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A Reflection on “Divinatory Conventions in Late Shang China”
and the Grammar of the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions
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Abstract

This paper questions Keightley’s claim that the divinatory conventions followed in the Diviner Li f&-Group charges
were different from those followed in the Diviner Bin % -Group charges. The paper relies in part on what may be
shown as an objective guideline, i.e., what is commonly referred to as “presupposition”, a supposition made prior to
any utterance or sentence. The paper also addresses the problem of gi H and the negatives used with or without it.
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1 Introduction!

It was an inspiring experience to have re-read Professor David N. Keightley’s monograph-length paper
entitled “Divinatory Conventions in Late Shang China: A Diachronic and Contextual Analysis of Oracle-
Bone Qi H and Related Issues” (in BCL 13.1; original ms. 236 pp. dated 19 July, 1995). I have learned much
from it. Due to various limitations, personal or otherwise, I cannot address all the different issues Keight-
ley (abbreviated hereinafter as “K”) deals with, but there are a few of them that may be worth scrutinizing
further.

First, K’s “thick description” and “thick analysis” of the relevant materials, scholarship, theoretical ori-
entations, and meticulous examination is very impressive. He has amassed a vast number of examples of
gi and related words from the corpus of the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions (OBI) available at the time
of writing. It demands a closer look at the way in which g/ and other related words and expressions are
used. His paper offers sharp observations and logical arguments which, when taken as a whole, present
the appearance of carefully crafted hypotheses about a few important issues related to the function and
meaning of gi. Their clarification ought to be the goal of all the analysts of OBI.

K’s analysis and arguments also seem to contain several weak points. The most important of these is
what we fear as misuse and application of some linguistic concepts, such as anaphora, reference, deixis,

1 This is a revised version of Takashima (1995), an unpublished paper.
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