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Desire, Murder, and Revenge:

Excavating a Possible Period of Pre-Shang History
ZHANG Hanmo

(School of Chinese Classics, Renmin University of China)

Abstract: The names of the fourteen pre-Shang kings are listed in the Shiji, upon which the study
of pre-Shang history heavily relies, yet the trances of their actions are rarely recorded in it. The
study of pre-Shang history consequently suffers from such lack of information. The combination of
piecemeal information on the story of Wang Hai, He Bo., Shangjia Wei, the Youyi, and others seen
in some other transmitted texts, related oracle bone inscriptions, and the newly discovered Tsing-
hua collection of Warring States writings on bamboo strips, however, makes it possible for us to
further reconstruct this period of pre-Shang story. This study identifies the name Mian 3 often seen
in the oracle bone inscriptions the same as He /] appearing in the “Baoxun” piece of the Tsinghua
collection of Warring States writings and He Bo 71{A . one of the key figures in the abovementioned
pre-Shang story. This He Bo may have plotted with the king of Youyi of the time and Wang Heng
to murder Wang Hai, Heng’s elder brother and a pre-Shang king, and subsequently bribed Heng,
who succeeded to the throne after his brother’s death, forcing the latter to hand power to him and
make him king of the pre-Shang people. He Bo remained on the throne until later Shangjia Wei con-
trolled the Shang military power and forced him to abdicate. Nevertheless, He Bo and Wang Heng
remained on the list of pre-Shang rulers receiving sacrifice from later Shang kings because of their
roles as pre-Shang kings indispensable for the making of an ancestral chain to ensure uninterrupted
connection between the living king at one end and the Supreme Ruler at the other.

Key words: Pre-Shang history; Oracle bone inscriptions; The “Baoxun”; Wang Hai; He Bo;
Shangjia Wei
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