenbu renwu kao B 1% & b A% (1959), Rao points out that the type of
xunbu buci, “the weekly divination inscriptions” become incomprehensible when a question mark is attached (p.
70-71). This gives a sense of doubt to the widely accepted “question” view of charges. However, this view was
strongly refuted by Zhang Bingquan, who says: “Suppose the interpretation of charges as interrogatives to be
permissible, then there will be no such thing as ‘incomprehensible;’ suppose it not to be permissible, and the
chargers will not be interrogative, and in that case, whence comes the divination?” (1965, Vol. 2:445).

" The dagui siban X %1}, “four large turtle plastrons,” was unearthed in December 1929 from the pit called
Dalian X3# in the north part of the Xiaotun /N Village during the third excavation by the archaeological
working group of the previous Academia Sinica (see Dong 1931 and Anyang fajue baogao vol. 2: 236; vol. 3: 424
for more details). They are dated to Period I and collected in the Jiabian F 4 collection, nos. 2121-2124.
Compared to the small fragments of shells and bones discovered previously, these four large turtle plastrons are in

much better condition and they contain more extensive contexts from which sufficient contextual information can be
obtained, though they are not completely unbroken.
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(2) The zuoyou duizhen 7% # ¥ &, “left-right paired divination.” This refers to the divinatory
context that is composed of two charges opposite in polarity (that is, one positive and one
negative), one of which is put on the left of the turtle shell, and the other is put on the right.

(b) The zuoyou jie zheng 7 # % IE, “positive-positive divination.” This refers to the divinatory
context that is composed of two positive charges, one of which is put on the left of the turtle
shell, and the other is put on the right.

(1)) The san zhen = H, “three divinations,” a divinatory context that is composed of three

charge sentences.

(iv) The si zhen W &, “four divinations,” a divinatory context that is composed of four charge

sentences.
(v) The yi zhen — #, “single divination,” a divinatory context that is composed of only one
charge sentence.

. Among these divination patterns, the left-right paired pattern is the fundamental one.
According to Dong, the charges given to a turtle in the Shang divination were generally inscribed
in pairs to the left and right of the lateral seam (called gian li lu + 2 3%, “thousand-li road” in
Chinese) in a turtle shell, with the positive charges to the right and the negative counterparts to
the left. Dong refers to this 2uoyou duizhen 7 £ ¥t &, “lefi-right paired divination” method as Vi
shi liang jue — 3 W 3%, “to decide a thing from two aspects.” It is by means of these left-right
paired divinations, with their two possible outcomes (positive and negative) for a single affair
that the turtle would respond. Moreover, Dong points out that to give charges to a turtle with
both a positive sentence and a negative sentence at the same time is a custom which can also be
seen .in the later turtle divinations such as the Zhou divination recorded in the Chunguan % &
chapter of the Zhouli J§#% and the Han divination recorded in the guice liezhuan chapter &, % 7|
14 in the Shiji % .

Unfortunately, Dong does not explicitly indicate whether the charge sentences are questions
or statements. However, from his definitions of liang zhen fa ¥ & 3%, “the method of two zhen”
as yi shi liang wen — % ¥ ] “one matter two inquiries,” one may conclude that Dong (1931)

views charges as questions. Moreover, his general comment about the Shang divinatory inscriptions

“ The guice liezhuan was recorded by Chu Shaosun # /> 7 (ca. 48 - 8 BO).
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in the following passage also seems to suggest that he also subscribes to the question theory.

THRBIFTBT, ThEAFB  NREE, BA MRS 8, FWER A9 “NE” ML
REE, AR EZAE, FUEBRERE N E 0@ i

Now from what is indicated in these large turtle plastrons, we know that what we call “divinatory
inscriptions” are really “utterances that were charged to a turtle in divination,” i.e., the zhenci.
Zhen means “to ask by divination.” To divine is to resolve doubts. One goes to inquire to a

turtle because he has doubts. Therefore, zhenci are the utterances that are charged to a turtle for
inquiring about things. (1931 [1977: 602]) :

Here Dong also maintains the view that “to divine is to questioh,” suggesting that charges were
wen shi ming gui zhi ci ¥ % % 88 = #, “utterances directed/charged to a turtle for inquiring about
things in divination.”- Dong’s view of charges was named the “turtle’s charge” theory by the
Japanese scholér Shirakawa in his 1948 essay.'’ However, there is a difference between the
question theory and Dorng’s turtle’s charge theory. That is, the latter draws particular attention
to the formats of the charge séntencesﬁin particular, to the pattern of duizhen, “paired divination,”

in the Shang divinatory inscriptions—while the former does not.

1.2.3. Divinatory charges as not questions but statements: Keightley (1972) and Serruys
(1974)

1.2.3.1. Keightley (1972) |

Since the grammatical structure of the charge sentences does nét differ from that 6f the sentences
in the prognostication and verification components, some scholars started to doubt the question
theory in the 70s. Keightley (1972) was the first to ‘advance the view that charges are not
questions but statements. His main points are as follows:

(1) Charges are “predictive proclamations” (which Takashima 1989 refer to as the “predictive
proclamation” theory). According to Keightley, “the oracle inscriptions of Shang were not
questions but predictions. What they recorded were not queries, but tentative statements of
intent proclaimed to .the spirits for their approval or disapproval.”‘ (1972: 1). Keightley supports

this theory on the following grounds: First, he argues against the traditional interpretation of the

‘5 According to Takashima (1989), Dong did not name his theory as “turtle’s charge” theory; this name was given
by Japanese scholar Shirakawa in his 1948 essay. See Takashima (1989: section 2) for more discussion.
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character zhen # in the introduction of a cha.rge sentence, given in Shuowen as buwenye | [ 4,
“to ask by divining.” Like Luo Zhenyu (1910), Keightley also considers the character % as an
alternate, simpler form of the graph %/?; or W that stands for the word ding %, “c‘:aulldron.”
Similarly, he holds that ding % can also be used to stand for the divinatory verb that was later
written as zhen K, because of the graphic and phonological filiation between them (1972: 1-4).'°
However, he has a different interpretation of the meaning of zheﬁ. In his view, the semantic
interpretation of this character as “to ask by divining,” as defined in the Shuowen, is a late
interpretation that is not supported by other early dictionaries such as the Shi ming &4 (ca.
200 AD). Thus Keightley maintains that the Shuowen definition should not be applied to the
oracle-bone inscriptions (1972: 4-8). He proposes instead that the meaning of zhen in OBI is “to
regulate,” which belongs to a word-family containing no notion of interrogation (1972: 41-47,
69). Second, Keightley argues that the divination terrﬁs such as zhen H, bu I, and ming 4 in
the Zhou texts are never used in the context of interrogatives (1972: 9-17). Third, Keightley
argues that “there are no other indications, particles, or grammatical constructions in the divinations
would make them interrogative” (1972: 28). He considers that “treating the oracle-bone insériptions
as statements simplifies the interpretation of the divination process” (1972: 18), and suggests
that some difficulties of interpretation “are solved if we regarded the oracle-bone inscriptions as
declarative charges of intent and forecast” (1972: 18-39, 68).

(1) Charges are a form of “analogical magic” which attempts to influence and control the future
(Takashima 1989 refers to this as the “analogical magic” theory). This theory further supports
the view of charges as statements rather than questions, but froni >a different aspect. The fact that
divinatory charges, prognostications, and verifications were not simply written oh the bones or
shells with a brush, but were incised with bronze knives led Keightley to believe that motivation

to do this skilled and energy-consuming work was not only to keep historical records. He

~ suggests that “the impulse to carve was that of magician,” and that “the divinations were not

simply forecasting devices, but that they existed on the narrow borderland between prophecy
and magic, between hypothesis, fore-knowledge, and knowledge” (1972: 50). In his view, “the

act of divination not only forecast the future, it also helped, in some magical way, to induce it,

° See discussion in Section 1.4.1 above.
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and “incising the inscriptions gave magical power to divination forecasts” (1972: 51). Because
the magical power associated with the incisions was meant to bring about the desired outcome,
the incisions must be statements rather than questions, since only statements could report the
Shang people’s intentions to the gods. As Keightley notes, “Engraving a question gives no
power to influence the future” (1972: 51)."7

(i) Charges are attempts of “dualistic magic” to balance the positive and negative forces of the
universe (Takashima 1989 refers to this as the “dualistic magic” theory). Keightley notes that
his “statement” theory as proposed above has obvious difficulty explaining the existence of the
“negative forecasts” and the charges that express “undesirable situations.” Namely, if charges are
“predictive proclamations,” why must the Shang diviners predict two opposite forecasts or
proclaim two opposite intents at the same time? Moreover, if the purpose of engraving charges
1s to-give magical power to divination forecasts so as to influence the future, why must the
forecasts that express undesirable situations be inscribed? Keightley proposes a “dualistic
magic” theory explain this. According to him, “the engraving of both alternatives documented the
reality and fairness of the divination and thus validated the king’s decision-making” Keightley
(1972: 57).

Due to its contradiction of the widely accepted question theory, Keightley’s theory has
attracted much attention in the literature and gr_eatly influenced many scholars in the field (e.g.,
Serruys, Nivison, Lefeuvre, Shaughnessy, and Takashima). However, Keightley’s théory has not 4
gained much support in China. The lack of support from Chinese scholars is mainly due to the
fact that Keightley views divination as a kind of “magic” used to control the future, not necessarily
a means of seeking information from spirits in order to resolve doubts. This‘view goes against
the traditional understanding of the purpose of divination, causing'C.hinese scholars to doubt the
validity of Keightley’s claim.

'My view with respect to Keightley’s theories regarding Shang 'divination and the Shang
divinatory charges is as follows: I also hold that divination is a process through which to obtain

information that is (usually) unavailable by ordinary means, that is, which cannot be obtained

" A similar theory is proposed in Shaughnessy (1983) which holds that, for the late Shang kings, the ritual of
divination was no longer simply an attempt to resolve doubts about impending events but rather had become a
means of controlling them. Takashima (1989) refers to this as the “Oracular magic” theory.
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through the usual techniques of indigenous practical epistemology, suéh as seeing, hearing, or
being told by another person—the common categories of the evidential coding system. I admit
that, in the cultures that regard oracles obtained through divination as the most revered and
authoritative sources of truth, divination has also a political or social function. That is, it is also
a means of getting information to establish social facts which comménd a consensus and form the
basis for legitimate, recognized social action. However, divination is usually done to seek
information regarding future events and states as well as the outcome of a present crisis.'®

Most of the divinato_ry.contents recorded in the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions refer to
events or states in the future. Some examples of divinations include: whether a particular type of
weather such as rain will be encountered during an outing, such as a hunting expedition, or
sacrificial event; whether the weather will be favorable for the agricultural season; whether a crop
harvest will be successful; whether game will be captured; whether a war will be won; whether a
blessing, aid or approval will be given by God for conducting a particular action such as starting a
war, or building a city; whether an event such as a sacrificial offering should be conducted by a
particular means; whether a birth will be auspicious or blessed and so on. In addition to reference
to the future, Shang divinations may also contain information about the present or the past. For
example, there exist many divinations in which the causes that gave rise to an undesirable
situations are identified, such as an illness that lingers inexplicably; a disaster that occurred; a
dream whose meaning is uncertain; a harvest of crops that failed unaécountably, and so} on. Each
of these indicates a situation in which ordinary evidence is unavailable for prediction of the
outcome. _

What were the intentions of the Shang people as they conducted divinations about the above
mentioned subject matter? Were they using magic to influence the future? Of were they seeking
information to revolve the doubts or questions they had in mind? The answers to these questions
are not certain, and they likely never will be, as it is not possible to directly ask the diviners. But
from the existence of the divinatory contexts regarding the past events or states, it seems
reasonable to assume that the basic purpose of the divinations was to seek information or

answers regarding the doubts or questions on their minds, since it is unlikely that the Shang

¥ See Du Bois (1992) for more discussion in this topic.
‘ 15




people assumed that they could use magic to influence the past, though they might have been
able to influence the future or change the present. Nevertheless, Keightley’s assumptions about
the nature and the purpose of the Shang divinations are no doubt worth considering and exploring.
When we consider the question of what they did with the mformatlon or answers obtained from
divination, it seems reasonable to think that the ultimate aim of divinations was to be able to

| influence the future, in particular through the use of the information obtained from the divihation.
Indeed, there are some controversial factors in the understanding of the purpose of divination
that make it difficult to accept Keightley’s theories as a whole. Nevertheless, I support Keightley’s
main proposal that the grammatical form of the Shang divinatory charges is not that of “questions,”
but rather of “statement.” However, I remain in disagreement with him about the semantic
nature of the Shang charges. In this study, I will show that to merely say charges are “statements”
but not “questions” does not fully capture the linguistic nature of the charges in the Shang
divination. I argue that even though Shang charges are “statements;’ in their grammatical form,
they are not ordinary “statements” in the sense that statements are propositions with truth

values; rather, semantically and pragmatically, the Shang charges are “questions.”

1.2.3.2. Serruys (1974) ,
Serruys (1974) presents further linguistic evidence that Shang divinatory charges are not
interrogatives, rendering all the OBI examples into English as declaratives.'® His main arguments
are of a grammatical nature. First, he criticizes the treatment in Chang (1970) that takes grammatical
particles such as wei £, hui &, qif, hu ¥, and bu A in bone inscriptions to be interrogative
particles. According to Serruys, such treatment is the result of the generally accepted, wide-spread
assumption that all charge sentences in bone inscriptions are questions, a fact that is “never
positively proved” (1974: 21).

Second, like Keightley, Serruys also proposes that the meaning of the character zhen & is
incorrectly interpreted as “to ask by di{/ining.” Instead, he suggests that it should be interpreted
as zhenglE, “to correct,” stating that the definition of‘ zhen given in the Shuowen is a later and

rare usage; in classical texts zhen is more commonly used as an adjective meaning zheng IF

* The. manuscript of Serruys (1974) was finished in 1972, four months earlier than Keightley’s, though it was
publlshed two years later.
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“correct,” ding & “fix,” shan & “good, fine,” and xinf “reliable.” Thus, Serruys suggests that
in the oracle-bone inscriptions, zhen used as a verb in the introductory formula (i.e., the preface)
to introduce a charge, is to mean “‘to test, to try out; to make true, correct’ in the sense of ‘find
out the right (course of action)’” (1974: 22). In this analysis, the preface formula “XX b, Y &
is rendered as: “In the bone divination of day X X, diviner Y tested the proposition, or proposed
for test (i.e., reétiﬁcation) thé following course of action or alternative course of action...” (1974:
23)

In this study, we will follow Serruys’ interpretation of the meaning of zhen as zheng IF, “to
test, to try out; to make true, correct.” We adopt this interpretation for two reasons: First, zhen
meaning zheng IE comes from evidence in classical texts, as has been pointed out ‘in Rao Zongyi
(1959). Second, zhen and zheng not only have the same etymology, but they also seem to have

been related morphologically.?’

Note that the reason for Serruys to introduce this interpretation of zhen is to exclude the

necessity that the charge introduced by zken be a question. However, what we want to point out

here is that the interpretation of zhen as zheng, “to test, to try out, to make sure and correct”
does not fully exclude the possibility of interpreting a charge sentence introduced by zken as a
question. That is, if we cannot exclude the possibility that the sentence following zhen is the
complement clause of the verb, then a verb meaning “to test, to try out, to make sure and
correct” may select a question clause, e.g., a whether-question, as its complement. For example,
in English, we may say “Let’s test whether/if this works,” or “Let’s try out whether/if this is a
good solution.” The tWo complement clauses here are obviously indirect questions. Similarly in
OBI texts, we may translate an inscription such as XX & 4 4 7 as: “XX tested whether it is
true that it will rain tonight.” .

In other words,‘the interpretation of zhen as zheng, “to test, to try out, to make sure and
correct” is not sufficient to determine whether the sentence following it is a question or a
statement. However, we shall show in this study that such an interpretation of zhen is congruous
with the nature of the charges in the sense that charges are neither pure “questions” nor pure

“statements,” but alternative propositions of possible answers.

* See Takashima (1989: Section 6.1) for more discussion.
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1.2.4. Divinatory charges as questions or statements: Li Xueqin and Qiu Xigui

1.2.4.1. Li Xueqin (1980) _

Li Xueqin Z# & (1980) is the first works by Chinese scholars to discuss whether or not
charges are questions. Li (1980) observes that in the Dui-group inscriptions, there are some
chérges ended with the characters 2’}\: and \%’ . Li proposes that these two characters should
be transcribed as Ju & and zhi # énd they are final interrogative particles. Li (1980: 39-41)
pbints out that in the Dui-group inscriptions, some charges “combine positive and negative

questions in a single sentence, with the positive question using the particle fu § and the negative
question using the particle zhi 4 (or sometimes Just the opposite).” According to Li, this type of
charge can be regarded as a type of choice question in which two clauses, one positive and one

negative, are paired, and the two clauses use the final particles fu R or zhi #h.

1.2.4.2. Qiu Xigui (1988)
Qiu Xigui (1988) is an important work devoted to exploring the issue of the linguistic form of the
- Shang divinatory charges. Qiu points out that most of the scholars who advocate the view that
charges are not questions .reject the Shuowen’s definition of the word zhen as “to ask by
divining” and propose new definitions. However, like Nivison (1982[1989]), Qiu holds that
“simply determining the meaning of zken does not provide sufficient information from which to
- determine the mood of the following charge. By examining different types of charges in the
Shang oracle-bone inscriptions, Qiu concludes that not all of the charges are statements, and not
all of the charges are questions. He indicates that, “among all of the charges of the Shang
oracle-bone inscriptions, we have now been able to determine only a small portion definitely to
be either questions or statements” (1988: 17).
Qiu agrees with Li that the words represented by the characters 2’% and %\7; ~ should be
'understood as final question particles. But different from Li’s identiécation of éhe character
E{, as fu &, Qiu transcribes it as yi . According to Qiu, the OBI charges that we can
determine to be questions include the type involving the use of the words Vi #f and zhi #, as
first proposed in Li (1980, 1985). Qiu says: “if one did not interpret the yi and zki as final

interrogative particles, it would be quite impossible to make any sense of the great majority of
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the examples” (1988: 4). In other words, the type of charge with the pattern as “Clause, yi #} +
Neg- Clause, zhi # ” (or “Clause, zhi #, + Neg-Clause, yi #”), as in the following example,
must be understood as a question:
4 REMN TR BAREETLE BARATH  THEEFH -
guiydu bil, wang zhen: 7i jin guiySu zhi yi yiydu, yirén qi jian fang yi, bl qi jian fang zhi.
guiyou day/ crack/, king/ divine/, from/ today/ guiyou/ reach/ until/ yiyou/, cityfolk/ di/ see/
. borderlander/ yi/, not/ di/ see/ borderlander/ zhi | _
Crack on guiyou, the king divining: From today guiyou reaching until yiyou, will the
cityfolk see the borderlanders, or will (they) not see the borderlanders? (Heji: 799, example
cited from Qiu 1988: 3)*!
Although Qiu’s interpretation of the charges with yi or zAi has been followed by some scholars
in the field (e.g., Nivison 1989; Shaughnessy 1989; Shen Pei 1992, Zhang Yujin 2002; among
’otheré), it still remains controversial (see discussion below).

On the other hand, Qiu excludes some charges from questions, proposing that charges with
the negative particle bu# R should not be understood as “A not A;’ questions, as théy are
commonly treated. Rather, he considers that the particle bu <, “not,” should be separated as
belonging to verification. Namely, a sentence such as yu bu §F A<, which is commonly treated as
a “A not A” question, “Will it rain or not,” should be analyzed as two sentences: §.~. “It will
rain/ Will it rain. It did not rain,” in which the first one is a charge; while the second one is a
verification. In this analysis, sentences ending with bu are not necessary taken as questions, and
Qiu argues that a twofold classification, as stétements, as questions, 1s possible. This view that
the final bu should be viewed as a verification instead of a final interrogative particle is generally
accepted by scholars (e.g., Shaughnessy 1989; Fan Yuzhou 1989; Takashima 1989; among others).
In addition, Qiu points out that some of the charge sentences must be understood as declaratives,

which are of two types as shown in example (5a) and (5b).

* The transcrlpuon of this example' mcludlng examples in (5), (6). and (7) below, is cited from Qiu (1988). The
translation is cited from the English version of Qiu (1988) provided by Shaughnessy (1989). The word for word
interpretation is also based on the English translation given by Shaughnessy (1989).
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5) aFEHEPMNBRREAHFIFLEREKTE, L TAH®.
xinydu bii, Que zhen: jin zh€ wing wi bi Wang Chéng fa Xia Wi, fi di shou ySuyou.
xinyou day/ crack/, Que/ divine/, this/ spring/ king/ not/ ally/ Wang Cheng/ attack/ Xia
Wel/, not/ qi/ receive/ spiritual aid/
- Crack on xinyou, Que divining: This spring, the king ought not ally with Wang Cheng to
attack Xia Wei, (for if he does he) will not receive spiritual aid.” (Heji 6482, cited in Qiu
1988: 15) |
According to Qiu, the type of charge as in (5a) is usually the negative half of a positive-negative
pair. Here (5a) is the negative counterpart of the inscription in (5b) below:
(5) b FENBRAAFTEILERKTRE, THM
xinyéy bi, Que zhen: jin zh€ Wiang bi Wang Chéng fa Xia Wei, shou ySuyou.
xinyou day/ crack/, Que/ divine/, this/ spring/ king/ ally/ Wang Cheng/ attack/ Xia Wei/,
receive/ spirituél aid/ |
Crack on xinyou, Que divining: This spring, the king will ally with Wang Cheng to attack
Xia Wei, (for if he does he) will receive spiritual aid.” (Heji 6482, Qiu 1988: 15)
Generally, the type of charge as in (5a) contains two portions. The first portion is about not
performing a certain action or not using a certain means to perform a specific action. The second
portfon is about not receiving aid from God, or encountering rain, or some other such inauspicious
situation. In Qiu’s opinion, the type of charge like (5a) can not be interpreted as a question,
because if it were to be interpreted as a question, then the charge in (5a) would be translated as:
(6)  a “If this spring the king does not ally with Wang Cheng to attack Xia Wei, will he
| not be able to receive épiritual aid?” | '
And the charge in (5b) would be translated as:
6) b. “If his spring the king allies with Wang Cheng to attack Xia Wei, will ﬁe be able to
recetve spiritual aid?”
Qiu points out, in this “question” interpretation, the meanings of the two charges are not
opposite (positive versus negative), instead, they share the same meaning. Moreover, logically,

it does not make sense to interpret the charge in (5a) as a question, as in (6a), since if the Shang

people had already decided not to attack Xia Wei, then what need would they have to ask
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whether or not they would receive spiritual aid? If the negative charge in the pair should be
understood as a statement, its positive counterpart should also be understood as a statement,
even though on its own it would be possible to interpret the positive counterpart as a question.
The second type of declarative charge sentence, as proposed by Qiu, is shown in (7).

(M aZ%¥EH  HW.

wii Xing E tian, qi yii

not/ inspect/ E/ field, qi/ rain.

Do not inspect the E field, (for) it will rain.
This charge is the negative counterpart of the following positive charge:
(7 b EEHL > FW-

hui E ti4dn Xing, bu yii.

be/ E/ field/ inspect/, not/ rain

Let it be the E fields that we inspect, (for) it will not rain. (Heji: 28993, example cited in

' Qiu 1988: 16)
According to Qiu (1988: 16), the difference between (5a) and (7a) is that (7a) does not imply a
conditional clause whose méaning is opposite to the previous negative clause, but (5a) does, as
shown in the translation. The type of negative charge in (7a) should also be treated as a statement,
because if it were treated as a question, it would mean “Do not inspect the E field, will it rain?”
which 'makes no sense. Accordingly, its positive counterpart should be also treat as a statement,
even though on its own, it would be possible to interpret the positive counterpart as a question .
In summary,l as far as the linguistic form of charges is concerned, Qiu agrees to a certain

degree with Western scholars in their reading of charges as grammatical statements. He concludes
that many charge sentences from as early as the Bin group until the latest period of the dynasty
are definitely not questions. However, he points out that the charges marked with the final
interrogative particles y7 and zAi in the earliest inscriptions of the Dui group, and the slightly later
inscriptions in the Bin and Wu Groups, are doubtless questions. Qiu insists that divination never

lost its original interrogative function during the Shang dynasty, pointing out that “the nature of

divination as a means of revolving doubts still had not changed by the end of the Shang dynasty”

(Qiu 1988: 18).




1.2.5. Divinatory charges as non-questions: Takashima (1989)
Takashima (1989) conducts an in-depth evaluation of the following six theories concerning the -
nature of the language in the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions: |
(1) The “question” theory held by early scholars such as Sun Yirang (1904), and Luo Zhenyu
(1910), and modern traditionalists like Zhang Bingquan (1965). Others, such as Li Xueqin (1980,
1985), Nivison (1982), Shaughnessy (1983), and Qiu Xigui (1988), accept the validity of 