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A Review of the First Person Pronouns
in the Oracle Bone Texts

Huang, Tianshu®

[ Abstract]

There have been many scholars who have studied the first person pronouns in
the oracle bone inscriptions, among which Chen Mengjia’s research may be
considered as the most profound one. This paper summarizes various types of
studies done by different scholars to offer a review. The following conclusions are
drawn. First, there are only three first person pronouns in the oracle bone
inscriptions, namely zhen, yu and wo. Zhen refers to “the king” (wang) in the
Divination of the King. However, in the Divination of Non-king, it refers to the
clan leader (zi), serving as the self-addressing of the respected. When “the king”
(wang) is addressed in the preface of the Divination of the King, the yu in the
charging statement refers to “the king” (wang). When “the diviner” (zhenren) is
addressed in the preface, the yu in the charging statement may refer to “the
diviner” (zhenren) or refer to “the king” (wang) , which still remains unclear and
worth for further research. In the Divination of Non-king, yu refers to the clan
leader (zi). Second, the three pronouns zhen, yu and wo differ in syntactic
functions. Zhen is able to serve as nominative and possessive cases, yet unable to
serve as accusative case; yu is able to serve as nominative and accusative cases,
yet unable to serve as possessive case; wo is able to fit into all the three cases.

Third, the three pronouns zhien, yu and wo differ in the usage of numbers

Professor, School of Literature, Capital Normal University, China.
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concerning singular or plural. Zhen and yu only serve as singular first person
pronouns. Wo mostly serves as the plural first person pronoun though it sometimes

serves as singular.

Keywords: Yin Dynasty ruins Oracle-bone inscriptions First-person pronoun

Review
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