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1. Introduction 
 
One of the most salient features of early Chinese political culture is its inextricable 
relation to divination. This reached its heights in the Late Shang � Dynasty (14th –11th 

BC) when the observation of omens gave power to an authority source capable of 
decision-making on the political level.  
 
As revealed in the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions (abbreviated hereinafter as OBI), the 
divination records from the Late Shang Dynasty discovered in the city of Anyang �� in 
the last years of the 19th century ,1 the Shang kings not only worshipped and offered 
(both human and animal) sacrifices on appropriate ritual occasions to a host of nature 
deities as well as the spirits of their departed ancestors as an important feature of their 
religious life, but also rested their political legitimacy upon their ability to communicate 
with their departed ancestors by conducting divinations with turtle shells or animal bones. 
Shang kings devoted great amounts of time and energy to conduct bone/shell divination. 
They divined in most aspects of their life: sacrificial rituals, military campaigns, hunting 
expeditions, coming-and goings, well-being during the following “ten-day week” (xun
� ), well-being during the forthcoming night or day, weather, harvest, sickness, life or 
death, birth, dream, building, and others.2 It was through the shell and bone divinatory 
rituals to consult ancestors or spirits, that the Shang kings made most decisions about 
state affairs.3  
Because OBI is divinatory record in nature, divination in Shang has been a subject of 
increased study in the last few decades. While many descriptions have been given to the 
                                                      
1 See more discussion below.  
 
2 See Dong Zuobin (1929), Chen Mengjia (1956), Zhang Binquan (1967), Keightley (1978a), and Chang 
K.C. (1980). 
 
3 For some religious reasons, the use of divinations as a means to oppose authority (by drawing the power 

of the god or supreme spirits), to reinforce social norms, and to provide means of resolving disagreement is 

not a unique feature of early Chinese political culture. Similar practices have been also seen in other 

cultures such as the Delphic Oracle in Ancient Greece (Bowden 2005) and the turtle divination in the 

Japanese Emperor’s Court from the middle 7th century until 1868 (Blacker 1981).  
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aspects regarding divinatory conventions and methods, the intellectual aspect of Shang 
divination has been less studied. What makes divination procedure an authoritative 
source to generate truthful answers about matters being divined? Why could the political 
leaders use these answers to make state policy and exercise power thereby?  These 
questions have not risen to the level of conscious thought for scholars who are interested 
in early Chinese.    
Undoubtedly the neglecting of intellectual aspect of the Shang divination is due to the 
influence of the common anthropological understanding of divination as simply a 
“cultural axiom,” and the people who practise the divination accept it without 
justification. In this view, there is no such thing as true answers/statements/diagnoses 
generated in divination; they are just something manipulated by the diviners. As for the 
case of Shang divination, one would tend to think that the authoritative position of 
divination in Shang comes simply from the religious force of the ancestral worship.4 
However, many studies of divinations have shown that people in the culture in which 
divination is practised do not consult a diviner just for the reason that they believe in 
some supernatural spirits or divine power religiously. According to some works by 
ethnographies (e.g., Evans-Pritchard 1937), divination is a paradigm for ‘rationality in 
irrationality”: that is, belief in divination is held to be irrational, but its practice is 
extremely rational. In order to satisfy the demand for making true diagnoses for the issues 
being divined, there must be some intellectual/epistemological principles or mechanisms 
by which the divination is operated; it is such principles that make the divination process 
a reliable, believable, or authoritative source of truth.5  
 
In the past decades, very little scholarly attention has been devoted to this important 
aspect of Shang divination. As a consequence, some fundamental issues about the Shang 
divination such as its nature and function have still not been clear to us yet; in particular, 
there has not been agreement in the following questions concerning the nature and 
function of Shang divination:   
(i) Was divination in Shang an information-seeking act in which the Shang rulers 

tried to foretell the future or to discover the reasons of already happened 
                                                      
4 For the underlying religious concepts in the political culture of the Shang, Keightley characterizes the situation as 
below:  
  

Shang religion was inextricably involved in the genesis and legitimation of the Shang state. It was believed that Ti, 
the high god, conferred fruitful harvest and divine assistance in battle, that the king’s ancestors were able to intercede 
with Ti, and that king could communicate with his ancestors. Worship of Shang ancestors, therefore, provided powerful 
psychological and ideological support for political dominance of the Shang kings. The king’s ability to determine 
through divination, and influence through prayer and sacrifice, the will of the ancestral spirits legitimized the 
concentration of political power in his person. All power emanated from the theocrat because he was channel, “the one 
man,” who could appeal for the ancestral blessings, or dissipate the ancestral curses, which affected the commonality. It 
was the king who made fruitful harvest and victories possible by the sacrifices he offered, the rituals he performed, and 
the divinations he made. If, as seems likely, the divinations involved some degree of magic making, of spell casting, the 
king’s ability to actually create a good harvest or a victory by divining about it rendered him still more potent politically. 
---Keighley (1978b), cited in Chang K.C. (1980: 202). 

 
5 See Boyer (1990). 
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misfortunes from the spirits as guidance for making decisions? Or was divination 
in Shang an incantatory process in which the Shang rulers proposed or announced 
what they wanted to the spirits and played magic to realize desires or wishes?6  

(ii)  To what extent did divination results affect decision-making in the Late Shang 
politics? Namely, did the kings always make their decisions based on whatever 
the divination result was or did they just use it as a device to manipulate both gods 
and men to reach their political purposes?   

 
We consider that an adequate description of the Shang divination cannot neglect the 
rational or intellectual or epistemological principles underlying it; without an appropriate 
understanding of the intellectual aspect of it, one cannot fully understand its nature and 
function, in particular, its social or political function. Thus, the main concern of this paper 
is the intellectual aspect of the Shang bone/shell divination. In particular, it attempts to 
expose the essential aspects of divinatory process whereby the divination results were 
generated, and to explore the linguistic mechanism that governs the verbal performance 
in the divinatory rituals is the main issue to be discussed here. Our goal is to produce a 
whole picture of divinatory process so as to gain some insights into the nature of the 
Shang divination and to understand why and how divination was used as an authoritative 
procedure for the Shang kings to find out truth or to make decisions about state affairs. 
 
 
2. How did the Shang royal divination work?  
 
Political control in early China pivoted on divination, as pointed out by Chang K.C. 
(1980:203): “In act of governance, divination was basis of all other rituals as well as 
precedent for all other actions.” How did the Shang royal divination work?  This is our 
concern in this section. In what follows, I shall discuss the essential aspects of the Shang 
royal divining process. 
 
 
2.1 The use of bones and shells 
 
The divination system employed by the late Shang rulers is the bone/shell divination 
(also termed plastronmancy, or scapulimancy, or pyromancy). In Chinese, it is called gui 
bu �� , “turtle shell divination” or gu bu �� , “bone divination.” The character bu �
meaning “to divine by making the cracks,” is represented by two lines depicting cracks in 
the tortoise shell or the animal bone as the heat develops them (Fig1).  
 
The records of the bone/shell divination done by the Late Shang royal court are referred 
to as the Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions. The unearth of the Shang Oracle-Bone 
                                                      
6 As for this idea of Shang divination, see Keightley (1984). 
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Inscriptions was as early as in 19th century, but they were not recognized as bearing 
ancient Chinese scripts until 1899, when they fell into the hands of two scholars, Wang 
Yirong �	
 and his friend Liu E �� . They discovered the so-called longgu 
� , 
“dragon bones” in the medicine which Wang Yirong bought for curing his malaria were 
inscribed with graphs and they recognized them as ancient writing. Lather the source of 
the oracle bones was traced back to the Xiaotun �� Village near the Anyang �� city 
in the Henan �� province. Decades of uncontrolled digs followed. The first official 
excavation was conducted in 1928-37 by the archaeological team from the Institute of 
History and Philology at Academia Sinica. There are some 150, 000 pieces of inscribed 
oracle bones held in collections. The body of the inscriptions contains a written language 
with around 4, 500 characters. Of these, some 1000 have already been deciphered. The 
Shang Oracle-Bone Inscriptions offer not only the earliest known examples of the 
Chinese language and writing, but also the earliest first-hand information about the social 
life, especially the Shang elites’ life, covering aspects such as religion, economy, politics, 
and so on. 
 
The Late Shang inscriptions cover a historical period from the Kings Pan Geng �� and 
Wu Ding �� to the Kings Di Yi �� and Di Xin �� , which can be further divided 
into the five periods: Period I (the reign from Pan Geng to Wu Ding); Period II (the reign 
from Zu Geng �� to Zu Jia �� ); Period III (the reign from Lin Xin ��  to Kang 
Ding �� ); Period IV (the reign from Wu Yi �� to Wen Yi �� ); Period V (the reign 
from Di Yi �� to Di Xin �� ) (see Dong Zuobin 1933). Although this periodization 
theory is generally accepted in the literature, there remains debate over 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 �� collection: they 
are all from Period I. The inscriptions cited in this study are mainly from the Period I 
inscriptions collected in the Bingbian and the Heji  ! . 
 
2.2 The Shang royal divinatory bureaucracy 
 
The Late Shang royal court possessed a complex divinatory bureaucracy, and divination 
was a highly organized ritual operated by official diviners and sometimes, the kings 
themselves. At least several people were involved in the process of divination: the diviner 
who, as the king’s official representative, carried out the divinatory event and addressed 
the matter in question to the spirits in the divinatory ritual; the prognosticator (usually the 
king himself) who gave interpretations to the cracks (see below); the archivist who 
inscribed the record pertaining to the whole divination.7 A divination event usually 
consisted of the following processes: 
 

                                                      
7 See Dong Zuobin (1929); Chen Mengjia (1936, 1956); Zhang Bingquan (1967), Keightley (1978a,1978b, 
1984); Chang C.K.(1980,1983); Song Zhenhao (1999), among others. 



 5 

(i) Preparation of divinations  
 
In this process, the divination materials such as turtle shells, bovine and other animal 
bones were gathered and brought from different parts of the Shang kingdom to the royal 
court. The bones and shells were prepared for divination by cutting, scraping and 
polishing them to certain shapes and qualities. Hollows were then chiselled into the back 
(in case of bones, the hollows sometimes were made on the front side), making it easy to 
produce a bu � -shaped crack on the bone or shell when scorched by the diviner’s brand 
(Fig 2; Fig3). 
 
(ii)  Operation of divinatory rituals 
 
At the time of a divinatory ritual, a hot instrument was applied to hollows on a piece of 
prepared plastrons of turtle shells or scapulae of cattle to make cracks from which the 
oracles/answers to the questions being divined could be obtained. Usually a divination 
ritual included the following steps: a) The diviner (or sometimes the king himself) 
directed (charged) the issue being divined to the turtle shell or the animal bone; b) The 
diviner (or sometimes the king himself) applied heat or fire to scorch a hollow prepared 
on the turtle shell or the animal bone to produce a crack; c) The king (or sometimes the 
diviner) gave an interpretation of the implication of the crack. 

 
(iii)  Recording and keeping traces of divinations  
This process usually included the followings: (a) An engraver inscribed the divination 
content (including the day of the divination, the name of the diviner who operated the 
divination, and the matter being divined, and the king’s prognostication of the divination) 
into the bone or the shell that used for the divination; (b) A court-appointed historian later 
verified the divination outcome and inscribed what actually happened beside the 
divination record; (c) The divination document was filed and stored.  
 
2.3 The crack numbers and the crack notations 
 
Because the cracks formed in a bone/shell divination ritual were believed to be the 
oracular responses, the Shang diviners treated them with special seriousness by ordering 
them with numbers. These numbers are called “sequential crack numbers” or “crack 
numbers.” According to Zhang Bingquan (1956), the first study of sequential numbers of 
cracks, the crack numbers were inscribed because the Shang diviners usually had to 
repeat the same divination several times to reach a reliable outcome. Therefore, after a 
crack was formed, a number was immediately inscribed on its left or right side to indicate 
its relative order among the cracks made for the divination. Since cracks are oracles from 
the spirits, most cracks on the divinatory bones and shells were marked with the 
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sequential numbers,8 although not all of them have corresponding inscriptions.9   
Besides inscribing with number, a crack may be also inscribed with a notation under its 
lower end. The commonly seen crack notations include terms such as shangji "# , 
“highly auspicious,” xiaoji �# , “slightly auspicious,” daji $# , “greatly auspicious,” 
and hongji %# , “extremely auspicious.” (Fig 4) 
 
2.4 The Shang divinatory contexts  
 
As mentioned earlier, after a divination act, a royal court engraver would make a record 
for it. Here we call the recorded text referring to a divination act a divinatory context. The 
divinatory contexts in OBI are formulaic. A complete divination context consists of four 
formulaic elements: a preface (xuci &' , naming date, diviner, and beneficiary); a 
charge (mingci ( ' , referring to the topic of the divination); a prediction or 
prognostication (zhanci)' , referring the part in which the king made an interpretation 
based on the crack formed on the shell or bone ); a verification (yanci *' , referring  
the divining result against what actually happened later). Below is a case of a full 
divination context:10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
8 In some cases, the crack number would have been eased. For example, when the grooves of an engraved graph 
actually straddled a crack (a phenomenon called fanzhao �� ), the crack numbers were often removed and placed 
elsewhere (see Zhang Bingquan (1956: 230-231); Keightley 1978a: 37) 
9 Takashima (1989: Section 3.1) says the cases that some cracks were not inscribed with inscriptions may be due to the 
reason that those cracks were meaningless or neutral, having been judged lacking in magical potency and consequently 
having no charging inscriptions inscribed. 
10 The modern transcription of the original texts in this study is mostly based Zhang Bingquan (1959-1972) Bingbian 
kaoshi ����  (or Bingbian �� ). The English translation of the examples given is mostly based on Takashima 
(2004a; 2004b, manuscripts). 
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(1) 

 
 
Below is the negative counterpart of the above inscription: 
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This example represents the duizhen +, , “positive-negative paired divination” pattern 
in which the charge sentences are composed in positive-negative format, and are opposite 
in meaning. Charges formulated in this format are called “paired charges” in this study. 
Here both charge are accompanied with a preface, a prognostication, and a verification. 
But this type of full-paired divination contexts is not commonly seen in Shang divinatory 
contexts. Usually only one of the charges (mostly the positive charge) is inscribed with a 
preface, a prognostication, and a verification as in the following example: 
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(2) a.                                          b. 
 

   
It will rain.                                 It will not rain. 

 

 
 
In (2) only the positive charge is inscribed with a preface, a prognostication, and a 
verification, and the negative charge is only accompanied with a preface.  
Divination contexts with “paired charges” are the most commonly seen ones in OBI. The 
less commonly seen divination context patterns are those that contain a set of charges 
parallel in sentence structure, but contrary in one of the constituents, as below:  
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(3)  

 
 
This example represents the “alternative divination” pattern in which the charge 
sentences are parallel affirmative sentences that are similar in sentence structure but 
differ with respect to just one constituent (in this case, it is the time phrase). Charges with 
this format are called “alternative charges” in this study. Here again we only see one of 
the charge was inscribed with the other components. In fact, not every divination context 
includes the four parts as in the above examples. A divination context (including both 
paired and alternative cases) usually takes in the charges as the obligatory component and 
has to be inscribed; the rest of the components as the optional part and they can be 
omitted. In OBI we can see a variety of non-fully inscribed divinatory contexts. To 
discuss different combinations of the four components is of significance, however, what 
is relevant for our purpose here is the concept that the divination contexts in OBI are 
generally abbreviated records of the real divination events.11 The Shang engravers only 
                                                      
11 See Wu Keying (2007:Chapter 2) for more discussion in this aspect. 
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attempted to record the core message of each divination; they did not repeat every detail 
of a divination event.  
 
 
2.5 The placement of the inscriptions 
 
For the divination context, another important fact to note is the placement of the 
inscriptions. The four parts of a divination context—the preface, the charge, the 
prognostication, and the verification—are not often placed all on the same side of a shell 
or a bone. The preface may be inscribed on the back of the shell, while the charges are 
inscribed on the front. Sometimes the preface and the charges were inscribed on the front 
but the prognostication and the verification were inscribed on the back. It is not unusual 
to see the prognostication and the verification on the front side with the preface and 
charges on the back.12 While the components of a divination context could be recorded 
in a variety of ways, one principle must always be obeyed: The divination inscriptions 
belonging to the same group have to be written beside or close to the cracks (on either the 
front or the back) that were made for the divination. (Fig 5; Fig 6)   
 
 
2.6 Set Divinations  
 
Another fact relevant to our purpose of understanding the Shang divinatory contexts is 
the case of set divinations (called chengtao buci -.�' , “set inscriptions” in Zhang 
Bingquan 1960). That is, in the texts of OBI, we would see some divination contexts 
consisting of a number of charges (mostly paired charges) with an ordered sequence of 
crack numbers referring to the divination with the same topic, done on the same day and 
by the same diviner (usually), as the one in the following examples (see next page):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(4) 

                                                      
12 See Hu Guangwei (1928), Dong Zuobin (1931), and Li Daliang (1972) for more discussion. 
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A divinatory context as this is called “set divination.” As mentioned early, the need to 
number the cracks was due to the case in which a divination result could not be reached 
from a single crack, and sometimes the divination would have to comprise several 
scorchings and crackings on different parts of the bone or shell. When the divination was 
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made repeatedly, the record of it would be also repeated on the bone and shell,13 and 
usually the subsequent occurrences appear in abbreviated form, as seen in the above 
example.14 
 
2.7 A reconstruction of the recording formula underlying the Shang divinatory 
contexts 
 
Our discussion above illustrates the two distinctive features of the Shang divinatory 
contexts: their composition structure is strikingly formulaic; they are not a reproduction 
of every detail of an actual divination, but an abbreviated record of the important 
information of an actual divinatory context.  
Specifically, the formulaic feature of the Shang divinatory contexts can be summarized as 
follows:  
(i) The structure of a divinatory context is formulaically organized into four 

components: the preface, the charge, the prognostication, and the verification. 
(ii)  A divinatory context may consist of a series of sub-contexts that refer to the same 

topic (i.e., the case of set divinations). The sub-contexts belonging to the same 
divination could either be inscribed together in the same plastron or different 
pieces of plastrons.  

(iii)  The charge component forms the core of a divination context. They are also 
strikingly formulaic. The overwhelming majority of charges come in the pattern 
of positive-negative pairs; less frequently they occur in the format of alternative 
charges. 

The abbreviated feature of the Shang divinatory contexts can be summarized as follows 
(i) Abbreviation usually involves the absence of the non-charge components such as 

the preface, the prognostication, and the verification; the prognostication and the 
verification were omitted in most cases. 

(ii)  The charge component, as the heart of a divination context, is obligatory 
recorded. However, charges can be abbreviated, either one member of a paired 
charges is inscribed in elliptical form, or in the case of alternative-type 
divinations, the later members of the charge sequence are often expressed in 
elliptical form.   

(iv) Abbreviation also appeared in the set divinations. In some cases, a set of cracks 
made in the same divination with ordering numbers was inscribed with only one 
set of inscriptions.      

 
The formulaic feature and the abbreviated forms of the recorded divinatory contexts 
imply that the divinatory contexts in OBI were recorded based on some underlying 
                                                      
13 The inscriptions belonging to the same set could be engraved into one plastron, as in the example given here, or 
different shells (this is the case called multiple-plastron sets), as seen in the set appeared in the plastrons collected in the 
Bingbian 12-21 (see Zhang Bingquan 1960). 
14 For more discussion on the abbreviated form of set divinations, see Wu Keying (2007: Chapter 2). 
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formulas, which we may reconstruct as follows. 
 
(i) Formula for paired divination set: 
 

a. {(Preface) + Positive Charge + Prognostication + (Verification)} 
b. {(Preface) + Negative Charge + Prognostication + (Verification)} x n 
  

We assume that all the paired divinatory contexts in OBI were derived from this formula, 
in which only the positive and negative charges are necessary, the rest of the other parts 
being optional. If n>1, it is the case of set divinations. 
As for the divination contexts with alternative charges, we can assume they were 
recorded based on the following formula. 
 
(ii)  Formula for alternative divination set: 
 
 {(Preface) + Charge […x…] + Prognostication + (Verification)} x n 
 
We assume that all the contexts with alternative charges in OBI were derived from this 
formula. In this formula, only the component Charge […x…] is obligatory, while the rest 
of the components are optional. […x…] means that the set of charges have the form of an 
open proposition in which x stands for a free variable that is assigned different values 
contextually. When n>1, it is the case of set divinations.   
We should note that not all the divinatory inscriptions in OBI apparently fit these two 
formulas. Such cases include the independent charges that do not have a positive or 
negative counterpart, as well as the independent charges that are not members of a set of 
alternative charges. We refer to them as “contextually ambiguous inscriptions,” since 
many of them are often found in the inscribed bones or shells that are fragments. To 
identify the set-relationship between the independent charges heavily relies on the effort 
to piece the scattered fragments back together.15 
The discussion in this section demonstrates that the Shang royal divination was a highly 
matured and standardized ritual system, making an impression of rationality and clarity. It 
was its rationality and clarity that made divination an authoritative process for the Shang 
rulers to make decisions for generating political power.     
 
3. The linguistic mechanism of the Shang divinatory speech 
 
3.1  Charges: the divinatory utterances   
                                                      
15 It is mentioned in Chang K.C. (1980: 38) that many efforts have been made or are being made to piece 

the fragments back together (e.g., H.H.Chou 1973; Tong Enzheng, Zhang Shengkai and Chen 

Jingchun1977). But more efforts are expected to make in this aspect. 
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Because the purpose of a divination is to seek for responses from supernatural being to 
questions whose answers are beyond the range of human knowledge, a divination act 
usually involves a verbal communication process. Like divinations in other cultures, the 
bone/shell divination in Shang also involved a verbal performance in which the diviner 
(or the king) interacted with divine power via the instrument of language. It is generally 
agreed that at the time of divination, the diviner charged sentences referring to the matter 
being concerned to the spirits, and Shang engravers recorded these sentences as the 
mingci (' , “charges” (see discussion in 2.4) in OBI. However, the linguistic form of 
those charges is quite debatable. Scholars still do not have agreement in the following 
questions: Was the diviner asking a question or making a statement when he performed 
talked the spirit, and in terms of linguistic form, the charges are interrogative sentences or 
declarative sentences? In what follows, we will explore these issues in details. 
 
3.2 Previous theories about the linguistic form of divinatory charges 
 
For years, scholars in the field have taken the view that charges are questions or 
interrogatives. Their arguments are as follows (e.g., Liu Tieyun 1903; Sun Yirang 1904; 
Luozhenyu 1910; Guo Moruo1933, Chen Mengjia 1956):16 
(i) Divination is an act of getting information about the future or resolving the doubts 

in one’s mind. Given that charges are the utterances intended to get information 
from the spirits, they must be interrogatives. 

(ii)  In OBI, a charge is generally introduced by the word zhen, , which is interpreted 
as “to ask by divining” in the first Chinese dictionary, Shuowenjiezi /�01 . It 
goes without saying the sentence introduced by zhen must be a question. 

 
This view has been accepted by scholars in the field for several decades until early 1970s 
when several western scholars working on OBI started to challenged it (Keightley 1972; 
Serruys 1974). According to them, divinatory charges are not questions but statements 
containing the will of the Shang kings. Their arguments are as follows: 
(i) The grammatical form of charge sentences does not differ from that of 

prognostication and verification. 
(ii)  The Shuowen interpretation of the word zhen as meaning “to ask by divining” 

only reflects the later development of this word. This meaning is not supported by 
the earlier classical texts in the Zhou 2 period (1050-221BC). In the earlier texts, 
zhen should be translated as “to regulate, or to rectify, to make correct,” rather 
than “to ask by divining.” 

 
Under the influence of Keightley (1972) and Serruys (1974) some scholars started to 

                                                      
16 For a detail review of different theories concerning the linguistic nature of the Shang divinatory charges, see 
Takashima (1988-89; 1989) and Wu Keying (2007: Chapter 1). 
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accept the statement theory in 1980s (e.g., Nivison 1982, Shaughnessy 1983 and 
Takashima 1989). 

 
Even though these scholars strongly advocate the statement theory and they have strong 
philological evidence and arguments to support their analysis of charges as “statements,” 
the question theory holders feel difficult to accept this view because it goes against the 
common intuition of what divination is. In their view, divination as an 
information-seeking act basically; one goes to divine because he has doubts in his mind, 
and if one has no doubt, why he has to go divining. If the purpose of divination is to 
clarify doubts, then how could one divine by making statements? To convince question 
theory holders, the statement theory holders put forward a new assumption about Shang 
divination, that is, divination in Shang was not necessarily an information-seeking act, 
but a kind of magic or pray in which the Shang rulers reported their will or intentions to 
the spirits with statements expressing what they wanted. But this understanding of Shang 
divination act was strongly rejected by the question theory school (e.g. Qiu Xigui 1988; 
Chen Weizhan 1994; Zhang Yujin 2002).  
 
Philologically, the statement theory holders cannot convince the question theory holders 
either. One reason for the statement school to doubt the question theory is that they 
consider that the question theory does not account for the apparently similarity between 
charges, prognostications, and verifications in grammatical structure. But the question 
theory holders do not consider this is a difficulty to take charges as questions, because in 
Chinese although sentence-final particles are means to mark questions, they do not need 
to be used all the time. Therefore, it is not uncommon to see that there is no formal 
distinction between a yes-no question and its declarative counterpart in writing form. 
Today, scholars in the field still cannot convince each other as to the question concerning 
the linguistic property of the Shang divinatory charges. They simply split into two 
schools: those who believe charges are questions and those who believe charges are 
statements. There are also a few scholars hold the view that not all charges are questions, 
and not all charges are statements (e.g., Qiu Xigui 1988).   
 
 
3.3 What does the question theory or the statement theory bear on our 
understanding on Shang political culture? 
 
Apparently the disagreement between the question theory and the statement theory is just 
a linguistic issue. However, it goes beyond linguistic issue and leads to two very different 
views about the Shang divination and Shang political culture. The question-school 
believes that charges are questions directed to the spirits in order to obtain answers from 
them. Accordingly, they hold that divination in Shang was an information-seeking 
process by which the Shang rulers intended to foretell the future or to discover the 
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reasons for the misfortunes that had already befallen Shang through consulting the spirits 
by applying the bone and shell pyromany. In other words, the kings divined to find out 
the will of their High God and their spiritual ancestors. With this assumption about the 
nature of Shang divination, scholars believe that the Shang rulers administered their 
political control by following the High God or their spiritual ancestors’ will, and they did 
not dare to make up their own minds, even about trivial matters.   
 
Maintaining the view that charges are statement theory, the statement theory holders 
advocate a very different understanding of the Shang divination and political culture. 
They argued divination in Shang was not an information-seek divination act, but a kind 
of magic or pray or forecast in which the rulers expressed their wishes, wills, or 
intentions to the spirits for their approval and thereby to achieve the goal of controlling 
the future, as stated in Keightley (1984) “divinatory charges are not interrogatives; they 
are assertive and impelling, informing the powers what the Shang were doing, what the 
Shang wanted, and attempting to ensure that the results would turn out as desired and 
forecast.”17 So it is possible to assume that a diviner or the king himself, may also have 
been trying to attract spiritual attention to a sacrificial ritual that was being undertaken 
concurrently with the “divination;” or validating a policy that had already been decided 
upon; or ritually “guaranteeing” a desired outcome for the future; or seeking a favourable 
response to an entreaty to a spirit.   
 
This understanding of the Shang divination and its function in politics aroused quite a stir 
among the scholars in early China field. Ever since Keightley’s seminal work of 1972, the 
linguistic form of the Shang divinatory charges has been placed in the forefront in the 
study of OBI. Scholars in the OBI field all view this issue as the most fundamental one in 
OBI study, as pointed out by Li Xueqin(1985): “The issue of whether or not the charges 
are questions touches on all aspects of Oracle-Bone interpretation.”  
 
 
3.4. A new analysis: Charges are neither questions nor statements but alternative 
propositions that provide possible answers to the questions being divined.  
 
3.4.1 The problems of both theories 
 
In my opinion, neither the question theory nor the Statement theories can offer a 
consistent account for the formulaic features of charge sentences. In particular, the 
question theory fails to answer the following questions: 
(i) Why charges as questions intended to get responses from the spirits, have to be 

given either in the format of “positive-negative paired questions”(i.e., the case of 
paired charges) or the format of a set of “parallel alternative questions” (i.e., the 

                                                      
17 See Keightley (1984:16). 
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case of alternative charges) or why they are set-dependent? 
(ii)  Why charges have to be given only in yes-no questions but not in content 

questions? Why content questions are not found in OBI? 
As for the statement theory, it has difficulty in explaining the following questions: 
(i) Why charges as statements expressing wishes, intents, or forecasts, have to be put 

forward in the format of “positive-negative paired statements,” or the format of a 
set of parallel alternative statements,” but not in statements that are not relevant to 
each other in grammatical structure or semantic meaning? Why they have to be 
given in set-related relation or why they are set-dependent?  

(ii)  Why, in many cases, a charge-pair includes an undesirable alternative, if charges 
are statements to seek the spirits’ agreement to the Shang’s requests? 

 
3.4.2 A linguistic approach: the semantic theory of questions 
 
I tackle this issue by a linguistic approach—the semantic theory of questions proposed in 
generative linguistics (Hamblin 1973, and its developed versions in Kattenen 1977 and 
Higginbotham 1996) to understand the relationship between questions and statements. In 
this theory, the meaning of a question is the set of its possible answers. Functionally, or 
pragmatically, a question sets up a choice situation between a set of propositions, namely 
those propositions that count as answers to it. In particular, a content question denotes a 
set of alternative propositions as its possible answers (e.g. a wh-question like Who did 
Mary see? denotes a set of alternative propositions such as Mary saw John, Mary saw 
Iran; Mary saw Sue…); a yes-no question denotes a set of propositions that consist of the 
questioned proposition and its negative counterpart (e.g., a question like Did Mary see 
John? denotes a set of opposed propositions: Mary saw John; Marydid not see John).  
 
Following this understanding of questions, I assume the logical process of a 
question-answer pair as follows: 
 
(i) The logical process of a content question-answer pair: 
(a) Presupposition         Mary saw someone. 
(b) Question                               Who did Mary see? 
(c) Open proposition                        Mary saw x.  
(d) A contextually restricted set of           
   alternative propositions                   Mary saw John. 
                                         Mary saw Bill. 
                                         Mary saw Sue. 
(e) Felicitous answer                         e.g., Mary saw Sue. 
 
The above diagram represents the logical process of a content question-answer pair. That 
is, to ask a question like “Who did Mary see?” implies the presupposition “Mary saw 
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someone.” This question invokes a request to assign a truth-value for the open 
proposition “Mary saw x” from a set of contextually restricted alternative propositions 
that counts as its possible answers. This leads to a selection of the felicitous answer from 
the set of possible answers.  
  
(ii)  The logical process of a yes-no question-answer pair: 
 
(a) Presupposition         Mary saw John. 
(b) Question                               Did Mary see John? 
(c) Open proposition                        Mary saw John.  
(d) A contextually restricted set of           
   alternative propositions                   Mary saw John. 
                                         Mary did not saw John. 
                                          
(e) Felicitous answer                         e.g., Mary saw John. 
  
This diagram represents the logical process of a yes-no question-answer pair. That is, to 
ask a question like “Did Mary see John?” implies the presupposition “Mary saw John.” 
And this question invokes a request to assign a truth-value for the questioned proposition 
“Mary saw John” from the set of binary propositions that are possible answers to it. This 
leads to select a felicitous answer from the set of possible answers.  
 
 
3.4.3 Proposed analyses  
 
With the above understanding of questions, I explored the formal patterns of the Shang 
divinatory charges and I find that the charge sequences in divinatory contexts have the 
same linguistic properties as the set of alternative propositions denoted by questions. 
As we mentioned earlier, the overwhelming majority of the charges were recorded in the 
following two ways: 

a) Positive-negative paired sentences; 
b) A group of positive sentences that are parallel to each other in 

grammatical structure, and are only different in one of 
corresponding element. 

Charges with these two patterns occurred in the divinatory contexts either in a full form 
or an abbreviated form based on the recording formulas reconstructed in 2.7. 
 
Therefore, I proposed linguistically Shang divinatory charges are neither questions nor 
statements, but sets of alternative answers which are contextually determined to the 
questions being divined. In terms of their syntactic structure, charges have the form of 
declarative sentences. But they cannot be taken as declarative sentences in semantic 
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property. Namely, pragmatically and semantically, they do not have truth-value as 
ordinary declarative sentences, but have question-like properties because they offer 
choices between alternative answers. In particular, paired charges are the binary answers 
to the yes-no questions being divined; alternative charges are possible answers to the 
content questions (or called question-word questions) being divined. This analysis can be 
applied to the examples given in the previous section. Below are more examples that 
illustrate the linguistic form of the Shang divinatory charges should be understood in this 
way. 
 
(i) Paired charges as possible answers to yes-no questions being divined: 
(5) 

 
 
In this simple paired divinatory context, the charges were formulated as a pair of positive 
and negative propositions. They are reminiscent of the set of binary answers denoted by a 
yes-no question, as proposed in Hamblin’s semantic theory of questions. In other words, 
the paired charges here can be viewed as the possible answers to the a question like “Will 
Ancestor Ding impede the king?”  What was concerned here was to find out whether or 
not Ancestor Ding would impede the king.  
 
The following example is a divinatory context that contains more than one pair of 
positive-negative charges. This is the case where the same divination was repeated 
several times (i.e. the case of set paired divinations). Here we see three pairs of charges 
were inscribed with the preface, though the crack numbers indicate that the divination 
was actually repeated at least five times (see discussion in 2.3 and 2.6 for the relation 
between cracks and inscribed inscriptions). As indicated by the crack sequence numbers, 
the cracks made in the first and second divinations were together inscribed with one pair 
of inscriptions, the crack made in the third divination was independently inscribed with 
one pair of inscriptions, and the cracks made in the fourth and fifth divinations were 
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together inscribed with one pair of inscriptions. 
 
(6)  
 

  

 
Under our analysis that a positive-negative charge pairs are the two possible answers to a 
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yes-no question being divined. All these three pairs of charges can be understood as the 
possible answers denoted by the same question, “Should I (the king) oppose the 
rong-ritual?” 
 
(ii) Alternative charges as possible answers to the content questions being divined. 
The less commonly seen charges pattern in Shang divinatory contexts is the type called 
alternative charges, as in the following example: 
(7) 

 
For charges occurring in this format, we analyse them as the sets of alternative 
propositions containing the possible answers to the content questions being divined. The 
formulation of this type of charges is governed by the semantic principle of content 
questions. That is, the semantics of content questions requires congruence between a 
content question and its answer: the content questioned by the question word must be 
answered with a word of the same category and in the same grammatical position as the 
question word. According to this linguistic principle and from the different values in the 
subject position, we infer the charges in this example the possible answers to a subject 
content question like “Who (which dead ancestor) is impeding the king?”  
 
In OBI, we see alternative charges formulated as the sets of possible answers to different 
kinds of underlying content questions. Below is an example in which the set of 
alternative charges are possible answers to an implicit direct object question:  
 
(8)    
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And below is an example shows that alternative charges are the possible answers to a 
content question about location: 
(9) 

 
Similar to the case of paired divinations, alternative-type divinations also involved the 
case of set-divinations. Namely, sometimes the content question being divined would 
have to be divined over and over again by forming possible answers repeatedly. 
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The above examples well test the validity of our analysis of Shang divinatory charges as 
sets of possible answers. We should point out here that the actual situation of divinatory 
contexts in OBI is far more complicated than the cases we present here. However, it is 
demonstrated in Wu Keying (2007: Chapter 4) that apparently complicated charges are in 
fact variants derived from the two basic patterns and charges from Period I inscriptions 
can be mostly analysed as sets of possible answers to the questions being divined.   
      
 
4. A new hypothesis about the Shang divination and the source of its authority  
 
The above discussion demonstrates how divinatory charges should be understood as the 
sets of alternative propositions of the possible answers denoted by the questions being 
divined, but not questions or statements as proposed in the previous studies.  This 
analysis of divinatory charges not only provides a consistent account for the distinct 
formulaic feature of the Shang charges, but also offers a linguistic support for the view 
that basic function of divination is to request information from the supreme spirits, and 
the Shang divination is also not exceptional in this aspect.  
 
The linguistic form /linguistic mechanism used in Shang divination indicates the way by 
which the Shang diviners realized the divinatory purpose of obtaining answers from 
supreme spirits is to frame the questions in the Shang kings’ mind as set of alternative 
propositions that constitute the possible answers and direct them to the spirits for a 
response. This analysis makes good sense if we consider that a spirit or a dead ancestor 
could not answer a question verbally, and so one way to obtain his response is to provide 
the alternative answers generated by the question through the linguistic mechanism of 
semantics of questions, and to assign each of the possible answers to a particular crack. It 
is through this intellectual mechanism that the Shang rulers obtained truthful answers 
from their dead ancestors and the High God as authoritative source to make decisions for 
their political control. 
 
The linguistic mechanism used in the Shang divining process indicates that Shang royal 
divinations were operated by an aleatory mechanism but not by a wilful way as a magic 
process. That is, the answers to an issue being considered arrived at in a way that was 
outside the diviners’ volitional control; the diviner or the king only provided the possible 
outcomes for the question being divined and linked a possible outcome with a crack that 
was believed to convey the oracle from the spirits. Even though it is arguable that the 
cracks or outcomes could be manipulated by the diviner (or the king himself) technically 
or linguistically, the linguistic device governing the divinatory ritual speech (i.e., charges) 
shows, as a form of political authority, the royal divinatory process was carried by an 
aleatory mechanism in which the answers arrived at are determined by something other 
than a volitional, human act. Admittedly, because the oracle cannot come in a direct sense 
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vocalize, it may leave some leeway for the diviner (or the king) to interpret the meaning 
of the crack or the outcome of the divination. But which outcomes are selected are in 
principle outside the diviner’s or the king’s volitional control. It is in this way that the 
authority of divination could be generated, for if every thing was determined by a wilful 
human act, the people in the culture will not believe divination and will not practice it 
either.     
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