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Abstract: This article focuses on the Shang dynasty yi sacrifice as recorded in inscription 228 of the
Huadong oracle bone corpus. It argues that the term “auspicious ox” (ji niu) refers to a sacred animal that
was specially raised and prepared for offering to the spirits after a favorable divination, referred to in
transmitted texts as xiang niu. The term “yi” conveys the sense of simplicity or lack of lavishness and stands
in contrast to “shuai,” which denotes abundance and prosperity. Thus, the expression “auspicious ox used for
yi” indicates that not all auspicious oxen were employed in the yi sacrifice, but only a portion of them,
making the rite comparatively restrained when contrasted with cases in which all were used. The phrases “all
auspicious oxen used for yi” and “auspicious oxen used for yi” form a paired divinatory inquiry, the core
concern of which is whether the auspicious oxen designated for sacrifice were damaged and whether they
could all be used in the ritual. Through analysis of this oracle bone inscription, the study demonstrates that
the Shang dynasty yi sacrifice consisted of two ritual stages, first honoring the spirits (shi), followed by
honoring yi.
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