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Revisiting Shang and Zhou Succession Practices Based on Unearthed Documents

Huang Guohui

Abstract: The inheritance system of the Shang and Zhou dynasties constitutes a significant aspect in the history of
their familial institutions. The aristocratic family succession system reflected in the “ancestral genealogy inscription”
demonstrates greater stability and representativeness compared to the Shang royal succession practices. Before the
establishment of the primogeniture system, the Shang dynasty likely implemented divination rituals concerning “royal
heirs” (Yu Zi). The essence of these oracle bone inscriptions of “Yu Zi” was to establish political identity recognition
within the clan structure. In Zhou dynasty succession practices, the preferential rights of the “uterine brothers”
primarily observed before their elder brother’s formal ascension. However, this privilege later faced challenges from the
emerging practice of designating “legitimate grandsons” during the Spring and Autumn period. While there is no
evidence of “legitimate grandson designation” in the patrilineal succession practices of the Shang and Western Zhou
periods, this practice gradually gained acceptance as the clan system evolved during the Spring and Autumn period,
ultimately becoming an integral component of Zhou dynasty patrilineal succession institutions.

Key words: the Shang and Zhou dynasties; inheritance system; ancestral genealogy inscription; royal heirs oracle
bones; legitimate grandsons
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