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Fig. 2 4-Section System.
(After Layard, p. 105)
F =Father M =Mother B =Brother  Si=Sister S =Son
D =Daughter  SiS=Sister’s Son MBD =Mother’s Brother’s Daughter
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Fig. 5. 4-Section System. Basic Structure.
(After Layard, p. 111)
A B

Fig. 6. 4-section System. Functional Diagram.
(After Layard, p. 115)
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Fig. 7 8-section System. Structural Diagram.
(After Layard, p. 117)
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Fig. 8. 8-section System. Functional Diagram.
(After Layard, p. 118)
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Fig. 9 6-section System. Structural Diagram.
(After Layard, p. 120)
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Fig. 10. 6-section System. Functional Diagram.
(After Layard, p. 121)
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Fig. 11. 10-section System. Structural Diagram.
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Fig. 12. 10-section System. Functional Diagram.
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AN INTERPRETATION ON THE KINSHIP SYSTEM OF
THE ROYAL HOUSE OF THE SHANG DYNASTY

(SUMMARY)

PIN-HSIUNG LIU

The posthumous names of the Shang kings, characterized by the adoption of the
ten Heavenly Stems, are traditionally interpreted as being derived from the date of
birth, of death, of seniority among siblings or in succession to the throne, or by
divination.

Recently a new and original interpretation has been presented by K.C. Chang,
who observes that the royal genealogy of the Shang Dynasty seems to indicate a
trend of identity in alternate generations. According to his hypothesis the royal
house of the ruling clan of the Shang was probably subdivided into no fewer than
ten lineages, and the kinship system was formulated as follows: (1) the kingship
alternated between two palitically prominent lineages or between their respectively
affiliated lineages; (2) the royal marriages were characterized by a patrisib endogamy
in the manner of patrilateral cross-cousin marriage; and (3) the throne was handed
down from maternal uncles to sororial nephews in two generations, or from grand-
fathers to grandsons in three generations (Chang 1964: 50).

In this paper, based on K.C. Chang’s new hypothesis that the ten Heavenly Stems
represent ten lineages, the possibility of the existence of a 10-section system as the
kinship system of the royal house is discussed. By examining the principle of the
double descent system through the analysis of the 4-, 6-, and 8-section systems held
by Radcliffe-Brown and Layard, constructional and functional diagrams of the presumed
10-section system are presented. It is characteristically formed of five patrilineal
descent groups which, crossing with the two matrilineal moieties, produce ten marriage
sections forming the 10-section system. In this case, the rule was bilateral cross-cousin
marriage between a man (or woman) and his (or her) second cousins once removed.

The combinations of the ten Heavenly Stems in the five patrilineal descent groups
are presumably Chia-Yi, Ping-Ting, Wu-Chi, Keng-Hsin, and Jen-Kuei; the two matri-
lineal moieties Chia-Ping-Wu-Keng-Jen and Yi-Ting-Chi-Hsin-Kuei. = According to
this new theory the roval genealogy of the Shang Dynasty is rearranged in a table
from which the following significant meanings of certain prefixes or distinguishing
characters of the posthumous names come to light: (1) Shang, meaning top, head or
upper, is an appellation used for the Primogenitor; (2) Ta or great, is used for
Founder of the Dynasty and the first king (exclusive of the Founder) of each
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patrilineal descent group; (3) Hsiao, small or minor, is used for those kings who
have no successors in their branches, or for the last of one branch; (4) Wai or
outside is used for a king who has no other successor in his section; and (5) Chung
or middle is used: a) in those sections which contain Ta or great and no Hsiao or
small and b) as the middle one of a section with only three rulers.



