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Wu Ding’s Fears: Royal Succession and Its
Transformation in the Middle-Late Shang
Dynasty, as Seen in the “Harm the Monarch”
Divinations

Tian, Guo-li*

Abstract

In oracle bone inscriptions from the Shang Dynasty, divination charges
containing the phrase “harm the monarch” occur with notable frequency.
Statistical analysis shows that these divinations are directed primarily toward
royal ancestors from Zu Yi to Fu Yi. During the middle Shang period,
succession generally followed a fraternal pattern—“the younger brother
succeeds the elder, and the throne then passes to the elder brother’s son.” Wu
Ding’s accession, however, constituted a major break with this tradition,
effectively excluding the descendants of earlier royal lines and his brothers
from succession. The prevalence of “harm the monarch” divinations may
therefore reflect the anxieties of Wu Ding and his diviners concerning the
legitimacy and stability of his rule. The traditional account of Emperor
Gaozong’s three years of silence may likewise preserve a memory of the
difficulties he faced early in his reign.

Furthermore, the temple name Zhong Zong appears prominently during
the reigns of Kang Ding and Wu Yi, when father-to-son succession had
become firmly established. Drawing on both transmitted and excavated
sources, this study argues that Zhong Zong refers to three earlier rulers—Tai
Wu, Zu Yi, and Wu Ding—who, despite prevailing fraternal succession
norms, transmitted the throne to their sons. It is therefore proposed that

Zhong Zong functioned as a retrospective honorific title bestowed by later

Associate Professor, Department of Classics, Sichuan University
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Shang rulers at a historical turning point, serving to legitimize the emerging

patrilineal system by invoking precedents from the past.

Keywords: Shang Dynasty, royal succession, Wu Ding, Zhong Zong
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