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A Deconstructive Approach to the Kingship
Myth in Ancient China

Jung Jae-seo”

Abstract

In this paper, I analyze the reality and mythological prototype of the kingship
myth in ancient China by focusing on the Yao-Shun(Z=#%) shanrang(i#l7#) myth,
the Gun—Yu(,F?J,—ﬁﬁ) succession myth and the Chengtang(5%15) making rain(wr|)
myth. This study reveals the facts to be violently at odds with these myths of
smooth transitions between ancient rulers. The results are as follows: First, the
purported abdication of rule by Yao for Shun is embellished by Confucian idealism
and Mohist reverence for the sages(rghj %¥). To the contrary, Shun usurped the throne
by force. Second, the Gun-Yu succession resembles the Oedipus myth resulting in
the murder of a father. Third, the Chengtang, though glamorized as sage kings, but
were probably, in reality, killed as a shaman king. These three results serve to free
the reader from a too smooth genealogical understanding of kingship succession in
China toward an interpretation which highlights the actual often violent
discontinuities between regimes. Moreover, results of my study make room for a
more comprehensive reading Chinese civilization, one synthesized from multiple
perspectives. The aforementioned results confirm the fact that Chinese myth not
only idealized but also sanitized regime-change in the case of pre-dynastic China.
The lead to the conclusion that the cultural lore in ancient China was designed to
conceal the violent even murderous features of its ruling class and this
myth-making mechanism was probably very important base determining the
character and pattern of Chinese myth.

Key words: Abdication, Violence, Neighboring Culture, Genealogy, Cultural
Mechanism.

Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, Ewha woman’s University
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