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On the Oracle Bone Character of Tu: A Study on the
Underclass Laborers in Society of Shang Dynasty

Chao Fulin

Abstract: There are two types of tu ({#) in oracle bone characters with difference in the arrangement of
components: the ones that look like ¥ which have tu () on top and zhi (]}-) on the bottom are interpreted
as tu (f#) without much controversy; while the other ones that look like £, £ , %, # which have zhi (I}) on top
and tu () on the bottom are often interpreted as wang ({f) in the past. Scholar Hu Houxuan (][ &) still made
the same interpretation, but have noticed the difference between these two types. Scholar Zhang Guiuang (5§
¥E3€) , however, pointed out that these two types of characters were actually two different characters, based on his
thorough study on the lines and inscription examples of the two characters. This conclusion had been proven nght
and Scholar Yao Xiaosui (##§2£#%) later further divided the latter character into two types, which led the study another
step forward. However, there is still unsolved question in their conclusions: if this character is interpreted as zhi ()
as they have proposed, then oftentimes the sentences are difficult to be understood in structure and meaning. About
this point, one typical example is that in oracle bone inscriptions, this character is seen to be used together with
zhi (#)|), and thus unreasonably forms a phrase with two verbs next to each other. Scholar Xigui Qiu once suggested
the component in this character that looks like a lump of soil should be interpreted as tu (-}+), instead of the left
half of zhi () which represents tools for giving punishment. In fact, this kind of character should be interpreted as
tu (i), which not only reasonably explains the shape of the character, but also makes more sense in understanding
the oracle bone inscriptions it is in. Concisely speaking, this character should be interpreted as tu ({i) with tu (-})
as a component and it is different from the first type of tu (f#) only in its arrangement of components. 58 examples
of this character are found in the oracle bone inscriptions so far, which is a relatively large increase in addition to
the previous 9 examples that were confirmed as tu ({#) with tu () on top and =hi (]}:) on the bottom. This new
interpretation is meaningful to the comprehension of this group of people of tu ({#) in Shang Dynasty. As is recorded
in the inscriptions, tu ({#) are the group of people whose main work is cutting grass, reflecting both the fact that Shang
rulers raised large amount of livestock to serve the purpose of making sacrifice and military use, and the fact that Shang
ruling class attached great importance to this. Inscriptions of this kind help people from later generations acquire a
better knowledge of these tu (i) people in Shang society: they lack personal freedom and are often under supervision
and restraint; Some of them might be owned by the Shang court, while others by some states ruled by other clans.
Whichever court they work for, they are indispensable laborers in the ruling of both Shang Kings and other clans.

Keywords: oracle bones; Shang Dynasty; tu ({i); the underclass
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