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PREFACE 

My intention in writing this book has been to Jay out in a straightfor­
ward and comprehensible way the facts as I see them surrounding the origin 
and formation of the Chinese script in . the second half of the second mil­
lennium B.C., and of its reformation and standardization in the eh'in-Han 
era a thousand years later. In doing this I hope to dispel some of the wide­
spread myths and misconceptions about the nature of Chinese characters 
and to restore a degree of common sense and clear-headed sobriety to our 
understanding of the form and function of Chinese writing. 

I am able to say "restore" rather than the more presumptuous "intro­
duce" thanks to the past work of two eminent scholars. Peter S. Du Ponceau 
(1760-1844) and Peter A. Boodberg (1903-1972). More than a century and 
a half ago Du Ponceau, then President of the American Philosophical Sociw 
ety in Philadelphia, set fonh an eloquently expressed and clearly reasoned 
"dissertation" on the Chinese system of writing wherein he showed that 
claims about the exotic, even bizarre, nature of the Chinese script, and its 
ostensible "ideographic" basis, are naive and untenable, and that Chinese 
writing, like writing everywhere, is simply a graphic device for representing 
speech (Du Ponceau 1838). Almost exactly a hundred years later Peter A. 
Boodberg reiterated the same fundamental thesis, taking as his point of 
departure the proposition that the Chinese in devising their writing system 
followed the same general principles that governed the origin and early evow 
lution of all other known forms of writing in the ancient world (Soodberg 
1937). 

Much of the theoretical underpinning of what I present in this monow 
graph, especially in pan I, is directly traceable to the work of these two 
scholars. I was privileged to have spent virtually the whole of my "Berkeley 
in the 'sixties" decade as a student. both undergraduate and graduate, with 
Professor Boodberg, and I freely and gladly acknowledge the extent to 
which my work here is an outgrowth of that association. 

The actual drafting and writing of this study was largely a "Seattle in the 
'eighties" undertaking. and like the Chinese writing system itself, had a first 
formation and, some years later, a subsequent reformation. When these 
ideas were finding their first written expression. I was very fortunate to have 
had Ms. (now Dr.) Yumiko F. Blanford (Fukushima Yumiko mBbElJ""',],') as 
my graduate student. Ms. Blanford took great interest in the work, and 
spent many hours of many days discussing, scrutinizing, and criticizing each 
section as it came roughly written from my desk. Many of the ideas here 
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viii Preface 

have taken shape as a result of those exchanges, often as a direct conse­
quence of her suggestions and advice, including numerous cases where she 
saw the correct phonetic explanation for an odd graphic structure more 
quickly and more confidently than [ did. When the time came for the refor­
mation of the work, late in the 'eighties, it was again my very good fortune 
to have had another talented and dedicated graduate student, Ms. Laura E. 
Hess, who took a sustained interest, again with great enthusiasm and under­
standing, in the project. and who helped me rethink the material and revise 
the presentation in every respect from simple matters of wording and punc­
tuation to major considerations of fact and interpretation. Were it not for 
these two associates the present study would be very much more wanting 
than it is. I have. of course, exercised my occasionally hyocephalic tenden­
cies in the face of good advice, and so neither Ms. Blanford nor Ms. Hess 
bears any responsibility for the errors, confusions, and misinterpre tations 
that may show up here and there. 

Many others have helped and advised me in the long course of writing 
and rewriting this work. As anyone who has forged a book out of an assem­
bly (or disassembly) of papers, notes, jottings, presentations, and other as­
sorted written bric-a-brac, rather than just writing from start to finish in a 
straight line, well knows, the sources of inspiration, advice, and constructive 
criticism, crucial and valuable as they are, become obscured by the twistings 
and turnings that the endeavor takes as it proceeds along its path toward a 
finished work. But the value of this obscured help is always preserved and 
reflected in the shape of the final product, even if explicit recall of those 
innumerable instances of welcome aid is . not 'possible. So, to all of the 
unnamed students, colleagues, teachers, mentors, critics, and friends (not 
mumally exclusive categories, no matter taken in what combination) [ 
hereby acknowledge a deeply felt and genuinely held debt of gratitude, in 
full recognition that the merits of this work, whatever they may be, are 
much the greater thanks to that help. 

Some names, of course, have not disappeared from memory, and a good 
measure of advice and criticism, often of the most detailed, scholarly, and 
substantial kind, can, I am happy to say, be credited to individual names 
and faces. [ cannot begin to enumerate or specify the particular points on 
which each of the following people has helped me; I can only say that the 
contributions of each have been substantial, welcome, and sincerely appre­
ciated. Those who read part or all of various drafts, or who discussed parts 
of it with me viva voce, responding with a wealth of thoughtful comments 
and suggestions, include Larry DeVries, David N. Keightley, Li Ling, Roy 
Andrew Miller, Jerry Norman, Qiu Xigui, Richard Salomon, Barbara Sands, 
Paul L-M. Serruys, Michael Shapiro, Edward L. Shaughnessy, Ken Taka­
shima, and Norman Yoffee. In addition Robert W. Bagley not only taught 
me much about Shang bronzes, inscriptions and otherwise, but took the 
time to read, and mark with a fine stylist'S hand, several hundred pages of 
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my inelegant prose, thus sparing me and the reader both many infelicities 
and awkwardnesses. Paul W. Kroll, East Asia editor of the Journal of the Ameri­
can Oriental Society, and editor of East Asian contributions to the American 
Oriental series, has been patient and tireless in the production of this 
monograph. Not the least of his efforts has been the computer-generated 
printing of ,many of the Chinese characters that appear herein. Stuart Aque 
has helped me immeasurably with the computer constructing and generat­
ing of a number of the rest of the Chinese characters, particularly the 
anomalous ones; and Ding Xiang Warner has been of great assistance in 
preparing the corrected page proofs. Finally, Judith Magee Boltz put the 
full force of her considerable scholarly abilities into helping me work 
through many problems of understanding and presentation, at every stage 
of the work, never failing to encourage me on in the endeavor. To all of 
these individuals-friends, teachers, students, colleagues, and co-conspira­
tors alike-I express my deep gratitude. 

The University of Washington Graduate School honored me in 1985 as 
an Arts & Humanities Research Professor, giving me one term free of teach­
ing, to work exclusively on this book, and then granted me a sizeable sub­
vention to assist in this publication. The China Program of the Jackson 
School of International Studies, under the Directorship of Nicholas R. 
Lardy, also granted me an equally sizeable subvention to assist in publica­
tion. I am very grateful to both. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1838 Peter S. Du Ponceal:l. then Presiden t of the American Philosophical 
Society in Philadelphia. introduced his own study of the Chinese writing system 
in this way: 

I endeavour to prove, by the following dissertation, that the Chinese char· 
acters represent the wordJ of the Chinese language, and ideas only through 
them. The letters of our alphabet separately represent sounds to which no 
meaning is attached, and are therefore only the elements of our graphic sys. 
tern; but, when combined toge ther in groups, they represent the words of o ur 
languages, and those words represent or recall ideas to the mind of the 
readeT. I contend that the Chinese characters, though formed of differen t 
elements, do no more, and that they represem ideas no otherwise than as 
connected with the words in which language has clothed them, and therefore 
that they are connected with sounds, not indeed as the lellers of our alphabet 
separately taken, but as the groups formed by them when joined together in 
the fonn of words. (Du Ponceau 1838: xi-xii.) 

Du Ponceau found himself, in the 1830s, first a hesitant skeptic, later a 
confirmed opponent, of the then, as now, popularly held notion that the 
Chinese language was written with a so·called "ideographic" script, a script 
that was looked upon as unrelated to the spoken language, and that instead 
was thought to register and convey meaning directly through some imag­
ined appeal to the eye and mind without any recourse to words or sounds. I 
He recognized that where users of Western alphabets are accustomed to as· 
sociating a single graph, i.e., a le tter, with an individual sound, the Chinese 
associated single graphs, i.e., characters, with whole words. Chinese charac· 
teis are thus the functional equivalent of those groups of Western letters we 
combine into unit sequences that stand, by and large, for words. 

An important corollary to the mistaken perception of Chinese charac· 
lers as ideographs was the equally misleading belief that because they were 
thought not to be bound to speech, but only to ideas, i.e., meaning, the 
characters thus constituted a writing system that could be read by people 
who had no knowledge of the Chinese language. In proof of this somewhat 
improbable claim, advocates pointed to the fact that Chinese characters 
were used readily by Koreans, Japanese, and Indochinese (called in Du Pon­
ceau's time, and in his book. Cochinchinese), none of whom necessarily had 
any knowledge of the Chinese language. and by speakers of a great many 
mutually unintelligible Chinese dialects. 

I For a discussion of Du Ponceau's place in American linguistics in -general, and of his 
work in areas other than the Chinese script, see Andresen 1990: 97-104 et passim. 
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4 The Origin and Early DeueWpmmt of the Chinese Writing System 

This confusion still exists today, and stems from a basic misunderstan4-
jog of the significance of the fact that Chinese characters stand for words 
rather Lhan for individual sounds.2 Bear in mind that a word is a spoken 
thing; to refer to the written representation of a word as a "word" is a con­
venience, but is not precise. Inasmuch as words, by definition, have not only 
sound, b:ul also meaning. so Chinese characters, which stand for words. 
therefore also always carry a meaning as well. Like any other orthography, 
Chinese characters may be borrowed to write the words of another lan­
guage. But uniike alphabets, when Chinese characters are borrowed, the 
borrowing is typically at the level of the word, which includes meaning, not 
at the level of the individual sound. Because of this it may appear that the 
m eaning of the character has been transferred along with the grnph, espe­
cially when the sound of the word in the borrowing language is different 
from the sound of the word in Chinese. In fact the character has simply 
been used La write the word in the second language that already has the 
same meaning lhal the character originally had in Chinese, and there is no 

2 See below, p . 18. The earliest European expression of this view of Chinese characters 
that I know of is found in Francis Bacon 's Tiu Advancement of Uaming. Book II , section XVI, 
dating from 1605: 

And we understand further. that it is the use of China, and the kingdoms of the 
High Levant, to write in characters rcal. which express neither lellers no r words in 
gross, but things or notio ns; insomuch as countries and provinces, which understand 
no t one another's language. can nevertheless read o ne another's writings. because the 
characters are accepted more generally than the languages do extend ... Uo hnston 
1974, 131). 

David Mungello suggests that the source of Bacon 's information may have been Juan 
Conza1es de Mendoza's Historitl . .. tkl gran Reyno tk la. China, published in the last decades of 
the sixteenth century, and widely available shortly thereafter in England and on the continent 
(Mu ngello 1985: 184). 

Baco n is confused about two points. First, while the characters do not, of course, Mexpress 
letters," they do express words, and second, while people of different ~countries and provinces~ 
may be able to read individual characters, even though the ir languages are not mutually com­
prehensible, they cannot in fact Mread one another's writings," since reading o ne another's 
writings presupposes knowing the languages, not just the meanings of isolated words written 
with individua1 characten. 

By "characters real" he seems to mean that he thought of Chinese graphs. not as arbitrary 
signs o r marks for sounds like the letters of European scripts, but having a direct, non-arbitral)' 
re latio n to "things or notions" independe nt of any Linguistic mediation. It was this perceived 
non-arbitrariness, this "rea1ness, " of the script. that thrust Chinese to the forefront of consid­
e ration in the seventeenth-century search for a lingua universalis, capturing the attention of 
such figures as Fr. AthanaSius Kircher and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. See Mungcllo 1985. 
ch. Vl , "Proto·Sinology and the Seventeenth-Centul)' European ~arch for a Universal Lan­
guage, " et passim. 

The tenacious hold that this (mis)perception of the nature of the Chinese script has en­
joyed ever since is to a considerable extent, I suspect, due to the impo rtance that was placed 
on it in this highly intellectual and philosophical seventeenth-century milieu. 
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actual transfer of anything other than the graphic element itself. The trans­
fer is based on a matching of meaning in the original language with mean­
ing in the recipient language, but the meaning itself is not borrowed. While 
it is true that the Korean, Japanese, or Indochinese reader does not need 
to know Chinese to be able to read the Chinese character, he does need to 
knoW" what. word in his own language the character has been borrowed to 
write. And his apprehension of a meaning when he sees that character is 
based on his knowledge of what word it represents in his own language. and 
of the meaning of that word, not on anything inherent in the character 
apart from that representation. 

This use of Chinese characters, as Du Ponceau realized. is no different 
from the use of Arabic numerals, e.g., I, 2, 3, .. . in most European writing 
systems. The graph, or character, we write (3), for example, may be read three 
if we are reading in English, or tres ifin Spanish, or drei, or tre, or trois, or even 
san or mi if we are reading in Japanese, or any number of other ways depend­
ing on what language the character is being read in.3 In the last instance the 
graph stands for two different, but fundamentally synonymous, words in the 
same language. Each such graph, be it an Arabic numeral or a Chinese char­
acter, stands for a word; the fact that the word may be different in pronun­
ciation from language to language, or even within a single language, is 
irrelevant to the nature of its written form in any particular instance. 

It certainly does not follow from the in itself rather unexceptional fact 
that the same graphic sign may stand for the same word in a variety of differ­
ent languages, that the graph, be it a Chinese character or an Arabic nu­
meral, stands for an idea. Such graphs stand for words, in any number of 
languages perhaps, but words all the same. The fact that the Japanese or Ko­
reans chose to write their words largely, and in origin exclusively. with graphs 
borrowed from a different and linguistically unrelated source rather than de­
vising a writing system of their own ex nihilo, whatever it may imply of histori­
calor cultural interest. says n othing about the graphic rendering of ideas 
directly, something that contin~es to lie outside the province of writing. 

Even the most ardent advocates of the ideographic nature of Chinese 
characters use the word "read" when they speak of what it is a speaker of one 
language or another does vis-a.-vis Chinese characters. But what does it mean 
to "read" a graph if not to give that graph a semantic and a phonetic inter­
pretation? In other words Chinese characters as read by a Japanese or Ko­
rean speaker bear exactly the re lation to the words of that speaker-reader's 
language that Arabic numerals bear to the words for numbers in Western 
(and other) languages. i.e., they represent words. Du Ponceau called such 

3 Sharp angle brackets, viz. , ( and ), will be used to set off characters, letters, or other 
marks when we "are referring to the graph itself, as opposed to the sounds or words for which 
the graph in question may stand. Thus, (3) means 'the graph 3', as opposed to the number 
or word 'three', or any other word that this graph might represent. 
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graphs lexigraphs; we now more commonly call them logographs, bUllhe terms 
are equally precise. About ideographs he observed: ..... an ideographic sys-
tem o f writing is a creature of the imagination, and . .. cannot possibly exist 
concurrently with a language of audible sounds" (Du Ponceau 1838: xxiv). 

The important point to recognize is that inasmuch as words are an inte­
gral pan of language, and hence of speech , logographs, whether o f the 
Arabic numeral type or the Chinese ch aracter type, represent elements of 
language, and constitute a means for the direct representation of speech, 
just as sureJy as do le tters of a Western alphabetic notation. The difference 
is one of level. Chinese characters and Arabic numerals, as well as a host of 
other graphs used in various forms of writing, e.g., the graph Q in the con­
text "I Q Brooklyn," represent speech at the level o f the word; le tters do so 
a t the level of the individual sound. 

Il is also common, of course, for writing systems to represent speech at a 
level intermediate between that o f the individual sound, and of the word . 
Such writing would be syllabic, the syllable being that intermediate phonetic 
e ntity. In theory the size or level of the linguistic unit that is represented by 
the e lements of a writing system is wholly arb itrary. That is to say, a given 
graph may stand for a single sound (or more pro perly, for a single morpho­
pho n eme). as grosso modo most letters do in an alphabetic script, o r for a syl­
labic, as in syllabaries of the modern Japanese kind, or for whole words. A 
graph tha t stands for a syllable is called a syUabograPh, and o ne that stands 
for a word is, as we have said, a logograph, or, less commo nly, a lexigraph. 
There is no reason in principle why a single graph could not represent even 
an entire phrase, should the speakers and writers of a language find it desir­
able and useful to devise such graphs. An example of such a graph might be 
the sign (%) standing fo r the phrase per cent, or the arithmetic sign (+) 

standing for the phrase divided by, as in 22 ... 11 = 2. In practice single graphs 
standing for units of speech at a level higher than that of the word are not 
common . 

Du Ponceau expresses the three-way distinction as follows: 

. . . Chinese characters represent the words of the language, and are in­
tended to awaken the remembrance of them in the mind, they are not there­
fore independent of sounds, for words are sounds. It makes no difference 
whether those sounds are simple and elementary, as those which our letters 
represent, or whether they are compounded from two or th ree of those ele­
ments into a syllable. There are syllabic alphabets, like that of the San~crit 
and other languages. and it has never been contended that they do '.lot repre­
sent sounds. And it makes no difference that the Chinese syl1ables are also 
words, for that does not make them lose their character of sounds. BUl, on ac­
count of this difference, I would not call the Chinese characters a syUahic, but 
a logographic system of writing. 

This being the case, it seems necessarily to follow, th~t as the Chinese 
characters are in direct connexion with the Chinese spoken words, they can 
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only be read and understood. by those who are familiar wilh the oral Ian· 
guage. (Ou Ponceau 1838: 1lO, emphasis original) 

Du Ponceau's conclusion, that Chinese characters (when used to wrile 
Chinese, and not another language) can only be read by someone "familiar 
with the or.u language," stands, when seen in this light, as a reasonable and 
unremarkable observation. But in fact we still find respectable expressions 
of the mistaken conviction that Chinese characters are somehow unre lated 
to lan guage. For example, in a flyer pre pared as exhibition notes to accom· 
pany the display of various kinds of writing in the British Museum we are 
told that Chinese writing is a "concept script," and that "as a concept script, 
Chinese does not depend on the spo ken word; it can be read without re­
gard '0, or even a knowledge of, 'he spoken language" (Gaur 1984: 2).4 

To sec how untenable this claim really is we need only to conside r the 
implications of such a possibility. If a knowledge of the spoken language is 
not a prerequisite to the ability to read Chinese characters, then all of us, 
irrespective of any training in Chinese, ought to be able to read the char­
acters of this "concept script." This is a hypothesis easily tested. Here is a 
Chinese charac ter, perfectly common and in everyday use from the Classical 
period down to the present: !iJ!; here is another: fl'ff; and three more: 
1li¥~;Z . If the hypothesis is true, and these characte rs stand for meanings 
or concepts directly. without the intervention of the medium of language, 
then anyone should be able to read them. regardless of his or he r knowl­
edge of the Chinese language. That no one who does not already know Chi­
nese can read them is, of course, trivially obvious and suggests that there is 
something seriously amiss with the description of Chinese writing as a "con ­
cept script" and the implied coronary claim of a "universal readabili ty" for 
its characters. 

Advocates of the concept-script premise, undaunted, might insist that 
nothing is really wrong with their claim, rather that we have misrepresented 
the test, and that Japanese or Koreans, for example, could read these cha r­
acters without any knowledge of the Chinese language. And so they could. 
But when they do, they are reading them in their own Japanese or Korean 
language. And even then they are reading a string of five isolated words. If 
they happen to know the meaning of these five characters taken together as 
a single sentence, it is eithe r because they have learned something of the Chi­
nese language, or because the who le pattern has been borrowed into the ir 
language as an ossified and syntactically unanalyzable unit with its original 
Chinese meaning intact. In any of these cases the Japanese or Korean readers 
are having recourse to a linguistic entity that correlates Japanese or Korean 

-4 The same point is made in virtually the same words in Gaur 1985: 80. Nothing in this 
fuller scholarly treatment is offered to make the claim any more palatable than it is in the 
exhibition notes, designed as they were fo r popular consumption. 
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words with these characters, and meanings only in association with those 
words. This means no more than that these characters are used to write cer­
tain words in Japanese or Korean, having been borrowed from China at some 
point in the Chinese Middle Ages for just this purpose. It has nothing to do 
with concepts, as reflected in a script or otherwise. 

A second possible argument that might be invoked to save the claim that 
Chinese characters can be read without regard to the spoken language is 
that this is not a fair test because we have written the characters here in 
their modern form and thus the original pictographic basis from which 
their meanings would have been apprehensible directly has been lost. Were 
we to write them. the argument would go, in their earliest graphic shape. 
they would be readable without any necessary knowledge of the Chinese 
language. By this version of the claim. Chinese writing is apparently a "con· 
cept script" only in its original form, not in any later fonn. This is also em­
pirically testable. at least to a degree. While we cannot know how a person 
from the late second millennium B.C. might react to any of these characters 
when presented with them in their second millennium B.C. graphic guise, 
we can write them that way for ourselves. and ask to what extent they seem 
to convey meaning directly as pictographs, without regard to any knowledge 
of the Chinese language. 

In their earliest known graphic forms the five characters that we cited 
above appear as ~, "Ii , 1-, ~, and ~ (Kao 1980: 50, 4, 494, 230, 89). My sus­
picion is that these forms, no less than the standard ones first given, are in· 
comprehensible to anyone who knows nothing of the Chinese language. 
and that there is no direct pictographic conveyance of meaning here that 
could conceivably justify the claims of the concept·script advocates. What· 
ever validity that notion may have in other contexts, it does not pertain to 
Chinese characters, modern or ancient. In fact, it cannot pertain to any 
kind of writing system, as we shall show, because it denies the relation be· 
tween writing and language, i.e., between script and speech. Writing is, in 
its turn, a spoken thing. The claim that it is possible to read, i.e., to under· 
stand, a script while at the same time denying that one, must know, i.e., 
understand, the language that the script is used to write. is inherently contra· 
dictory. The notion of any kind of a script as independent of language 
seems on the face of it to be a sheer impossibility, and yet this is an explicit 
claim of the "concept-script" advocates. The British Museum flyer contrasts 
"concept script" with "phonetic script," which is described as having the 
"disadvantage" of being dependent on language (Gaur 1984: 2, emphasis 
added). This, it is suggested, means that "ideas must first be translated into 
the sounds of a particular language and these sounds must then be made 
visible in the form of conventionalized signs" (ibid.). And then when we 
want to read this phonetic script we must reverse the process; "these signs 
must again be re·translated back into the sounds of the [same] language 
and from there back into the original idea" (ibid.). 
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Leaving aside the rather formidable assumptions about the relation be­
tween thought and language that this statement entails. we need simply to 
point out that the ·only part of this description that has to do with the writ~ 
ing and reading of a "phonetic script" is the half dealing with making the 
sounds "visible in the form of conventionalized signs" (= writing). and re­
translating these signs "back into sounds" (= reading). We would add fur~ 
ther that th~se two parts of the statement are as true of the Chinese script as 
they are of any other; each Chinese character is in fact a conventionalized 
sign that makes a certain combination of sounds. usually a word (more tech­
nically. a murp~). visible. and. when read, it is re-translated into that com­
bination of sounds, which then is understood as having an associated 
meaning. The point that seems to have led to confusion, and to the unten­
able distinction between a concept script and a phonetic one, is the simple 
fact that Chinese characters render sounds visible a whole word at a time, 
whereas alphabets (the stereotypical phonetic script) do it, grosso modo, 
sound by individual sound.5 

• • • 
There are two senses in which one can speak of the origin and develop~ 

ment of writing. For want of better labels I shall call these the material and 
the linguistic. The former refers to the origin and history of a script seen as 
a physical object, where attention is focused on the script's outward appear­
ance. This would include consideration of the patterns of evolution of the 
script's shape, how those shapes were affected by the kinds of materials avail­
able for writing. what methods were used in the physical act of writing, and 
consideration of the artistic qualities of the various graphic forms. The time 
and external circumstances of a script's first appearance, and the changing 
context of its use, would also constitute an important part of the material 
history of writing. All of these considerations taken together, combined with 
numerous other ancillary aspects of the history of writing and of an individ~ 
ual script, I see as the script'S "outward" or "external" history, and by calling 
it "material n I mean to imply that its study is of a script as a tangible entity, 
the origin and development of which can be traced from the evidence of 

5 Not all recent publications that mention Chinese writing ~~tuate this misconcep­
tion. Geoffrey Sampson explicitly warns against it: ~ ... Chinese writing comes no closer than 
English or any other to 'signifying thoughts directly,' or to expressing 'things' rather than 
'words.' Chinese script is thoroughly glouographic: it symbolizes units of a particular spoken 
language, namely the Chine5e language. with all its quirk! and illogicalities" (Sampson 1985: 
149). Sampson goes on to give three sr.raightfotward linguistic indications to demonstrate 
this claim. The first is that synonyms in Chinese , being different words, are writte n with 
different characters, in spite of the fact that the "things" or "ideas" that they sland for are the 
same. The second has to do with the writing of morphemically complex words like English 
buttercup, the third with the way in which the writing reproduces the grammar of the lan­
guage as well as the meaning of the words. All of these suggest that the Chinese script is 
strictly an instrument to write the Chinese language, and not something independent of it. 
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physical objects and artifacts. This approach to the study of writing is often 
closely allied with archaeological and art historical research. 

In contrast to the external history of a script we may speak of a script's 
"internal" history; this is what I have referred to as the linguistic history of a 
script. By this I mean an account of the origin and evolution of a script seen 
in terms of its relation to language, i.e., how the script is structured and op­
erates in its primary function as a graphic representation of speech. 

The material history of writing is-largely an empirical thing; we can ob­
serve the data as physical objects and draw various conclusions from our 
observations. In the linguistic history of a script. by contrast, there is a 
theoretical dimension that is absent in the other. The study of the relation 
between script and language calls for the identification of the principles 
that govern this relation, and thus involves the theory of writing. Techni­
cally such a theoretical study should be called grammatonomy. More com­
monly, it is called graphemics. 

Of these two different kinds of histories of writing, the one I shall be 
concerned with in the present work is the second, the "internal," or "lin­
guistic" history, i.e., what we might call the grammatonomic history of Chinese 
writing. There is, of course, no absolute divide between the two, and consid­
erations of a script's material history will often have a direct bearing on its 
development in the linguistic or grammatonomic sphere. I have tried to 
take such aspects of the material history of Chinese writing into consider­
ation whenever it seems called for. But this study is not primarlly one of the 
external history of Chinese characters; for that we now have the excellent 
recent monograph by Professor Qiu Xigui of Peking University (Qiu 1988). 
Rather the present work is concerned with the internal structure and evolu­
tion of the Chinese writing system, and with the principles that governed its 
evolution. As a consequence of this approach, there is here relatively little 
appeal to the archaic forms of the characters-bone or bronze graphs, for 
example-in contrast to their modern standard (k'ai shu ~.) forms. Nor 
have I been concerned with the techniques and procedures for deciphering 
unknown Shang or Western Chou characters and inscriptions. Important as 
this is, it is an undertaking distinct from, the grammatonomic history of the 
writing system. We can hope, of course, that the understanding, we might 
achieve of the principles of the Chinese script will serve {he cause of deci­
pherment, but decipherment itself is not a part of the present study. 

Writing arose, as far as we know, ex nihilo only three times in old-world 
antiquity: in Egypt, in Mesopotamia, and in China, and once In the new 
world, viz .• the Mayan script of Mesoamerica.6 Scholars have, of course, 
speculated on the possibility that the invention of writing in one or more of 
these locales was influenced either directly or indirectly by its invention in 

6 I have deliberately left the still undeciphered Indus Valley script out of consideration, 
and have not included Mayan hieroglyphic writing from the pre-Columbian New World in 
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another. There is no persuasive evidence to support such speculations. 
Writing seems to have arisen in Egypt and Mesopotamia at about the same 
time, in the mid- or late fourth millennium s.c., and in China not until the 
middle of the second millennium B.C. at the earliest. The near simultaneity, 
as weB as geographical proximity, of the appearance of writing in Egypt and 
Mesopotamia has, not surprisingly, led to considerable speculation about 
the likelihood of influence one way or the other, but there is no indication 
of actual borrowing in either direction. Near Eastern scholars allow only for 
the possibility, seen by some as a probability, that the notion or idea of wril­
ing might have taken rool in Egypt as a result of Sumerian influence, with­
out any actual borrowing of graphs or system (Ray 1986: 309-10; Fischer 
1989: 61-62). Ironically, the very fact that China is so remote from the Near 
East, and that writing did not appear there until so many centuries late r, · 
has led to the same kind of speculation, to wit, that writing in China was the 

subsequent discussions. If we were to include Mayan in the comparative part o f this study, it 
would fit the general pattern that seems to account for the invention and development of 
writing very closely. 

Until recently the slandard work on Mayan hieroglyphic writing was Tho mpson 1971. 
Thompson did not always recognize the script as a rigorously phonetic represe ntation of a 
real language , and found himself increasingly at odds with younger scholars over this point. 
The first portions of his chapter on the principles of glyphic writing, for example, are given 
over largely to considerdtions of grAphic structure and composition, physical arrangeme nt 
of texts, and the aesthetic qualities o f the characters, with o nly indirect attention to the way 
in which the script reflects the Mayan language (Thompson 1971 : 36-65). Following the 
lead o f ¥urij Knorozov, Thompson's main opponent in regard to the phonetic nature of 
Mayan hieroglyphs, scholars now take it for granted in their research that the writing is fun­
damenr2Hya pho netically based script. See JUSleson and Campbell 1984, and the review by 
Victo ria R. Bricker 1986, and Houston 1988, which has a vel)' full b ibliography of pertinent 
scholarship. For a brief, but vel)' inte resting description of one particular line o f research 
see Morell 1986, writing on the work of David Stuart. For a brief summary in the popular 
press of the mOst recent work see Blakeslee 1989. 

Of the pre-war generation of scholars who worked on the decipherment of the Mayan 
hieroglyphs, perhaps the must forceful advocate o f the strictly phonetic nature of the script 
was the fampus American linguist Benjamin Lee Wharf. though his contribution to the de­
cipherment of specific h ieroglyphs may have been less substantial than that of fu ll-time 
Mayanists (see Kelley 1962: 14-15). In a paper read before the May. 1940, meeting of the 
Eighth American Scientific Congress, Sec tion o n Anthropo logical Sciences, in Washingto n , 
D.C., Wharf inveighed against the stifling and sterile argument of whether Mayan hie ro­
glyphs should be called ideographic o r phonetic. He recognized that this supposed distinc­
tion is, in the context o f writing, entirely vacuous, something that few, if any, of his 
contemporaries saw with equal clarity: ~From a configurative linguistic standpoin t there is 
no difference [betwee n ' ideograph ic' and 'phonetic']. ' Ideographic' is an example of the 
so-called mentalistic terminology. which tells us nothing fro m a linguistic point of view. No 
kind of writing, no matter how crude or primitive, symbolizes ideas divorced from linguistic 
forms of expressio n .... All writing systems, including the Chinese, symbolize simply linguis­
tic ulterances~ (Who rf 1941 : 483). 
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result of slow, long·distance stimulus-diffusion from the Near Eastern cra­
dle of Western civilization. 

Chinese historians and archaeologists rightly condemn such conjectures 
as wholly unfounded, pointing out that there is little indication of such con­
tact or influe nce. They also sometimes maintain that finds of neolithic pot­
tery fragmt;nts bearing a variety of simple scratches and stroke marks on 
their sulfaces, and dating from as early as 4800 B.C., suggest that writing in 
China is actually much older than has traditionally been assumed on the 
evidence of Shang bone and bronze texts. Advocates of this claim have let 
their enthusiasm run unchecked, and seem to have suspended their cau­
tious and critical judgment. [ will argue in chapter 2 that whatever the 
significance or function of those early neolithic marks might have been, 
they were not. except possibly for the very particular case of late Ta wen 
k'ou "* t}! 0 pictographs, related in any direct or substantive way to the 
origin of the Chinese script we know from Shang times on. 

The approach I have taken in presenting the origin and history of the 
Chinese writing system is, in a deliberately limited way, comparative. The 
reason for this is that hypotheses about certain aspects of the development 
of writing in China become more plausible than they othclWise might ap­
pear when we discover that similar processes seem to have been at work in 
the evolution of writing in both Egypt and Mesopotamia. The comparison 
suggests that we can say with a fair degree of confidence that when writing 
arose in China it foHowed pari passu the same pattern of development in its 
formative stages as in both Egypt and Mesopotamia. This was clearly not the 
result of cross-cultural influences, much less of chance, but rather that the 
principles governing the origin and early evolution of writing in all three 
ancient societies-Egypt, Mesopotamia, and China-were fundamentally 
the same. In other words, in the development of their writing the Chinese 
did not follow "some mysterious esoteric principles that set them apart from 
the rest of the human race," as P. A. Boodberg already counseled us half a 
century ago (Soodberg 1937: 331), but invented writing according to what 
look like general, I am tempted to say universal, principles and patterns. 

The brief notes in Morell (] 986: 55) and even more the discussion in 
Campbell (1984: 11-16) suggest that the origin and development of Mayan 
hieroglyphic writing followed the same principles we can identify as govern­
ing the evolution of writing in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and China. Campbell 
(1984: 12) summarizes the stages as follows: (a) true writing emerges with 
logographic signs; (b) the ,first step toward "phonetidsm," that is, phonetic 
flexibility in the use of graphs, is "rebus" writing, or what we may call 
"punning"; (c) phonetic complements, i.e. , determinatives, arise; and (d) 
logographs come to be used for their sound value alone, i.e., they are "dese­
manticized." This, in a nutshell , is the early history of all known WTiting sys­
tems, and it is particularly satisfying to see now that Mayan writing confonns 
to this general pattern so closely. ]fwe wish to claim this pattern as universal, 
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the evidence from Mayan will not stand in the way. (Note that the fourth stage, 
that of desemanticizauon, demands special attention in the case of Chinese, 
and in fact chapt~r 5 infra deals with the question of why this never came 
about fully in China.) Recognition of the possible universality of these prin­
ciples gives us a firm basis for the eventual development of a sound gram­
matonomic theory, that is, a theory of writing. 

In. the present work, apart from the preliminary discussion in chapter I, 
the possibility of a general theory of writing is only touched on in passing, 
and more by implication than by explicit statement. My purpose is instead 
to describe the nature and internal structure of the Chinese script from the 
time of its invention in the middle of the Shang age down to the period of 
its sl3.ndardization in the Han, and to dispel some of the misconceptions 
that have long surrounded it. I have divided the discussion of this span of 
roughly a millennium and a half into two parts: (I) the origin and early de­
velopment of the script in the Shang, which I have called the Shang Forma­
tion, and (II) the regularization and standardization of the script in the 
Ch'in-Han period. which I call &.he Ch'in-Han Reformation. With the dis­
covery and availability in the last twenty years of a considerable body of pre­
Han and early Han manuscripts we can see more clearly than heretofore 
the exact nature of the pre-Han, non-standardized. script, and assess more 
accurately the effects of the Han standardization. This in turn enables us to 
identify previously unknown features of the "reformation." 

The two parts of this study differ from each other in one fundamental 
respect. Part I is an effort to present an objective, scientifically factual ac­
count of the origin and development of Chinese writing in. the Shang 
period, based on direct scrutiny and analysis of the characters themselves. 
Part n. by contrast, forms itself around a consideration of how, in the Ch'in­
Han era a millennium later, the Chinese perception of writing and its rela­
tion to language, quite apart from the actual structure and history of either, 
shaped the subsequent history of the Chinese script. Part I is, then, essen­
tially culturally neutral; detached, we might say, from a concern with other 
a~pects of Chinese civilization. Part II in contrast deals with a central part of 
the early cultural and intellectual history of imperial China, taking as its 
starting point the traditional Chinese world-view and the place of Chinese 
writing in it. It ends with a suggestion that the subjective perception of lan­
guage and script, and of the relation between the two that characte rized 
Chinese thinking in the Ch'in-Han period was as much responsible for the 
fact that the script remained logographic and did not move in the direc tion 
of an a1phabet as any purely linguistic factors might have been. 

These two parts, taken as a unit, account for the whole of the linguistic 
history, in the sense defined above, of the origin and early development of 
the Chinese writing system. Except for the very curious, but also very ob­
scure, emergence of what appear to be localized non-standard varieties of 
pre-Han Chinese writing-as seen, for example, in the characters of the 
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Ch'u silk manuscript-the period between about 1000 B.C. and 200 B.C. did 
not witness any fundamental change in the principles Lhat governed the 
structure of the script or its operation .7 There was, of course, considerable 
change in the outward appearance of the characters, in the inventory of 
frequently used graphs, and in other aspects of what we referred to as the 
external. or material, history of the script. But these did not affect the inter­
nal, theoretical history of Chinese writing in any significant way. 

When we come to the eh'in-Han period the principles governing the 
structure and operation of the script begin to show at least a potential for 
significant change. In the third and second centuries B.C. the Chinese seem 
to have begun to perceive their writing system in a way that, had it actually 
fulfi lled its potential, would have likely entailed the widespread use of a few 
common graphs to stand not for syllables inherently associated with specific 
meanings. but for fundamentally asemantic syllables that could repre­
sent whatever meaning, i.e., word. was caJled for in a particular context. 
The eventual result of such a development might well have been a syllabary, 
perhaps even ultimately an alphabet. This did not, of course, happen; nor 
was it a real possibility at any later time, even in the face of the powerful 
influence of Western alphabetic traditions. This means that insofar as we 
are concerned with the internal, linguistic, and theoretical history of the 
Chinese writing system, there are only two crucial periods, what I have 
called the Shang Formation on the one hand and the Ch'in-Han Reforma­
tion on the other. Although separated by a gap of nearly a millennium, 
these two periods are equally important to a full account of the history of 
the script. This is why the present work is divided into two parts, one deal­
ing with the first formation of the script, the second with its reformation, or 
rather the reaffirmation of that original formation , a thousand years later. 

Because writing of any kind is no more and no less than a graphic rep­
resentation of speech (this definition will be discussed formally in chapter 
I), to study its nature and history we must often have recourse to the 
speech, that is, to the language, that the writing writes. In the case of Chi­
nese characters at the time of their invention, that language was the lan­
guage of the Shang people, i.e., what we may call Shang Chinese, or Early 
Archaic Chinese. For the writing system of the eh'in-Han period the lan­
guage was, obviously, a form of Chinese about a thousand years removed 
from the Shang. and this we might caB Late Archaic Chinese. Ideally we 
should have a knowledge of the phonetic structure of both of these periods 
of Chinese, and couch our remarks about the script, and how it represents 
the language, accordingly. But in fact the study of Chinese historicallinguis­
tics had not yet reached the point were we can say with any specificity what 
the phonetic structure of Shang Chinese was. Even for the language of the 

7 On the Ch'u silk manuscript see Jao 1958, Hayashi 1972, Ts'ai 1972, Barnard 1972. 
1972-73. Ch 'en 1984. and Li 1985. 
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Han we still face many unresolved problems and unanswered questions of 
considerable moment. Linguists have so far generally had to satisfy them­
selves with reconstructing a single form of pre-Han Chinese, called typically 
Old Chinese (abbreviated OC), and have then had to accept the shaky cor­
ollary that this will do for all periods of pre-Han linguistic history. 

Currently we might say that there are available four distinct and to some 
extent. competing reconstructions of the phonetic structure of Old Chinese. 
The earliest of these, and the o ne most accessible to non-linguists. is that of 
the late Bernhard Karlgren. codified in his dictionary-format work titled 
Gmmmata &rica Recen.sa (1957; hereafter abbreviated GSR). The only other 
reconstruction that h as been described completely enough and systemati­
cally enough in published form to allow relatively easy use is that of Li Fang­
kuei (1971. 1976). The other two, both of which deserv~ serious attention, 
are that of E. G. Pulleyblank (l973a, 1977-78, 1982, 1984a) and that pro­
posed jointly by Nicholas C. Bodman and William H. Baxter III (Bodman 
1980, Baxter 1980). Neither of these last two reconstructions is yet fully 
enough developed in available publications to be useable fOT our purposes 
here. I have therefore chosen to use Li Fang-kuei 's reconstruction despite 
the fact that in some respects his proposals are conservative and artificial. 
There are two respects in which I have modified Li's reconstruction 
throughout: (i) when in my opinion the evidence calls for a consonant chis­
ter in a certain word different from that which Li reconstructs, I have not 
hesitated to diverge from him; and (ii) I have uniformly reconstructed the 
Old Chinese source of the Middle Chinese departing tone (ch 'u sheng ~. ) 
as final -s rather than final _h.B 

8 Raxter 's reconstruction of Old Chinese is now. a t page proof lime (summe r. 1993), 
aV'diJable in a formidable, and richly informative volume. See William H. Baxter , A Jlandboolt 
of Old Chimse Phonology. Berlin & New York: Mouton de Cruyter, 1992. 



1. WRITING IN GENERAL 

DEFINITION OF WRJTING 

All works on writing and wrltmg systems, whether general or scriptp 
specific. contemporary or historically slanted, must face the same issue at 
the outset: how to define writing. In confronting this problem not a few au­
thors find themselves initially proposing descriptions of writing that involve 
two things, visual signs and the act of communication. They then try to 
forge a formal definition of writing by specifying a precise relation between 
these two elements. 

Given that we perceive writing as in some sense the visual counterpart to 
speech, and we recognize the function of speech to be chiefly the com­
munication of ideas, we quite naturaHY 'associate the visible forms that con­
stitute writing with the communication of ideas. Thus we end up with a 
relational analogy of the following sort: writing is to visual communication 
as language is to oral communication. 

If we accept this analogy-writing: visual communication :: language: 
oral communication-we are forced to admit as writing any and all visual 
signs or marks that convey meaning, e.g., the skull and crossbones on a bot­
tle of medicine, the cigarette with a cirde around it and a heavy bar 
through it on the wall of a public room, the red cross on the side of an am­
bulance, and so forth, Yet if we admit all such visual signs as writing we end 
up with a definition of writing that goes well beyond our original intuitive 
sense that writing is somehow the visual counterpart to speech. 

If, on the other hand, we recognize that when we say "the purpose of 
writing is to communicate ideas" what we real1y mean is that "the function 
of writing is precisely to communicate what is communicated by the speech 
iliat the writing represents," we restrict the scope of writing to those visual 
signs the meaning of which is mediated by language. In other words, the 
communication aspect of writing is .only an adjunct to the fact that the writ­
ing stands for language, and it is the language that is the mechanism for the 
communication of ideas. The skull and crossbones is, to be sure, a visual 
sign that communicates a very specific meaning. But in that act of cqmmu­
nication there is no un~mbiguous and automatic linguistic value necessarily 
associated with the visual sign, The same picture of the skull and crossbones 
could be "read" variously as 'poison,' 'poisonous: 'hazardous,' 'pirate,' or 
even 'sku)) and crossbones.'1 Because of this linguistic ~riability, the skull 

1 I have appropriated the Mskull and crossbones" example from Y. R Chao (1968: 101). 
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,'and crossbones graph is an example of the communication of an idea di­
rectly rather than one governed or mediated by language. On this basis we 
would deny it the status of writing. To do otherwise leads to chaos: we would 
have to admit as writing every image. painting. graphic symbol or icon that 
evoked a meaningful association in the mind of the beholder. 

We may thus define writing very simply as the graphic representation of 
speech; and. a writing system. then. as any graphic means for the systematic 
representation of speech. Like all definitions. this definition expresses a 
judgment. It would be possible. of course, to define writing differently. as, 
for example, any visual sign or mark that conveys or communicates meaning 
irrespective of its relation to language. In my judgment such a definition 
does not clarify the nature or history of what we intuitively think of as writ­
ing any better than a definition that restricts writing to those graphic signs 
that have a direct representational relation to language. The broader, and 
less precise, definition in fact complicates the issue considerably, because it 
introduces numerous considerations that are not pertinent to the kind of 
writing that represents speech, i.e., to writing in the narrower sense-and 
this. as we said above, leads to chaos. Certainly for our purposes here, if not 
in general, nothing is gained, and much is lost, by Laking what I would call 
a non-linguistic view of writing. 2 

The communication aspect of writing is, by the above definition, sec­
ondary, existing only as an automatic consequence of the fact that the 
speech that the writing represents serves to communicate meaning. More~ 
over, whether or not an individual sign in a writing system communicates 
meaning depends on the level at which that sign represents language. Let­
ters of an alphabet, for example, do not typically carry meaning, only 
sound, because in most languages written with alphabets most individual 
sounds do not have any associated meanings. In English the letters n, e, g, I. 
s, h, for example, normally stand only for sounds. and do not communicate 
a meaning in isolation (except as the names for those respective lelters, of 
course). The letters i and a, in contrast, stand for sounds and in some cases 

2 This definition matches the sense that Saussure seems to express when he says "[a] 
language and its written form constitute two separate systems of signs. The sale reason for 
the existence or the latter is to represent that former" (Saussure 1983: 24). Even though Sau­
ssure says "language," i.e., langue, not "speech" (parole) in this pas!lage (see Engler 1989: 
66b), it seems likely mat he was rererring to "spoken language" or "spoken utterances,ft not 
to langue in the more abstract sensc (see Vachek 1973; 10). This in tum allows ror an under­
standing or "speech" and ""writing" as two comparable but independent realizations (or rep­
resentations, or manirestations) or language, the first auditory, the second visual. 

Such an understanding would give to WTiting a status different rrom the one I have al· 
lowed in the definition adopted in this chapter, and rrom the one Saussure would likely 
have countenanced. While the theoretical implications or this different understanding or 
writing are not without interest. I am not convinced that they are essential to an understand­
ing or writing proper. and in any case they seem to me not to impinge significantly on the 
developmental and evolutionary matters that I shall be dealing with here . 
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(for i , only when \'ITitten I) for words, i.e., they may carry meaning. But to be 
considered writing they need not communicate meaning. only sound. The 
communication of ideas in writing is, as we have said, entirely a function of 
the fact that the writing represents speech. 

It is just this misunderstanding about the way in which writing conveys 
meaning that is responsible for much of the widespread confusion about 
the nature of Chinese characters. Because Chinese characters for the most 
part represent speech at the level of the word, or at least of the morpheme, 
not at the level of the individual sound as our letters generally do; and be­
cause words, or morphemes, have meanings. Chinese characters are inevita­
bly associated with meanings as well as with sounds in a way that the graphs 
of Western alphabetical systems are normally not. But the association with 
meaning. i.e .• the communication aspect of the characters, exists only as a 
consequence of the association with sound, that is, with words of a lan~ 
guage, or what we may call simply "speech ... 3 What has often happened is 
that academic analysts and casual critics alike have emphasized the link be­
tween character and meaning at the expense of the primary and essential 
link between character and sound. 

All languages have both words and morphemes, the former consisting of 
one or more of the latter, and the latter typically defined as the smallest 
meaningful element of a language. Because of the characteristically mono­
syllabic and isolating structure of Chinese, especially at the pre~modern 
stage, it is not misleading to speak of Chinese morphemes as tantamount to 
words, and to think of the word itself as the smallest entity of the language 
that has both a sound and a meaning.4 

For any word we can identify two aspects: sound and meaning. Whether 
these two aspects exist separately and independently of a word is not a 
linguistic question but a philosophical one, on a par with the question of 
whether "whiteness" and "horseness" exist as separate entities apart from the 
white horse that we can see, smell , touch, and ride, and we need not. fortu­
nately, answer that question here. For our purposes it is sufficient to recog­
nize these two aspects of any word. I shall adopt a slightly modified version 
of Boodberg's terminology and conventions, and call the "sound" compo­
nent or aspect of a word its phonetic aspect, and when necessary abbreviate 
this with the upper-case letter P. Similarly, I shall call the meaning of a word 
its semantic aspect, and abbreviate this with the letter S (see Boodberg 1937: 
331-33). Every word has these two aspects by definition, irrespective of 
whether or not it has· a written form. 

Writing, as we have said, consists of visual signs or marks, though not all 
visual signs or marks qualify as writing. A single visual sign or mark we have 

~ See Sampson 1985: 149 (cited in nole 4 of the Introduction infra) . . 
4 On the much debated question of the monosyllabic nature of Chinese and its implica­

tions for the writing system, see Boltz 1989: A-3ff, and note 6 there. 
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, called a graph. This we can abbreviate as G. We can treat pronunciation and 
meaning. i.e., phonetic value and semantic value. as distinctive features of 
graphs, regardless ,of whether a particular graph is writing or not. The rela­
tion between a' graph and these two features of "sound" (P) and "meaning" 
(S), can be anyone of the following, the "plus" sign (+) indicating that the 
feature in question is associated with the graph, the "minus" sign (-), indi­
cating that it is not: 

(I) G 
(2) G 
(3) G 
(4) G 

[-P, -S] 
[-P, +S] 
[+P, +S] 
[+P, -S] 

Type (I) graphs, with neither an associated pronunciation nor meaning. 
are merely idiosyncratic or random marks or drawings, and have no bearing 
on writing. Type (2), on the other hand. with no established pronunciation, 
but carrying a recognized meaning, are ,exactly like the skuH and crossbones 
sign or the red cross on the side of an ambulance. They are visual signs that 
communicate meaning but because they have no automatic and unambigu­
ous relation to language, i.e ., because they are [-P1, they are, by definition , 
not writing. 

The essential and indispensable feature that must be present for a graph 
or system of graphs to qualify as writing is phonetic representation. That is, 
writing must represent speech. This means that it must be [+P]. In Trager's , 
terms, writing is defined as "any conventional system of marks or drawings 
. .. that represents the utterances ofa language as such " (Trager 1974: 377). 
As early as 1933 Bloomfield had already explicitly stated that writing must 
bear a "fixed relation" to linguistic form (Bloomfield 1933: 283). And more 
recently Serruys has defined the graphs of true writing as necessarily "inte~ 

grated in a system," and "resulting in a visual representation of a language" 
(Serruys 1982: 455). 

When a writing system arises that utilizes a single graph to represent a 
single word. as is the case with Chinese characters, that graph is type (3), 
[ + P, +S] . But the graph stands for the meaning of the word only by virtue of 
standing for the sound of the word in question. Consider, for example, the 
English word 'eight' . At the linguistic level , that is, at the primary and fun­
damental level oflanguage proper, this word has lwO aspects, the phonetic, 
[eyt] , and the semantic, the meaning 'eight' as the number between seven 
and nine. At the graphic level, that of writing, which is entirely secondary 
and derivative, that is to say. which cannot exist except in relation to the 
primary linguistic level, we can represent this word with the character (8). 

The relation of the graph (8) to lhe word 'eight' can be diagrammed sche­
matically thus: 
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graphic level: 
(secondary, derivative) 

linguistic level: 
(primary, fundamental) 

<S} 

6 
I[eyt], 'eight'/ 

In general, we may depict the relation between a single graph standing for a 
single word like this: 

graph: 

word: IP S I 

Chinese characters stand in relation to the words of the Chinese lan­
guage as the graph (8) does to the English word 'eight' , that is, characters 
are graphs each of which represents a whole word. When the relation 
signified by the right-hand leg of the above triangle is over-emphasized to 
the point of ignoring or suppressing the left-hand leg. the graph is miscon­
strued as standing only for meaning. But no such writing system exists, nor 
is it obvious that such a writing system could exist. Certainly such a graph 
would not count as writing by our definition above. since the suppression of 
the left-hand leg, representing the phonetic aspect, divorces the graph from 
the realm of language proper. Any graph that purports to represent mean­
ing alone has ipso facto no relation to speech, nor by extension to language, 
and whatever it may be, it cannot be writing. The popular notion that Chi­
nese characters are ideographic. by which it is presumably meant that they 
stand for meanings or ideas alone, apart from any direct connection with 
language or speech, stems from the simple failure to recognize that the 
characters represent words in both the phone tic and the semantic aspect, 
not just the semantic alone. and that those two aspects are inseparable inso­
far as their representation in the writing system is concerned. 

It is possible, of course. consciously to separate these two aspects of a 
word. and to use the graph G with either the original P or the original S re­
placed by a new P or a new S. We could, for example. perfectly well use the 
graph (8) in the sentence "Dolores 8 three tacos for breakfast ... • which can 
be read by any literate speaker of English without the least difficulty in spite 
of the fact that the graphic representation of the verb is non-standard. What 
such a usage of the graph (8) shows is that the link between the graph and 
the semantic aspect of the original word, schematically the G-S leg of the 
G-P-S triangle. has been suppressed as a result of severing the bond be­
tween the pronunciation and the meaning in the word 'eight'. favoring the 
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.Iink between the graph and the pronunciation alone. But notice that at the 
same time a new meaning has been introduced, viz., the meaning 'eat; past 
tense', now bO\:md . to the phonetic value [eyt] by virtue of the context in 
which the graph was used. The graph <8> still stands for a word, but now the 
word is 'ate', pronounced [eyt], with the meaning of 'eat; past tense'. The 
G-P-S triangle remains intact; the original link between (8) and the mean­
ing 'eight' , the G-S leg of the triangle, has merely been replaced by a new 
link between the same G and a different S. The replacement is possible only 
because this usage of the graph (8) preserves the original graphic-phonetic 
link, the G-P leg, intact in its pristine form. 

Conversely, it is possible to use the graph (8) in a way that allows some 
variation in the link between graph and phonetic value, while preserving 
the graph-meaning link intact, for example in writing 8vo or 80 where the 
(S} now stands for [okta] or [oktav], phonetically distinct from [eyt], but se­
mantically identical. In this case, as with (8) standing for the word 'ate', one 
aspect of the word that the graph writes may change, as long as the other as­
pect maintains its original value. Such a usage does not in any way make the 
graph (8) an ideograph standing for something vaguely described as "the 
idea of eight," or "eightness. It What it means is that a writing system based 
on a set of graphs standing for words allows either the G-S M the G-P link be­
tween graph and word to vary as long as the other one remains constant. 
This is a simple expedient for building flexibiJicy into the writing system in 
order to take the fullest possible advantage of the inventory of graphs. The 
historical evidence of Sumerian cuneiform, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and Chi­
nese characters shows that this kind of flexibility was exploited fully in the 
formation of all three of those scripts. This is discussed in detail in chapters 
2 and 3. 

If we use the graph (8) in the sentence "Dolores often tries to cre-8 new 
taco recipes," again there is little, if any, difficulty knowing how to read the 
intended word. But now the graph (8) stands only for a single syllable which 
has no meaning of its own. In this usage (8) is no longer a logograph, be­
cause it no longer represents a word. The semantic aspect has been elimi­
nated with the result that the graph preserves a relation only with a syllabic 
sound; it is thus simply G-P, where P, the phonetic value, is a syllable. The 
utilization of what were in origin logographs in this way. standing only for a 
syllabic sound with no associated meaning, is properly called desemanliciza­
lion because the original semantic aspect has ceased to be a factor in the 
graph's usage. 

[n the development of writing systems desemanticization of graphs is a 
natural and unremarkable phenomenon, and can be seen to have operated 
widely in the evolution of writing in Egypt and Mesopotamia alike. It is, 
moreover, just such desemanticization that opened the door for the fur­
ther adaptation of graphs to stand for single consonantal sounds, and the 
eventual crystallization of alphabets in the West. Why this pattern was not 
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followed in China as it was in the ancient Near East will be considered at 
some length in chapter 5. 

FORERUNNERS Of WRITING 

The definition of writing that we have proposed above makes it easy to 
distinguish between actual writing and what are often called "forerunners" 
or "precursors" of writing. Those signs or marks oul of which we perceive a 
writing system to have emerged are themselves examples of writing proper 
only if they represent speech at some level, i.e., only if they are [+ P] in the 
terms of our suggested set of distinctive features for graphs. If they do not 
represent speech, and are therefore [-Pl, they do not qualify as writing. At 
the same time, some [-P] graphs, which are usually also [+S]. may be seen 
as having an evolutionary or developmental relation to graphs that we do 
recognize as writing, and these are legitimately called forerunners or precur. 
SOTS of writing. 

Gelb defines "forerunner" writing as "all the various [graphic] devices 
by which man first attempted to convey his thoughts and feelings," and des· 
ignates it by the technical term semasiography (Gelb 1952: 190-91). It be­
comes dear from his subsequent discussion that he means by this term 
graphic devices that are in some way direct representations of the intended 
meaning without having any phonetic substance or basis, and so do not 
stand in any precise or unambiguous relation to specific sounds or words. 
These are entirely non·phonetic marks or graphs, functioning as aides mne­
moniques or aides mimoires, relying either on realistic depictions or on con­
ventionally accepted arbitrary semantic associations to evoke the intended 
meaning. Because the former type, that is, efforts at realistic depictions, are 
more frequently recognizable than simple geometric shapes or marks with 
arbitrarily established meanings, forerunners of writing are often presumed 
to have been pictographic or iconographic. 

Examples of this kind of forerunner would include the cave and rock 
drawings found in paleolithic and neolithic sites in many places around the 
world. Such drawings typically depict hunting scenes, mounted pursuits of 
wild animals, performances of rites and ceremonies, as well as other similar 
activities. Sometimes multiple drawings form a series of scenes which seem 
to illustrate a progression of events, and these multiscene sequences too can 
sometimes be classed as forerunners of writing. At the same time we may 
find extraordinarily elaborate individual drawings with intrici\te details, 
each detail presumably representing a specific part of the message to be 
conveyed by the drawing. In none of these depictions is there any case of 
unambiguous direct graphic representation of speech. The meaning con­
veyed may well be clear and even specific, but the speech used to express, or 
"read," that meaning from the drawing is not directly and u'nambiguously 
determined by ~e drawing itself. While these markings may have been asso-
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ciated with "mental acts," that is, with the apprehension of meaning di­
·recuy, they functioned without the intermediary of language. and so they 
cannot be called writing proper. 

An systems which we scratching or drawing or painting to think with or 
feel with are inelevant [to true writing], though they have had long histories. 
A successful or developed writing system is one which does not think at all. It 
shou~d be the purely passive instrument of the spoken word even if, to use a 
paradox, the word is spoken silently. (Havelock 1976: 17) 

Forerunners of writing are sometimes also called "proto-writing" or 
"embryo-writing." While these names clearly indicate the graph's presumed 
ancestral relauon to later writing, we risk blurring the distinction between 
writing and non-writing when we use them because the prefixed adjectives 
"prolo-" and "embryo-", modifying the word "writing." give the fa1se impres­
sion that "proto-writing" or "embryo-writing" are kinds of writing, when in 
fact they are not writing at all. 

Because they are not themselves writing does not mean, of course, that 
forerunners of writing bear no significant relation to actual writing, or that 
they are unimportant in the study of the origin and development of writing. 
On the contrary, because they seem to have something to do with the cir­
cumstances wherein writing first arose, they may be of critical importance in 
the correct understanding of that phenomenon . But there is a risky ten­
dency to assume that these kinds of drawings are the only natural and ex­
pected direcl predecessors to lrUe writing, to the exclusion of any other 
possibility. This encourages a further tendency to think of them as a "type 
of primitive writing." But the term "primitive writing," like the words "proto­
writing" and "embryo-writing," d.escribes a kind of writing. rather than a 
"forerunner of writing." To use it to mean "forerunner of writing" is mis­
leading. However rudimentary the form of writing the term "primitive writ­
ing" is taken to designate, it can only refer to writing proper, that is, a 
graphic representation of speech, even if crude and imperfect. and not to 
any of the forerunners. The use of the term "fore runner" or "precursor" is 
only safe if we are careful to bear in mind that such a labeling does not au­
tomatically explain, nor is it intended to explain. what the relation between 
these semasiographic devices and true writing was. We should not assume 
that there was a single, linear progression from things we have designated 
"forerunners," especially when they are conceived of only pictographically, 
to real writing. 

That Lbere is any link at all, in fact, between writing proper and rock 
paintings, cave pictures, bark drawings. and other assorted marks of the 
kind that are termed "forerunners" or "precursors" to writing is entirely 
an intuitive surmise of the investigator. For most of thes~ kinds of marks 
and pictures there is no unambiguous connection that would allow one to 
identify with certainty a direct evolution from the ostensible forerunner of 
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writing to writing proper. To be sure, these kinds of semasiographs may 
well have been the mechanism through which the technical skilJs prereq­
uisite to writing, such as techniques of incising. drawing with pigments. 
preparing surfaces to receive markings and so On were deve loped. But the 
assumption that the forerunner semasiographs played any more central 
role than that in the advent of writing is stilI somewhat speculative. 

The recent work of Denise Schmandt-Besserat, building on the work of 
Pierre Amiet, suggests that the development of writing in Sumer may have 
been influenced by. if not the partial outgrowth of. one particular kind of 
semasiograph (Schmandt-Besserat 1978, 1979).5 She has noticed that a large 
number of small clay "counters" or "tokens" in a variety of simple geometric 
shapes (round, conical, triangular. ovoid, etc.) are found over a wide area of 
Mesopotamia, and has proposed that they were used to keep tallies of kinds 
and quantities of agricultural goods and livestock, each different shape cor­
responding to a different item, with relative size sometimes indi.cating mul~ 
tiples of ten or tweJve. 

At first the token itseJf was used as a tangible record of a single item, a 
certain number of tokens representing the same number of the item in 
question. To register a certain number of a given item in a way that-was re­
sistant to tampering or alteration, tokens could be sealed in day "pockets" 
(bullae) in a quantity equal to the number of the item in question. Such a 
buUa could then serve as a primitive kind of bill of lading, or shipper's mani­
fest or other type of record or contract. The convenience of having a 
tamper-resistant record on the one hand became the inconvenience of not 
knowing the quantity (or even, possibly, the nature of the item) without 
breaking open the bulla and thereby destroying its integrity as a "document." 
To get around this inconvenience, an owner or shipper might impress on 
the outside surface of the bulla an equal number of the appropriately 
shaped token, thus producing a stamped record on the outside of the con­
tents on the inside. It must have occurred to someone before long that if 
you impress a record of the item and quantity on the outside, you need not 
actually put anything inside, and the bulla proper can be dispensed with, a 
simple clay tablet serving in its stead. The clay impression would then stand 
for the token which in turn stands for the item itself. Thus the clay impres­
sion is a semasiographic device that fits Gelb's definition exactly, yet it is 
not, and never was intended to "be, a realistic pictorial representation of 
any(hing. 

5 The several works in which Amiel presents the thesis that Denise Schmandt-Besserat is 
said to borrow and build on are all unavailable to me. Nevertheless, it is widely ack.nowledged 
by Mesopotamianists that Amiet deserves credit for the first formulatioo of the proposal,just 
as it is equally well recognized that later formulations and proposals by Schmandt-Besserat 
do not necessarily reOcctAmiet's views. See, e.g., Lieberman 1980 and Michalowski 1990. 
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One kind of commonly found token is round with a cross on its surface, 
$. and is said to be a counter or token for 'sheep'. This is certainly not a 
pictographic ilJ)age of a sheep; it is merely a simple geometric shape that 
arbitrarily came to be associated with the animal 'sheep,.6 And yet it is 
demonstrably the source of the Neo-Sumerian/Old Babylonian cuneiform 
graph 3 , which stood for the Sumerian word UDU 'sheep'. (See Borger, 
Labat, .537.) Similarly, the token that is thought to have stood for cattle 
looked like this: (}, and came to be the logograph for Sumerian AB 'cow', 
written 9 , <::::::, later written <>. Neo-Assyrian.(::: (Borger, Labat, 420). 

Schmandt-Besserat's formulation of the hypothesis originally proposed 
by Amiet is that it was just such semasiographic signs that led to the first 
true writing. a line that was crossed at the moment when each differently 
shaped impression came to stand not just for a particular item, but for the 
namt of that item. Thus. when the graph e was taken as no more than just 
a sign that was associated with 'sheep' it was not writing. But when it came 
to stand for the word UOU 'sheep' (or for the word 'sheep' in any other 
language) it was then an instance of writing. That difference in the fonnal 
terms of our distinctive features is the difference between a type (2) and 
type (3) graph. When ffi stood as a semasiograph for 'sheep', but was not 
necessarily "read" unu, that is, it was not associated by any convention with 
a pronunciation UDU, or with any other pronunciation, it was then [-P, 
+8]. When it came to represent the name UDU ' sheep', it was [+P, +8] and 
thus constituted writing. 

Most recently Schmandt-Besserat has carried her hypothesis a step fur­
ther (1987). She now recognizes two types of tokens: plain ones of the kind 
described above, that have been in evidence in the Fertile Crescent since as 
early as 8000 B.C., and that appear to have stood in their varying geometric 
shapes as counters associated with different livestock and foodstuff com­
modities; and complex ones, seen from the end of the fourth millennium 
B.C., that have a wider assortment of shapes and a more ornate and deco­
rated appearance than the plain ones. This second type, the complex to­
kens, she suggests. arose as a consequence of an increasingly complex 
society that by the fourth millennium had to keep track not just of agricul­
tural and livestock goods, but of a wealth of manufactured articles and 
finished products of the kind that went hand in hand with the development 
of an urban economy (Schmandt-Besserat 1987: 47). 

6 Driver claims that the graph ffi. which becomes cuneiform m, later 00 (Labat, 537), 
standing for the Sumerian word UDU 'sheep', is in origin ~obviously a head. depicted full face 
with eyes. nose, and mouth roughly represented by cross·lines, ... ~ (Driver 1976: 47). 

In view of Schmandt-Besscrat's explanation of the role of these geometric tokens in an­
cient Mesopotamia, and their probable relation to the fonns of the earliest writing there. it be­
comes less obvious that the graph ffi is in origin an attempt to depict a sheep in any realistic 
way. Driver was no t, of course, aware of this hypothesis when he wrote some four decades ago. 
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Because these complex tokens were morc elaborate than the simple 
geometrically shaped plain ones, Schmandt-Besserat suggests that their 
shapes were not as easily identifiable when impressed on a clay surface as 
the shapes of the plain ones, so they had to be "drawn" with a stylus, repro­
ducing both the outward shape and the surface designs of the token in 
question. This introduced, then, basically two different types of semasio­
graphs. onc originating from the impressions of simple shapes pressed into 
the clay, another drawn stroke by stroke, line by line, into the clay with a 
tool. [n both cases we can presume that the clay renderings of the tokens 
were at first a kind of aide mimoire, and became written signs for words only 
when each one was conventionally recognized as standing for the name, or 
the quantity, of the item that was originally associated with the physical to-
ken itself. " 

In addition to introducing the distinction between plain and complex 
tokens, and differentiating the means for their representations on clay, 
Schmandt-Besserat expands her original thesis, now proposing that the 
need to write numbers for tally-keeping and accounting at a level of sophis­
tication beyond the mere enumeration of small quantities led the ancient 
Sumerians to think conceptua1ly in a way that they had theretofore not 
done and to recognize numbers in the abstract, rather than as adjunct 
quantifiers always inseparably associated with particular concrete things. 
That is, they were forced to recognize "fiveness, " for example, as an abstrac­
tion of the "five" that modified such tangible nouns as "sheep" or "cows" in 
expressions like "five sheep" and "five cows." This recognition was forced on 
them, Schmandt-Besserat suggests, through the use of tokens that originally 
stood for varying quantities of grain, but that were later divorced from any 
association with grain specifically. to stand in general for numbers of any­
thing that was to be counted. 

At the risk of over-simplifying her argument. it seems to be that 'five 
sheep' might easily be written by reproducing the sign for 'sheep' (UDU) 
five times. $$$$$. corresponding to the five actual tokens for sheep 
that were supposed to have been encased in the bulla, but that for. say, '500 
sheep', where sequential repetition of the individual token was not feasible . 
a more efficient means had to be devised, and the means used was to em­
playas numerical quantifiers signs derived from tokens that had originally 
stood for various quantities of grains. These tokens became, then, quan­
tifiers for any commodity, and this led. she seems to suggest, to the recog­
nition of a quantity, "five" or "five hundred" in the abstract; and to the 
concomitant abstraction "five ness" or even "five-hundredness" independent 
of any tangible thing. This recognition was reinforced by the fact that the 
signs used for the numbers, since they were derived from plain tokens of 
simple configuration, were impressed on the day tablet, whereas the signs for 
the items being quantified tended to be those that were " incised, and the two 
were then physically and visually distinct from each other nOljust in shape" 
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but also in method of production, and, given the different appearance of an 
impressed sign from an incised one, in what for want of a better word we 
might call "texture_" 

___ with the invention of numerals, [the Sumerians] developed a discrete 
category of signs, used exclusively to indicate quantity and capable of combiM 
nation with any member of a second set of symbols representing tangible 
items. The Sumerians had invented abstract numbers-the concept of one­
ness, twoness, threeness. (Schmandt-Besserat 1987: 48) 

The weak point in the argument, it seems to me, is the implication thac 
the invention of a way to write an abstract numeral. i.e_. the numbers them M 

selves, is tantamount to the invention of the concept of abstract numerals it­
self. It seems unlikely that the invention of a way LO write anything, numbers 
or orner, could precede the "invention " of that thing itself, and it seems 
nearly as unlikely that it would have been simultaneous with it. In other 
words, the fact that we can see the point at which the Sumerians devised a 
way to write "five sheep" that allows for the orthographic re presentation of 
"five" as an abstraction does not seem to me necessarily to entail the claim 
that this is also the point at which the concept of "fiveness" arose. The Ian· 
guage must have had a 'WOTd for "five" before the sign for "five" came into 
existence, and that word could easily have included in its semantic scope 
the abstraction "fiveness" as well as the meaning "five" as an adjunct to a 
particular item. 

These proposals about the role of tokens and their impressions on day 
bullae or tablets in the development of Sumerian writing, especially as they 
have been elaborated by Schmandt-Besserat. have generated considerable 
discussion and controversy among Mesopotamianists.7 If this set of hypoth­
eses about the relation between the tokens and writing is right, we would be 
able to point to these tokens, and their impressed shapes, as a specific kind 
of precursor to writing that we can actually witness evolving into writing 
proper. This is important for two reasons: (i) the particular precursor in 
question is not a direct pictographic representation of a thing or event. as 
conventional explanations of precursors often assume, but an abstract geo­
metric design with an altogethe r arbitrary relation to the thing ~t represents; 

7 See, for example, Lieberman 1980 and Michalowski 1990. Lieberman points out that 
the explanation of the function of the tokens as "counters,· and their relation to later written 
forms of the same kind of calculations. may not be as simple and direct as Schmandt-Besserat 
would have it. Still, the case cited h ere of the graph G:I for 'sh.eep· , and its matching token, 
seems to be a valid example of a precursor to writing, in Gelb's sense, irrespective of any 
doubts one may have about the hypothesis as a whole. Lieberman '5 objections to Schmandt­
Besserat's proposals are answered briefly but forcefu lly by Marvin A. Powell (1981: 423- 24). 
For a recent re-statement of her: thesis, see Schmandt-Besserat ]989. 

Michalowski 1990 shows that atSusa, at least, the developmental sequence required by 
Schmandt-Besser'at' s hypothesis of "tokens> bullae > numerical tablets > full writing~ cann ot 
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and (ii) cases where we can actually observe the direct development from 
precursor or forerunner to actual writing are rare. This does not mean, of 
course, that the earliest stage of writing was not ~argely pictographic in ori­
gin; to be sure, all of the evidence suggests that it was. But for the most part 
we have no actual, tangible examples of pictographic precursors to writing 
that we can confidently say are, rather than "might be, " the prototypes of 
specific graphs in early script. 

Using the distinctive feature designations we set out above, a picto· 
graphic precursor is [- P, +5] , that is, it has a meaning (depicted directly by 
the graph), but no conventionally associated pronunciation. When it ac­
quires such a pronunciation, becoming [+P, +8), it is then by definition an 
example of writing. It is precisely the transition from [-P) to [+ P] that 
marks the shift from non-writing precursor to writing, and that we would 
like to be able to document with specific examples. But pictographic ex­
amples of this shift are elusive. 8chmandt-Besserat's evidence seems to pro­
vide such examples, but only for non-pictographic graphs. What this means 
is that the pictographic forerunners we normally associate with the origin of 
writing are not the only source, or the sole mechanism, for its emergence, 
and in fact are not the source with the most clearly identifiable link to the 
advent of writing overall. 

be observed. and probably does not obtain. He concludes that as attractive as this sequence 
might appear. "it remains, at present, unsubstantiated" (1990: 56). He then goes on to raise 
o ther equally serious objections to the proposal, pointing o ut. for example, that bullae are 
known that contain tokens not consisten t with the impressions o n the outside surface. 

For Our purposes here we have accepted the possibili ty that Schmandt-8essarat is cor­
rect to some degree. because that allows US to discuss a possible concrete case in which the 
transition from a [-P, +S) graph to a {+P, +S] one in connection with the origin of writing 
might have taken place. It may tum o ut th at this pheno menon was much less monolithic and 
much morc haphazard than its proponents would have us believe. but it still may have been 
onc of several (many?) contexts in which a transition from non-writing scmasiographs (0 

written logographs. Le .• a Kphonetic breakthrough," occurred. 



PART ONE 
THE SHANG FORMATION 



2. WRITING IN CHINESE 

PICTOG~HIC OR1GINS 

The earliest forms of recognizable writing in China are the oracle-bone 
inscriptions (often abbreviated OBI) of the lale Shang period. ca. ]200-
1045 B.C., so-called because they are principally oracular or divinatory in 
cootenl.) These inscriptions are found incised on (he scapulae of oxen or 
sheep and on turtle shells, typically the ventral shell, called a plastron, but 
occasionally also on the carapace. Inscriptions on ox scapulae are common, 
those on sheep scapulae are not. 

The script that these inscriptions reveal, although a fully developed writ­
ing system already. still preserves unmistakable traces of its pictographic 
origins. To illustrate this we must begin by asking what we mean by "picto­
graphic." Figures 1 and 2 show a typical incised plastron and scapula respec­
tively. Figure 3 gives examples of Shang oracle-bone inscription characters 
that are generally considered to have identifiable pictographic origins. 
What will be immediately apparent from these inscriptions and from this list 
is that hardly a single character can actually be regarded as pictographic. if 
by "pictographic" we mean a graph that depicts a thing realistically enough 
for us to identify it without knowing what word the graph stands for. In the 
simplest terms we might say that a true pictograph ought to identify a thing 
to the viewer. and that in tum calls to the viewer's mind the word for that 
thing. Schematically this suggests that the "reading" of a pictograph pro­
ceeds by the mental sequence: PIcroGRAPJ.1 > THING> WORD, a kind of two-step 
process in which the linguistic entity. the word, is introduced only at the 
second step and is associated with the pictograph only through the interme­
diary of the actual thing. 

This two-step process from THING to WORD is exactly the reverse of the pro­
cess we customarily call reading. Reading, as it is commonly understood. is 
the process of assigning sounds to graphs. and of comprehending meaning 

I The cen tury and a half between 1200 and 1045 B.C. is the period to which Keightley as­
signs th e Shang oracle-bone inscriptions, representing the time of the reigns of the last eight 
(or nine) Shang kings. from Wu Ting ItT to Ti Hsin 1i¥. See Keightley 1978: xiii. For 
1045 as the year of the Chou conquest of th e Shang, see Nivison 1983. Nivison has in subse· 
quent publications. and in various privately circulated working papers. as well u in viva voce 
discussions, acknowledged mat there is some question about the certainty of the 1045 date. 
It may have been 1040 instead'. Sec Nivison 1990: 156-57, and footnote 4. Shaughnessy 
(1991 : 217-~6) accepts 1045 as correct and gives an excellent summary of the kinds of data 
pertinent to the question, and the kinds of arguments that have been o ffered . 

31 
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FIG. I. Inscribed lurtle plastron . (From Chang 1965) 

from the sounds, i.e., from the words that the graphs represent. The scheme 
for this would be GRAPH > SOUND > MEANING, which is tantamout:t1 to GRAPH> 

WORD> THING where "thing" is the meaning of the word. This is precisely op­
posite to the reading, or rather interpreting. of a pictograph. A pictograph 
stands for a thing in the real or imagined world, and only secondarily and in­
directly for a word. It sets off an associative process of THING> WORD. In this 
literal sense a pictograph is not a kind of writing. Only when the associative 
process is from WORD to THINC, i.e., SOUND> MEANING, can a graph be said to 
constitute writing. because its direct association is with a word, not with a 
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Flc. 2. Inscribed ox scapula. (From Ch'u 1961) 

thing. And if its association is with a word, its pictorial aspect is no longer es­
sential , though it may still be vestigially present. What are often said to be 
"pictographs" in the Shang script are actually graphs of this latter type, asso­
ciated with words first, and with meanings only through words. Even though 
in some instances the character may be pictographically identifiable as a 
thing, e.g., the Shang graph IfJ' for mu 'eye' (no. 4 of figure 3) or ~ for kuei 
' turue' (no. 12 of figure 3), functionally it stands for a word first , and a thing 
only by virtue of the fact that that word means that thing. We shall call these 
graphs zodiographs to distinguish them from pictographs. (See below, p. 54) 



34 The Origin and Early Deuelopment of the Chinese Writing System 

OBI modern modern 
graph character reading meaning 

I. t ~ "siang 'elephant' 

2. 1\ .~ niao 'bird ' 

3. Ii 0 . 'ou ·o~ning. orifice, mouth' 

4. . /liT 13 ... 'eye' 

5. • Fl .,ueh 'moon' 

6. IB EE , 'im 'cultivated fi eld ' 

7. ~ f;I: nu '(kneeling) woman ' 

8. ~ Jt chi ' (osier) ~ket' (mod. ~) 

9. 1 ;;R , 'ien 'overhead ' > 'sky, heaven ' 

10. 'f ~ yang 'sheep, ram' 

II. 1 1.li, ... 'horse' 

12. ~ Iili kun 'turtle' 

U . ~ f! ,u ' li5h ' 

14. ~ l!U ·'ing 'tripod. cauldron ' 

~ n wi 'grasp. ho ld in the hands' 
15. 

FIG. 3. Examples of Shang oracle-bone inKription characters with ostensibly recognizable 
pictographic o rigins. 

The appearance of writing in China around 1200 B.C. is considerably 
later than its appearance in Mesopotamia or Egypt in the second half of the 
fourth millennium B.C. Th is occasionally gives rise to the suspicion that per~ 

haps writing in China owes its origin to some remote and indiscernible influ­
ence from the Near East. There is no tangible evidence known at present to 
suggest that this was the case, or that Chinese writing is the result of any kind 
of stimulus-diffusion, however indirect, from points outside of China. 
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The apparent lateness of the invention of writing in China in compari­
son with its appearance elsewhere has prompted some archaeologists and 
historians to seek c;vidence that would show that writing in China was actu­
ally invented much earlier than the oracle-bone inscription evidence would 
suggest. To this end some Chinese archaeologists and historians have 
claimed that the marks and signs found in large number on pottery frag­
ments. and similar artifacts from widely scattered neolithic sites across north 
and west China constitute the real origin of Chinese writing, which then 
would be in evidence as early as the fifth millennium B.C., significantly pre­
dating anything known from Egypt or Mesopotamia. 

The neolithic marks for which these claims are made fall into two clearly 
distinct groups. The first consists of primitive marks that resemble little 
more than scratches, each consisting of anywhere from one to five or six 
strokes, arranged in various simple angular configurations, painted or in­
cised on the surface of ceramic potsherds. The marks of the second group. 
by contrast, are carefully executed depictive designs. 

The marks of the first group sometimes seem to suggest a rudimentary 
kind of rally-keeping; at other times they appear to be no more than deco­
rative designs, or perhaps identifying emblems or insignia of some kind. 
There does not seem to be any meaningful order of repetition or concate­
nation that would lead us to suspect anything more than that these are ran­
dom and largely unorganized, unsystematic markings. In most cases a single 
potshe rd has only one or two marks on it; pieces with more are in the mi· 
nority. Moreover, while the archaeological record of pre· Shang China shows 
a wide scattering of such finds from about 5000 B.C. down to the Shang con· 
tinuously, most of these consist of a very few marks pe r site, sometimes only 
one or two individual scratches at a given location .2 This suggests that there 
is no underlying system to the marks, and that there was no pattern of usage 
of the marks by any significant number of people even in one site, much less 
over an area extending beyond a single locale. Those few marks that arc found 
in more than one site are so simple and general , e.g., single strokes like I , 
-, II. or crosses and angles like X , +,1\ , that in alllikeHhood they arose 
independently in each different locale, and are only fortuitously similar or 
identical to signs used elsewhere. In a few places more than just a scattering 
of potsherds have been found with marks on them, and these are illustrated 
in figures 4 through 7. Even in these cases there is no evidence that the marks 
constituted a systematic device for tally-keeping or writing of any kind.3 

Some archaeologists, palaeographers, and historians would like to see in 
this group of neolithic marks, illustrated in figures 4 through 7 and dating 

2 For at:oncise summary, with a cumulative chart, oCthese neolilhic marb, see Ch'en 1985. 
, For detailed summaries of these finds and background information, see Cheung 1983. 

Cheung gives a full bibliography of the Chinese and Western studies of these neolithic mark­
ings up to 1979. Figures 4 through 7 are fTOm Qiu 1978. 
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FIG. 4. Neolithic potte ry marks found on fragme nts from Pan p'o ts 'un *ltttl ; near modem 
Hsi-an , Shcnsi province. Yang shao f!lJiiJ culture. site dated by C-14 techniques to 4800-
4200 B.C. (From Qiu 1978) 

I x + o f 
FIG. 5. Neolithic ponery marlts found on fragments from Pan shan * tlJ and Ma ch 'ang 
Jil&: in Ransu province. Ma chia )'30 .a;~tti culture , sites dated 1.0 2700- 2000 B.C. (From 
Qiu 1978) 

II - 1/11 X + /\ L • o -
tl n 

FIG. 6. Neolithic pottery marks found on fragments from Liu wan N , Le tu hsicn .111 • . 
Chinghai province . Ma chia )'200 glj{1j; culture. site dated to 2400- 2000 B.C. (From Qiu 
1978) 

I x 
FIG. 7 Neolithic pottery marks found on fragments from Liang chu .a.nf I near modem 
Hang-chou, Chekiang provin ce . Liang chu culture; C-14 dating of site not available. but said 
by Qiu Xigui Lo be contemporary with Lung shan ftLlJ culture. ca. 3(K)O-2000 B.C. (From 
Qiu 1978) 

to as eady as 4800 B.C. , the origin of Chinese characters, thus making the 
advent of writing in China as much as a millennium earlier than in either 
the Near East or Egypt (Ch 'en 1978, Ho 1975, YU 1973). [n their enthusiasm 
for this hypothesis they point to the similarities in graphic shape be tween 
various Shang oracle bone inscription characters of ca. 1200-1050 B.C. and 
these marks from the fifth millennium B.C. as evidence that the latter are the 
prototype, or source, of the former. The most frequently cited examples are 
shown in figure 8. 
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OBI modern 
graph character meaning 

I. 'one 

2. - ' two' 

3. = ' three' 

4. a I1!l 'four' 

S. X E. 'five' 

6. + {; 'seven ' 

7. J( J\ 'eight' 

s. + ' ten' 

9. II it ' twenty' 

10. T 7J' 'reveal' 

11 . t- .3S: 'jade' 

12. ~ .!l!. ' tumulus' 

13. =It- # 'water-well' 

14. A A 'enter' 

IS. t:1 0 'mouth ' 

16. t !/J 'grot.ss' 

FIG. 8. Examples of Shang oracle-bone inscription characters with which neolithic pottery 
marks are sometimes compared. 

K. C. Chang has said about these marks that, in his opinion, 

... the ovenvhelming majoriry of the ceramic marks, both Shang and pre­
historic, were markers and emblems of famil ies, lineages. clans or some divi­
sions of these. and as such, attempts to match them with known characters 
and to translate them into meaningful sentences are unlikely to be productive 
in most cases. (Chang 1980: 245) 
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There are two prima facie reasons to agree with Chang and to doubt that 
the neolithic marks have any direct relation to Shang characters. First, iden­
tification based solely on graphic similarity is notoriously risky and incon­
clusive, all the morc so when the graphs are very simple angular 
configurations of strokes. If the archaeologists or palaeographers were able 
to show any indication that there was a similarity in function or meaning be­
tween the neolithic marks and the Shang graphs. they would have a far 
more convincing case than they do at present. But there is no such evi­
dence, because there is so far no way to know what either the function or 
meaning of the marks on these early artifacts was. Second, the sheer extent 
of time involved, from 4800 B.C. to 1200 B.C., a period of over three and a 
half thousand years, weighs heavily against any connection at all. On the 
face of it, it would appear virtually impossible that the nascent seeds of writ­
ing could have germinated in the mid-fifth millennium B.C. but not grown 
into anything approaching a real writing system until more than three thou­
sand years later. Such a development would be incomprehensible; writing 
systems simply do not evolve that way. If a potential for writing arises in the 
form of graphs or marks standing for names or words, no matter what kind 
or how limited, that potential must either fulfill itself apace, culminating in 
a viable, full-fledged system, or wither and die. A half-way writing system is 
no system at all, and there is little likelihood that an inchoate attempt at 
writing would or could remain in a kind of limbo or suspended animation 
for several millennia before achieving the form of a true writing system. If 
that potential system did not develop into real writing reasonably expedi­
tiously, there would be no reason for a people to preserve its embryonic bits 
and pieces. As a practical matter a writing system is something that is either 
achieved quickly, or not at all. 

Cheng Te-k'un has claimed that "the invention and development of 
writing in China was a continuous process covering a period of no less than 
6000 years" (Cheng 1982: 22). But writing is an invention. not the end prod­
uct of an evolutionary development, and like all inventions it must have 
been the result of a momentary occurrence. In this case. the moment was 
when someone realized that a graph or sign could stand for a word or 
name. or some other meaningful unit of language. Prior to writing there 
may have been, as we have discussed above, any number of marks, drawings, 
and pictographs of various kinds that prefigured in a physical sense tbe ad­
vent of writing. And subsequent to its invention there certainly have been 
continual changes, refinements, simplifications, extensions. and modifica­
tions, of all sorts, that affect the writing system. All of these features. both 
before and after the invention of writing, may be loosely considered evolu­
tionary aspects. But the invention itself was not an evolution but a kind of 
realization, and it must have been a punctual event. If that realization came 
as early as 4800 B.C. in China, then what, we must ask. happened to it for the 
next three thousand years before it is seen again in the Shang? The fact that 



Writing in Ch.inese 39 

there is no sign of a true writing system during this entire period indicates 
rather compellingly that the antecedents of the Shang script, and therefore 
of what we know ~s Chinese writing in general, cannot be found in these 
simple neolithic marks from the third, fourth. or fifth millennia B. C. 

A number of scholars have recently looked upon the appearance of 
Egyptian hieroglyphic and Sumerian cuneiform writing similarly as momen­
tary inventions rather than as the products of a prolonged evolution. Apro­
pos of Egyptian. John D. Ray has allowed for the possibility that "one mind 
may have formulated the basic principles" (Ray 1986: 311). And H. G. 
Fischer has suggested the same thing with his comment that "since the hi­
eroglyphic system does not seem to have undergone a long period of incu­
bation, it may well have been conceived by a single individual" (Fischer 
1989: 66). In discussing the when and where" of the origin of the Sumerian 
cuneiform script, Marvin A. Powell has said that it cannot be thought of as 
having arisen through a "slow accretion of sign after sign from generation 
to generation: there is not a single instance in the history of writing for a 
communal-evolutionary invention of a script. Individuals invent. The com­
munity of usen; modify, adapt, elaborate, refine, add to, and take away, but 
they do not invent" (Powell 1981: 422). The same thing can be said of the 
invention of the Chinese script. The only surmise that has any substantive 
foundation at a11 is that the Chinese script was invented somewhere in the 
region of the early Shang state, in about the middle of the second millen­
nium B.C. Given our current knowledge, all efforts to push its origin earlier 
by centuries, or in the most enthusiastic cases, by millennia, are unsubstan­
tiated speculation and wishful thinking. The possibility that a significantly 
earlier date for the invention of the Chinese script may someday be es­
tablished on the basis of convincing palaeographic and archaeological 
evidence cannot, of course, be peremptorily ruled out. But when such evi­
dence comes to hand it will have to consist of more than impressionistic and 
sporadic matchings between simple marks of undetermined sound or sense 
and later, known graphs. It will have to come forth in a form unambigu­
ously relatable to the Shang script and demonstrably representative of the 
Chinese language. 

It is often observed that writing in Mesopotamia arose in an economic 
context of accounting practices: reckoning, tallying, auditing, and other 
general procedures of record-keeping. Pierre Amiet, Conservateur en chef 
of the Departement des Antiquites orientales at the Louvre remarks that: 

... les melropoles des deux regions adjacentes jouerent un role dccisif: 
Uruk en Sumer et Suse au pied des monts Zagros, 00. furent organises les 
premiers Etats dignes de ce nom, d'abord par une rupture avec la tradition 
prehistorique que symbolisait la poterie peinte, puis par I'elaboration d ' une 
comptabilite devenue indispensable a la gestion d'une richesse cnorme. Cette 
comptabilite amena comme naturellement la creation du systeme d'ecriture 
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encore eleme ntaire, tres partiellement piclographique, largement abstrail, 
qui etait appeJe a devenir cuneiforme et allait etre adopte et adapte par la 
plupart des peuples de I'ancien Orient. Celte ecrilure est atleSlee a Uruk a la 
fin de I'epoque de meme nom, vcrs 3300 avo J -C., alors que les voisins de 
ffieme culture De praliquaienl que la comptabilite numerale . Ecriture et 
comptabilite furent mises en oeuvre par une administration sacerdotale qui 
palronna un art rcsolumem fealiSle par opposition a la stylisation propre aux 
prehistoriques. (Amict 1982: 19) 

Writing in the same exhibition catalogue from which Amiet's comments 
above are cited , Jean BOllero. Direcleur d 'Etudes at the Ecole Pratique d es 
H autes Etudes, IVe sec., observes: 

Fondee sur I'agriculture ceri:aliere intensive et )'eleyage en grand du 
menu betail, Ie lout e ntre les mains d 'un pouvoir centralise, elle s'est rapide­
me nt empetree dans une economie tentaculaire, qui rendait inevitable Ie 
controle meticuleux des mouvements infinis, et infinime nl compliques, d es 
biens produits ct mis en circulatio n . C'est pour subvenir a ce lte tache, en la 
fadliltant et la garantissant par la memorisation, que I'on a mis au point 
l' ecriture: de fait, pendant plusieurs sicdes apres son .. invention .. , elle n'a 
sem a presque rien d 'autre . (Souero 1982: 28) 

Jack Goody has devoted an e ntire chapter of one of his recent books on 
writing and society to examining the implications of this apparent cause­
and-effect relation in the ancie nt Near East between economic and com­
mercial activity on the o ne hand and the adve nt of writing on the other 
(Goody 1986: 45-86)4 

The argument for a cause-and-effect relation in Mesopotamia, be tween 
society's need to keep accurate and complex commercial accounts and the 
invention of writing to accommodate that need, seems generally defensible. 
Because of this there might be a tendency to regard the identification of any 
societal need that may be supposed to have stimulated the invention of writ­
ing as consti tuting indirect evidence for that invention, even in the absence 
of direct indepe nde nt primary evidence for the existence of writing itself. In 
other words, we might want to say that, if we could first determine that wr it­
ing could arise in response to cer tain precisely specified social conditions or 
n eeds, and the n show that those conditions or needs existed at a certain 
time, we would be in a position to argue for the invention of writing at the 
time in question even when there is no known direct tangible testimony to 
the actual existence of writing until later. I do not think such an argument 
would be tenable. If the direct evidence for writing in the ancient Near East 
in the mid-fourth millennium B.C. were not as abundant as it aClual1y is, I 
doubt that the cause-and-effect relation between accountancy needs and the 

4 The twO passages quoted above, from Amiet and Sottero, are both cited by Coody 
] 986: 48-49, in English . 
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. invention of writing would appear as compelling as it does. The re is no good 
reason, after all, to think that commerce in the mid-Shang was any less com­
plex than it was in .Mesopotamia, and yet writing did not arise to accommo­
date accountancy requirements in China as it did in the ancient Near East. 

It would be nice if we could identify some social conditions or needs in 
China that might have stimulated the invention of writing there, compa­
rable ~o the way it is thought that the accountancy requirements of increas­
ingly complex commercial activity did in MesOpotamia. Because the extant 
Shang texts are virtually all divinatory inscriptions, it is sometimes claimed 
that writing in China arose in a religious and sacrificial context.5 This sur­
mise leaves unanswered one of the major questions in connection with the 
invention of writing in China, viz., why it arose just when it did , apparently 
in the middle or late second millennium B.C. 

David N. Keigh~ey (1987,1989) has given serious attention to this prob­
lem in connection with his studies of mensuration and calculation in late 
neolithic craftsmanship and technology. He invokes Colin Renfrew's sug- , 
gestion that writing may have developed in the Aegean as a means to deal 
with technological problems of mensuration and reckoning in bronze cast­
ing, and he then allows for the possibility of such a connection in China, es­
pecially in the east-coast cultures, where he recognizes a propensity for what 
he calls a 'componential cast of mind " (Keightley 1987: 112). 

It was in the east, as opposed to the northwest, where ceramic and bronze 
artifacts are seen to have been componcntially constructed-a feature of 
their manufacture that demanded precise measuremen t and fit. The skill 
with which ritual jade objects were carved, or mor~ correctly, abraded, to 
exact dimensional specifications also called, Keightley suggests, for an extra­
ordinary degree of precision in measuring. Keightley would like to see the 
invention of the Chinese script, componential as it unarguably is already in 
1200 B.C. , as a further manifestation of this same "componential" mentality 
that he has associated with the neo lithic culture of the east coast of China, 
and at the same rime as a response to the need for precision in technological 
mensuration , as Renfrew suggests it to have been in the Aegean (see Keight­
ley 1987: 110, 112, Jl6). 

In his later and fuller statement of this hypothesis (Keightley 1989: 192-
98) Keightley links the need for recording measurements with the religious 
and lineage concerns for venerating the dead and validating the status of 
the living descendants. This he does by recognizing the importance of ce­
ramics and jades, especially the precisely crafted jade pi ~ 'discs' and tS 'ung 
~ ' tubes', just the kinds of items that would require precise measuring in 

5 We should also allow for the possibility that writing W"dS used in the Shang period in 
mundane as well as religious contexts, but that we have no archaeological vestiges, and 
hence no direC[ or specific knowledge, of those everyday contexts, because the materials that 
were used were perishable, unlike the bones and shells of the divinatory inscriptions. 
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their production, as grave goods. Given this link, Keighlley says Mwe can see 
that religious and lineage concerns might have provided important encour­
agement for the invention of a written script" (Keightley 1989: 197), and 
again .. . .. lineage-related activities-such as the manufacture of mortuary 
jades in the Neolithic, and of ritual bronzes in the Shang, as welJ as the 
creation of some system of lineage identifi cation-might have stimulated 
the development of writing" (ibid., emphasis added in both instances). 

If I understand the argument. three points having to do with the inven­
tion of writing are being proposed here: (i) that because jade, ceramic, and 
bronze items were manufactured in east-coast neolith ic cultures by a highly 
developed technology that involved a capacity for precise measuring, and in 
the cases of ceramics and bronzesl concomitantly involved the carcful 
fitting together of picces (i.c., components), writing may have arisen in re· 
sponse to the need for a means to register and manipulate these measure­
ments; (ii) that the religious and mortuary import of many of these items as 
they were associated with lineage concerns gavc a further urgency to their 
propcr manufacture, and thus a funher encouragement to the invention of 
writing; and (iii) that the componential mentality that was responsible for 
this kind of ceramic and bronze production (as well as for a number of 
other features that Kcightley identifies as in some sense componential in 
nature a nd requiring exact methods in mensuration; see Keightley 1989: 
195) was also responsible for the componential structure of the Chinese 
writing system, that is, for the fact that the script even in its earliest attested 
fonn consists of characters that are often constituted of two or more ele· 
ments, typically a "phonetic" and a "semantic" element.6 

Beyond this, it is crucial to Keightley's proposal that we recognize the 
clear difference between the "holistic" (Keightley's word, 1989: 193) and 
"non-componentially inclined" cultures of the neolithic northwest, on the 

. one hand, and the "componential predisposition " of the neolithic east·coast 
cultures, on the other. Note in this connection that the kind of simple 
strokes and angular markings that we described above as sometimes iden­
tified as precursors of Chinese writing (figures 4 through 7) are typical of 
northwest neolithic culture ·sites. Of the examples given, only those of the 
Liang chu site (figure 7) are from an east-coast culture. The second group 
of neolithic marks. discussed below, are by contrast uniformly from sites of 
the east-coast region, and are characteristically componential figures, ei­
ther complex geometric designs or realistic representations of identifiable 
things. The distinction, in other words, between the two groups of neolithic 

6 The terms "phonetic" and "semantic" are not precise or well-defined, but are often in· 
voked in connection with the structure of Chinese characters. In his 1989 article KeightJey 
does not use these terms, but in the 1987 article he refers to "phonetic and semantic sym­
boJs~ (p. I J2). The precise technical terms are phonopMric and semantic thtenninative respec· 
tively; definitions are given in the Glossary. and a full discussion of this aspect of the Chinese 
script will be found later in the present chapter. 
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marks corresponds typologically to Keightley's distinction between the 
northwest and the east·coast neolithic cultures. 

The key word in Keightley's statement of his hypothesis about men· 
suration and the invention of writing is might. Needs associated with the 
demands of precision in the measuring and manufacturing of secular or re· 
ligious objects might have had something to do with the invention of writing 
in China, but there is as far as I know no tangible or direct evidence that 
they did. As I have already claimed, and as I hope to illustrate con cretely, 
the invention of writing followed pari passu the same pattern of development 
everywhere, it arose throughout the ancient world, including Mayan writing 
in the New World. The componential structure of graphs at a certain point 
in its early development is a part of this universal pattern. If the compo· 
nential structure of Chinese characters is a significant, and not merely for· 
tuitous, reflection of the "componential cast of mind" that Keightley has 
identified as characteristic of the east·coast neolithic cultures, then those 
other cultures and societies in the ancient world where writing appeared de 
novo, viz., Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Mayan, must also have been of the 
same "componential mentality." Keightley seems to allow for this proposi· 
tion implicitly in his concluding remarks to this section of the 1989 article: 

The argument is not that only those who made componential pots were likely 
to invent a componential writing system. The argument is rather that, given the 
increasing social and craft complexity evident in the Late Neolithic, writing was 
more likely to develop first in the region where such habits of organization, in 
various aspects of life, were more pronounced and valued. {Kcightley 1989: 19B} 

The implication, ifone were to extrapolate this point to cultures beyond 
the Chinese domain, seems to be that in the ancient Near East, in Egypt, 
and in the Mayan civilization of Central America the level of "social and 
craft complexity" must have been such that writing was prone to arise in a 
way that it was not elsewhere. This is, on the face of it, not an implausible 
proposition, but neither is it testable or demonstrable in any way that I can 
see, and therefore it is of somewhat limited moment. 

As we have said, writing is known from independent evidence to exist no 
earlier than the late Shang, that is, from about 1200 B.C. We might look with 
increased concentration for independent evidence that writing actually ex· 
isted in the late third millennium 8.c.-the time when these mensuration re· 
quirements might have, by Keightley 's conjecture, stimulated its invention 
(Keightley 1989: 198). To my knowledge no such evidence yet has been un­
covered, but that certainly does not mean that it will not someday be found. 
At the same time, rather than try to push the advent of writing in China back 
to a date significantly earlier than that to which direct archaeological evi· 
dence attests, we might also look for changes in those mensuration and man· 
ufacturing aspects of the technological world of the second hal f of the second 
millennium 8.C. in the east-coast cultures that might be associated with the 
appearance of writing just at the time when we know it to be first in existence. 
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Quite apart from these reasons to be skeptical of claims for a fifth, 
fourth , or third-miUennium origin for the Chinese script, there is a further 
consideration that has to do with how writing originates and evolves in prac­
tice. Notwithstanding the thesis of Denise Schmandt-Besserat discussed 
above, everything we know about the origin of writing in antiquity, whether 
in Egypt. Mesopotamia, or China. suggests that writing arose in the main via 
the invention of pictographs of concrete, depictable objects or acts, and 
evolved from that to a syste~ of full graphic representation of speech. How 
this happened in China is discussed in considerable detail in the following 
chapters. Suffice it to say for now that in view of the central role that we rec­
ognize pictographs to have played in the formative stage of writing, to take 
the neolithic scratches, which are in no way pictographic, as the source of 
Chinese characters, many of which have dearly pictographic forms in the 
Shang period, is to violate the familiar pattern according to which writing 
seems to have arisen everywhere. There is, of course, no reason to deem a 
familiar pattern to be decisive in the face of evidence to the contrary. But 
in this case there is no real evidence to the contrary, and the recognized pat­
tern, moreover. is, as we shall see, a pan of an overall theory that has an ex­
planatory as well as descriptive capacity to account for the early evolution of 
writing in general. 

The second group of neolithic marks that we referred to above consists 
of quite different kinds of graphs, as shown in figures 9, 10, II, and 12. 
These graphs are all associated with the Liang chu ~ it and Ta wen k'ou * til 0 cultures, considered by Chinese archaeologists to span the rather 
long period from as early as the middle of the fifth millennium s.c. down to 
about 2000 B.C. The graphs in figure 9 are found on pieces of pottery vessels 
from the Ta wen k'ou site at Ling yang ho 1If~11iiJ in Shantung province. 
Figure 10 shows a partial graph seen on a pottery fragment from Ch'ien 
chai fro. in the same region, which seems dearly to be a second occur­
rence of the fourth graph of figure 9. 

The graph illustrated in figure 11 appears on what is described as "a 
flat-backed hu ~ vase" found at a burial she at PaD t'ou ts'un l¥: ml tf in 
Shantung province, another Ta wen k'ou site (Cheung 1983: 328). The re­
markable thing about this graph is that it appears on an almost completely 
intact vase, and we can therefore dearly see its relation to the object on 
which it occurs. It seems to be a kind of emblem or ensign; we might be 
tempted to say a "hallmark" of some kind, perhaps identified with the 
maker or the owner of the vessel. The graph appears in isolation, centered 
prominently on the outside surface of the upper portion of the vessel, and 
is not a part of a text of any sort. From the more fragmentary evidence of 
the other Ta wen k'ou graphs we suspect that they too probably appeared 
on vessels singly rather than in conjunction with any other marks forming a 
text. Indeed, there is no evidence of texts at all in the Ta wen k'ou finds, 
since writing as far as we know had yet to be invented. Figure 12 shows two 
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(i) (ii) (iii) 

Flc.9. Neolithic pottery insignia found on fragmenLS from Ling yang ho ~1lIj"iiJ, near Chii 
hsien 'MM , southern part of Shantung province. Ta wen k'ou *rto culture, dated from as 
early as 4300 B.C. to ~ late as 1900 B.C. (From Qiu 1978) 
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FIG. 10. Partial insigne found on a pot­
sherd fro m Ch'ien chai mr., sJightly north 
of the Ling yang ho IWMlj"iiJ site (for which 
see figure 9), Shantung province. Late Ta 
wen k'ou *ito period. (From Qiu 1978) 
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FIG. 11. Emblem painted on a "nat-backed" 
hu .ff vase found al Pao l'ou lS'un 
-ooi.Qt-I, Shantung province. Middle Ta wen 
It'ou' );jtD period. (From Shantung-Chi­
nan 1974) 
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FIG. 12. (a) Ncolilhicjade ring from Liang chu Jili'!. with "bird- emblem, (b) "sun -bird" em­
blem appearing on (c) neolilhicjade disc from Liang chu. Reproduced with pennission from 
Wu Hung 1985: 34, 35. 
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jade objects, one a ring (left) and one a pi !i! disc (right), from Liang chu 
sites. Each object has a single emblem, suggestive especially on the pi 
(shown in detail in the center of figure 12), but also on the ring. of a bird. 
Both of these emblems appear in isolation, prominently centered on their 
respective objects, just as the emblem in figure II. 

The Liang chu and Ta wen k'ou cultures are both of the east-coast cul­
tural complex, which KeightJey has characterized as "componential." In his 
discussion of these graphs he says first that it has been "plausibly proposed" 
(Keightley 1989: 197, referring to Wu Hung 1985) that the Liang chu graphs 
"should be read as the words yang niao, 'sun birds'," and then a few lines 
further on he says in reference to the Liang chu and Ta wen k'ou graphs in 
general thaL "they probably served as emblems of ownership or identity on 
these pots and jades, rather than as words in a writing system which were re­
cording true speech" (ibid.). I think there can be no question that the sec­
ond option is the more plausible; Wu Hung's claim that the Liang chu 
graphs (figure 12) might stand for the words yangniao I\§,Q is highly suspect 
for the simple reason that there is no evidence that these or any other 
graphs at this time stood for words of any kind, yang niao or other. 

The Ta wen k'ou graphs. including the Liang chu "sun-bird" graphs, are 
significant, I think, for a different reason, touched on by K.eightley's sug­
gestion that they might have been "emblems of ownership or identity." The 
prominent central position of the pictographs as single insignia on pottery 
vessels or jade pi !!: is curiously matched by the emblems on Shang bronzes 
of a few centuries later that are generally taken to be clan-name insignia 
(Chinese tsu ming 1iii:g or ISu hui 1iii III, Japanese wkuhyoshiki 1iii IJ. ill). Fig­
ure 13 shows some representative examples of these emblems found on 
early bronzes. Although these graphs are sometimes casually treated as no 
more than fancy Chinese characters for clan names, they are clearly differ­
ent from the quotidian characters one finds in other Shang inscriptions.7 

7 Two recent studies, for example. iIIusr.rate the ease with which scholars assume these in­
signia to be normal Chinese characters. Chang and Liu 1982 discu5S these dan names from a 
historical perspective. assuming without comment that they are simply the normal way of writ­
ing the names. Kao 1980a claims that these are the clearest examples of pictographs known 
from the formative stage of the Chinese script. 

Chang Kwang~chih refers to these clan-name graphs as ~emblems," and points out that 
among them many must represent clan names based on occupation, e .g., T'ao fIrI 'pottery' (cf. 
Eng. Potter). Ch'j .. 'cooking vessel' (cf. Eng. Cook). So *' 'cordage' lcf. Eng. Roper. Corder), 
Fan = 'decorative plumage of a horse or carriage' (cr. Eng. Plumer, Plummer), etc. (Chang 
1980: 230-33; for the English surnames, see Bardsley [1873] 1969: 393. 365. 399, and 336 re­
spectively). If clan names arose in ancient China based In part on the occupation or cr.ut of the 
clan, where it is rea.<wnable to suppose a clan pursued and became expert in a given occupation, 
c..-aft, or skill for an extended number of generations, then this would constitute a close parallel 
to the origin of many Western clan names. Some doubt arises, though. given the generally low 
prestige associated with craftsmen in ancient China, about whether clan names suggestive of 
craftsman skills are lik.ely to be found on bronze vessels, which are normally associated with the 
ancestral sacrifices of aristocratic elites (Robert W. Bagley. private communication). 
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FIG. 13. Examples of clan· name emblematic inscriptions (tru ming 1M:S) found on early 
bronzes. (From Lo 1917, Wang 1935) 
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They are clearly defined by a higher degree of pictographic realism, and are 
delineated in considerably more detail and with greater care, than the char­
acters of normal inscription texts . They are also sometimes found encased 
in fancy recrangular canouches, a device that recalls the cartouches SUT­

rounding the names of royalty and deities in Egyptian hieroglyphic writing. 
These are often cal led in Chinese "ya characters" ~ * because the shape 
of the cartouche superficially resembles the character §. ya. Examples are 
given in figure 14. Furthermore these emblematic characters often occur 
singly on bronzes with no written context, and it is in that respect especially 
that they are reminiscent of the Ta wen k'ou pictographs. 'When they do oc­
cur within a text, the substance of the text is usually no more than the 
specification of a particular ancestor's name or a statement of the name of 
the maker of the vessel. 

What seems clear is that the Shang clan-name insignia, even though 
they co-exist alongside a fully developed script, stand apart from that script, 
and are not a regular manifestation of the Shang writing system. In the 
teftrn~ we jntroduced(above, these gra,{>hs are unouestion~plyJ +S], that is~.foky J,aW' 
1:1l~ra~~e-;;zA;abyBa't ~0~~1itfri~iY' a~~~i:r~ -:'J{p;;~U'n~fa~1dii. 'rri Ifact nearly ;:.~~~~~ 
all of the indications point in the other direction, that they are [-P], and do :~~ ~y'~ 
not represent words or names, but are decorative emblems.8 C~J/...}J.,;,~ iJj 

These clan-name insignia include a high proportion of very realistic 
animal and bird figures. It is far from clear what the significance of these 
animal and bird figures was; they are sometimes suspected of having had to­
temic associations, but this is speculative. If they did, that might explain 
their use as clan insignia. There were insignia other than animal and bird 
depictions as well; one of the commonest is the "dagger-axe," which appears 
in a variety of shapes, as shown in figure 15. This may be significant in view 
of the fact that two of the Ta wen k'ou pictographs have also been identified 
by the Chinese archaeologists as axes (nos. (i) and (ii) of figure 9). 

I would like to suggest that the Ta wen k'ou pictographs may be the pre­
Shang counterpart to the Shang clan-name insignia, and that there may be 
a continuous line of development from the one to the other. In the case of 
the clan-name insignia on Shang bronzes the intention was, it is generally 

8 See the discussion in Shirakawa 1971. Cheng Te-k'un suggests that "this similarity in 
the written character and the decorative design substantiates the: fact that the art of writing 
and the art of drawing in China have served ever since the very beginning similar practical 
and intellec tual ends. They could be used interchangeably" (Cheng 196.3: 135). This is a 
somewhat impressionistic view thal tends to blur the fundamental distinction between writ­
ing and design . The clan~name emblems are typically not writing proper, even though some 
graphs in the writing system show significan t formal similarities to them. 

There are a few instances of early inscriptions where a proper name (as opposed to a 
clan) seems to be written with a graph that has the same depic:tive realism" that characterizes 
the dan name emblems. The graphs in such cases must be regarded as (+P] and as writing 
proper in spite of their similarity or identity ( 0 a clan-name emblem. 
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Flc . 14. Qan-namc emblematic inscriptions from Shang bronzes characterized by the Yfl-style 
carLouche. (From Lo 1917, Wang 1935) 
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FIG. 15. Examples of Shang emblematic clan-name inscriptions based on a "dagger-axe~ 

motif. (From Lo 1917, Wang 19M) 



Writing in Chinese 51 

supposed, to designate the dan with an emblem or ensign, just as a Euro­
pean dan might have a coat of arms as a heraldic emblem. But such em­
blems, in Shang China as in Europe, were not intended. at least originally, 
to write the name' of the clan so much as to represent the clan's identity 
symbolically. We may surmise that the pre-Shang graphs from Ta wen k'ou 
are just earHer examples of the same Shang practice. and that the graphs 
and partial graphs identified on the Ta wen k'ou artifacts are a primitive 
kind of cl~\Il-name insigne or emblem.9 

There may well have come a moment when someone recognized a rela­
tion between the drawing of the clan emblem and the name of the clan so 
represented, to the extent of fixing an association of the clan emblem with 
the name of the clan, thus matching a specific graph with a specific word. 
The moment when that association became permanent and conventional 
was the moment at which the pictographic emblem changed from being 
non-phonetic, i.e., [-P], to phonetic, [+ P]. and became a form of writing. 
From that time on the graph standing for the clan name would have been 
susceptible to simplification and regularization, that is, it would not have 
been necessary any longer to use the pictographically realistic or elaborate 
emblem merely to write the name of the clan, because the phonetic associa­
tion of a simplified graph would have done the job just as well. and have 
been far easier to execute. The fancy clan emblem might well have con­
tinued in use for its original non-phonetic purposes contemporaneously 
with the fully developed writing system of the Shang. whenever its more 
dignified or more elaborate pictographic quality was called for. 

Jf the Ta wen k'ou graphs are early representations of clan name insig­
nia, and if there was a phoneticization of these clan name insignia such that 
they came to be conventionally associated with the name of the clan, then, 
the Ta wen k'ou pictographs attest to the development from non-phonetic 
but meaningful graphs to phonetic and meaningful ones, i.e., from semasi­
ographs to logographs. and thus constitute true forerunners of writing in 
China. The objections we raised against the scratch marks of the first group 
as having any connection with writing do not apply to the Ta wen k'ou 
graphs. These are obviously deliberate depictions of objects or acts, even if 
the specific thing depicted is not immediately identifiable or the specific 
purpose clear. As pictographs. they fit into the general evolutionary pattern 
of writing as the type of graph we would expect to find associated with the 
initial stage of a scripL Still, there is no evidence that the Ta wen k'ou pic­
tographs are a part of any writing system; indeed there is no evidence that 
any writing system existed at that time at all. They do not occur in any form 
that would suggest a text, or appear to have any linguistic context. If they 

9 This same speculation ha.. been discussed by Wu Hung (1985: 35-!J6), in connection 
with a very similar kind of emblem found on a number of Liang chu jade pi _, which he 
suggestJ may result from Ta wen k'ou influence lO the north o r the Liang chu area. 
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are related to writing at ail, it is only as forerunners, providing a selting in 
which graphs may have become associated with pronunciations in a way that 
led to the invention of writing. 

The same coupling of a name, that is, a pronunciation, with a graph 
could well have happened in other contexts too, but we have no indication 
of what those contexts might have been. Because we are able to propose a 
possible. if speculative , link between the set of Ta wen k'ou pictographs. 
which predate the advent of writing, and the origin of writing itself. these 
Ta wen k'ou graphs, unlike other marks on neolithic pottery, are credible 
candidates for true precursors of writing in Ch ina. They provide a context 
for the evolution ofa [-P, +S] graph into a [+P, +S] graph, just as the geo­
metric token-signs seem to have done, though in a somewhat different way, 
in the case of the cuneiform script in Mesopotamia. 

LococRAPHS AND ZODIOCRAPHS 

At the first stage of writing it was the word that was represented by a 
single graph, not a syllable , not a single phoneme, and in the vast majority 
of cases not a phrase. Such is the testimony not only of the earliest known 
examples of Chinese writing, but also of the earliest Mesopotamian cunei­
form and Egyptian hieroglyphic writing of ca. 3000 R.C. 

Giovanni Pettinato, one of the principal decipherers of the recently dis­
covered Ebla texts, which are written in a West Semitic language using an 
archaic variety of cuneiform script, has recognized this feature of early 
cuneiform in general: "As regards the internal structure of cuneiform. it 
should be observed that in the first phase only logograms were employed: to 
onc character one word corresponds" (Pettin ato ]979: 55). 

Some oracle -bone inscription scholars would like to allow for the possi­
bility that some single graphs in Shang inscriptions might stand for the per­
formance of a ritual or sacrificial act, perhaps serving as a kind of shorthand 
notation for a "set of instructions" of some kind. The first question that 
must be asked about such a graph, as indeed about any graph, is "does it 
unambiguously and conventionally represent a specific utterance in the lan­
guage in question?" If it does, even if that utterance is a whole phrase, then 
the graph is by definition writing. If on the other hand the graph stands for 
an act, or a series or sequence of acts, or anything else that is not speech, 
and evokes different linguistic responses arbitrarily, even if the different re­
sponses mean the same thing, then it is not writing. For example . if the 
graph S is always read exactly "no smoking" in English, so that it becomes 
a conventionally accepted sign for those two words and no other, then it is 
writing. But if it evokes the various responses "no smoking," "smoking pro­
hibited," "smoking not permined," "you can't smoke here," ."don't smokel" 
etc., then it is not writing, because it does not unambiguously stand for a 
certain specific utterance, even though it has a clear and unambiguous 
meaning. It is an example of a [+S, -P] graph, that is, a semasiograph. 
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The evidence of the oracle-bone inscriptions suggests that the vast 
majori~ of. graphs are logographs, that is, each graph stands for a single 
word.1 This conforms to the nature of early writing in Mesopotamia and 
Egypt. If there are graphs that stand as a kind of shorthand notation for acts, 
but do not represent any specific utterance of the language, then they are 
outside the scope of writing proper, and must be seen as something other 
than writing. But clear evidence for the existence of such graphs, which 
ought, · if th~y do exist, to be called dromenogr:aphs. has yet to be brought 
forth. II 

The recognition that at the inception of writing we are dealing with 
graphs that write whole words, that is, with logographs, follows logically 
from the way in which writing originated and evolved. After the realization 
that graphs could be associated with words, and that that association could 
be made conventional, the first halting efforts at writing were for the Chi­
nese just as practical and straightforward as they were for their Mesopota­
mian and Egyptian counterparts. These e fforts consisted in the simple 
graphic depiction of the object intended. It is not only intuitively reason­
able but also archaeologically demonstrable to suppose that people drew 
pictures before they wrote words. But we must always remember to distin­
guish between graphs that are drawings of things. standing, however sim­
plified or standardized, for the thing in question, and graphs that are 
drawings of thiug.s but thal .slam! fur Lhe name of the thing in question. The 
former are [- P] graphs, types 1 and 2 of the chart on p. 19 above, while the 
latter are [+ P]. types 3 and 4, and it is only the advent o f this second type of 
graph that marks the beginning of true writing. Precisely the same observa­
tion has been made about the origins of Egyptian writing: 

The turning point at which true writing ... W"dS created and separated from 
pictorial art was reached when it was realized that artistic representations of 
individual objects could convey nol only visual associations, but also associa­
tions of sound, which could be "read" and understood as words. an elementary 

10 The so-called ho , 'i wtn ~.)( (or just he wtn *)() that occu r in some oracle-bone in ­
scriptions, and on some early bronzes, appear to be an exception to the general rule of "one 
character-one word. M 

The he t'i wen are characters that combine two recognizable single characters into what ap­
pears to be one graphic unit, intended to stand for the two-charaCler phrase. Even as one 
graphic unit, the individual characters are usually no t actually integrated in their graphic form, 
but typically are si mply placed do5t:r together lhan they are when they are not written as ho t 'j 

wen. Moreover, they are mostly orthographic devices for writing set phrases. e.g. , place or per­
sonal names, or phrases consisting of numbers function ing as adjuncts to nouns (numbers plus 
moon for months, numbers plus animal names for sacrificial offerings. etc.). See Rao 1982: 
519-56 for a list of such characters. 

Because oCthe very specialized nalure and limited use of these ho t'i wen, I do not think thaI 
they can be regarded as significant counler-evidence for th e general claim that Chinese writing 
from the earliest stage was fundamentally based on an isomorphism of one word to one graph . 

I I See EaTl, China 3 (1977): 6. 
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mental observation which necessarily had to precede the invention of pho­
netic writing. (Iversen 1961: 12) 

The crucial word in Iversen's comment is the ,word realiud. The distinc­
tion he makes between pictorial art and true writing depends on a realization, 
i.e., a "mental observation" as he calls it, on the part of the wriler/reader, not 
on any objective. independent characteristic or feature of the graphs them­
selves. When a given drawing or graphic configuration is the picture of an ob­
ject, and stands for that object, we caU it a pictograph, and we may reckon it 
as a precursor of writing, but nol as writing proper, no matter how simplified 
or conventionalized that drawing may be. When that same drawing comes to 
stand primarily for the name of the object, i.e., for the word rather than for 
the thing, then the grafh is writing. and we can. following Boodberg, call such 
a graph a uxl.iograph. I This new term gives us a way of emphasizing that the 
graph's primal)' association is no longer a thing, but is now a word. 

The actual shape and appearance of the graphs themselves may be the 
same when they are pictographs as when they are zodiographs. The distinc­
tion between the two is one of function, not of form. Note also that, because 
they stand for words, zodiographs are logographs. Indeed, because they are 
in origin direct graphic representations of things, we may consider them in 
some sense the most primitive type of logograph. Zodiographs, therefore. 
constitute a subset of logographs; all zodiographs are logographs, but not 
all logographs are zodiographs. 

The distinction between pictograph and zodiograph is a matter of defini­
tion, and is not derivcd from or contingent upon the interpretation of any 
body of data, or any empirical evidencc. If, for example, the graph """' is 
intended to be the picture of an elephant. and to stand for the animal itself, 
or for something symbolically (but not linguistically) represented by an e le­
phant, like the "Pachyderm Clan," for example, or the Republican party, then 
it must be classed as a pictograph (Kao 1980: 197). But if it comes to stand 
for the word hsiang < *dzjangx 'elephant', then it has become a zodiograph, 
and is an example of true writing. The fact that in some particular case, or 
indeed, in many cases, we may not be able to determine with any certainty 
whether a given graph is functioning as a pictograph or as a zodiograph does 
not in any way invalidate the distinction we have established by this definition. 

Often, but not necessarily, the transition from pictograph to zodiograph, 
that is, from a precursor of writing to true writing, is accompanied by con­
ventionalization ofthe graph in question. It makes sense to assume that, since 
a pictograph is intended to represent a thing. its iconic role requires .that it 
be an easily identified, fairly realistic representation of that thing. When on 
the other hand a graph has become representative of a word, something which 
after all has no visible form, the intimate bond between graph and thing has 
been interrupted by speech. The graphic reflection of speech can be less 
realistic and more uniform or conventional without any loss of efficacy. 

12 Boodberg 1957. The word "zodiograph ft is from Greek %6dion 'a small picture: painted ' 
or carved' (originally of an animal), diminutive of Wion 'animal' . 
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Conventionalization of graphs is a pervasive phenomenon in the devel­
opment of Mesopotamian cuneiform script. In referring to the Sumerian 
cuneiform script of the Uruk IV period, approximately 3300 B.C., Driver says 
that already "in the 'earliest texts there are many pictographs or signs repre­
senting objects of which the identity is not immediately apparent, while oth­
ers have been so far conventionalized that the objects depicted cannot be 
identified at all" (Driver 1976: 47). Describing the archaic cuneiform char­
aC[ers of the ,Ebla texts Pettinato says: 

... many graphic characters either bear no similarity to the object it [sic] 
stands for, such as the character indicating 'sheep', or are so stylized that a 
possible or probable likeness with the object indicated is no longer verifiable . 
(Pettinato 1979: 54) 

On the other hand some of the graphs on the early Uruk tablets are clearly 
discernible depictions of real things. The two tablets illustrated in figures 16 
and 17 show this feature of the script very well. Both are Sumerian, from the 
southern Mesopotamian region, and both show the Sumerian script in a very 
primitive, pre-cuneiform, state. Falkenstein dates the second of the two to the 
Uruk III-II stratum, ca. 3000-2900 B.C. By ca. 2600-2400 B.C. the graph in 
figure 17 that was so realistically depicted as a quadruped of some sort had 
moved markedly away from this depictive realism (Falkenstein 1936: 67). 

Sumerologists have no doubt that what appears on these early tablets is 
writing, even though complete translations are still not possible. Several of 
the graphs can be identified with forms that occur in later Sumerian cunei­
form texts. The middle graph in the top half of the second tablet (fig. 17), 
for example, stands for the Sumerian word DUG 'vase,jar', and is the zodio­
graphic precurser of Classical cuneiform t:ffi, having passed through a 
graphic evolution with ~ and ~ as intermediate stages, after, like 
many Sumerian logographs, having been rotated through 900 (Labat, 309). 
We may be able to see the form of a "vase" in the original character on the 
tablet once we know that the graph represented the word DUG 'vase', With­
out that knowledge, I suspect such a recognition would come to mind only 
very uncertainly, if at all. The point I wish to illustrate with these examples 
is that even when graphs appear to us as realistically depictive, they may 
function as zodiograpbs standing for words, not as pictographs standing for 
things. On the one hand, the early Sumerian documents support our claim 
that the script has a pictographic origin, but they also show very clearly that 
the pictographic aspect had given way to a zodiographic function in that the 
graphs were being used in a written text, and that even at this early stage 
there was considerable conventionalization of graphic form. For obvious 
practical reasons conventionalization that erases the depictive realism of a 
graph can only come about when graphs have begun to be used not as picto­
graphs standing for things directly, but as zodiographs standing for words. 

Conventionalization of Shang oracle-bone inscription graphs was like­
wise widespread and general. Numerous characters seem to be zodiographs 
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Flc. 16. Sumerian limestone tablet with clear zodiographic 
writing; Lower Mesopotamia, end of the fourth millennium, 
R.C. For decipherment and discussion see [he notes of sea­
trice Andre-uicknam, Naissance de l'icrilure . .. , p. 52. Repro­
duced through the courtesy of th e Musi:es Nationaux, Paris; 
Louvrc-AO 19936. 

in tha t they are made up of only a single constituent c lement, and yet are 
nol pictorially intelligible except in the light of their known meaning. In 
fact the majority of oracle-bone inscription zodiographs show the effects of 
graphic conventionalization and are not readily recognizable as realistic d e­
pictions of anything specific. 

In figure 3 we listed examples of oracle-bone inscription characters with 
"identifiable pictographic origins." But in fact some, if not most, of those 
examples are identifiable only after it is known what word the character rep­
resents . Numbers 3 (ti 'mouth '), 6 (Ill 'cultivated field'), 7 ( ~ 'kneeling 
woman'), and 11 (1 ' horse' ) are by no means clear-cut representations of 
the things in question; and numbers 10 (1' 'sheep '), and 14 ( ~ 'tripod') are 
not likely to suggest anything to anyone pictographically except in the most 
arbitrary, and therefore irre1evant, way. When the word for which the graph 
stands is known, we might then be able to see the pictographic significance 
of the graph itself. In number ]0, for example, knowing that the character 
stands for yang 'sheep', we may recognize the rI\ as a stylized representation 
of a ram 's horns, or in number 14, knowing that the graph writes the word 
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FIG. 17. Sumerian translucent stone tablet with clear zodio­
graphic writing; Mesopotamia, Uruk III period (ca. WOO 
s.c.). For notes on the inscription see Beatrice Andrc­
Leicknam in Naissance de l'icriture . .. , p. 52. Reproduced 
through the courtesy of the Musees Nationaux, Paris; 
LouVTe-A08844. 
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ting ' three-legged cauldron. tripod', we may see it as depictive of that kind 
of vessel, which is in fact characterized by bulbous, hollow legs that look a 
bit like the r! part of the graph. But neither of these characters in their 
graphic guise alone calls forth the actual thing originally depicted, without 
prior k.now\edge of the word wr'nen. So, sensu. stricto, they do not appear in 
the Shan~ scri~t as ~ictog.raphs despite their lik.ely pictographic origins. [t is 
just this pointthal confirms that we are here dearing with graphic e lements 
in a writing system whose primary function is to represent words, i.e., 
sounds, not to depict things directly, and that graphs such as these when 
they become part of a script need not be pictographically realistic . Com­
pared to the examples given in figure 3 of chapter 1, the characters in 
figure 18 are more typical of the Shang script in generai in that they pre­
serve little or no discernible iconic resemblance to the things or acts they 
presumably depicted in origin. We detect little resemblance even when the 
words they write are known to us. 

The outstanding exception to the tendency toward conventionalization 
with its concomitant lessening of the depictive realism of graphs is, of 
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I. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

II. 

12. 

I!. 

14. 

15. 

OBI modem modern 
graph character reading 

m .. 
o 

± 

,U 

(po) 

(""l 

"iu 

ssu 

I 'u 

shui 

yii 

e"'ung 

"" 
shoo 

Isu 

meaning 

'person' 

'hand' > 'hold. have' (mod. fl) 

'nose' (mod. ") 

'ear' 

'an cestor ' (mod. ilH.) 

'ox' 

'(silk) thread, line' (mod. **') 
'boat' 

'c.rth, ground' 

'water, stycarn' 

'rain ' 

'insect' 

'speech ' 

'hcad' 

'foot' 

Flc. 18. Examples of Shang orade-bone inscription characters the pictographic origins of 
which are not directly or readily identifiable. even when the word wriUen by the character is 
k.nown . 

course, the system of Egyptian hieroglyphs as it was perpetuated down to 
Hellenistic limes. Even here, though, there was a kind of conventionaliza­
tion that, while it did not render the graphs non-depictive .. did standardize 
their appearance and systematize their usage vis-a.-vis the phonograms with 
which they were combined. 
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In any case, conventionalization is entirely a superficial phenomenon 
and is only a possible side-effect of the transition from pictographs to zodio­
graphs. The essential feature of the transition is whether the graph stands 
for a thing or for the name of the thing. This shift from understanding a 
graph as representing an object to that of seeing it as representing a word is 
the crucial conceptual breakthrough. While zodiographs may be very lim­
ited in their capacity to represent the richness of any real language graphi­
cally. their use entails the realization. explicit ·or implicit, that graphs can 
stand directly for words, and only indirectly, through the medium of the 
word, for things. 

From the above description it should be clear that there is no provision, 
at the point when writing originated, for graphs that stand for ideas alone. 
Thus, the frequently invoked term "ideograph" is a misnomer and tends to 
mislead rather than to inform. Early in the evolution of writing, graphs 
stand for words and are therefore logographs. Words, of course, may stand 
for ideas. but that is a matter for philosophers and poets, and has no bear­
ing on writing. Writing arose in China, as it did in Egypt and Mesopotamia, 
and apparently also in Mesoamerica, when speakers of a language came to 
understand a set of graphs as conventional representations for words in 
their language. At the outset these graphs were no more than zodiographs. 
The unfortunate term "ideograph" arose and endures, primarily because 
Western scholars are unaccustomed to seeing a single graph standing for a 
whole word, which of course has a meaning. They have therefore often mis­
construed the function of a Chinese character as representing lhe meaning 
alone, i.e., an "idea," as if the meaning of a word could exist apart from the 
word itself, and could further be represented by a graph distinct from any 
graphic representation of the word proper. 

Once we recognize that a character stands for a word, including its 
meaning but also including its sound, we will be able to dispose of the mis­
leading term "ideograph" and call such a graph by the correct term "logo­
graph" or "lexigraph." Gradually, of course, Chinese scribes devised ways to 
allow for the representation of words that did not lend themselves to direct 
depiction. But at no time did any of the graphs that were invented stand for 
ideas directly; they always primarily represented the sounds of a language, 
and meaning only as it was associated with those sounds. This is as true for 
Chinese characters as it is for the graphs of Mesopotamian cuneiform and 
Egyptian hieroglyphic scripts. 

GRAPHIC MULTIVALF.NCE 

The first stage in the invention of writing comes, then, with the advent 
of zodiographs. arising through an effort to depict a particular thing or ac­
tion concretely, and then shifting to represent the name or word for that 
thing or action. Clearly such a device as drawing a picture to represent the 



60 The Origin and Early Development oj the Chinese Writing System 

intended word can only be a very rudimentary recourse, and will soon prove 
itself unable to cope with even the simplest abstractions, much less with the 
manifold semantic complexities of a real language. Once the possibility of 
writing words by means of zodiographs was realized, it could not have been 
long before these limitations were felt. While scribes must have been quick 
to see the usefulness of writing as a means for the direct graphic represen­
tation of speech, they must just as quickly have been confounded by the 
difficulty that, at this initial stage, if something could nol he depicted it 
could not be written. And this, of course, left a lot of words unwritablc. 

Although the zodiographic stage reflects the recognition that a graph 
can stand for a spoken word. and is thus of fundamental significance in the 
evolution of writing, still in view of these considerable limits on what words 
can be satisfactorily depicted. the recognition does not yet summon into 
existence anything that can reasonably be called a writing system. In the face 
of the extremely limited capability of zodiographic writing, efforts had to 
be made to expand the scope of what could be written beyond the class 
of things directly depictabJe. To this end the Chinese resorted to exactly 
the same expedients as the early Mesopotamians and Egyptians when con­
fronted with the same problem. that is, they realized that zodiographs could 
be used in two derivative ways. 

The first of these entails writing a word difficult or impossible of concrete 
depiction by means of an established zodiograph that stands otherwise for a 
semantically unrelated but phonetically similar or identical word. This is of­
ten called rebus writing. writing "by things"; technically it is known as parono­
maria. It is often seen in children's puzzle books as a kind of game, where, 
for example, a picture oCa "bee" is juxtaposed with a picture oCa "leaf," and 
the reader is expected to "read" the abstract word "belief," In the same way 
the graph ~ hsiang 'elephant' standardized as " in the Ch'in-Han period 
(modern 10, was regularly used to write the abstract homophonous word 
hsiang 'image, apparition'. Or, to give another example, the graph ~ (0/.1) 
standing zodiographically for the word wu < *mpt, meaning 'the brindled 
appearance of an ox' > 'ox' > 'animal, creature, thing' and presumably hav­
ing in origin been suggestively depicLive of 'brindled, parti-colored' (GSR 503 
b-g), came to represent the homophonous word wu < *mjn 'do not', a nega­
tive grammatical particle not ~adily depictable in any direct way itselfY~ 

III The graph t found in the earliest period oracle-bone inscriptions, both with and with­
out the addition of the * 'ox' semantic determinative, does not appear to be realistically de­
pictive of any concrete thing. The primary meaning of the word ·mpl seems [0 have been 
' brindled', as of an ox; thus, 'pani-colorcd, striated, streaked' . The semantic trajectory may 
have been 'brindled (ox) > ox > animal > living creature> any natural thing > thing in general'. 
Notice that in pre-Han texts the word is often used in the restricted sense of either 'animal' 
or 'natural thing, creature', rather than simply as 'thing' in the most general sense. 

The word is probably cognate with )( "'mp" > wen 'parti-colored. patterned, mottled, dap­
pled', and the zodiograph ~ is likely explicable not as a concrete, tangible thing, but as a sug­
gestive abstract representation of'streaked. parti-colored ' .That this would be a satisfactory way 
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In using the rebus method, the Chinese were fo llowing exactly the same 
path as the Egyptians and Mesopotamians in the developme nt of their writ­
ing, This may be called rebus writing or paronomaslic writing, and is one of two 
expedients characteristic of the second stage in the evolution of the script. 
Using a graph paronomastically means separating it from its original seman­
tic association and a ttaching it, on the basis of its phonetic value alone, to 
an indepe ndent and in many cases unrelated word that happens to be ho­
mophonous, or nearly so, with the word that the graph originally repre­
sented. Boodberg has called this a "phone tic breakthrough," because it 
amounts to the realization of a theoretical principle comparable in impor­
tance to the realization that characterized stage one (Boodberg 1957: 115), 

Even when used paronomastically a graph is still [+P, +5] , and therefo re 
still a logograph, because although the word it now represents is semanti­
cally distinct from the word it o riginally re presente d, it is a word nonethe ­
less, We might specify this in formal terms as G: [+P, +5] - [ +P, +S'] , or 
more concisely, G: [+ P, +5, +5'] where S' designates a meaning diffe rent 
from S, indicating that the same graph G is used variously for a word pro­
nounced [P] with the meaning [S] , o r a word with the same or a very simi­
lar pronunciation but with the different meaning [5' ] . According to this 
convention we would characterize the two examples given above as 

G: [+P, +S] [+P, +S' ] 
(I) 

at { hsiang < * dzjangx } { hsiang < • dzjangx ~ 
'elephant' ' image' 

(2) 
o/J { urn < *mjat } { wu < *mjat 

'creature ' 'do not' 

]n theory it is possible for one graph with its associated pronunciation to 
stand for any number of homophonous. or nearly homophonous, wo rds of 
different meanings. Thus. we could have G: [+P, +50 , +51 , , , +5n] , where 
So = the original meaning, and Sl to Sn are the additional meanings 
of homophonous words to which the graph might be applied, with no 

to represent the word·mpt. meaning no t just ' parti-colored ' in the abstract but ' pani-colored, 
as of an ox' suggests that this feature was in some way especially important in regard to oxen. 
Later texts indicate that sacrificial oxen, the highest in status of all sacrificial beasts, were re­
quired, or at least preferred, to be of a pure color, nol brindled. See Tso chuan, Huan 6: 
R~ ~My sacrificial beasts are whole, fat, and corpulent," The word ft ch'uan, surely 
the same word in origin as ~ ch'uan 'complete', means 'wholt:, pure' with respect to sacrifi ­
cial victims in two :ienses, 'corporally wholt:', i.e., with all limbs intact, and ' pure-colored', 

The fact that the word ·mjat came to be the general word for 'creature> thing', togethe r 
with its likely etym onic association with X ·mpn > wen 'pani-colored', suggests that in choos· 
ing sacrificial beasts the feature of 'brindled' VS. 'pure-colored' was more important than 
'maimed ' vs. 'corporally intac t' , The primary importance thus attached to the feam re ' brin­
dled' in connection with oxen accoun ts for the semantic shift ' brindled ox' > 'ox in general' . 
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theoretical limit on the value of n. In practice, examples where n is greater 
than three or four are rare, because speakers are not likely to overburden 
the lexicons of their languages with an inordinat~ number of homophones. 
The reason for this is, clearly, that with each homophone goes a certain de­
gree of ambiguity, and the functional efficacy of a language varies inversely 
in proportion to the extent of ambiguity. Just as the ambiguity to which 
homophony gives rise cannot be allowed to increase to unmanageable pro­
portions, so neither can the ambiguity inherent in the use of an undiffer­
entiated graph for a number of distinct words be allowed to expand 
unchecked. As a practical matter, both kinds of ambiguity must be kept 
within fairly narrow bounds. 

Graphs of the kind we have just described, used paronomastically to 
write more than one word, where the words are homophonous, or nearly so, 
are said to be polysemous, because they are associated with more than one 
word, hence more than one meaning. Using graphs in this polysemous way 
was not only a device for writing words that were difficult or impossible to 
depict directly, as our examples of W wu 'creature .... do not' and ~ hsiang 
'elephant - image' above illustrate, but was also a matter of efficiency, in that 
it provided for the maximum utilization of established graphs, and thereby 
put a check of sorts on the proliferation of new graphs. It was, then, not only 
an expedient way to get around the problem of depicting abstractions, but 
just as importantly for the overall development of a workable writing system, 
it was a way to get the most service from the already established graphs. 

The second of the two derivative ways in which a zodiograph might be 
used relies on the graph's depictive structure and on the semantic associa­
tions it might suggest irrespective of sound. A zodiograph that is already 
conventionally associated with one word may be used to write a second word 
the meaning of which is readily suggested by the depictive quality of the graph 
itself, regardless of any phonetic similarity or cognate relation between the 
two words. In other words, a given graph could be applied to different 
words that were semanticaUy congruent enough for the same graph to be pic· 
torially suggestive. even though the phonetic values may have been entirely 
different. This we call the homeosemous or parasemantic use of a graph. It 
served precisely the same ends of efficiency and versatility as did the 
paronomastic, polysemous use of zodiographs already described above. 

Just as a polysemous graph had a fixed pronunciation, but when used 
paronomastically was applicable to more than one word (G: [+P, +So' 
+51 ... ]). so another graph might be used for more than one pronun­
ciation, but with its semantic value held more or less constant, that is, re­
maining within the bounds defined by the meaning that the zodiograph 
conveyed directly. That is to say, a graph might be used with a fixed or at 
least restricted meaning but a variable pronunciation, exactly as it might be 
used with a fixed or restricted pronunciation and variable meaning. On 
analogy with the latter, which we have already called polysemy, we can caU 
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the former polyplwny, and characterize it formally as G: [+p. +p'. +S] where 
[+P] and [+P'] are two different, and not necessarily related. pronuncia­
tions, Or, if there .are more than two pronunciations involved. we would 
have G: [+Po' +P1 .... +Pn, +S]. again with no theoretical limit on the value 
of n, Recall that the paronomastic use of a graph required only approximate 
homophony, not necessarily exact homophony. Similarly, the polyphonic 
use of a graph requires that the meaning of the graph in its original usage 
be semantically congruent with, but not necessarily identical with, the 
meaning of the graph in its second (or other) usage. Polyphony turns out to 
have played a crucial role in the formation of the Chinese script .. For now, [ 
will give just two examples to illustrate the principle. The evidence for these 
two examples will be laid out in chapter 3, where the role of polyphony will 
be examined in detail. 

1) The graph 1;;, modern 0, is in origin a pictograph of a mouth, or 
other opening of some sort, [t became established as the zodiograph for the 
word k'ou < *khugx 'mouth' , and remains the everyday graph in modern 
Chinese for k'ou 'mouth'. Early in the evolution of the script it seems also to 
have been used to write the word ming < *mjing 'call , name' (modern ~). 

We can see two things about such a usage. First, ne ither the verb 'call' nor 
the noun 'name' is readily amenable to direct depiction, and from a seman­
tic point of view it would be logical to choose the graph for 'mouth' to write 
such a word. Second, the words k'ou < *khugx and ming < *mjingdo not seem 
to be in any way related phonetically. Thus the use of t1 to write *mjing 
'call', simultaneously with its use for the word *khugx 'mouth', is a case of 
true polyphony (Boodberg 1937: 342).14 

2) The graph A!J' , modern 13, seems to have originated as a depiction of 
an eye, and it represents the word mu < *mpkw 'eye' in early (as well as later) 
texts. [n addition,just as the graph for 'mouth' came to be used for the verb 
'call ', so this graph for 'eye' was apparently used to write two verbs for 'see' , 
corresponding to modern Chinese fi" k'an < *khans and Jl chien < *kians, 
probably two variants of a single root or etymon (Boodberg 1937: 343). 

Polyphony was an important feature of the evolution of writing in Egypt 
and Mesopotamia as well as in China. Driver in fact suggests that the poly­
phonic use of graphs in early cuneiform writing was the natural extension of 
the zodiographic stage (which he calls "pictographic"), and that the rebus 
method of writing was an unworkable and almost abusive employment of a 
sign (Driver 1976: 56-57, see infra p. 86). 

Studies of the Chinese script have heretofore failed for the most part to 
recognize the importance or even the existence of the polyphony of graphs, 

14 Jerry Norman has pointed out to me in this connection the modern Vietnamese words 
mifng 'mouth' and miEng 'mouthful '. These two words, dearly related to each other in Viet· 
nam ese , may be in some remote way vestiges of the Chinese word *mjing'name, call' and its se­
mantic association with 'mouth'. 
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because the evidence is indirect and the conclusion inferential. Polysemy, by 
contrast, is direct and observable. We can still now, as much as three millen­
nia after the fact, see many cases like !l hsiang in which the same graph 
stands for more than one word with the same pronunciation. Examples of 
polyphony are far less apparent, largely because the original single logo­
graph has nol continued to be used by itself with more than one reading. 
The "second" readings, and by extension meanings, have come to be written 
with augmented graphs, as, e.g., :g from 0 for ming 'cal1, name'. fj' and Ji!. 
from § for k'an 'look, walch' and chien 'see', thus obscuring the fact that 
these words were at first written ti and a.:r respectively. Nevertheless, 
polyphony was a central feature of the evolution of the Chinese script, 
just as it was in the development of other scripts. and it afpears to have been 
widespread in the formative stages of writing in China. i 

The second stage in the evolution of the script, we said, was character­
ized by rebus or paronomastic usages, because of the numerous cases of 
graphs used to write two or more different but homophonous or nearly ho­
mophonous words. We can now see that this is but one of two possible kinds 
of graphic vCTsatility, the second being polyphony, where a character is used 
by virtue of its graphic appropriateness for two or more words that are se­
mantically congruent but dissimilar in pronunciation. Hence the second 
stage actually should be thought of as the stage of graphic multivalence, that 
is, the stage in which graphs may vary either in meaning or pronunciation. 

What does not follow from this multivalent use of graphs, and is not a 
regular part of the development of any writing system either in principle or 
in: practice, is the simultaneous variance of both the phonetic and the seman­
tic values of a single graph. We do not find, nor would we logically expect to 
find, a graph used to write two (or more) separate words that have nothing 
in common either in pronunciation or meaning. When such cases appear to 
exist within a writing system, the reason is usually the fortuitous conver­
gence into a single graphic form of two originally independent and graphi­
cally distinct signs. If we encounter a graph that seems to be serving to write 
two or more unrelated words at the earliest stage of the script, when we can­
not assume a previously distinct graphic history that has led to a conver­
gence of originally different graphic forms, then we must reckon with two 
possibilities. Either the case is an anomaly, the kind of thing that arises in 
all human endeavors now and again, or else the two words are in fact re­
lated and we have merely failed to detect the relation. 

The second possibility just mentioned might indeed be phrased more 
compellingly as a hypothesis or principle: when the same graph is used, 
other than through the convergence of originally distinct graphs, to write 

15 Cases of polyphony in modem Chinese are sporadic and quite rare. One of the most 
widely recognized is the graph £, nonnally read shih meaning 'stone', but also read tan 
meaning a unit of weight (equivalent to 1331(3 lb. avdp.). (Cf. British 'Slone ', a unit of weight 
equivalcm to 14 lb. avdp.) 
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two different words, those words. except in a minority of anomalous cases, 
will ultimately prove to be related to each other either phonetically or se­
mantically. or both. According to this hypothesis. when confronted with two 
words that are 'apparently neither phonetically nor semantically similar to 
each other. but that are wrillen with the same graph, we should accept the 
explanation that the case is anomalous only as a last resort. and then only 
after having sought unsuccessfully to identify and e lucidate a phonetic or 
semantic relation between the two. 

If, for example. the graph f:i. is used to write the two distinct words (i) ku 
< *huh 'val ley' and (ii) lu < "luh ' part of a titular designation within the 
Hsiung-nu hierarchy'. we should assume that there is either a phone tic or a 
semantic relation between them. The reason for making such an assump­
tion, and the rationale for stating the assumption as a principle, is simply 
that the extended use of graphs to write words other than those for which 
they were originally devised is not capricious and haphazard, but is in some 
sense logically motivated. In this example it seems likelier that the relation 
is phonetic than semantic, since the two words "huk and "luk are obvious 
rimes, and thus already show partial phonetic similarity. whereas the two 
meanings have no perceptible or demonstrable link between them. Having 
decided that the relation is likely phonetic. that is. that the graph 1"1- is used 
to write both the word "'kuk 'valley' and the word "'luk 'Hsiung-nu title' be­
cause the pronunciations are nearly homophonous. the question becomes 
"how different can two pronunciations be and still be considered 'nearly 
homophonous' for purposes of graphic paronomasia?" Is "' kuk close enough 
to "'luk to account for the use of the same graph to write both words? 

This kind of question is not amenable to a theoretical answer. It is an­
swerable only by a judgment based on what appears to be the most satisfac­
tory account of all similar cases taken as a group. According to widespread 
assumption, cases of the ~ "huk - *luk type are explained by positing an ini­
tial consonant cluster that reconciles the divergent initials, thus, *hl- - *gl~, 

where *hl,. > k- and *gl- > 1_. 16 The implication is that the homorganic initials 
kl- and gl,. are close enough to have allowed use of the same graph (as are k­
and g- as single initial consonants), but that k- and I,. by themselves are not. 
Most scholars would probably agree with the second part of this assumption, 
that *kuk and *luk are too different to have permitted use of the same graph, 
but not all would agree that *kluk vs. "gluk is the correct Old Chinese recon­
struction. The matter becomes at this point a question of historical phonol­
ogy. not of the history of the writing system, and we need not pursue it 
further at present. What is important for our understanding of the script is 
the recognition that the two words *kuk and "'luk must have been phonet­
ically similar enough to permit them both to be written with the same graph. 
viz., ~. 

16 Karlgren proposed this solution already in 1923 (Karlgren 1923: ~H). 
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To give another example. the graph. was used to write the three words 
(i) hsi < *rjiak 'night', (ii) yuek < *ngwjat 'moon', and (iii) ming < *mjiang 
'brighten'. Again, if we are to credit the Chinese writing system with any ra~ 
tional structure and logic, we must assume that there was either a phonetic 
or a semantic basis (or both) for the use of one graph to write three differ­
ent words. In this example the explanation is surely the semantic basis com­
mon to hsi ' night' and yiich 'moon'. Of course these are two quite different 
words, and we are in no way suggesting that they are cognate; only that 
when it came to the question of how to write the word hsi 'night'. an intan­
gible thing not directly depictable, the graph •• depicting the crescent 
moon, was deemed suggestive enough to provide a logical and workable 
solution because of the obvious semantic association between 'moon' and 
'night'. (Modern Ji and $I both devolve from the same archaic form.) The 
crescent moon was, at the same time, suggestive of the fundamentally pro­
cessive verb ming < *mjiang 'brighten', given the waxing and waning stages 
through which a crescent moon passes (cf. Eng. crescent 'growing'). It was 
precisely such a process of brightening and "'debrightening" that corre­
sponded to the meaning of the word ming, a word that is not really as stative 
as it is often supposed to be, so it is not surprising that early scribes used the 
graph for yii.eh 'moon' to write the word ming 'brighten' as well (see Bood­
berg 1940: 273). 

In the example of the graph 1;t writing both *kuk and *luk, we con­
cluded that the basis was phonetic rather than semantic, and thus ~ was 
being used paronomastically. In the case of • standing for hsi 'night' , yii.eh 
'moon', and ming 'brighten', we decided that the basis must be semantic, 
and so the graph • must be regarded as a polyphone. Both cases are good 
examples of the versatility that characterizes the second stage in the devel­
opment of the writing system, the stage of graphic multivalence. 

Like the polysemic use of graphs, polyphonic use had not only the ad­
vantages of efficiency and versatility but also the disadvantage of ambiguity. 
The ambiguity that arises from using a graph for more than one homopho· 
nous word-as, for example, f( used for hsiang 'elephant' and for hsiang 
'image'-is semantic ambiguity because it is the meaning that may be in ques­
tion in a particular case. By contrast lhe ambiguity of a graph used to write 
two semanticaHy congruent words with different pronunciations is phonetic 
ambiguity because it is the pronunciation that is uncertain. The ambiguity 
of the graphs 0 and E3, the examples given above, is fundamentally pho­
netic; do they represent the words *khugx 'mouth' or *miing 'call', ~mpkw 
'eye' or *khans - *kians ' see'? And does the graph. stand for *rjiak 'night' 
or *ngwjat 'moon'? 

In modern Chinese neither the graph 0 nor § has any polyphonic use; 
each is still used for its "primary" nominal sense, 'mouth' and 'eye' respec­
tively (though mu for 'eye' is literary rather than colloquial). Both have lost 
their second readings. That is to say, the second reading has come to be 



Writing in Chinese 67 

written with a character that combines the original 0 or EI with additional 
graphic components, distinguishing it unambiguously from the primary 0 
k'ou or EI mu. Tha.t there was such a second reading is, as we shall see in 
chapter 3, inferable from the structure of derivative graphs in both cases, 
but it is not superficially obvious. The ambiguity of the graph • has been re­
solved according to a different pattern at a later stage of the script, by as­
signing the two distinct meanings to two distinct variants of the graph, 
writing 5' for hsi and .FJ for yilek exclusively. Thus there is no longer any 
ambiguity in the use of either character in modern Chinese. 

DETER..lvtJNATIVES 

The gathering ambiguity that resulted from the fncreasing use of rebus 
and polyphonic writing at the multivalent stage ushered in what we may call 
the third stage in the development of the Chinese script, the determinative 
stage. In order to resolve the semantic ambiguity arising out of the parono­
mastic or rebus use of graphs at stage two, an auxiliary, aphonic graph was 
attached to the original, resulting in a distinct c0l!lpound graph which 
could then be uniquely used to write one of the two or mOl"e possible words 
that the ambiguous graph had stood for. Graphs chosen for this auxiliary, 
determinative role come from the regular inventory of established logo­
graphs, and thus stand for words in their own right in other contexts quite 
apart from their use as determinatives in compound graphs. It is this inde­
pendent usage that is the basis of their use as determinatives. When the 
need is to determine which of twO or more meanings is intended, it is the 
meaning of the word for which the auxiliary graph independently stands 
that is relied on. Thus, a graph with a known pronunciation. hut ambiguous 
as to meaning, because it could be used to stand for two or more homoph­
onous words, would have appended to it a secondary graph with a generic 
meaning distinctive enough to determine which meaning was intended. 

If we take the example of modern Chinese wu < *mjlt, written at the zo­
diographic stage ~, meaning 'creature, thing' and used paronomastically at 
the rebus stage for homophonous wu < *mjat 'do not' , the ambiguity inher­
ent in using the graph' for both words 'creature, thing' and 'do not' was 
resolved by the addition of a secondary graph ¥ I4=- 'ox' to the original 
graph when the word wu 'creature, thing' is intended , giving rise to the de­
rivative graph '(lll!i1. When UIU 'do not' is written. the original graph 'I W 
stands alone. Since the secondary graph appended to the original is meant 
to determine the meaning of a semantically ambiguous graph, it is called a se­
mantic determinative. 

Because such determinatives came later to constitute a basis for lexico­
graphic classification they are sometimes also called semantic classifiers. In 
modern parlance they are often inaccurately called "radicals." Given that 
they are, without exception, secondary accretions to an original graph, they 
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are precisely not radicals, i.e., they do not reflect in any way the "root" or 
"core" of the graph. From here on we shall call them determinatives (abbrevi­
ated "dt. ") when referring to theiT function of determining the intended 
meaning of a semantically ambiguous graph, and classifiers (abbreviated 
"d. ") whe n we are talking about the m as the basis of a classificatory scheme 
fOT analyzing characters. The two terms are largely interchangeable, and in 
most contexts either one may be used. 

In exactly the same way that a secondary graphic element can be ap­
pended to resolve cases of semantic ambiguity, so too a secondary graph can 
be appended to resolve phonetic ambiguity. In such cases it is the pronun­
ciation of the appended gr.iph that is important, not its meaning, although 
that may sometimes come into play. The fundamental way to eliminate the 
phonetic ambiguity that arose from the polyphonic use of a graph was to at­
tach a secondary graph whose pronunciation would indicate the intended 
pronunciation of the original graph. 

In the example given above of the graph tl/ O used polyphonically for 
both k'ou < *khugx 'mouth' and ming < *mjing 'call, name ' , the secondary 
graph .1 5' (zodiographically 'moon '), standing for the word ming < *mjiang 
' brighten'. was added to the 0 to specify the pronunciation ming < *mjing, 
and thereby to resolve the ambiguity. This is the origin of the modern 
graph :g. The unaugmented graph til 0 was then left to stand only for the 
word k'ou < *khugx 'mouth'. Ali we saw above. the graph ~/$" - FJ itself was 
a polyphone. represe nting both hsi < *rjiak 'night' and yii.eh < *ngwjat 
'moon' in addition to ming < *mjiang 'bright', but because the graph is be­
ing used in this case only as a means for specifying a pronunciation and has 
no semantic impact, its polyphony as an isolated graph does not affect its 
role in the charac'ter ::g. 

A graph that functions to resolve phonetic ambiguity rather than seman­
tic ambiguity will be called, on analogy with the term "semantic determina­
tive" for the latter, a phonetic determinative. The twin devices of semantic and 
phonetic determination characterize the third stage of the development of 
the Chinese script. 

What we know or can reasonably infer about the origin and early devel­
opment of all three great writing systems of antiquity, Egyptian, Mesopo-.. 
tamian, and Chinese, as well as Mayan hieroglyphics in the New World, 
suggests that up to this point they all evolved stage by stage according to the 
same basic principles. And in all four cases it is only with the d~terminative 
stage that we have a really workable, full-fledged writing system, one capable 
of transcribing all of the manifold complexities of real speech. The script of 
the Shang oracle-bone inscriptions includes characters with determinatives, 
showing very dearly that the writing system had already reached this stage. 
This is not to say that every character known in subsequent periods of writ­
ten Chinese had arisen and taken its modern form by the Shang dynasty. In 
fact the vast majority of characters known from later written sources are not 
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*mpt *mjlt "*dz.jangx "*dz.jangx ·"'lchugx '*lchugx 
(wu) (wu) (hsiang) (hsiang) (k'ou) (k'ou) 

'creature' 'do not' 'elephant' 'imagc' 'mouth' 'call' 

0 0 0 0 

o 0 

o 

FIe. 19. Summary of the thrce slages of lhe early development of Chinese characters. 

attested at all in Shang or even early Chou texts, and many that are attested 
in early texts are found in a graphic guise different from their later stan­
dard form. But the principles inherent in all later forms of the Chinese writ­
ing system are already reflected in the script of the Shang inscriptions. 

We have summarized the three fundamental stages of the development 
of writing in figure 19 and have treated them in the present discussion as if 
they were neatly sequential steps in a diachronic evolutionary process. The 
fact is, of course, that in all likelihood this is an artificial portrayal. In the 
actual development of the script. except at its very inception where the first 
stage, that of the invention of zodiographs, was the only possibility. the 
processes characteristic of each stage must have operated by and large 
simultaneously. 

Thus. while it may be correct to think of individual characters as having 
passed through these stages sequentially, for the writing system as a whole it 
was undoubtedly the case that different characters were being introduced as 
zodiographs. being used rnultivalently, and acquiring determinatives all at 
the same time throughout the formative period of the script. In fact, I 
would define the formative period as that period when all three of these 
processes were active. Once the point is reached where new zodiographs 
cease to be created and enough characters have acquired determinatives to 
cope with the ambiguity inherent in the multivalent stage, we can say that 
the script has achieved a .workable stability, and the formative period has 
ended, Of course, occasional new characters may well continue to be intro­
duced, used paronomastically or polyphonically, and given determinatives 
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when necessary. but these will be in a small proportion relative to the total 
inventory of established and invariant graphs overall. 

Three further points remain to be mentioned in connection with the 
determinative stage. First, on even lhe most cursory inspection of the mod­
ern standardized Chinese script we encounter a great many characters with 
more than two constituent elements. According to the operations described 
above the acquisition of a determinative. either semantic or phonetic, adds 
a secondary element to an original zodiograph. yielding a two-element 
character. But whence the hundreds of modern characters with three, four, 
five , even occasionally six constituent elements?l? The answer is that the 
"add dete rminative" operation was recursive. That is to say. if we view each 
stage in the development of the Chinese script somewhat mechanistically as 
part of a "character generating device." where the output of stage one is the 
input for stage two. and the output of stage two is the input for stage three, 
then we must recognize that a graph that has been generated by a pass 
through stage three can still be used paronomastically at the stage-two level . 
It then may receive an additional determinative by passing through stage 
three again to eliminate the new ambiguity that its paronomastic (stage-two) 
use had introduced. 

Take, as an example, the graph :g standing for ming < *mjing 'call. 
name', which we have already explained as resulting from the addition of-9 
ming (sic) as a phonetic determinative to the originaUy polyphonic zodio­
graph 0 to distinguish the reading ming 'name, call' from h'ou 'mouth'. 
The resultant graph ~ was used (or had the potential to be used) parono­
mastically for the word ming < *ming 'inscription' (as, for example, those 
typically cast on bronze vessels).18 Then, in order to resolve exactly the 
same kind of ambiguity that arises when single-element zodiographs are 
used paronomastically, the graph was provided with another determinative. 
this time a semantic determinative, viz., :& 'metal', yielding jg, to specify 
the meaning 'inscription' as opposed to the meaning 'call. name' . This is 
what we mean by "recursion" at stage three. 

Such recursion is not limited to one pass; it may occur several times. 
yielding. characters with four or five constituent parts, in rare cases even 
more. In theory there is no limit to the number of passes for a given charac­
ter, but in practice characters with more than five constituent parts seem to 
have been considered awkward and unwieldy, and they did not proliferate. 

17 Characters with more than six components are rare, and are often not'genuine parts 
of the script, at least not at the core level. They frequently amount to no more than graphic 
anomalies and curiosities. 

18 The relation between ming 'name, call' and ming ' inscription' may be more than sim­
ple homopho ny, These may ~ etymologically related words, or even in origin the same 
word, with a subsequent semantic specialization in the latter case, Chu ehlin-sheng ~au 
them in his Shuo wen t'ung !sun ling sllmg as a chuan chu pair (SWKL 0579J. See also Kao 
1989: 72 for examples of the interchange between ,g and Jti . 
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In most cases the acquisition of multiple determinatives was due, we must 
presume, to a real need for further specification, though it may have occa­
sionally been the . result of nothing more than an aesthetic sensitivity to 
graphic balance and elegance. 

The second point to be mentioned in connection with determinatives is 
that the effectiveness of adding a semantic determinative to a graph seems 
to have been felt so strongly that the theoretical possibility of using deseman­
tici.ui graphs to represent just sounds alone, i.e., syllables without an asso­
ciated meaning, never became a reality. The bond between sound and 
meaning associated with each graph seems to have been especially strong in 
early China in any case, and was reinforced visually whenever a semantic 
determinative was present. In fact, the semantic-phonetic bond was in all 
likelihood reinforced by the presence of a phonetic determinative as well, 
because, in specifying which of two or more pronunciations was intended, 
the phonetic determinative was in effect specifying which of two or more 
words was intended. So phonetic determinatives are in a sense latent seman­
tic determinatives at the same time. 

The recurrent presence of this kind of determinative as a secondary 
graphic constituent in Chinese characters served as a constant reminder 
that the character stood for a whole word, with a meaning, and not just for 
an asemantic, syllabic sound value. Consequently, any move towards a sys­
tem that correlated graph to sound without reference to meaning was im­
peded at this early stage by the strength of the sound-meaning bond. The 
resultant evolution from a logographic script to a syllabary in the Far East 
did not ensue until the Chinese script was adapted to write Japanese more 
than a millennium and a half later, and by that time it was much too late to 
have had any effect on the script's development within China (Miller 1967: 
90-140). 

Whether the same graph-pronunciation-meaning (CPS) bond was 
equally strong for Egyptian hieroglyphs and Sumerian cuneiform is hard to 
say, but we do know that those scripts eventually, though in different cir­
cumstances, both gave rise to syllabaries through the desemanticization of 
individual characters. 

That Old Chinese was in the main a monosyllabic language probably 
also contributed to the fact that the script remained permanently logo­
graphic. Given the predominant isomorphism between words and syllables. 
the recognition of a syllable as a sound without an associated meaning most 
likely did not occtir. And if there was no notion of a purely phonetic, ase­
mantic syllable to begin with, there would naturally be no impulse to devise 
a way to write such a syllable. 

The third point that needs to be stressed about determinatives is that, 
according to the outline of the evolution of the script given above, there is 
no provision for the invention of Chinese characters that do not have a 
phonetic element. [n the case of zodiographs used in their primary sense or 
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used paronomastically. the character is a single-element graph, indivisible, 
and unanalyzable into constituent parts, and is associated with one or more 
pronunciations and one or more meanings. Chalilcters that have acquired a 
determinative at stage three are made up of two or morc constituent parts, 
and are therefore analyzable into component elements, at least onc of 
which serves as a phonetic indicator. When an ambiguous graph at stage 
two is disambiguated by adding a semantic determinative, e.g., by convert­
ing W into !~, the original graph is the "phonetic" (better: phonophoric, lit­
erally "bearer of the sound") element. When a graph is specified by the 
addition of a phonetic determinative, as when '9 is added to 0 (ming), W 

give :g. the phonetic determinative is, obviously, a phonetic element. There 
is no way a character can be "invented" by putting together constituent ele­
ments none of which is intended to have any phonetic function. To allow 
otherwise would be to make the construction of new graphs arbitrary, capri­
cious, and without any underlying phonetic principle. And that would in 
turn make the writing system unpredictable and ultimately unworkable. 
When characters occur with two or more constituent parts, and none ap­
pears to be phonophoric, we must assume that there is a phonetic element 
in the character somewhere that we have not yet uncovered. The only alter­
native is that such a character is one of the occasional anomalies that we 
must expect to encounter now and then. As a rule, we cannot but insist that 
"phonetic-less" characters simply do not exist. 19 

19 Many of the "c1assie cases of this kind of thing, i.e., characters constituted of two or 
more elements allegedly based only on the meaning of the elements, not the sound, are 
after careful analysis explicable as phonetic compounds. See Boodberg 1937: MS-53. 



3. THE MULTIVALENCE OF GRAPHS 

According to the sketch we laid out in the preceding chapter there are 
three identifiable stages in the early development of the Chinese script, 
(i) the zodiographic. (ii) the multivalent, and (i ii ) the determinative. These 
three stages characterize the early history not only of Chinese, but of Egyp­
tian, Mesopotamian, and Mayan writing as well. The starting point for the 
appearance of writing everywhere in antiquity was the realization that a 
graph could stand for a name or word. i.e., for sound or speech, beyond 
standing iconographically as a visual image for a thing proper. This recogni­
tion marks the transition from pictographs to what we called zodiographs, 
from non-writing to writing, and defines the zodiographic stage. 

Apart from this initial moment when the phonetic capacity of graphs 
first came to be realized, marking the advent of writing proper, the single 
most crucial turning point in the development of writing was the recogni­
tion that a zodiograph could be used e ither paronomastically or polyphoni­
cally to write words that did not lend themselves to direct pictographic, and 
hence zodiographic, representation. The paronomastic and polyphonic ap­
plications of zodiographs, taken together, arc what we mean by the term 
graphic multivakncl. This development defines the multivalent stage, i.e., the 
second stage in the evolu tion of writing. 

Because of the ambiguity that it entails, the multivalent use of graphs is 
often looked upon retrospectively as an unsatisfactory and less than ideal 
recourse that had to be in some sense "remedied" by the introduction of 
determinatives which in the end rendered these multivalent applications 
largely unambiguous, and which made the script as a whole workable. In 
some respects this perception of the multivalent use of graphs as imperfect 
and makeshift is correct. But it is also important to recognize that it was pre­
cisely the realization that graphs could be used with this kind of multivalent 
versati li ty and adaptability that accounts for the evolution of writing in to a 
full-fledged, workable system suitable for representing speech as a whole . 
This is so not only for the obvious reason thatlhe multivalent use of graphs 
allowed the writing of words otherwise not amenable to graphic representa­
tion, but also because it served as an alternative to the unchecked prolifera­
tion of new graphs, thereby keeping the total number of characters in the 
writing system down to a manageable size. It offered a means for getting the 
most use , so to speak, out of the inventory of already existing graphs. 

Early users of the script showed a marked preference for the multivalen t 
use of those zodiographs that were already in existence, even when we can 
conceive of a way wherein they might have written a particular word with a 

73 
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newly created zodiograph. While there are some words that are clearly not 
graphically depictable by any stretch of the imagination, there are also 
words that we could imagine being directly depictabJe if we allowed for the 
creation of elaborate and intricate individual zodiographic signs. That these 
kinds of elaborate zodiographs were not used to any extent, as far as we 
know, in the developmental stages of any writing system is due, we suspect, 
to the sub facies ope ration of a kind of "efficien cy principle." 

The empirical evidence of early scripts in Egypt. Mesopotamia, and 
China alike, suggests that rathe r than invest a considerable effort into the 
design and execution of intricate new signs to represent large numbers of 
words zodiographically, it was deemed preferable to uti lize those graphs al­
ready invented in as versatile a way as possible. That versatility amounted to 
the widespread paronomastic and polyphonic use of zodiographs. Reinfor­
cing this trend was the fact that the transition from pictograph, which was of 
necessity reasonably realistic in its depiction of an object or action, to zodio­
graph; which because it stood for a word and not a thing, could therefore 
be less realistic, was accompanied by, indeed characterized by, a conven­
tionalization of graphic structure and execution that often left the lodio­
graph much less realistically representative of a thing than it originally may 
have been. To introduce into the script zodiographs that had to be intri­
cately composed and tediously executed if they were to convey the word 
that they were intended to represent would have gone against the more 
general trend towards conventionalization of re presentation and efficiency 
of execution. 

Beyond this, the proliferation of a myriad of different zodiographs, each 
a single unit in itse1f, some constituted of intricate and complex internal 
structure, would have imposed a considerable burden on a writer's or a 
reader 's memory in a way that the multivalent use of a limited number of 
graphs did not. When multivalency gave rise to ambiguity, that ambiguity 
was, as we have said. resolved by the use of secondary graphic elements at­
tached to the ambiguous primary graph. Those secondary graphs seem by 
and large to have been drawn from the same inventory of primary lodio­
graphs that came to be used multivalently in the first place. In othe r words, 
the early development of writing systems everywhere in the ancient world 
seems to reflect a preference for graphs of componential structure, consti­
tuted of usually no more than two or three elements each, over the prolifer­
ation of ever more intricate new zodiographs. 

In the end it was the realization that zodiographs could be' used · multi­
valently, and that secondary graphs functioning as phonetic or semantic 
determinaLives could be added to eliminate ambiguity arising from such 
multivalent use, that allowed the script to develop into a fully workable sys­
tem. The expected pattern is that cases of semantic ambiguity are resolved 
through the use of semantic determinatives, and those of phonetic ambigu-
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ity by phonetic determinatives. Beyond this we must also note that because 
phonetic ambiguity is also latent-and very reslficted-semantic ambiguil)' 
(see above, p. 63) •. phonetic ambiguity may sometimes be resolved through 
the addition of a semantic determinative instead of a phonetic one. 

To give examples of these processes, and to ,show how the developmen­
tal pallern in Chinese matches in both principle and practice that of writing 
in Egypt and Mesopotamia. we shall examine the slructure of the writing 
system in each of these other two areas in some detail. with particular atten­
tion to the multivalence of graphs at the formative stage, and how the en­
suing ambiguity was resolved through the introduction of determinatives. 
What we shall see is that the two kinds of determinatives, and the patterns of 
their use, are directly observable. but that the multivalent use of zodio­
graphs. especially their polyphonic use, is in large part only inferable after 
the fact. This is so because the addition of determinatives to the original 
graph serves to camouflage. if not entirely eradicate. evidence of multiva­
lent usage. Our approach must be to infer back from the kinds of determi­
natives present in a particular graph to what the earlier form and use of the 
graph must have been, such that it would have given rise to what we find 
at the determinative stage. With semantic determinatives this is a fairly 
straightforward process of induction . but with phonetic determinatives the 
correct analysis of the graph's evolution is less obvious. This is especially the 
case with Egyptian hieroglyphs because the Egyptians devised an elaborate 
scheme of uniconsonantal. biconsonantal. and triconsonantal phonetic de­
terminatives that came to be employed widely throughout the writing sys­
tem. apparently even when not strictly necessary to eliminate ambiguicy. 

In Chinese, because of the nature of the process of adding determina­
tives. semantic and phonetic alike. the existence of paronomaslic multiva­
lence is easily and directly inferable, but that of polyphony is much less 
obvious, and is often overlooked. When we recognize the pattern of devel­
opment for writing in general. and see the place of polyphony and the use 
of phonetic determinatives in relation to that. it becomes clear that poly­
phonic multivalence was as central a part of the evolution of the scr ipt in 
China as was paronomastic multivalence. 

EGYPTIAN 

Zodiographs. Examples of both phonetic determinativcs and semantic 
determinatives are readily found in Egyptian hieroglyphic writing. so much 
so that it is only a minority of characters thal do not have one or the other 
as a component element. and many have both. Nevertheless, single un­
adorned zodiographs occur regularly enough. especially in the texts of early 
periods, for example, the so-called Pyramid texts (ca. 2500-2000 B.C.), so as 
to leave no doubt about the primacy of their role in the formation of the 
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script. One need only to look briefly at Gardiner's "Sign-list" to see how 
many of the single hieroglyphs that he registers there can be used as zodio­
graphs (what he calls "ideographs, " 1957: 442-543). We shall give only a few 
examples here. I 

(1) The graph O. presumably in origin a depiction of the sun, stood 
logographically for the word ,.c 'sun ' (Gardiner 1957: 485). 

(2) The character q stood as a zodiograph for the word i 'reed' , and is 
supposed to be in origin depictive of some kind of reed or rush (Griffith 
1898: 27). 

(3) The graph fII stood lOdiographically for the word tp 'head' , and is 
clearly representative ofa head in profile (Gardiner 1957: 449). 

(4) The graph ~ was the lOdiographic scription for the word !iprr 
'dung-beetle' J and as with (3) above, looks vel')' much like it was depictive of 
the thing in question (Gardiner 1957: 477). 

(5) The graph = stood zodiographically for the word nlrt ' basket', 
and was in origin presumably a depiction of a basket of some sort. It nOf­

mally occurs with the feminine suffix -t written secondarily with the unicon­
sonantal phonogram 0., viz. ~ (Gardiner 1957: 525). Griffith points out 
that the sign,=" 'basket with loop handle' often appears in Pyramid texts 
without the loop handle, standing for the word nb 'basket' (1898: 47). This 
seems to me tantamount to recognizing the sign as a zodiograph for nb 'bas­
ket'. which we might have expected in the first place. 

Multivaknl Usages. Beyond this first stage of zodiographic usage we can 
find some direct textual evidence for the polyphonic use of zodiographs, 
though examples are not numerous. 

(6) The hieroglyph 0 that we gave as example (1) above standing for 
the word -,J: 'sun' is known from textual evidence to have been used also to 
write the word hrw 'day', thus giving it a second reading, and making it a 
polyphone (Gardiner 1957: 485). The semantic rationale behind using the 
same graph to write both words .,c 'sun' and hrw 'day' is not hard to see. Be­
cause of the natural and logical semantic association between the words 
'day' and 'sun', we can see in this example that the rule we formulated in 
chapLer 2, with respect to keeping the semantic value of a graph constant 
when the phonetic value is allowed to vary, holds. 

Unambiguous examples like this are not often found. yet they can some­
times be discerned, as the following example shows. 

(7) Gatdiner observes in his Sign-list glossary that the hieroglyph fII rep­
resenting a head in profile. which we listed above as example (3) of a zodio­
graph. standing for the word tp 'head', may also have "possessed the value 

I Because the Egyptian writing system does not represent vowels at all, and because 
there is no other sure way to know what tht: vocalization of the words might have been. the 
usual convention in transcribing the script is to write only the consonants. 
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r#r!5 in some cases where there is no evidence to prove iC' (Gardiner 1957: 
449). His suggestion is based on his observation that in one Middle Egyptian 
story "the spellings I:)'I:)'~ and If! alternate for the [word] 'head' of a 
goose ... .. (ibid.). What he seems to sense, but does not say explicitly, is that 
the graph fi) was a polyphone, standing for the word #!# as well as tp, both 
meaning 'head', and that in some occurrences, but not all, the reading!/3 rJ3 
is specified unambiguously by the addition of the phonetic determinatives 
1:),1:)," i!3 ~5, (On the use of phonetic determinatives, see immediately below.) 

It is precisely the use of phonetic detenninatives like the 1l.1l. t}3 rj3 in 
the above case that often camouflages the fact that a particular zodiograph 
had a second reading, and was thus used polyphonically. If it were not for 
the variation within the same text between the graph ~ by itself and 1}'1}'~ 
where it is augmented by phonetic determinatives, in a way that suggests 
both graphs must stand for the same word, namely !i31.3 'head', Gardiner 
would not have been likely to suspect that the graph ti) by itself had the 
reading <'#!#' Yet when we look at such a pattern of graphic alternation in 
the light of what we have proposed as the evolution of the script from the 
straightforward zodiographic stage through a multivalent stage, Gardiner's 
inference about the hieroglyph ti) having two readings is entirely probable, 
and indeed not surprising. 

Just as zodiographs were used with a second reading, functioning thus 
as polyphones in the writing system, so they were also used paronomasti­
cally, that is, standing for two or more words that happened LO have the 
same or similar pronunciations but different meanings. In such cases it is 
the pronunciation, i.e., the phonetic value of the graph, that is held con­
stant and the meaning that is allowed LO vary. 

(8) The graph q, standing zodiographically for i 'reed', as given in ex­
ample (2) above was used paronomasticaJly to write the homophonous word 
i'say' (Gardiner 1957: 344). 

(9) The graph c=;:. stood zodiographically for the word T 'mouth' (Gar­
diner 1957: 452), and was in origin presumably a depiction of an orifice of 
some kind. rt came to be used paronomastically, as a logograph to write the 
preposition T ' to', a word that would have been difficult, if not impossible, to 
write zodiographically (Gardiner 1957: 577). 

(10) The graph =. originally nb-t 'basket', example number (5) above, 
came to stand paronomastically for the words nb 'all' and nb'master' (Gar­
diner 1957: 573). 

The convention in writing Egyptian hieroglyphs strongly tends to favor 
the use of determinatives, phonetic and semantic alike, so paronomastic 
and polyphonic uses of zodiographs have normally become specified 
through the addition of an appropriate determinative, and have not re­
mained in their potenlially ambiguous graphic guise. Clear instances of the 
paronomastic or polyphonic use of zodiographs, unadorned by supplemen­
tary delerminatives, are therefore relatively uncommon. 
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(II) The graph 4»-, originally a zodiograph standing for the word ir( -t) 
'eye' (- t being the feminine suffix, the full scription for ir-t 'eye ' being :;). 
served·paronomastically for the verb in 'to make' (Gardiner 1957: 58, 450). 

Phonetic Determinative Usages. In general phonetic determinatives. typi­
cally called by Egyptologists phonograms, predominate over semantic ones. 
They may take one of three possible forms. 
(i) Signs standing for single consonants, called uniconsonantals or uniliterals, of 
which there came to be established a fixed inventory of twenty-four. 

(12) q. originally {'reed' , paronomastically i'say' (see examples (2) and 
(8) above), and then conventionally the uniconsonantal phonogram for i 
("consonantal" (y], corresponding to Hebrew yodh; Gardiner 1957: 27). See, 
for example, QI ~ ih 'ox' (Gardiner 1957: 554), where Q = i and I = II, and 
the ~ element is presumably the original zodiograph, read {hI bUL also with 
other readings, e.g., k3 'bull' (Gardiner 1957: 458), and hence augmented 
by the two uniconsonantal phonetic determinatives shown here to specify 
the reading ih. 

(13) <=> , originally r 'mouth', paronomastically r'to' (see example (9) 
above}, used conventionally as the uniconsonantal phonogram for T (Gar­
diner 1957: 27). See example (19) below. 

( 14) It.. origin any ,'vulture' as a zodiograph in Pyramid texts (Gardiner 
1957: 467), from which arose the uniconsonarital value 3 (=[7]' "glottal 
SLOp"); e.g., ~~ 5d 'aggressive, angry', where ~ is the second uniconso­
nantal phonogram, standing for d, and the 'crocodile' must have in origin 
been read 3d by itself, as a second reading in addition to its reading msh 
'crocodile' (Gardiner 1957: 475). Gardiner speculates that the 'crocodile' 
graph ""'Qo.. is phonetic in ::.~ It [for U4q~ lty] 'sovereign' , through a process 
of phonetic evolution of 3d > 5l> it, thus implying a reading 3d for'""'" itself 
(ibid.). This is consistent with our suggestion here that the graph,""," had 
such a second reading. 
(ij) Biconsonantal phonograms, also called biiiterals, i.e., those phonetic 
determinatives standing for a sequence of two consonanLC;, numbering 
altogether slightly more than fifty. Examples are: 

(15) ~, 7.odiograph for ljw 'mountain' , used as a biconsonantal phono­
gram for ljw in ~q '1 ljwi 'call' , where Q is a uniconsonantal phonogram for 
I and 1 is the semantic determinative ('man with arm raised in invoca­
tion'), (Gardiner 1957: 445, 489). 

(16) c:J. zodiograph for pr 'house', conventionally used as "the,phono­
gram for pr, see, for example, n apr 'become' (usually written with fI lJpr(r) 
paronomastically) where • is Ii (Gardiner 1957: 492). 
(iii) Triconsonantal, or triliteral, phonograms. standing for a sequence of 
three consonants. There are altogether about fifty triliterals". Because a tri­
consonantal sequence is often tantamount to a whole word, recognizing the 
distinction between a triconsonantal phonogram and a paronomastically-
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, used zodiograph with the addition of one or more determinatives is not al· 
ways possible. Examples of triconsonantal phonograms are: 

(17) iii, zodiographically IJpr. 'dung-beetle' (see (4) above), was used to 
represent the triconsonantal sequence lJpr (Iversen 1961: 16), e.g., _:Q 
bps 'the blue crown', also attested written zodiographicaUy q ( c:;o. and 
c::::::l represent rand srespeclively; Gardiner 1957: 504). 

(18).t:I. zodiographically sgm 'hear', in origin depicting an 'ear', used as 
a triconsonantal phonogram for sdm in, for example, ..4 ~ ~ sdm 'paint 
(eyebrows)', where).. is an additional uniconsonantal phonogram for m, 
and ~ is the semantic determinative for 'eyes' (Gardiner 1957: 463; see 
also below numbers 26 and 27). 

In most of these cases it is clear that the phonetic determinatives have 
been added secondarily to original zodiographs to specify the consonantal 
values of the word in question. (With the triconsonantals it is not always 
clear.) 1n this way the phonetic determinatives essentially spell out the con­
sonantal pronunciation of the logograph in question.2 Thus: 

(19) To the graph 0, which as we saw above (examples (I) and (6)) 
could stand either for r 'sun' or for h1lJJ 'day'. the uniconsonantal phono­
grams -= for T and .,.... for C (= Semitic a,in, [~]) were added to specify the 
first of the two readings, giving ~9 r 'sun', a complex hieroglyph that 
leaves no doubt what word was being written (Gardiner 1957: 485). 

(20) Similarly. the word hrw 'day', could be spelled out with phonetic 
determinatives as ~)<;>, where rD, c::;:.., and) stand for the sound values h, 
T, and w respectively, and the <;> is the original logograph to which the three 
uniconsonantal phonograms have been added (Budge [1920] 1978: 450). 

It is customary to mark the logographic use of a graph with a vertical · 
stroke. e ither underneath or to the side of the logograph. to distinguish it 
clearly from the phonogrammatic use of the same graph, thus the scription 
<";) in both of the preceding examples. 

Each of these cases illustrates how phonetic determinatives can be added 
to a basic graph that is phonetically ambiguous Vor hrw?) to specify the in­
tended reading when necessary. The unmodified graph 0 itself was used, 
according to Edgerton, for both words in all known periods of hieroglyphic 
texts, showing that phonetic determination was in some cases a possible but 
not an essential feature of the script. Edgerton goes on to say "This use of a 
word-sign to represent, not the name of the pictured thing, but another 
word expressing some related idea, was also, in all probability, an integral 
part of the system from the time of its invention" (Edgerton 1940: 475). 

2 No orthographic means for indicating vowels was ever devised . Egyptologists con ­
clude from this that, as with the kindred Semitic languages, vowels in Egyptian were mor­
phologically predictable, and therefOre did not need to be expressed overdy in the writing 
system. 
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Strictly speaking, the use of phonograms like this would be necessary 
only when the original logograph was susceptible of two or more readings, 
and was thus ambiguous as to its pronunciation, and by extension, its mean­
ing. ]n fact, comparatively few hieroglyphs occur without at least partial 
phonetic specification by means of phonetic determinatives. The evidence 
of the script sometimes shows that the phonograms were used specifically to 
resolve cases of phonetic ambiguity inherent in an originally polyphonic 
logograph like O. At the same time, in other cases it is not clear that a par­
ticular logograph had more than one reading, and it may be that the pho­
nograms were attached to it as a convention of the fuHy developed script 
irrespective of real phonetic ambiguity. As an example of the use of phono· 
grams to indicate the consonantal values of a word written logographically 
even when the reading of the logograph is not ambiguous or in question, 
we may cite the following example: 

(21) The word nfr 'good' may be written with a single logograph, ~; but 
the word is just as regularly written ~::; , i.e., the originallogograph , njr 
supplemented by the two uniconsonantal phonograms ICt..,... f and c::==:> T, 

spe1ling out the last two of the three consonants of the word. By the same 
toke n , the word is attested written with just the last of the three consonants 
expressed, viz., ,= (all forms from Budge [1920J 1978: 370); and, rarely, 
with all three consonants represented by phonograms: - ~ ~ , where -
= n (Gardiner 1957: 465). . 

While it may indeed be the case that phonograms are attached to a 
logograph only by general convention and orthographic preference, with­
out there really being any ambiguity in the pronunciation of the logograph, 
Gardiner's suspicions in connection with the graph 6), example (7) above, 
alerts us to the possibility that some logographs were indeed polyphonous, 
but direct evidence of that polyphony has not sutvived. The peculiar pattern 
of alternation between lli.l')'~ and tf' gave Gardiner the hint he needed to 
speculate that S itself might have been read r!3r!3 as well as tp. We should 
not overlook the same kind of possibility in other cases for which we may 
not have direct textual indications. 

Semantic Determinative Usages. Semantic determinatives are frequently 
found in combination with the use of phonograms in Egyptian hieroglyphic 
writing as a kind of apparently redundant device for specifying the intended 
word. We can also find clear cases of the use of semantic determinatives 
alone, functioning to speciry meaning for zodiographs used paronomasti­
cally, without the aid of phonograms. It is the occurrence of this latter type, 
what we might call the primary or exclusive use of semantic dcterminatives, 
that unequivocally verifies in the specific case of Egyptian the general claim 
we have made about the use of determinatives Lo resolve semantic ambiguity 
that arises out of paronomastic multivalence. For example: 
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(22) The graph given in examples (2) and (8) above, Q, read I ' reed' or 
used paronomasticaUy for I 'say'. came to be written as q, '- in the first in­
stance. showing the addition of the semantic determinative'\. for 'plants' . 
In the second instance, for the verb i 'say', it came to be written q 1b. the se­
mantic detenninative 1b showing a kneeling man pointing to his mouth be­
ing suggestive of 'saying' (Gardiner 1957: 550, 344). 

As we said above, clear cases of the paronomastic use of zodiographs are 
nol frequently encountered in texts. But the presumption that they must 
have been common is readily inferable from the evidence of the use of se­
mantic determinatives. 

(23) The graph -= we have already seen used zodiographically for r 

'mouth" and ,paronomastically for the preposition 'to'. In addition a hiero­
glyph 7~, read Tand meaning 'a kind of goose'. is textually attested (Gar­
diner 1957: 471, 577). While the graph ~ by itself is not attested, so far as I 
know, read r, meaning 'a kind of goose' , that it likely had such a use is di­
recuy inferable from the existence of the complex graph 7\i... The likeliest 
explanation for the latter is that it arose from the paronomastic use of ~ 
for r ' kind of goose', augmented by the semantic determinative \. for 
'geese' in general. 3 

(24) The graph >, depicting in origin a 'sickle', stood zodiographically 
for a word m? 'sickle-shaped' (Gardiner 1957: 516). At the same time the 
compound hieroglyph 1... is attested for the word m33 'see', and consists of 
the same 'sickle' zodiograph augmented by ~, the 'eye' semantic deter­
minative (Gardiner 1957: 450). We can only conclude from these data that 
the graph > must have been used paronomastically to write ms3 ·see'. 
nearly homophonous with ms 'sickle-shaped', and was then embellished 
with the addition of the 'eye' semantic determinative. Even though the re is 
no direct or prima facie evidence that the graph> ever stood by itself for 
the word mss 'see' in any text, still it is logically inferable that it had such a 
value, even if only fleetingly or potentially, before it was supplemented with 
~, the 'eye' semantic determinative. 

Just as we can infer paronomastic usages of zodiographs from the pat­
terns of use of semantic determinatives, so we can infer polyphonic usages 
from the evidence of phonetic determinatives. 

(25) Gardiner 1957: 30 registers the logograph 0 as a component in 
the graph ~0 rk ' time' . One might assume the 0 here is merely a seman­
tic determinative of secondary graphic status, but it is entirely logical, and 
consistent with what we know of the multivalent use of graphs. to allow for 

3 Alternatively. we could explain the complex hieroglyph 7\' as based on the logo­
graphic use of ~, here read as T, with the addition of the phonetic determinative <==to T. 

What makes this explanation less likely than the one proposed in the text is th e fact that ~ 
used logographically is not attested either as ror with any other reading. 
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the possibility that the logograph 0 had a reading rk itself, meaning 
'time'. and the two phonograms <=> r and 'to' k are phonetic dctcrmina­
lives in the writing :;0 rk 'time', serving to specify the rcading rk and hence 
the meaning 'time' as against the other two known readings r'" 'sun' and hrw 
'day'. Such a speculation is predicated on the assumption that the two 
words r'" 'sun ' and rk 'time' were deemed closely enough akin to each other 
in meaning for the use of the same graph to write them to be appropriate.4 

(26) The graph .tJ functions logographically to write the word ms1T, 
'car' , presumably depicting an 'ear', perhaps oran ox (Gardiner 1957: 463). 
At the same time the graph enters into the scription .., '" writing the word 
s!Jm 'to hear', where ).. is the uniconsonantal phonogram for m, seIVing 
here to specify the reading s!!m for the .d rather than its oilier reading mstjr 
(Gardiner 1957: 593). Thus the 'ear ' logogrdph can be inferred to have 
been polyphonic. and the m phonogram was a phonetic determinative that 
served to disambiguate the reading of the original logograph by specifying 
the final consonant of the intended reading. (See above, number 18.) 

(27) The 'ear' logograph had still another reading as idi meaning 
'deaf', as is shown by the hieroglyph Q4' i.e., the original 'ear' supple­
mented by two uniconsonantal phonograms q i and ~ d, spelling out, 
so to speak, the first two-thirds of the word, and hence constituting pho­
netic determinatives (Gardiner 1957: 556; see also immediately above and 
number 18). 

(28) The graph .1.\, depicting presumably a disembodied pair of "walk­
ing legs", and known to stand for the word iw 'come' as a zodiograph 
(Davies 1987: 30). figures in the complex hieroglyphic sign ~A for the 
word pri ·!O go forth' (Gardiner 1957: 565). Given the presence of the two 
phonograrns ["J pr and <=> r in that sign, one might at first conclude that 
these two graphs "speJled" the word in question. and that the .Jl 'walking 
legs' element was a semantic determinative. Such an analysis is doubtful, be­
cause it reduces the whole graph to a combination of secondary elements, 
with no primary graphic constituent recognized. 

The conventional analysis is further brought into question by the follow­
ing two hieroglyphic signs, both incorporating the .1.\ elemen!: (i) .1.\ i 
standing for the word pry 'champion', and (ii) .1.\ 'fRI standing for pry 'cham­
pion bull' (Gardiner 1957: 565; the fact that the second is in all likelihood 
etymologically the same word as the first does not affect our argument). 

4 It may be that the two words r 'sun' and rk 'time' are cognate, given their similar pho~ 
netic structure, but this is not essential to the polyphonic use of the graph 0 that we have 
suggested here. It may also be that the use of 0 in rk is paronomastic, the reading '* ' time' 
being thought similar enough to ~ 'sun' to substantiate such a use. If the:: latter is actually so, 
then the addition of the two phonogram! -=- rand",=", k to indicate the reading intended 
by 0 would be a (rare?) instance of semantic ambiguity resolved through phoneticdetermina­
tives. (Semantic ambiguity, by definition, is the type of ambiguity entailed in the paronomas­
tk use of graphs.) 
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Neither the graph :i nor the graph '!AI has any reading close to pri. Both 
of them would seem to be natural semantic determinatives in their respec­
tive hieroglyphs here. How, then. do these two hieroglyphs register their 
pronunciation?· The only possibility is through the .Jl element, which then 
must have been read pri. or something close to it. 

If /J was read pry in the two graphs for 'champion' , then it is not un­
likely to have had the similar reading pri standing for the word 'to go forth' , 
which we kn.ow was written ~/.I. And if that, in turn, is so. then surely the ./l 
is the primary element in the sign ;;.I.!o for pri 'to go forth ' , intended to be 
read not iw. but pri, and the phonograms c:.-J pr and <:> r are genuine pho­
netic determinatives specifying this reading. 

As if to confirm that the graph .Jl was polyphonic, read pri in addition 
to its well-attested reading iw, we sometimes find the iw 'come' reading writ­
ten with the phonetic determinatives } w, viz., .Il} (Gardiner 1957: 552). 
Such a variant of the simple zodiograph .Jl for iw would not have been nec­
essary unless that graph was susceptible of a second reading. 

The processes outlined and exemplified here for Egyptian hieroglyphic 
writing account for. I think, the fundamental features of the development 
of that writing system. The script continued to evolve, of course, in ways that 
are intrinsically interesting, but that do not bear directly on the comparative 
analysis that we are pursuing here. In what we might call its "conventional" 
or "standard" form, that of the Middle Egyptian period (ca. 2000-1500 B.C.), 
the Egyptian script is characterized by very great numbers of hieroglyphs 
consisting at once of both phonetic and semantic determinatives. This phe­
nomenon of regularly using both kinds of determinatives simultaneously, 
and seemingly redundantly, seems to have become the rule rather than the 
exception, but it need not concern us because it is subsequent, in a devel­
opmental if not genuinely chronological way, to the fundamental pattern of 
graph formation. 

SUMERIAN 

Although many points about the Sumerian cuneiform script remain ob­
scure, its overall pattern of development is relatively clear, and matches that 
which we have sketched for Egyptian hieroglyphs in all of its fundamental 
features. 5 The individual characters of the script, as well as the physical ma­
terials used for writing, and the nature and content of the earliest texts, all 
differ radically from their Egyptian counterparts, of course , but the process 

5 Miguel Civil in discussing problems in the study or the Sumerian writing system has 
emphasized that "(i]n the study of an extinct language, the description and analysis of its 
writing system(s) forms an integral part of its grammar" (Civi l 1973: 22, emphasis original). 
This includes, he avers, identification of "rules which establish correspondences between the 
graphic symbols and the elemcnl5 or the spoken utterances .... [O]ther considerations ... 
about the origin, history, sha pe, e tc., of the symbols used, have no place in the grammar. 
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through which the writing system arose and took shape seems 1O be idenli· 
cal in all basic respects with the one we have seen for Egyptian. We can illus· 
trate this with a few examples, starting with clear cases of zodiographs, and 
tracing the script's development through a multivalent stage that is, as it was 
with Egyptian, largely inferential, to a stage characterized by graphs that 
made use of determinatives for purposes of specifying e ither pronunciation 
or meaning in cases where they would otherwise be ambiguous. 

Zodiographs. 

( I ) :tFi (~) SAG 'head', originally an obvious pictograph of a human 
head: [( , which has been rotated, like many Sumerian zodiographs, through 
90° (Labat, 115).6 

(2) ~ (::::f) MUL 'slar ', original ly *. a reasonable de piction ofa star, 
somelimes occurring with more rays (see Labat, 129 and 129a). 

(3) cod ( ~) DU 'leg, foot', originally pictographic: I:L showing that it 
was rotated through 90° as with SAG 'head', example (I) above (Labat, 206). 

As we mentioned in chapter 2 above, it is very often the case that the 
earliest attested form of a zodiograph does not convey anything pictograph~ 
ically. Examples like the three given immediately above are in the minority. 
They are, neverthe less, numerous enough to leave no doubt that picto~ 

graphs constituted the principal, but not necessarily the exclusive, basis for 
the development of zodiographs. Many examples could be cited that show 
an early form of the graph that can be pictographically understood only 
w~en the word for which it stands is already known. For example: 

(4) ::j:: (¢) PA ' branch, leaf', attested as ~~ in the earliest period of 
Sumerian texts, the early third millennium B.C. (Labat, 295). Once we know 
the meaning 'branch', it is not hard to understand the graph r~ , but with­
out that knowledge the graph would probably nOl convey anything definite. 
As was the case with the Chinese zodiographs discussed in chapter 2, this 

They al"e irrelevant to the mcssage-convcying function of the signs, and fall within the realm 
of anthropology or archaeology~ (ibid.). 

OUI" concem in this section, unlike Civil's in the article cited. is precisely with the origin 
and history of the script. How the writing system conveys the utleran ces of the language at 
later stages is an issue distinct from the script's history, and can for our purposes here be set 
aside. 

6 We will give cuneiform grnphs in their classical Sumerian forms, with the more com­
monly used later Akkadian forms given in parentheses. All fonns are given i. recorded in 
Labat 1976 or Deime l (1928-33] 1961. Because these two works, together with Borger 1971, 
are the on ly ones by those authon cited in the present work. and because they are the three 
standard lexicons for Sumero-Akkadian graphs, we will forgo the usuaJ full reference in cit­
ing them, and give simply the name of the author followed by the serial number assigned to 
the graph in question . (All three use the same numbel"ing system.) Sumerian pronunciations 
are conventionally given in capitalleuersi Akkadian, i.e., Babylonian and Assyrian, are given 
in lowel"-c~e italics. We follow this practice here. 
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shows that the graph represented primarily a Jinguistic entity, i.e., the word 
PA, which meant 'branch', not the thing 'branch' itself. 

Multivalent Usages. 

(5) ~ (Mf) AN 'heaven', DlNCIR 'god, deity'; this is in origin the same 
graph as number (2) above, which stood zodiographically for MUL 'star' (La­
bat. 13). Sumerologists tend to treat * MUL and Hf AN as different 
graphs. Wimcss Labat, who follows Deimel in assigning them different num­
bers. This distinction seems to be based mainly on the fact that they came Lo 
have different Akkadian forms, ::::::f vs. ~ respectively, and on the oc­
currence in early Sumerian texts of a variant .. with morc than eight rays 
for MUL 'star', but apparently not for AN 'heaven', The latter point is incon­
sequential, because the free variation of equally effective, but slightly dif­
ferent, zodiographs for the same word is a common and expected 
phenomenon, especially at the early stages of a script's orthographic his­
tory. The former point is also unexceptional. A graph that was used poly­
phonically for two words, in this case '* > ~ for MUL 'star' and AN 

'heaven ' , could naturally become written in two different ways at a later 
time when the need was felt to distinguish the two words in writing. This is 
exactly the same phenomenon that we saw with Chinese , becoming rJ 
yilek 'moon' and -5J lui ' night' (see above, p. 66). 

(6) c::::J (;:$), zodiographically DU 'leg, foot' (example (3) above), is 
used polyphonically for GUS 'sland', GIN 'go', and TUM 'bring' (Labat, Borger, 
206). All of these uses are the natural application of a graph originally used 
for the word DU ' leg, foot' to write words for semantically associated actions. 

(7) -Fl (~), originally a zodiograph standing for the word APIN 

'plough' (noun), was used also to write the verb URu4 'to plough' and the 
semantically related, but phonetically distinct, word [NCAR 'ploughman' , and 
is thus a polyphone (Labat, 56). 

In the study of Mesopotamian cuneiform writing polyphony is generally 
acknowledged to have functioned as the primary device responsible for the 
development from a primitive zodiographic stage to a stage of expanded 
and more versatile utilization of graphs, what we have termed the multi­
valent stage. The paronomastic use of graphs, which we earlier described as 
just as fundamental to the development of the Egyptian hieroglyphic script 
as the polyphonic use of graphs, has been considered in cuneiform studies 
to be a less appropriate, even "abusive," extension of the application of the 
original zodiographs. Driver, for example, summarizes the role of these two 
devices as follows: 

... the use of signs depicting concrete objects was extended to express 
similar concrete concepts and analogous abstract conceptions. Thus the piC­
tograph consisting originally of four crossed strokes terminating in eight 
points and so depicting a star became the ordinary sign for AN ' sky, heaven ' 
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and the symbol for DINCIR 'god '; it came to serve also for the adjective ' high ' 
and a number of o ther conceptions. Again , the pictograph for DU ' leg' d id 
duty at the same time for seve ral verbs including GUB ' to stand' and GIN ' to go' 
and TUM 'to carry off', and so on . T hi s principle was seriously strained when 
the use of a sign WdS stre tched to make it serve for some thing with which it 
had no semantic or logical connexion but of which the name had a similar 
sound. The earliest example of this abusive employment of a sign occurs in 
the writing of a proper name occurring on several tablets from J amd3t Nasr, 
where by ~ TI 'arrow' is improperly used for &10-< TI(L) ' life; to live' in EN.LiL­

TI '(may the god) Enlil (gran t) life'. (Driver 1976: 56-57) 

Driver adds a footnote to this passage saying that .. the final L of TIL ' life' 
was commonly dropped in pronunciation, which aided the confusion" 
(ibid.). The "confusion" he is referring to is the potential ambiguity to 
which the use of the graph n ~, originally 'arrow' , for the final syllable of 
EN.UL-TI gives rise. But in fact the dropping of the final L had nothing to do 
with the "confusion," which was not likely to have been significant anyway; it 
simply m ade this paronomastic usc of TI ~ phonetically possible. 

In contrast to his prejudice against the paronomastic use of graphs in 
cuneiform WTiting Driver finds nothing objectionable or "abusive" about 
their polyphonic use. Rather, he recognizes this as a normal and expected 
extension of a graph's proper function; and in fact examples of such usages 
are easily found . Two of the most frequently cited Sumerian examples are 
the graphs ::;S" read DU ' leg', but also read GU8 meaning 'stand ', GIN for 'go', 
and ruM ' bring', and o.f£f read AJ'IN meaning 'plough' or ENCAR meaning 
' ploughman' (Driver 1976: 60), both of which we mentioned earlier in this 
chapter. Examples of this sort could be multiplied many times. The natural 
trend towards the polyphony of graphs in Sumerian writing was greatly ac­
celerated when the script came to be used to write Akkadian . This, together 
with the concomitant use of graphs to write single syllables rather than 
whole (polysyllabic) words, eventually led to a point where, as Driver puts it, 
"almost every sign ultimately became a polyphone " (1976: 59). 

Gelb has pointed out that the Sumero-Akkadian orthographic conven­
tions are n ot quite as confusing as the heavy load of polyphony implied by 
Driver might lead o ne to think (Gelb 1952: 108- 10). This is mainly because 
much of the polyphony of individual graphs thal scholars recognize occurred 
over time. That is to say, while a given graph might in facl have had a multi­
plicity of readings, numbering to four or five or even more, in all like lihood 
il never had all of those readings, or even most of them, at the same. time.' 

While examples of the paronomastic use of zodiographs in Sumerian 
are nol easy to find, there are some examples besides Driver's TI (L) ' arrow'. 
that show the process to have been a genuine part of the multivalent stage. 

(8) 'f- (>r) NU, o riginally a logograph for the word NU 'statue, figurin e' 
(given by Labat [75] as t in its earliest form, perhaps a conventionalized 

7 This point is emphasized in Herbert H. Paper's review of Gelb 1952 (Paper 1954: 92). 
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lodiograph), used paronomastically for the negative particle NU 'not' 
(Borger, 75). 

As was the case with Egyptian hieroglyphs, the paronomastic usc of cu­
neiform graphs is more frequently inferable from the later use of characters 
with added semantic determinatives than it is from direct testimony of tex­
tual usages of the unmodified graphs themselves. Because the writing is bet­
ter attested and better understood in Akkadian times, and in what we may 
call the' Sumero-Akkadian use of characters, than it is for Sumerian ilSelf, 
many of these examples perforce come from that stratum, and may not be di­
rectly attested in pre-Akkadian Sumerian texts. Nevertheless. the structure of 
the characters still leads us to the same conclusion about the multivalent use, 
specifically the paronomastic use, of zodiographs as a central device in the 
development of the script. We can provide this indirect evidence for parono­
masia, and illustrate the use of semantic determinatives at the same time. 

Semantic Determinative Usages. 

(9) The graph -t> (~) read MUG stood for three apparently homoph­
onous words: (i) 'thread, ribbon', (ii) 'craftsman ', and (iii) 'ferula, fennel'. 
Because of the inherent semantic ambiguity in this situation, the basic 
graph was augmented in meanings (ii) and (iii) by means of an appropriate 
semantic determinative , viz., for (ii) 'craftsman' the semantic determinative 
UJ Q. 'man, person ' was added, yielding the complex graph Q.~ UJMUG 

'craftsman', and for (iii) 'fennel' the semantic determinative SEM ~ des­
ignating aromatic plants and herbs was added, giving ~~ Sl.NMUG 'fen­
nel '. (See Borger, Labat, 3). Neither the u i nor the SEM graphs are intended 
to be read; the compound graphs LUMUG and ~EMMUG are to be read only as 
MUG, but the meaning in each case is not in doubt, thanks to the presence of 
those semantic determinatives. (The convention is to write the transcription 
for semantic determinatives raised before the primary word. ) 

(10) The graph ~ (1:I)f), standing zodiographically for SAG 'head' , as 
we saw in (1) above. occurs augmented by the semantic determinative t::::fft 
DUG. ' pot, vase', thus DUGsA,c t:fft J::f'Jf, representing the word SAG ' censer, thu-
rible' (Labat, 115). . 

Phonetic Determinative Usages. 

(II) The graph c4 (;:$), our examples (3) and (6) above, selVing as a 
zodiograph for ou ' leg, foot ', and standing polyphonically for GUB 'stand', GIN 

'go', and ruM 'bring'. was augmented by phonetic determinatives to specify 
which of the several possible readings was intended. Phonetic determinatives 
in cuneiform writing take the form of secondary graphs the pronunciation 
of which recapitulates the final consonant of the intended reading of the 
primary graph .to which they a re added (Labat, 22). Thus CUB 'stand' was 
written ;:$ ~ GUB-BU (Deimel, 206.90) where ~ stands fo r the syllable 
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BU, but the two~grapheme combination is still to be read only GUB, not GU8-

8U with two syllables. The addition of the graph ~ for su serves to deter­
mine the reading CUB unambiguously, by repeating the final consonant -8. 

Similarly, TUM 'bring' was written ~~ (Deimel, 206.87) where ~ is the 
graph for MA, and GIN 'go ' was ~ ~ (Deimel, 206.63) with ~ NA ap­
pended. ]n both cases the final consonant of the intended reading is 
specified by the appended graph. 

The Sumerian practice of specifying a pronunciation by adding a pho­
netic determinative, sometimes called a phone tic complement. that indi­
cates the final consonant only is somewhat reminiscent of the Egyptian use 
of phonetic determinatives, particularly the unkonsonantal ones, where 
only one or two of the consonants of a word might be spelled out In both 
cases there is only a partial specification of the pronunciation of the word, 
but in both cases also that partial specification is sufficient to register the in­
tended reading unambiguously, and therefore is an adequate device for 
phonetic determination of graphs in general. 

•• • 
The patterns for the use of determinatives that we have illustrated for 

both the Egyptian hieroglyphic and Sumerian cuneiform scripts fo llow logi­
cally from the kinds of ambiguity to which the multivalent use of graphs 
gave rise . That is, the paronomastic use of graphs entails semantic ambigu­
i£y. and is resolved through the use of semantic determinatives, while the 
polyphonic use of graphs gives rise to phonetic ambiguity, and is corre­
spondingly resolved by means of phonetic determinatives. Given that there 
are two kinds of ambiguity resulting from graphic multivalence, and two 
kinds of d eterminatives that appear to resolve this ambiguity, we have, in 
theory at least, a total of four possible combinations of matching determina­
tive to ambiguity, as the following chart shows: 

Semantic 

TYPE OF 
AMBIGUITY 

Phonetic 

I 

III 

TYPE OF DETERMINATIVE 

Semantic Phonetic 

Semantic ambiguity " Semantic ambiguity 
resolved by resolved by 
semantic phonetic 

determinative determinative 

Phonetic ambiguity IV Phone tic ambiguity 
resolved by reso lved by 
semantic phonetic 

de terminative de terminative 

Chart I. 
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Quadrants I and IV represent the normal and expected pattern, as has 
been illustrated above for both Egyptian and Sumerian, and in chapter 2 
for Chinese (though more about Chinese will be said later in the present 
chapter). Apart from this expected pattern we also find cases of the quad­
rant III process, that is, phonetic ambiguity resolved through the use of a 
semantic determinative. This recourse is possible and effective because 
phonetic ambiguity is technically semantic ambiguity as well, although the 
variation in {Ilcaning of the different words written with the same graph 
must fall within what we may call a unified semantic field or scope. The two 
words yilek 'moon' and lui 'night' in Chinese, for example. must be per~ 

ccived as having a common semantic field, if they are to be both written 
with the same graph, as indeed they were in early Chinese inscriptions. So 
when the graph' stands for both of them, we refer to it as a polyphone. If 
it gives rise to any ambiguity at all, we would expect that to be phonetic 
ambiguity. But strictly speaking the two words yiieh 'moon' and hsi 'night' 
are semantically different, even if they can be accommodated within a 
single semantic field. So when both of them are written with the same 
graph, viz., , in Shang inscriptions, this entails secondary. or latent. se­
mantic ambiguity as well as primary phonetic ambiguity. It could then be 
resolved through the use of a semantic determinative, though in the Chi­
nese case apparently it was not. Compare the following Sumerian and 
Egyptian examples: 

Sumerian; (12) The graph >fi! (Labat, 56) has, in addition to the read­
ing URu4 'to plough' , the two readings, APIN, meaning 'plough' (noun), and 
ENCAR, meaning 'ploughman', as we noted above in example (7), and is thus 
a polyphone entailing phonetic ambiguity when written by itself. To resolve 
that ambiguity the semantic determinative ==r 'wood' (GIS) is added to speciry 
the reading APIN and the meaning 'plough' (presumably because ploughs 
are made of wood), giving a complex graph (Deimel, 56.2) now unambigu­
ously standing for APIN 'plough'; the semantic determinative ~ 'man' (ui ) 
is added to specify the reading ENGAR and the meaning ' ploughman ' , yield­
ing the equally unambiguous I':Irf. >fi! (Deimel, 56.4) for ENGAR. 

Egyptian; (28) The zodiograph * stood for the word 56> 'star' and also 
for the word dW5 'adore' ( < ' look up to ' , as, e.g. , to a star), dearly showing 
it to be a polyphone. In the latter reading (and meaning) it came to be aug­
mented by the addition of the semantic determinative '1 ' man standing with 
his arms raised in supplication or adoration' , thus *1 (Gardiner 1957: 
487,445). 

Given these two examples, we can see that for both Egyptian and Su­
merian the process defined by quadranllII of the chart, namely the resolu­
tion of phonetic ambiguity by the use of a semantic determinative, is valid 
and applicable. We shaH see that it is so for Chinese as well. 

The process represented by quadrant II, thal of resolving semantic am­
biguity through the use of a phonetic determinative seems an unlikely 
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expedient, since in cases of semantic ambiguity the point at issue is not pro­
nunciation, so there would appear to be no role for a phonetic determina­
tive to play. It is possible in Egyptian that because of the precise 
consonantal values of the phonograms, and the possibility of paronomasia 
based on similar rather than identical pronunciations. the process repre­
sented by quadrant II actually exists. See the example of :;0 rk ' time' from 
the zodiograph 0 r 'sun'. and the phonograms c:> r, and' ~ k. given in 
note 2 to the present chapter. 

CHINESE 

(a) Paronomasia. 

When traditional scholars, Chinese or Western, have looked at the his­
tory of the Chinese writing system it was the paronomastic use of graphs 
that they saw to the virtual exclusion of any other possibility as the transi­
tion stage between the primitive and limited zodiographic stage and the 
fully developed stage of Chinese characters that exists from Han times on. 

In addition to the examples that we gave in chapter 2 of Rt hsiang 'ele­
phant' vs. 'image' and o/J W1l 'creature, thing' vs. 'do not' to illustrate the 
paronomastic use of graphs, we could cite literally hundreds of further ex­
amples, most of which would be of characters that later acquired a semantic 
determinative in the standardized script of the Han and after,just as o/J wu 
'creature, thing' did, coming to be written with classifier 093 ~ for 'ox' giv­
ing fJ). The acquisition of a semantic determinative to resolve semantic am­
biguity in this way is represented by quadrant I of ~e ~hart on page 88, and 
is the usual explanation offered to account for the origin of a conventional 
hsieh sheng ~§ ("shared phonophoric") series. We can in fact define a hsieh 
sheng series as a set of characters for which the following three conditions are 
true: (i) all the characters share a common graphic component that stands 
in each case for the pronunciation of the word that the given character rep­
resents, (ii) all of the pronunciations of the words of a given set are homoph­
onous or nearly homophonous with one another, and (iii) all save for the 
primary graph itself have become graphically differentiated through the ac­
quisition of a semantic determinative according to the process represented 
by quadrant I. A hsieh sheng series is, in other words, normally recognized as 
based on the paron~mastic use of a common graphic element. 

We can take the 83 yu hsieh sheng series as an example to see how each of 
these three conditions is met8 . 

8 The most convenient listing of a large number of hsuh slung series is Karlgren's GSR 
This series is GSR 1079. Meanings are often taken over just as Karlgren has given them, 
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Set J 
(a) m yu < *Ti1gUJ ' to draw forth, 

(b) with d. 075:9 Ill! 
proceed or follow from' 

yu < *TJgws 'pomelo' 
(c) same, also read: chu < *drjilkw 'cylinder for the 

warp of a loom' 
(d) with d.085: . iI1I yu < *TJgw 'to flow; vitreous' 
(t) with d. 208: tIi!i yu < *TJgws 'weasel' 
(f) with cl. 038: jrtJ ch'ou < *th1j>gw 'anxious' 

or < *drpgw 
(g) with d. 064: Ill! ch'ou < *thrpgw 'to pull out' 
(h) wiih cL 040: fIj chou < '" d'ijagws • canopy of heaven' 
(i) with d. 130: !'I chou < *drpgws • eldest son of 

principal wife' 
(J) with d. 177: 'II!! chou < *drj.gws 'helmet' 
(k) with d . 145: fill hsiu < *zrjagws 'sleeve' 
(I) with d. 159: 'II!! chu < *drji1hw 'wheel-axle' 
(m) with d. 162: iI!l ti < *dri<1kw • to proceed or 

follow along' 
(n) with d. 118: m ti < *driakw 'flute, flue-pipe' 

Condition (i) is satisfied by the fact that all of the characters listed have 
the graphic component 8:1. and in each of them it seems to represent the 
pmnunciation of the word in question. Specific pronunciations vary. as can 
be seen, between *rtJgw.-s and words with either "'dr-. *thr-. or *ZT- initials. all 
of which must be considered phonetically close enough to *r· to allow EIJ 
*~gw to stand as the phdnophoric (the e lement "bearing the sound," often 
called the "phonetic tt

). If the sounds *,.. and *dT-. *thr·, *zr- are deemed not 
phonetically similar enough to allow this paronomastic use of m *,.tJgw. it is 
the Old Chinese reconstructed values that are thereby brought into ques­
tion. nol the fact of these characters constituting a hsieh sheng series. 

As we shall explain immediately below. all that is needed to meet the 
requirement of condition (ii) is for the pronunciations of the characters to 
belong to the same Shih ching ~~ rime group. which means that they have 
the same head vowel. and have final consonants that are either identical or 
homorganic. There is thus a natural association of the generalized pronun­
ciation of the set. reflected as a given Shih ching rime group. with the com· 
mon graphic element. In this case the common graphic element is IE . and 
the Shih ching rime group in question is the fiij yu < *.tJgw. *·tJkw group. 

9 The abbreviation d ., as mentioned in chapter 2. means "dassifier.~ that is, ~radicar; 
cited accprding to the conventional s}'3tem of 214 classifiers established during the K'ang-hsi 
period. and fonning the organizational fram~ork of the K'ang-hsi au tim I!f~¥ ft . 
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One of the major unresolved issues in the study of Chinese historical 
phonology is the question of how much phonetic latitude is allowable be­
tween two or more words while still preserving the degree of similarity nec­
essary to recognize in them a single hsieh sheng series. In other words how 
different can the Old Chinese pronunciations of two words have ·been, 
while still permitting them to be considered members of the same hsieh 
sheng series? Phrased in terms of the development of the writing system. we 
would ask how different could the pronunciation of two words have been 
while still having allowed the graph for one to stand paronomastical1y for 
the otheLlO The conventional, but not entirely satisfactory. approach to this 
question is not to demand an explicit answer, but rather simply to accept 
what seems intuitively reasonable without establishing or defining precise 
limits on the degree of phonetic divergence permissible. 

The problem resolves itself into two parts: what is the minimum degree 
of phonetic similarity required of the in itials, and what is it of the finals? For 
the initials, our first approximation might be to say that the requirement is 
one of homorganicity. That iS 1 the in itial consonants of the words in a single 
hsieh sft,eng series must all have the same point of articulation, e.g., they must 
be all bilabials, Qr all dentals or all velars (including laryngeals), etc. This hav­
ing been said, we must quickly qualify the rule in several ways. For example, 
although dental SLOpS [~ th, d] and dental affricates [Is, Ish, liz] have the same 
point of articulation, they rarely occur together in a single hsieh sheng series. 
Conversely, palatal stops r'econstructed by Karlgren as [i. ill., d] alternate 
freely with dental stops in a single hsieh sheng series, even though their point 
of articulation is different. Because F. K. Li thinks it is necesSary to adhere 
strictly to the rule of homorganicity, he modifies Karlgren's rec~nstruction 
of the palatal stops so that they are instead dental stops followed by an [r]. 
T his preserves the homorganic feature of the initials in those hsieh sheng 
series where Karlgren allowed an alternation between palatals and dentals 
(Li 1971: 8-12). Apart from these apparent exceptions to the rule of homor­
gatIicity, we find numerous cases of the fo llowing kind, showing alternation 
between non-homorganic initial consonants: 

~ kao ~ Isao (both 11 hsiao < *-agwl-akw rime group) 
'l: kung t~ sung (both i!t tung < *-ung rime group) 

~ ku (~ su (both Ii< hou < *-ugl-ult rime group) 
~ ko i1l 10 (both frI. yu < *-agl-ak rime group) 
to yu (!f lu (both iii. yii < *-agl-a!c rime ·group) .. " 
~ ch '; JVf ssu (both Z. chih < *-.1gl-.1k rime group) 
IJt lung 1M t'ang (both 'II yang < *-angrime group) 

* ching ~ liang (both 'II yang < *-angrime group) 
A chin :it I 'an (both If ch'in < *-.1m rim~_group) -, 

10 The only attempt that I know of in recent scholarship to answer this ques.tion pre­
cisely is that ofE. G. Pulh:yblank (1981b). 
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.- chien '*Ii lien (both ]l; Juan < *-an rime group) 
J!! kuo II W (both ~ ko < "'-ar rime group) 
~ wen ,;g lin (both ~ wen < *-m rime group) , 
y shao IF" mtao (both 1!f hsiao < *-pgwl-akw rime group) 
t. pi Ib nI (both ~ chih < *-idl-it rime group) 

It would be both counler-intuitive and contrary to the Chinese lexico­
logical ' tradition lO deny that these are hsiek sheng pairs. Many more such 
pairs could be adduced. What becomes obvi?us is that there seems to be a 
wide variety of alternations between initials of entirely different points of ar­
ticulation within some individual hsieh sheng series, so much so that to try to 
put limitS on 'what kinds of initials might occur within a single series be­
comes an artificial and useless effort. 

The variety of initial alternations exhibited in hsieh sheng series of medi­
aeval and modern Chinese is likely the consequence of a rich and complex · 
system of initial consonant clusters that must have existed at the Old Chi­
nese stage. Because we know only to a very small extent what the nature of 
that system of initial clusters was, and how it devolved into later stages of the ' 
language, it is premature to say that certain alternations of initials are per­
missible within a given hsieh sheng series while others are not. In the present 
state of our understanding we must allow for any kind of alternation of ini­
tials, since we have no basis for excluding any particular case. This means 
that as f;:ir as the initials are concerned we recognize no constraints on what 
can occur in a given hsieh sheng series. This most assuredly does not mean 
that we are claiming there were no constraints; it only means that because 
we have no knowledge at present of what those constraints might have been, 
we cannot a priori. exclude any possibilities. 

The conventionally assumed restriction on .the phonetic latitude of the 
finals allowable in a single hsieh sheng series is that defined by a single Shih 
ching rime group. All of the words that make up a hsieh sheng series must !YP­
ically have finals belonging to the same rime group. The one qualification 
that needs to be made to this is that the allowable range of finals may in­
clude both the nasal consonants together with the homorganic oral conso­
nants in the same series. The head vowels must be the same. Whi le there are 
a few cases where we seem to find exceptions to this restriction on the finals , 
they are far less consequential than would be the exceptions to an enforced 
homorganicity constraint on the initials. In fact we may consider this de­
scription as to the restrictions on finals, including the one general qualifica­
tion made in respect to the cOJ!lpatibility of homorganic oral and nasal final 
cons~natitsJ to be a workable definition of allowable phonetic latitude.11 

II We must acknowledge that therc is Ih e appearance of a certain circularity in this 
statement as we have expressed it, because one of the criteria for dctermining into what Shih 
ching rime group a particular word belongs is its hsilh siltngaffine, . We arc saved from actual 
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In conclusion, to determine that conditions (i) and (ii) of the definition 
of a hsieh sheng series arc met we need only show that all characters of the set 
share a common graphic constituent and belong to the same Shih ching rime 
group. We then conclude that the common graphic constituent represents 
the pronunciation in each case, and this satisfies these two conditions. 12 

The third condition of the definition, re.garding graphic differentiation 
by means of the acquisition of a semantic determinative, pertains only to 
quadrant I hsieh sheng series, and can readily be seen to be met by direct in­
spection of the characters. In the EB example listed above, each character 
has a different detenninative, i.e., classifier, in some cases with an obvious 
semantic classificatory function, e.g., * cl. 075 'tree, vegetation' in (b) .IfiJ 
yu 'pomelo', and fit c1. 208 'rodent' in <e> II! yu 'weasel'. In other cases 
there may be only an obscure relation, or no perceptible relation at all, 
such as -!;I: d. 038 in (j) ~ ch'ou 'anxious'_ 

. It so happens that all of the characters of the 93 yu hsieh sheng series 
listed above have classifiers that occur in the conventional scheme of 214 
classifiers eSlablished during the K'ang-hsi period < 1662-1722>, and that are 
still generally considered standard. This is of course just a coincidence. The 
semantic detenninatives that were added to differentiate the various par­
onomastic uses of a graph mayor may not have remained isolahle and iden­
tifiable as semantic classifiers at later stages of the scripL The characters fRI. 
read chou, item (j) in the above list, for example, has a variant" where the 
bottom element is Shuo wen classifier 277, !=Y, which is defined as a kind of 
'cloth head covering', but is not one of the 214 K'ang-hsi classifiers. 

The implicit assumption in the way we have defined a hsieh sheng series, 
and the way we have outlined the conditions for its identification, is that at 
a certain time in the evolution of Chinese characters all of the 'words repre­
sented in a single series were written paronomastically with the single graph 
on which the members of the series are all based. Taking the yu series as an 

. circularity by the fact that the apparent hsiLh shnlg relations are only one of several criteria 
on which rime group membership can be based. The chief other one for words not occur­
ring in riming position in the Shih ching itself is the Middle Chinese eYidence, including the 
Ch'ith,un rime category. Since this latter has nothing to do with hs~h shmg series, as far as 
we know, and since in any case Middle Chinese reconstructions are based on other kinds of 
evidence as well, this gives the Shih ching rime group identity an independent correlate that 
allows us to use it as a detennining factor in establishing a hs~h sheng series. 

1% It is important to realize that the specific phonetic details of any Old Chinese recon­
struction cannot be used either to justify or to invalidate a proposed luitk sheng series. The 
hsith shnlg series is established on the basis of graphic fonn matched against phonetic cate­
gories, in particular phonetic categories seen diachronically as they devolved from the Old 
Chinese to Middle Chinese. When the Old Chinese reconstructions appear to conflict with 
the wit. sheng series. it must be the former that are held to be misconstrued, not the latter. 
The hsj~h sheng series are an important kind of evidence for establishi~g- Old Chinese recon­
structibns. and, all other things being equal, they must be given priority over those recon­
structions when there is any discrepancy. 
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example, all of the words represented in it, with pronunciations varying be­
tween *ragw.-s. *drjakw, *lhrjagw. *dTjagw,-s. *zrjagws. and *driakw, were, or at 
least in theory cQ,ulc;l have been, once written with EB . This would havei been 
a heavy burden of"semantic ambiguity for any single graph to bear, standing 
as it would seem to have done for fourteen different words. Because of this, 
all of the words save the primary word ·ragw 'proceed from' came to acquire 
a sema~tic determinative to specifY unambiguously which of the dozen or so 
possibi li ties was intended. 

In all likelihood the actual development or the script did not follow quite 
this path. We must allow two possible qualifications. First, we need not as­
sume that the paronomastic use of m for the words (b) through (n) of set) 
occurred at me same time. There is nothing that requires us to recognize a 
founeen-way ambiguity at anyone time. In fact it is entirely reasonable to 
suppose th at the writing system never had such extensive semantic ambigu­
ity. The explanation rather may be that IE *Tilgw might have been parono-' 
mastically used for one, or perhaps two, other words, which then would have 
acquired semantic determinatives, and at some later time the same graph IE 
"'Tilgw would again be used paronomastically for a different word, which then ' 
would acquire its own semantic determinative, and so on. Second, it was un­
doubtedly the case that once the practice of using semantic determinatives 
to resolve the' semantic ambiguity inherent in paronomasia had become 'a 
well established and recognized pattern, scribes who found it necessary to 
devise new characters could construct compound· characters consisting of an 
appropriate phonophoric element and semantic classifier jointly, bypassing 
altogether the paronomastic stage. This was likely common after the Initial 
stages of the evolution of the script were complete, and it surely accounts for 
the invention of hundreds, if not thousands, of later characters. 

There is a further aspect of hsieh sheng series that becomes apparent 
when we begin to look at the relation between the words and graphs that 
constitute a given series. Consider for example the following set: 

Set 2 

(a) '!,i an < *?an 'security, stability; 
settled' 

(b) !'Ii an < *?ans ' to press down, hold down, 
make secure' 

( c) ~ yen < *?rans 'quit!t, at rest, settled' 
(d) $; an < *?ans 'stool, seat' 
(e) Wi an < *?an ' saddle' 
(j) Hi an < *?an 'feast ' < 'mat for kneeling' 

These six graphs clearly satisfy all of the conditions we established for 
the identification of a hsieh sheng series. But there is an additional feature of 
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the set that becomes obvious on a second look: the first three words mean 
basically "settle(d)" and the second three have meanings that refer to vari~ 
ous accoutrements for being settled, namely "seats" of onc kind or an­
other. 13 The relation between the first three and the second three is very 
much like lhe relation between the words "seu.le" and "seat" in English. 
That is to say, the related words seem to be variant derivatives of a common 
root Of stem. The difference between the English case and the Chinese is 
that for English we are able to say what thal root is, and how the words "set­
tle" and "seat" (as well as many others, e.g., "sit," "sedate," "saddle") are re­
lated to it morc specifically than we are for the Chinese set. 

Both "seat" and "settle" come ultimately from the Indo-European root 
"'sed- via the Germanic forms *(ge)setjam and *seliaz. respectively. The latter 
gave O ld English sell, modern English settle; the former is the source of 
modern English seat. The two reconstructed Germanic forms can .be derived 
from variant forms of the Indo-European root "'sed-. The fonn "'setlaz is 
from a suffixed form, reconstructed as '" sed-lo-, and *(ge)setjam is from a 
suffixed and lengthened gI?-de fonn '" sed-yo-. The ge- prefix is a collective 
akin to the Latinate prefix rom-. Latin cum 'with' (Watkins 1985: 56). 

In specifying this relation between "seat" and "settle" we have resoned to 
identifying each of the words diachronically with its ultimate source, Indo­
European "'sed-, through the reconstructed Germanic forms ·(~)setjam and 
'" setiaz., each of which was derived from an altered form of the root "'sed-. 
Those altered forms are presumably the result of morphologically motivated 
affixation, but it is not always possible to specify the morphological function 
of the affix. It is important to recognize that the intrusion of diachronic con­
siderations into the explanatiol]. of the relation between seat and settle is en­
·rirely ancillary; that is. it is there because the morphological relation cannot 
. be seen without it. But the essential aspect of the relation between the two 
words in question is morphological , not diachronic. If we were asking in­
stead about the rdation between seat and seakd, or between settle and settled, 
·we could specify it very easily in synchronic morphological terms, without 
having to resort to any diachronic considerations, because the suffixing of 
-ed or -d to verbs in English to form a perfective participle is still a recog­
nized and productive process in modern English. 

We can try to analyze the relation between the six words of the an '!i . 
hsieh sheng series in the same way. but we must be careful to guard against 
the facile assumption that that relation wi1l tum out to resemble the kind of 
morphological relation seen in Indo-European languages. It · may .in part 
show such relations. but until we know more than we do at · present about 
the phonological and morphological structure of Old Chinese we cannot as­
sume we will find a phenomenon parallel to that of Indo-European. There 
may be fundamental differences that we are as yet ~able· t;.() identify. 

I~~ For a thorough examination of the ~saddle" in ancient China, including the: likely se· 
mantic and phonetic affinities of the word. see Goodrich 1984. especially pp. 289-92. 
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What we can say with some confidence is that these six words are all re­
lated in both pronunciation and meaning. and lhus are likely to be cognate 
with one another, though the precise structure of that cognate relation is 
not yet completely-specifiable. We can show that they all have finals belong­
ing to the same Shih ching rime group. viz. , the 1[; yuan group. And we can 
devise a rubric , or "tag," to use as a kind of .semantic common denominator to 
represent the scope of related meanings reflected in the set. In this case [ 
would 'suggest ..(SEfiO to represent the range of meanings "seat," "settle," 
"set," "saddle," "sit," etc. 

Beyond being able to specify a shared Shih ching rime group and a seman­
tic common denominator for any set of words that we want to consider cog­
nate, we may be able to explain certain phonological features of some of the 
members of the set in a way suggestive of the morphological derivation char­
acteristic of Indo-European. We can offer two examples of this possibility here. 

(I) Pulleyblank (1973a: 118) has identified what he tentatively calls a 
"causative -T- infix" in Old Chinese, in, for example, fi chih < *trjids 'cause 
to arrive' (d. ~ chih < *tjidJ 'to arrive'), and l:t cheu < *tThjal'expel' < 'cause 
to go out' (cf. ill ch'u < *thjat ' to go out') . It is possible that the" -T- of ~. 
·?rans 'quiet, at rest' < 'made or caused to be settled' is the same causative 
infix added to the word *?an 'settled'. Appealing as this hypothesis may be, 
it must remain entirely speculative until those cases where we might expect 
a causative -T- infix but do not find one are explained, and in general until 
we can see such an infixing process operating on a significantly wider scale 
than we now do. 

(2) In a classic article on identifying these kinds of morphological deri­
vations within word families, G. B. Downer coliecLed several' examples of 
pairs of words that differ in that one member is a modem fourth-tone word, 
devolved from the Middle Chinese departing tone (ch 'il sheng) and is a 
noun, and Lhe other member is a non-departing tone word and is a seman­
tically related verb (Downer 1959). For example, he cites, these pairs: 

(i) II! mo' 'a mill' II! md' 'to grind' 
(ii) III tsuan4 ' a drill' II! lsuan3 'to drill ' 
(iii) &l shan4 'a fan' Iii shan l 'to fan' 
(iv) if ch'ien4 'a tow-rope ' ll!' ch 'iml 'to tow' 

Since Downer wro te this study the proposed evolution of the departing 
tone in Middle Chinese from a final *-s suffix in Old Chinese has become a 
widely recognized hypothesis. (See, for example, Pulleyblank 1962, 1973a,. 
1973b). This means that Downer's observation about morphological deriva­
tion by a change of tone from a non-departing tone to a departing tone can 
be restated in segmental terms for Old Chinese as "derivation by -s suffix­
ation. " The pattern of the four examples given above leads to the surmise 
that nouns in Old Chinese can be derived from the corr~sponding verbs by 



98 The Origin and Early DcveWpmmt of the Chinese Writing System 

suffixing an -$ to the verb. If we examine the an ~ mieh sheng series with 
this possibility in mind, we immediately recognize that the pair '!i: *?an ' set­
tled' and ~ *?ans 'stool' fits the pattern perfeclly. So we might explain this 
part of the word-family relation as a case of deriving a concrete noun from 
the root by suffixing an -5. The rOOl itself we would reconstruct ~ *?an. 
since this is the phonetic form common to 3:11 members of the set. 

Just as with the hypothesis of a causative -T- infix mentioned earlier, 
there are numerous examples of pairs that do not conform to the hypothe­
sis suggested by Downe.-. He lists, for example, these pairs: 

(v) Ei: 
(vi) I~ 
(vii) ff.l! 

wa4 'to tile' 
ni4 'to daub on mud' 
yu4 ' (0 fish' 

N: ~ 
tg ni2 

f!1. yiP-

'3 tile' 
'mud' 
'fish' 

Clearly the relation here is juSt the inverse of the examples given above as 
(i) through (iu). Here the departing tone member is verbal, and the non­
departing tone form is nominal. In conclusion what this means is that, while a 
few morphological processes' seem identifiable, we. still confront a great many 
inexplicable cases, and we cannot yet say with any degree of certainty that the 
word-family relations in Chinese are structurally or formally the same as they 
are in Indo-European languages. 

The an rtf hsieh sheng series contains, of course, more lhan the six char-
acters listed above. Note, for example, the following: . 

Set 2, continued. 

(g) ;;;;; an < "'?am 'kind of grass' 
(h) .Ii» yen < *?rans 'kind of bird' 
(i) iiil 0 < *?at 'root of the nose' 

·These words do not seem on the face of it to be related semantically to the 
first ~six of the set, and are not. likely to be a part of the {SffiO set. Yet they 
are indisputably part of the an rtf hsieh sheng series. While one m ight be able 
to imagine a plausible (or implausible) way to derive the meaning of one 
or more of them from the semantic common denominator ..rst'1K5, it is not 
necessary to find such explanations or derivations for every member of a 
hsieh sheng series. 14 It is perfectly acceptable, and even normal, for a given 

14 Goodrich states that E. G. Pulleyblank has suggested a possible semantic link between 
fJi an <: "'?an 'saddle' and Jill 0 <: "'?at 'bridge of me nose', and also mentions that Liu Hsi if' Po!! 
(fl. A.D. 2(0) in his Sl&ih ming B.:& ,a compendium of paronomastic glosses, equates these twO 

words with each other, explaining that the bridge oCthe nose is curved lik~ a saddle (Goodrich 
1984, ~87). . '. 

By 'the same token we may speculate that a Jm 'kind or bird' is to be understood etymo­
logically as the -nester," i.e., the "thing that nesa," from Eng. nul, the Indo-Europc;an root or 
which is "'nizoo, a rorm consisting ohwo independent morphemes, *Di 'down' and "'sed 'sit'. 



The Multivalence of Graphs 99 

.hsieh sheng series to have some members that show a semantic relation 
between them, and others that are based solely on the graphic and phonetic 
conditions we lai.d out ·at the beginning of this discussion. It is important to 
note that the foritter is entirely accidental to the structure of the hsieh sheng 
series, while the latter are the essential criteria that underlie our definition 
of a hsieh sheng series. 

OUf assumption is that those words, like (a) through (j) in the an ~ 
series, for which we can identify a semantic common denominator, are cog­
nate with one another, and l:onstitute what we call a WOTd family. The other 
words in the an ~ hsieh sheng series, (g) through (i), do not share the same 
semantic common denominator, and are therefore not cognate with the 
first six, and do not belong to the *?an: -{SEDO word family. A word family, 
then, is defined as a set of words cognate with one another, and is a feature 
of the language. quite unrelated to and unaffected by the script, Word fami­
lies could exist whether there were writing systems or not. A hsieh sheng series 
is, of course, exclusively a phenomenon of the writing system, and does not 
exist except as a part of it, That word families can sometimes be identified 
by means of a hsieh sheng series is just a coincidence-a by-product, so to· 
speak-of the way hsieh .~heng series have evolved. 

There are, to be sure, many word families in Chinese that do not bear 
any obvious relation to a hsieh sheng series, just as there are many hsieh sheng 
series that do not suggest a word family. A word-family relation between 
members of a hsieh sheng series is not a requirement of the hsiek sheng series 
itself, but an accidental feature of it. Sti ll, we can see such a relation within 
a hsieh slung series fairly often, and so it is a possibility to which we should 
always be alert. In the *1iJgw series, for example ·we would ' probably be 
justified in grouping together as cognates the following: (a) EB *Ttlgw'draw 
forth, proceed from', (g) I!!i *thrpgw ' pull out', and (m) iI1l *dri>kw 'to pro­
ceed along, follow along'. We can identify a semantic common denominator 
in these three words of 'conducting. fonowing from or along', a meat:ling 
that we may express as ..fDUcr. On further inspection we may want to con­
sider adding (b) l!!! *drpkw 'cylinder for the warp ofa loom', (k) 1111 *zrj.gws 
'sleeve', and even (n) Eli *driakw ' flue-pipe'. recognizing all of them as "con­
duits" of a kind, dearly akin to the semantic common denominator ..{DUcr. It ' 
quickly becomes a matter of opinion, and sometimes of spirited debate, how 
much semantic latitude one ought to allow in identifying word families. I5 

Such an etymology would then put the word a ym into the .(S£DO word famil)' baled o n 'ti: 
an 'sett1e(d)' and its derivatives,just aI English "nest~ belongs to the Indo-European *sed. set. 

While the possibility of semantic, and hence cognate. relations between :P:D 0 ' bridge of 
the nose' and S yen 'kind of bird' and the .fSWO set cannot be positivel)' ru led out, either 
one, or both, of these identifications may be more fortuitous and folk.-etymological than ac­
tual. There is at present no definitive way to demonstrate whether they are genuine cognates 
within the {SfM set or not. . 
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This is, as we have said, a problem of the language itself, nol of the script, 
and so we need not pursue or resolv~ that issue here. 

It is not hard to find hsieh sheng series that seem to incorporate word 
families within them. We shall give a few more examples to illustrate the 
scope and possible phonological and semantic structure of such se ts. · 

Stu 
(a) 'l!j ts'an <. *dzan 'to cut down, pare down, 

cut to pieces' 
( b) ~ id. with (a) 
(c) Il chan < *dxranx, -s 'stick and twig lean-to' 
(d) ilJ ck'an < *tshrianx ' to pare or shave down ' 
(e) Q ch 'ien < *dz.jan 'coin' 
(/) it ch'ien < *tshjanx 'shallow' (sc. water) 
(g) (l chien < *dz.janx 'shallow. thin' 
(h) a chien < *dz.janx, -s ' insincere, shallow words' 
(i) III chien < *dz.jans 'low, mean, cheap' 
<J) Il chien < *dz.jans 'to ttample. stomp to bits' 
(k) t:t chien < *dz.janx 'narrow' 
(I) 'l!l chien < *tsian ' bamboo or wooden slips 

or chits' 
(m) Ii hsim < *sjans 'thread, fiber ' 

The words (a) :lI! (b) ~ *dzan 'cut to pieces', (d) JilJ *tshrianx 'pare or 
shave down'. <J) H *dz.jans 'stomp to bits' all seem to have the meaning of 
'to render into bits or pieces', The words (f) 11 *lShjanx 'shallow (water)'. 
(g) (l *dzjanx 'shallow, flimsy' , (h) !i *dzjanx,-s 'shallow words' , (i) ~ 

. *dzjanx ~cheap. of slight value' all seem to have the relatable meaning of 
'insubstantial. inconsequential, attenuated. flimsy' o r 'of trivial value or 
substance', On further inspection it is not difficult to see how this sense of 

· 'slight, flimsy, diminished , attenuated' underlies the meanings of the re­
mairting words (c) d *dz.jan 'coin ' (not 'money' in general, but a token of a 
small unit or amount of money) , (k) $I *dz.janx 'narrow', and (l) ~ -man 
' bamboo sJip' (something shaved or pared down). We can conclude that all 
of the words listed for this hsieh sheng series have a shared sense of 'thin, 
shave(d), pare(d), cut down' , or 'bit, piece, chip' which appears either liter­
ally or figurative1y in the various members of the set. We can characterize 
this by the semantic common denominator -{fFNfF. . 

There are characters that occur in this same hsieh sheng series standing 
for words that do not seem to be semantically relatable to this· root mean-

15 Notice that the English set 'seat ', 'settle ' , 'sit' , etc. includes a];o.-the word 'soot' , i.e. , 
what 2ttks; a word we might not have recognized as semantically congruent with the set at 
first glance. See Watkin!! 1985: 56. 
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ing; and that we therefore do not include in the .. pare .... bit" word family. 
For example: 

(n) 
(0) 
(p) 

S chim < 
ill chien < 
iii chan < 

"'ckjanx,*s 
"'/sjans 
"'Isrianx 

' to give a farewell feast' 
"0 gush forth' 
'cup; half-clarified spirits' 

As·we mentioned above in connection with the an ~ hsieh sheng series, 
it is not n ecessary to find a way to reduce ev-ery member of the hsieh sheng 
series to the same semantic common denominator, i.e., the same word fam ­
ily. Word families and hsieh sheng series are independent of each other, and 
do nol necessarily coincide in their individual elements item for item. 

Set 4 
(a) tll t'ui < *lhuads ' to slough o f[; exuviae ' 
(b) m l'uo < · ,huat 'to take away' 
( c) j" shu; < "'hruads ' to wipe off" 
(d) '*l ,'uo < "' thuat ' to peel off, take off' 
(e) !fit "u; < *thuads ' easy, leisure ly. relaxed' 
(f) HI yii.eh < "'ruat ' pleased , re laxed ' 
(g) ill shuD < "'hmat ' to explain ' 
(h) lit shui < *hroads ' tax ' 

Words (a) through (d) can all easily be seen to have a semantic common 
denominator on the order of 'take or peel off or away' , which we could rep­
resent as 1EXUO. At first (e) and (f) seem distinct from this. but the sense of 
~ Jilek ' pleased' (frequen tly written ~ in early texts) must be ~mething 

like 'relaxed' and 'not tense or wound up ' . Thus it is comparable to J8l read 
"ui 'at ease, leisurely' , both words having an underlying sense of fOJf. a 
meaning not incompatible with the {txuo semantic common denomina­
tor. Finally, both (g) and (h) are specialized senses of the same semantic 
common, denominator; 'w explain' is to ' unwind', 'untangle', or 'unravel ' 
figuratively (sst shuoin origin is not just ' talk', but 'explain ', cC. the reading 
shui < • hrualS meaning 'persuade ' as a semantic extension of 'explain ' ). And 
m shu; 'tax' is 'tax in kind' , something 'peeled off the top' of the harvest or 
crop (cf. modem Eng. 'skim', as in 'off the top [of unreported profi ts]'). 

Given the obvious fact that the modem Chinese script is structurally 
based on a large number of such hsieh sheng series, it follows that the 
paronomastic use of graphs at an early stage in the script'S development is 
easily recognized . and indisputable, even when the majori ty of what were in 
origin paronomastic uses of the same graph have become graphically dis­
tinct through the acquisition of semantic determinatives. Thus it is that the 
process of semantic determination represented by quadrant I of the chart is 
recognized as (he usual way that the script developed from the multivalent 
stage to the determinative stage. 
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(b) Polyphony. . 

The multivalent complement {o the paronomastic use of graphs as a 
means for expanding the scope of what could be wriuen, and for achieving 
the maximum efficiency from the set of established graphs, was polyphony­
that is, the homeosemous, or parasemanlic use of a graph. In the few ex­
amples of polyphony in Sumerian and Egyptian that we cited above we can 
see the single essential feature of this kind of graphic development: while the 
pronunciation of the signs may vary widely, the meanings of the words writ­
lcn with a particular sign must be semantically congruent, or akin, and able 
to be suggested by the depietive capacity of the graph in question. Recall 

.Edgerton's comment about the use of the Egyptian hieroglyph 0 to stand 
not just for the name of the thing it depicted (rC'sun '), but for "another word 
expressing some related idea" (hrw 'day') as well. (See p. 79 abov~.) This is 
what we called homeosemy, and it is based on the premise that the depictive 
quality of the graph itself must suggestlhe second word just as it presumably 
suggests the first, for which it_was o·riginalJy devised. This premise is the best 
indication yet of the fundamentally pictographic origins of writing. 

It must make semantic sense to use an established graph for a second 
word, or else there would be no overall advantage in allowing a graph with 
an already well·fixed associated reading to acquire a second reading. When 
that second reading is a word semantically akin to the first, but not amena· 
ble to direct depiction, any 'ambiguity that the use of a single graph 'for two 
different words might entail is outweighed by the advantage of having a 
mcans to write the second word where otherwise there might be none . In 
the Egyptian example of 0 the two meanings 'sun' and 'day' are easily re­
latable. Likewise. the meanings of the various readings of the cuneiform 
graph ~, viz. DU 'leg', GUB 'stand' , GIN 'go ' , and ruM 'bring', are also per· 
ceivable as linked in a semantic complex centered around the sense 'foot, 
leg' . The original form of the graph ~ was \l (Labat, 206, and Sumerian 
example (3) above), clearly depictive of an 'ankle and foot', and therefore 
graphically suggestive of all of the words that cluster around the 'foot' 
semantic complex. This is what we mean by saying that it must make "se· 
mantic sense!' La use the graph ~ polyphonicaBy to write these several 
different words. and by extension that the phenomenon of polyphony in 
general attests to the pictographic origins of writing. 

It is important to emphasize that polyphony is in no way a violation of 
the principle on which we insisted in chapters I and 2, namely that .script 
does not stand for meanings or ideas directly apart from real words, but 
must represent speech, i.e., the sounds of language at some level. Just be· 
cause a single graph can be read in more than one way. and thus stands for 
more than one word, it does noL mean that the graph stands for an idea or 
concept abstracted from the words themselves. For example, cuneiform 
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character ~ cited above stands for several distinct words having to do with 
'feet' ; it does not follow from this that the graph itself represents the "idea" 
of a 'foot' , o r qf Il:otions or concepts associated with 'feet'. It is simply that 
the relation ben.veen graph and word in Sumerian, as in Egyptian and Chi­
nese, was not neatly isomorphic. And this one-la-many correspondence of 
graph to word is actually an effective expedient for rendering writable a 
large number of words that would not otherwise be so in a rigidly zodio­
graphic script, while at the same time keeping a reasonable check on the 
proliferation and complexity of new graphs~ 

Polyphony in China, as in Egypt and MeSopotamia, gave rise to potential 
ambiguity as to what reading should be" attached to a given occurrence of a 
character. This is the kind of ambiguity that underlies quadrants III and IV 
of the chart, and we have already seen that it can be resolved by the u se of 
either kind of determinative. The usual expectation is to find it r~olved 
through the addition of a phonetic detenninative. This is the process repre· 
sen ted by quadrant IV of the chart. 

The main problem in identifying polyphony in Chinese is that a graphic 
constituent that has been used polyphonically to produce derivative charac­
ters almost never carries more than one of its different readings inlO later 
stages of the language. For example, in chapter 2 we identified the graph 0 
as a polyphone with the readings k'ou < *khugxmeaning 'mouth. orifice'. and 
ming < *mjingmeaning 'name, call' . The second reading is not preserved for 
the graph 0 alone; only the first. So when we see a set of characters like: 

Set 5 
(a) ,g ming < *mjing 'name, call' , 
( b) ~ mmg <' *mjing 'bird-call ' • 
( c) ill mlng < *mrjings 'fate' 

we are not at first prepared to recognize 0 as a phonophoric element. with 
the reading ming, because such a reading does not now exist for the graph 0 
itself, nor is it directly attested in any extant documents. But on further 
consideration it is clear that all of the conditions for a h.sieh sheng series are . 
satisfied by this set, and we can infer that 0 is the phonophoric. This 
hypothesis implies that 0 itself had a reading ming at the formative stage of 
the script, that is, at the time when it could have been used as a phon a ­
phonc in these characters. 

The set:g ming< *mjing'name, call ', ~ ming< *mjing' bird-call' . '$ ming 
< *mrjings 'fate' looks formally like a hsieh sheng series as we defined it above. 
All of th"e words share a common graphic e lement 0 , and all belong to the 
AA krng < *-ingShih ching rime group. T he striking difference is that in a con­
ventional hsieh shengsenes, the original "core" graph is easily identified as the 
phonophoric element because it h as a pronunciation that conforms to the 
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phonetic structure of the series as a whole, bUl in thls alternative kind of hsieh 
sheng series that is not the case. Another way of looking at this would be to 
say that in the conventional case the original graph on which the hsieh sheng 
series is built is itself an obvious member of the series. But with the ~, .. , 
in mingseries, although we may notice thal the three graphs an belong to the 
same Shih ching rime group and have a common graphic constituent, that 
graphic constituent is not normally thought of as anything but k'ou, and is 
therefore not associated with the pronunciation ming of the three characters 
in which it appears. Thus it is not conventionally recognized as a phono­
phoric, and is nol taken to be a member of the ming hsieh sheng series. 

The failure to see any connection between the graphic constituent 0 
,and the similar pronunciation of the three characters ~, 0» , and ifn gener­
ally precludes the identification of these three as a hsieh sheng series in the 
first place. But when we allow that 0 could have been polyphonic, with a 
read~ng *mjing standing for the word 'name, call ' , we can see at once that 
these three characters do in fact constitute a hsieh sheng series. It is no 
diffe rent from the conventional kind we identified as characteristic of quad­
rant I, except that this is a hsuh sheng series based on a lost second reading 
of the core graph and one in which the graphic constituents other than the 
core element ' 0 of each character are not obviously semantic determina­
tives. These two departures from a conventional hsieh sheng series make the 
hsieh sheng suucture of the set liable to escape notice. But a hsieh sheng series 
it definitely is, according to" the first two criteria that we established" above, 
namely that all of the characters share a common graphic e lement, and tha t 
aU of the words represented "belong to the same Shih ching rime group. Tha t 
it does not adhere to condition (iii), that is, does not show graphic differen­
tiation by means of the acquisition of semantic determinatives, means only 
that it has. arisen through a slightly different process of graphic differentia­
tion, not that it is not a hsUh sheng series. 

The reason why the second reading for the graph 0 is not attested or 
preserved is precisely that, because it was a second reading, it gave rise to 
ambiguity, and so was subject to the addition of a secondary dete rminative, 
sometimes phonetic (quadrant III), sometimes semantic (quadrant IV), to 
resolve that ambiguity. This was in fact exactly the mechanism that gener­
ated the series .;g , te, iii. The use of phonetic or semantic determinatives to 
resolve the ambiguity inherent in the polyphonic use of a given graph inev­
itably entails the loss of that second reading fo r the original graph itself. In 
other words, when a hsieh sheng series based on the polyphonk use of a 
graph arises, it ipso facto eradicates the polyphony that w"as its original rea­
son for having arisen. Once a determinative was added to the originally 
polyphonic, and hence phonetically ambiguous graph, the written language 
at that moment "lost" the second reading for the graph in·"q~estion . 

In the case of our example, then. all instances of 0 intended to be read 
ming, standing for the word meaning 'name, call' would come to be ~itten 
~ precisely because 0 itself was ambiguous as to reading, h'ouor mingo 'Fhe 
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5' . element was the determinative, in this case phonetic. that was added to 
resolve the ambiguity, leaving the unadorned graph 0 to stand ~or k'ou 
'mouth, orific< unambiguously. That the graph 5' itself was polyphonic, 
pronounced ming < *mjiangand standing for the word 'brighten' , as well as 
hsi < *r:jiak meaning 'night' is suggested by Hsii Shen's M (ca. 55- ca. 149) 
entry for ~ in his Shuo wen chieh Itu ~* (abbreviated sw. see chapter 
4 for .details about the compilation and nature of this lexicon) where. after 
analyzing the character as MOM-)1 "de rived from 'mouth' and from $I ," 
he adds 5'~~th "as for 9, it is ming < *ming'dark' ~ " which must be his 
way of indicating that the graph 9 W<U! to be read as ming, and understood 
as a phonophoric in the character :8, not as hsi or anything else (SWKl. 
0578). Simih'rly, the original graph 0 was augmented by the addition of a 
semantic determinative, ,~ d . 196 'bird ', to establish an unambiguous char-
acter for the word ming < *mjing 'bird-call'. 16 . 

Just as the graph 0 seems to lie both phonetically and semantically at 
the heart of the :S, Jl~ . and $ ming series with a basic sense of 'call' . so the 
graph §. usually standing for the word mu < *mjaltw 'eye', can be . identified 
as the common element in the following characters, all in the .n::; yuan <­
-·an rime group: 

Set 6 ' 
(a) Ji! chien < *kians ' LO sec' 
( b) iJjj mum < *mjians 'face' (OBI: If , see Kao 1980: 5) 
( c) $ huan < *gwans 'official' (bronze: r;l, Kao 1980: .387) 
(d) * hsien < *xjians 'law, rule ' (bronze: ~, Kao 1980: 159) 
(e) ~ man < *mjans 'extended' (bronze: ~, Kao 1980: 494) 

The appearance of initial m- in (b) and (e) of the set is probably due to 
an o riginal labio-velar. Notice that functionally ~ chien and mi mien are 
synonymous in the meaning 'to face, La have an interview or meeting with ', 
and are undoubtedly cognate words. From these data we can postulate a 
hsieh sheng series, based on the graph IU I EI 'eye', read *kians or *mjians 'to 
see, to face'. This is exactly parallel to the ming set just discussed above,' 
based on 0, in that here also the reading of the c,ommon graphic element 
that underlies the series is not preserved as a reading for the graph itself. 
Our inference is that just as 0 stood for cwo words. one the noun 'mouth', 
the other the associated verb 'call' . so too did § stand for two words, 'eye' 
mu < *mjakw and 'see, face' chien < *kians - mien < *mjians ( < *ngw- ? ), 
where the nouns and verbs are entirely unrelated phonetically. 

. 16 The analysis and explanation of 1fli is a li ttle less clear-cut than of:g and 1!Et. because 
~ ling .: '9ing, -5 'command' seems to play an etymonic role , and in inscriptions the graph 
~ 5tands often for the word ming < 'mrjingJ ' fate , destiny' (GSR 823a). The 0 element may 
be a phonetic determinative (in the reading ming) in ifP to specify the reading ming < 
'mrjings for ~ as against li.ng < '9ing,-S. 
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In summary we can distinguish two kinds of processes that gave rise to 
mieh sheng series: onc based on the paronomastic use of a graph. which pre­
serves the identity of the original core graph, and thus results in what we 
may caU a transparent hsiek shmgseries, and another based on the polyphoni"c 
use of a graph, which inevitably obscures the identity of the original -core 
graph, and yields an elusive hsieh sheng series . . The fonner is the quadrant I 
type that is discernibly fundamental to the structure of the writing system as 
a whole. The latter is not rionnally identified as a hsith sheng series at all, be­
cause the reading of the graph on which the series was based became disso­
ciated from the graph itself. In spite of their differences, both processes are 
aimed at resolution of die ambiguity characteristic of the multivalent stage 
of the script, i.e., ambiguity attendant on the paronomastic or polyphonic 
use of zodiographs. The net effect on the writing system of both processes 
was the same-a series of characters all sharing a common graphi.:; element 
and .a common phonetic shape. 

The differences between these processes are of two kinds, developmen­
tal and perceptual. By "developmental" we refer to the fact that the conven­
tional, transparent hsieh sheng series crystallized around a core graph with a 
pronunciation clearly related to the readings of the members of the series, 
whereas, in the elusive hsieh sheng series the relation between the common 
graphic element and the readings of the characters in the series has become 
obscured. By "perceptual" we mean that the association, or correlation, of 
the common graphic element with the common phonetic shape is an auto­
matic and self-evident step in the conventional case, but it is neither auto­
matic nor self·evident for polyphonically based elusive ones. . 

Nevertheless, once both procedures that generated hsieh sheng series are 
recognized, and the differences between them are made dear, we can begin 
io spot cases of the second kind, that is, the elusive cases based on the poly­
phonic use of a graph, and we find that they are more numerous than we 
might have at first expected. 
. If we look again at Set 2, the {SfN5 word family, graphically based on '1i: 
an 'settled', and in particular if we recall our claim at the end of chapter 2 
that as a rule, apart from holographs (and the occasional anomaly), charac­
ters without a phonophoric constituent somewhere in their graphic struc­
ture simply do not exist, then we must try to uncover a phonetic basis for the 
structure of the graph 'Ii used to write the word an < *?an 'settled'. The tra­
ditional graphic analysis, given first by Hsii Shen in the Shuo wen is 
straightforward: "M3ciE ..... ~ .. 'tranquir. derived fro~ a 'woman' under­
neath a 'roof'" (SWKL 3229). No one can quibble with the formal accuracy 
of this analysis, yet it does not account for the pronunciation of'the charac­
ter tfi in any way. 

Western investigators, dazzled by the apparently. ex6tic nature of the 
Chin~se script, and its seemingly unlimited capacity for "ideographic 
amusements," have eagerly embraced this graphic analysis as an explanation 
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of the meaning of the word, espousing the thesis that "peace" (as they render 
'ii. an) is best represented "ideographically", by "a woman under the roof," 
i.e. , "a woman in the .household." In this approach. having been captivated 
and mesmerized'by the supposed quaintness of the graph and its analysis. 
they fail utterly to consider the word an < *?an 'se ttled' itself, and forget the 
obvious fact that the word is something absolutely prior lO, and entirely 
apart from , its written representation. We must suppose, given the likeli­
hood 'that people spoke before they wrote. that the word an < *?an existed 
long before the graph 'Ii arose, and thal it had the meaning 'settled, stabil­
ity' irrespective of the 'woman under a roof' graphic structure. There is no 
reason to assume that the meaning of a word is reflected by the combination 
of constituent eleJllents used to write it, except in the most superficial and 
innocuous way. We admit that the structural components of a character may 
in a few cases reflect an ex post facto popular understanding. or folk etymol­
ogy. of the word in question, but this should not be equated with the word's 
actual history or etymology, or with the principles according to which the 
writing system developed. The basis of the script is, as we have repeatedly 
stressed. phonetic, and the graph represents the meaning of the word only 
by representing the sound of the word, that is, the word itself. Semantically 
significant components of characters, i.e., determinatives, are inevitably sec­
ondary to phonetic components. 

Thus we can say that the graph 3t represents the word an < *?an. mean­
ing 'settled, stabiJity', but the question still remains, "how does it represent 
the pronunciation *?an?" In theory there are two possible answers. First, we 
could sweep the problem aside by claiming that the graph should be taken 
as a single, indivisible unit, standing holographically for the word an, But 
this is intuitively not very satisfying, because it is obvious that the character 
~ is not a single, indivisible unit. but is a digraph constituted of two easily 
discernible components. We ought to be able to identify one of those two 
components as a phonophoric element, if our claim that all characters .have 
phonopi:torics (unless they stand holographically for the word in question) 
is to remain viable. And this gives us the second answer: we must scrutinize 
the components of :sr to see if one of them is identifiable as a phonophodc. 
Notice the following set: 

Set 7 
(a) '1i an < "'?an 'settled' 
( b) £ yen < *?rans 'tranquil' 
( c) ~k nan < *nrans 'to quarre1 ' 

also read nuan < . *nruan id. 

(d) ill< chien < *kran 'licentious' 

We can isolate the graph "9:. 'woman' as common to aU four characters, 
and we recognize that all four belong to the 7G yUan < "'-an rime group. 
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These two conditions alone are sufficient to define this as a hsieh sheng series 
of the quadrants 1II-1V kind where the phonetic ambiguity is resolved by 
either a semantic or phonetic determinative, based on tJ:. as a polyphone. 
The graph 9:. itself has only one directJy attested reading, viz., nil < *z.njagi. 
meaning ·woman'. and clearly does not belong to set. 7. Nevertheless, just as 
with the 0 of the :g J ~. ~ ming seL, we can s.peculalc that it had a second 
reading that must have been approximately *?( r)an. in which it functioned 
as a phonetic in the four characters listed above. 

To explain a graph as having two unrelated readings we must be pre­
pared to show that the meanings of the two words in question can both rca­
sonably be seen to be depicted by the graph. For the reading nu 'woman', of 
~ourse, there is no problem, the character 3c is in fact a zodiograph of a 
woman kneeling with arms crossed in front: «Kao 1980: 32). Because the 
graph depicts a knetling woman it is a perfectly appropriate choice. to write 
the "":ord *?an 'seated, settled ' < ..,tSEtR1. Recall that 'kneeling' is tantamount 
to 'sitting' in traditional China, and 'sitting' lies at the heart of the .(SmO 

word-family. When the moment came, at the formative stage of the script, to 
write the word *?an 'settled', · or the clearly related word *?rans 'tranquil', 
what beuer recourse than to use lhe already established graph of the kneel­
ing, i.e., 'seated' woman? This must be what underlies the two characters ~ 
an 'settled' and ~ yen 'tranquil', each of which subsequently acquired a 
determinative to resolve what would otherwise be overt ambiguity in the 
reading of the graph "9:.. 

Before the *?( r)an reading of tr:. was lost, the graph must have been used 
quasi-paronomastically to write the other two words in this set, ~~ nanl 
nuan and li chien. The term 'quasi-paronomastica1ly' is deliberately vague, 
because doubled and tripled characters like ~~ and .lI seem to constitute a 
special class of character formation, and may conform to special rules we 
are not fully aware of. In any event it seems reasonable to suppose that the 
graph ""9:: in its second reading is the phonophoric in both ~g nanlnuan the 
1i chien. 

Several examples of bone and bronze forms of the character ~ show an 
addition;:t.1 small stroke either underneath, or partially underneath and to 
the side of. what appears to be the anatomical posterior of the woman: ~. ~, 
tf1 (Kao 1980: 382). No satisfactory explanation of this extra stroke has to my 
knowledge ever been offered. 1 suspect that it is in origin nothing but a 
graphic depiction of the mat on which one customarily knelt or sat. and it is 
functioning here as a phonetic determinative specifying the *?( r)an pronun­
ciation of the 9:.. In and of itself that stroke represents nothing other than 
the word yen < *gran 'mat', or perhaps the related word chien < *?sians ' mat' 
(written modern ~ and JI respectively). Given the obvious semantic rela­
tion between 'sit' and 'mat', as well as the dear phonetic coogruency in ini­
tials an'd. finals both between *?( r)an and *gran. or even *?sians. a graph for 
the word 'mat' would make a natural phonetic determinative in this charac­
ter; all the more so because it would in effect be a semantic determimitive as 
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well. The logical conclusion to this reasoning is to regard the two words for 
'mat', ~ *gran and 11 *?sians, as member of the 15lOO word-family I?Toper, 
much as the E!)glish word nest belongs to the 'sed- root (Watkins 1985: 45). 

The Shuo wen enters a word. chien < "'?sian 'saddle-blanket'. which it 
explains with exactly the same phrase it uses to define fj an < *?an 'saddle' 
(SWKL 1187). (See Goodrich 1984: 291.) The YU p'ien and Kuang yun both 
treat chien as the· second member of a riming binome nan-chien < 
'?an~:»sjan (YU p'ien 26, sec. 423; Kuang yun 2/2a) . What this probably 
means is that the distinction between fj an 'saddle' and • chien 'saddle­
blanket' is artificial, and that in origin these were just cwo halves of a bisylla­
bified (or dimidiated) form of the word *'lsian 'mat' > 'saddle-blanket' where 
fIi an < ·?an simply restores the weakened?· of the '1s- initial cluster. 

The addition of the extra stroke in the early graphs for tJi. which we 
have speculated could be a phono-semantic determinative standing for the 
word *gran 'mat' (or *?sians), was not the only device used to specify the 
pronunciation of the character. Variants of Y: are attested in early texts 
where the ..... d. 040 'roof' has been written as r d. 027 'cliff' instead, 
e.g., ~ (Kao 1980: 382). Inasmuch as the graph r stands for the (now ob­
solete) word *hans 'cliff', this appears to be another effort to incorporate a 
phonophonc element into the structure of the original character. Note that 
this form with r also has the 'mat' stroke, suggesting that the r *hanswas 
in some sense a secondary or additional phonetic. 

Finally we might ask, what of ~ itself, with ..... not r, and without the 
extra 'mat' stroke? We have shown the likelihood that "!it: was polyphonic, 
with one of its readings being *?( r)an and thus accounting for the pronun­
ciation *?an of r[;i. But what about the 'roof' ..... d. 040? In the final analysis 
it looks like this itself was a phonetic determinative added to the otherwise 
phonetically ambiguous and ambivalent "!;r:. • Notice the following set: 

Set 7a 
(a) 'Ii an < *?an 'settled' 
( b) ~ han < *gan 'cold' 
( c) If kuan < *kwan 'domicile, residence' (> 'office ' ) 

Following the analytic technique that we have established, we can isolate 
a shared graphic component"'" 'roof' , and we can assign all three words to 
the :7G yuan < *-an rime group. These features define a hsieh sheng series, but 
again, one based on a non-attested reading of the shared graphic element 
...... We must infer a reading fqr"'" with a velar or laryngeal initial, and a final 
in the Jt:; yuan rime group, i.e., an *-an type, apart from the registered read­
ing of - which is mien < *mjan. The graph itself may have stood originally 
for the word *kwan 'domicile, residence' < 'roofed building' .17 U so, it would 

17 The graph "", originally ('I, seems to occur standing alone !n oracle bone inscrip­
tions, and may represent ~e word ./ttuJn 'domicile> office(r)' , modern -g . ~e Kao 1980: 381. 
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be functioning ctyinonically. i.e., with both phonetic and semantic signifi­
cance, in -g kuan. and as a phonetic determinative in 1i. an and ~ han,lS 

We cannot but conclude thal 9:. was a polyphone, read either as nil < 
*z.njagx 'woman', or as an < *?an 'kneel, sit' > 'setLled, stability', and that in 
~ the 'roof' element was first added as a phonetic determinative based on 
its rcading *kwan. For unknown reasons this .two-element combination ~ 
was occasionally deemed phonetically deficient, and so either an additional 
phonetic determinative was added in the form of the word 'mat' *gran, writ­
tcn with a single simple stroke, lending a semantic specification to the char­
acter as well, or the - was instead written as r to stand for *hans 'cliff', 
presumably a more obvious phonetic determinative than either ...... or the 
,single 'mat' stroke. 

Set 8 
(a) "f- fu < *phj.gw 'to brood. incubate, hatch' 
( b) l* pao < *P"gwx 'to protect' 
( c) Iili yiJ < *grjakw 'childbirth' 
(d) 1; yu < *grjakw 'to rear (an infant)' 
(e) ~ hao < *h>gws 'to be fond of (as a parent to a 

child)' 
(fl '" hsiao < *hTtlgws 'to be filia l' 
(g) » yu < *grj.gw 'flowing (sc. streamers)' 
(h) if yu < *ryagw 'to float' 

Five of the eight characters above, (a), (e), (fl, (g), and (h); can easily be 
seen to have the element T t:z;u 'offspring, child, progeny' as a g~phic con­
stituent. When we examine the early forms of the other three characters. 
they also tum out to have the =f element as a graphic component. Accord· 
ing to the Shuo """ l* is analyzed as MA-M'£'f3'£"tiY:"f- "derived from A­
'man' and from ti: in an abbreviated form. The ancient graph for ~ is ~ .. 
(SWKL 3469). T ing Fu-pao in a note after this entry says that Hui Lin's fiHI' 
(737-820) I ch'ieh ching yin i -t;!)I!HH!! cites this as ... '£'f. " .. . '£ in 
an abbreviated form is phonophoric." He goes on (0 say that the younger 
Hsii edition (= the Shuo.,.,. hsi chuan is!)(~1i ofHsii K'ai ~IIi , 920-74), 
and K'ung Ying-ta's Mill! (574- 648) commentary to a passage from the 
Tso chuan, Chuang 6, agree with Hui Lin in designating the ~ element as a 
phonophoric. Tuan Yii-IS'ai fltxil! (1735- 1815) concurs, pointing out that 
both l* pao < *P"gwx and '£ (= "f-) fu. < *phj.gw are in h is rime greup 3, 

18 In GSR 143a Karlgren suggests that the two horizontal strokes at the base of 8. han < 
·gan 'cold' may be "mats,- If this is so, they would also be functioning as a secondary phonetic 
determinative, just as in the variant of ~ with an extra stroke, The current scription of *' 
han wh\ch takes this bollom two-stroke clement as d, 0]5, ~ ping. 'ice' ,' is a popular miscon­
ception' based on the meaning 'cold' and on the fonuitou5 graphic similarity between ~ and 
? , and is without historical validity. 



The Multivalence of Graphs III 

which corresponds to the till yu group of modern phonologists. Clearly 
there is nothing exceptional about a graph pronounced *phjagw being 
phonophoric in th~ character for a word pronounced *pagwx. Attested bone 
and bronze forms of 1* confirm this graphic analysis, showing the 
juxtaposition of T and A. sometimes with an additional stroke alongside 
the 'f. (See SWKL 3469. and Kao 1980: 18.) 

The remaining two characters, fill and W J are allographs for the 
same word ,yu < *grjakw 'childbirth', and both have the element T in 
the ir graphic structures; it just is not immediately discernible. The t;; (~ 
:z:;;- yiin) component is in fact nothing other than an inverted T in ori­
gin. This is easily seen from inscription forms of Jf and .:ro In the 
former the -ft appears as ~ (see Kao 1980: 44), and for the laller we 
find '} (Kao 1980: 49). 

Given these facts about the graphic history of the characters in set 8, we 
can correctly say that all eight have the component T in some fo rm within 
their graphic structure. Beyond this, aU eight characters stand for words 
with pronunciations in the Iii yu rime group, that is, with Old Chinese finals 
*-j~gwl-jiJkw. Thus all of the conditions required ofa hsith sheng series are sa­
tisfied, and we can consider set 8 to comprise a series based on the charac­
ter T with a pronunciation in the yu < ·-j~grj)I-J~kw group, not read as tzu < 
* t.sj~gx. This pronunciation does nOt survive in later stages of the language 
as a reading for the character T, of course, but the evidence of set 8 sug­
gests that it must once have been associated with T , probably as a result of 
using the simple zodiograph for 'child' to write the word *grpkw 'child­
birth' . It seems reasonable to suppose that at the early stage of the written 
language the word for 'childbirth' might be written with the graph that de­
picts a 'child' and that stands zodiographically for the word *tsj~gx 'child'. 

The two characters fill. and fj both stand for the word yU < *grpkw 
'childbirth', and the semantic distinction made between them in the above 
list is artificial. The earliest attested form of the character for * grj~kw 
'childbirth' is .), which is clearly a depiction of the act of parrurition. The 
tOP element is a reversed form of ( (modern -k. or a; the two were origi­
nally not distinguished) and the bottom element is d , an inverted T (Kao 
1980: 44). In at least one oracle-bone inscription form the T is not in­
verted, and in another it is accompanied by three additional strokes: ~ 
(Kao 1980: 44). 

Our hypothesis is that the graph T had two pronunciations in Old Chi­
nese, associated with two separate but related meanings. This is tantamount 
to saying that the graph T stood for two different, but semantically congru­
ent words, namely, lzu < *tsjagx 'child' and yu < *grjakw 'childbirth'. The 
character T was used zodiographically for the former and, according to our 
hypothesis, stood parasemantically for the latter. A5 was the case in the mul­
tivalent use of many zodiographs. the parasemantic (and polyphonic) use of 
T for yii < *grjtJkw 'chHdbirlh' came to be marked graphicaUy to distinguish 
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it from its use for tzu < *tsjagx. There are two attested variants of this. First it 
was augmented by the 'woman' e lement (9:. o r m: ) on top. with -T under­
neath, in some cases inverted . This yielded the character" or ~ (modern 
iff.) with "!it:. I a functioning as a semantic determinative. Alternatively, the sec­
ond way the graph was marked was by the addition of J'l (II;I) jou < ·gnj.kw 
'flesh ' underneath the inverted T . giving the modern graph W. In this 
case .Ii (~) jou < *gnjakw is a phonetic determinative specifying the pronuncia­
tion *grjakwas opposed to *tsjagx for the original graph T- I j;. 

The Shuo wen registers the graph 1;; as ;r-m~ IlJ tl!. 'to issue forth 
abruptly and suddenly', and implicitly equates it with ~ l'u < · thoot ' to 
burst forth suddenly' by citing the line 'll'lm"* lm from the entry for 
hexagram 30 of the I ching (3/38a), writing 1;; in place of 'll' (SWKL 6616). 
The fact thal lhe graph :t;: has, by Hsu Shen's implication, the reading t'u < 
'" thW<1t, meaning ' to come forth suddenly' , does not affect our claim that ±:. 
is an equivalent of T , read yii < '" grjtlkw, for two reasons. First, there is no 
textual attestation that I know of to back up Hsii Shen 's claim, and his Shuo 
wen e ntry may be no more than a Han scholastic inference. Second, even if 
the character t;: did have another reading and meaning in addition to both 
tzu and yii, this would not invalidate our hypothesis, since three unrelated 
readings for a single charac te r are not impossible, given a graphic structure 
semantically applicable to the meanings of all three. If the word t'u < "'thwat 
' sudden bursting forth ' were specifically associated with childbirth, then the 
graph t;: < ~ , otherwise used for'" grjakw 'chi ldbirth', would be a logical way 
to write it. 

Set 8 can be divided into two semantic subsets, the first including items 
(a)- (j), and the second (g)-(h) . All of the words of the first subset have to 
do with childbirth (flt and W), child-rearing (~ and i*), or child-parent 
affection and ties Of and $). These can be subsumed under a gC'neral se­
m an tic sense of 'childing, childship ' and constitute a single word fam ily. 

The two words with bilabial initials !j! fu < .phpgw and l* pao < '/J>gwx, 
suggest that there was a variant of the word yu < "'grpkw 'childbirth' that was 
specifically associated with 'child-rearing' , and that had a labia-velar initial, 
perhaps *klll_, which became fully labialized , possibly through. dissimilation 
[rom the labio-ve1ar final -gwl-kw. We might distinguish the word "'grpkw 
' childbirth ' from the cognate words *khllljtlgw and *kllltlgwX ' rear, incubate, 
protect' . 

The grdphs Iff and ~ • standing for the words hao < '" h.t1gws ' to be fond 
of (parent to child)' and hsiao < *hrtlgws ' to be filial (child to parent)', are 
bo th based on a paronomastic use of T, no t as tzu < * tsjiJgx, but as yu < 
*grjtlkw. That is to say, because the two words hao 'be fond of' and hsiao 'be 
filial ' were phonetically ak.in to yit < *grjtlkw 'childbirth' , which we h ave in­
ferred was written T, and because those two words had meanings that were 
directly associated with a parent-child affection , the charac ter T was 
deemed appropriate as a way to write them. This would have meant that the 
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graph stood for no less than/ourseparale words, tzu 'child', yil'childbirth', 
hao 'be fond of', and hsiao 'be filial', a situation that was not likely to have 
endured for long •. given the degree of ambiguity and confusion it would 
have engendered. The solution was to add determinatives to distinguish the 
various readings and meanings one from another. The word hao came to be 
written with a semantic determinative, d. 038 !;{. presumably because the 
meani!lg of the word, 'be fond of, as a parent to a child', was thought to be 
morc of a maternal trail than a paternal onc. The word hsi(J(J, by contrast, 
was augmented by the phonetic determinative ;J', as in keao < *khlagwx ~ 
and lao < *glagwx ¥; , to specify the reading *hJ7gws. and hence the meaning 
'be filial ' , 

The last two words of set 8, If1 yu and if yu, both have to do with 'flow­
ing' , and it is probably this aspect of parturitiqn to which they specifically 
refer. This may be an inherent sense of the word family represented by (a)­
(J), or it may be a secondary overlapping of two originally independent 
word families, one for 'childing' and another for 'flowing'. The added three 
strokes that we mentioned above that occur in some inscription forms of ~ 
yu: < ~ (whence the lit. of It) may actually represent the word 'flow' , seen in 
1t1 yu < *grpgw 'flowing' and if yu < *1jagw 'float' , and may be functioning 
in 51f: as a phonetic determinative. Cf. the same three-stroke element as a 
possible phonophoric in f-l mu < *mJalcw (bronze inscription form ~ , Hsij. 
1981: 278) and l'I shou < *htj.gwx (OB[: i!!., Hsii 1981: 354-55). In l'I shou it 
may depict 'flowing hair' and be playing a semantic role as well. Notice also 
fJJ hsiu < *g>j.gw 'to elongate, prolong'; ¥ liu < *g/pgws ' long and tangled '; 
and t5 p'iao < *brpgw 'to flow' . These last three words share a common 
sense of 'long < long-flowing', a meaning not incompatible with the 'flow­
float' sense of ~ yu. and H· yu. We can summarize the word family repre­
sented by set 8 as follows: 

PARTURITION > childbirth I chi ld-rearing (1il!/W) 
> incubate I protect (, ~/i¥) 

> parent-child bond (9f/;f:) 

(I) > flow (sc. childbirth) (b'I , if) 

&t 9 
(a) if Jung < *znjung 'luxuriant growth of vegetation' 
(b) Ili ts'ung < *tshung ' inte lligent. perceptive' 

( c) tt jung < *znjung 'tousled hair' 

The first of these three characters. "ii= . is analyzed in the Shuo wen as 
M~~III!!fi'll "derived from 'grass', III! ts 'ung in an abbreviated form is phono­
phoric" (SWKL 0470). What is meant by this analysis is that in Hsu Shen's 
opinion the graphic element 1{, normally associated with the wo~d erh < 
*znj<1gx (Old Chinese ;t chih < *-pgl-pk rime group). does not consttlute an 
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acceptable phonophoric in a character pronounced *znjung(Old Chinese !l 
tung < ··(j)ungl·(j)uk rime group), but rather must be understood as stand· 
ing pars pro loto for the word *tshung (Old Chinese ~ tung rime group) 'to 
hear acutely, keenly > to be aurally perceptive, wise (through keen aural fac­
ulties),. usually written ~..I9 The only way that Hsii SheD knows to express 
his belief that Ii stands for the word * t.~hung here is to say that it is an abbre­
viation of II! as a phonophoric. But in U," ts'ung itself the :m element, also 
read ts'ung< *tshung, is clearly the phonophoric, and the :E!; appears to be a 
semanti~ determinative of the conventional kind. (See SlVKL 5353.) 

If it is a matter of simply abbreviating the complex graph II when it is 
to be used as a phonophoric in another graph, then we should wonder why 
not abbreviate it by eliminating the !{ 'ear', which is apparently the 
non-phonophoric component, since the word jung < *znjung 'luxuriant 
vegetation' has little if anything to do with 'ears' or 'hearing' . Why not use 
the obvious phonophoric of q, viz., the ~, which is already established as 
a viable phonophoric itself by virtue of its use in ~? This would give a 
character ~, which in fact exists, and is registered in the Shuo wen as 
~illM~~:ll!lIi' • 'pickings, greens '; derived from 'grass', :ll! . ts'ung is phono· 
phonc" (SWKL 0450). 

What Hsii Shell implies by identifying the ]f of ii! *znjung as an "abbre­
viated phonophoric" is that the graph ]J' itself was read like *tshung and is 
the real phonophoric in ii= *znjungin its own right. This means that -n: was 
a polyphone in Old Chinese standing for two independent, though seman­
tically associable, words, viz., *znjagx 'ear' and *tshung 'to hear keenly' > 'be 
perceptive', The graph 11! can then be explained as representing the word 
*tshung 'hear keenly', originally written, according to our hypothesis, with 

J9 In pre-Han texts the word ~ u'ung was regurarly juxtaposed with 8JJ ming, and the 
two constituted a complementary pair: ~acuteneS5 or perceptiveness associated with the aural 
faculties~ matched by "perspicacity or brightness associated with the visual." In other words 
u'ungwas to the ears and hearing what mingwas to the eyes and seeing. Note the following 
passages rrom Hsiin au: 

(i) E! ::r-fIllJPIi Jt iIii Bft!l"::r- flllf PIi I! iIii ~ (114,) 
"The eyes cannot, having observed duplicitously, remain perspicacious; the ears cannot, 
having heard duplicitously, remain perceptive." 

(ii) ,,"PZffl'i"W!!1!!.1!Il13 Zffl'i"tl"Jl.iJl (414,) 
"This is what a perceptive ear does not hear, what a perspicacious eye does not see." 

(iii) ::r-llJiIii~ ' (8/5,,17I9b) 
"Not hearing but perceptive." 

(iv) EfEl~u~ (14I3a) 

"The ears and eyes are perceptive and perspicacious," 

(v) 1§18JJilii!fII! (17I2a, twice) 
"The eyes are perspicacious, the cars perceptive." 
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just the graph ]f. as a parasemantically logical , extended use of the already 
existing character If 'ear'. It was subsequently specified phonetically as 
*tshung, not *znjagx. by the addition of ~ *tshung as a phonetic determina­
tive, leaving the unadorned graph !f to stand unambiguously for the word 
* znjagx 'ear'. _ 

Hsii Shen's entry fo r the third character in this set, •• confirms that !{' 
itself must have had a reading *tshung because he analyzes .. jung < *%njung 
as M~tf1ti'§ "derived from 'hair', ii! *znjungin an abbreviated form is pho­
nophonc" (SWKL 4001). If we were to accept his earHer claim that the II of 
:q:. is an abbreviation of 11 as phonophoric, that would then compel us to 
reach the improbable conclusion that it is ~. via •• via if.. that explains the 
:ij of •. This is, clearly, a far more contrived· and less satisfactory explanation 
than that li was polyphonic from the start. and had in addition to its well­
recognized reading erh < *z.njtJgx. a reading *tshungthat accounts for all three 
characters in this set. In. the m *tshungcomponent is then functioning as 
a phonetic dete rminative. 

Set 10 
(a) It sheng < * h'rjing 'sound' 
( b) Qj , ling < *hRing ' to hear ·2O 

( c) lIR sheng < *hrjings 'sage, wise person' 
(d) l!:t lung < *ltringx 'glowing' 

In view of the above four characters it seems that the zodiograph !{. 
standing as we have seen primarily for the word *z.njtJgx 'ear' , but also parase­
manticaHy for ts'ung < *tshung '(aurally) perceptive, keen ', had still another 
reading. this one in the fit. keng rime group. Old Chinese *-ing. We can iden­
tify and extract the !{ component from each of these characters, and corre­
late it with their common rime in ·-ing, thus establishing it as a phonophoric 
in the set. The graph ]I' itself may have actually been read *h7jing, standing 
for the word 'sound' or *hRingstanding for 'hear'; in either case there is an 
obvious logic to the parasemantic use of the graph for 'ear' , Beyond this, it 
seems likely that the first two words of the set bear a probable etymological 
relation to each other that is not apparent in the .second two. We can identity 
the meaning 'sound' - 'hear' as their common semantic aspect, and it is this 
link with II 'car' that satisfies the requirement of semantic congruency that 
we suppose must be present to permit the same graph to stand polyphonically 

20 The reconstruction of "hR- as the Old Chinese initial for It is admittedly ad /we and 
algebraic in that the exact phonetic nature is left unspecified . It is written this way simply to 
distinguish it from .hfj-, which gives Middle Chinese 5- (e .g., in § 5heng), and from *Itr-, 
which gives MC Ie- (e.g., in l*. Ung). But it does show that we believe l 'ing must have had an 
initial similar to *hrj and ·.IIT-, but that yielded modem Chinese 1'-, and that must have been 
voiceless, in view of the fact that "ing is a first tone word. 



116 The Origin and Early Dl!Uelopmmt of the Chinese Writing System 

for more than onc word. This means that the two words § sheng and fi: l'ing 
probably constitute a word family which we can label ..fi\Uiffi). Once the *-ing 
reading, that is, as either *hrjing'sound' or *hRing' hear' (or perhaps both), 
has been established for the character U I it can then fun ction in the cus­
tomary paronomastic way as a phonophoric. standing for words roughly ho­
mophonous, but semantically unrelated to it. This appears to be how it comes 
to be use1 in the third and fo urth characters, !IE sheng < * hrjings and lfk Ic.eng 
< * kringx. 21 

In each of the first three characters of set 10 there is a phonetic deter­
minative added to the original graph If to specity the pronunciation. For (b) 
and (c) it is the graph .3:. t 'ing < *hRingx. (What is often written as a .:E in both 
[1! and ~ is actually this .£ L'ing.) The Ma wang tui ~Itf£ manuscripts of 
the Lao tzu :t; T regularly write both of these characters without the 1: "ing 
element, as I{!. and ltJ respectively; and in fact the A manuscript WTites Ii for 
~ consistently (Boltz 1982: 97-99). The ill! component of !II' sheng< *hrjing 
is read ch'ing< *khings (the word means 'lithophone'), and is undo ubtedly a 
phonetic dete rminative. Notice also that, according lo the opinion ofTu Lin 
Ii i* (first century A.D.), as cited by Hsii Shen himself, the :E! element of 
~ keng is an abbreviated phonophoric from llR sheng (""j(llR'l:ili "derived 
from 'fire ' , ~ sheng in an abbreviated form is phonophoric," SlVKL 5349-
5350). This confirms our judgme nt in placing JtI:. keng in the present sel, 
and recognizing !f as its phonophoric constituent. 22 

21 In ~ sheng, convention ally translated as "sage ,~ it may actually be the case that the ]J 
dement is etymonic, no t just phonophoric. making JR sheng a pan of the • shmg- If t 'ing 
"AUOIO word famil y. If so, it means that the meaning of ~ sheng has some con nection with 
the commo n semantic denominator of the "'AUDIO set. 

The understanding of Ii shengas "sage" or "sain t" is not very satisfactory, because it fa ils 
to give a particularly precise or concrete sense o f what kind of person is mean t. Certainly the 
Western or Buddhist notion of ~saint" or "holy person " is not applicable to !lR sheng in a pre­
Han Chinese context. If the word Il $heng is in fact a part of the -IAUDIO word family rather 
than just a member of the hsieh sheng series given in set 10, the sense must be something like 
"a person who is wise through having heard" or ~being aurally keen and therefore illu­
mined. " Cr. the discussion of IP! u'ungabove (fn. 19); the difference between II! ts'ungand 
Nt shmg is that the fanner refers lO lhat specific knowledge, perception, or capacity that can 
be associated with the aural facu lties, as opposed to III} ming, perspicacity or capacity o f the 
visual faculties, where3.!l the laller has a more abstract and arcane scnse of being wise 
through h aving had o ne 's ear a ttuned to things over a long term. We may can this sense of 
liJ! $hmg 'audienl' o r ' listful ' (cr. Eng. li$ten). Just as Eng. wudQm is etymologically akin to 
vision (Lal. videO, Skt. wda), Chinese Jl sheng may be etymologically related to .'hearing' and 
'sounds' , I! t'ingand til sheng respectively. See also Boltz 1982: 101. . 

22 Two other distinct graphic analyses are given for n ktngin various recensions of the 
Shuo wen, (i) ... M.~tti. .. . .. derived from *lchuringx (sic) in an abbreviated form as phono­
phoric, M and (ii). .. MtWfi§ .. . .. derived from * kwinp in an abbreviated form as phono­
phone." The character It, usually read wei < * hwig, is regislered in ~e Kuang ,un (3/44b) 
with the reading 0 jf!iJ tlI, implying O ld Chin ese *khwingx. Read 3.!l um < *hwig, ~ docs not 
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Boodberg long ago recognized that polyphony of the kind we have been 
exemplifying here was a fundamental feature of the formative stage of the 
script, and moreover that the so-called "abbreviated phonophorics" (sheng 
sheng 1!f' ) are ·often an indication of just such polyphony (Boodberg 1937: 
336-45). One of the dearest examples that he was able to show is the case 
of the graph for 'pig', shih ~. in the character for 'household'. chia ~. 
Consider the following set: 

Set 11 
(a) ~ chia < *krag ' household' 
(b) JIl chu < • tryag, * tjag 'pig' 
( c) !Iil chia < *krag 'pig, boar' 
(d) Ie pa < *prag 'sow' 
(e) I1l ch'u < *gjag 'kind of boar' 

All five of these words aTe in the .f!!. yii. rime group, with finals in *-ag. 
The initials. although apparently somewhat divergent in the case of (h) ~ 
*trjag. *tiag and (d) ~ *prag, are in all likelihood reducible to a velar or 
labia-velar archetype. The *lr- of JI *lrjag may devolve from *pr- (see Boltz 
1986: 24), making the initials of the set either velar or bilabial exclusively. 

The Shuo wen analyzes $: as M -. IlltOfI "derived from 'roof' . W *krag 
in an abbreviated fonn is phonophoric· (SWKL 3207). As Boodberg pointe d 
out, this "is the equivalent of saying that ~ was also read *ka [= *krag]" 
(Boodberg 1937: 341). The reasoning is exactly parallel to our explanation 
above for 11!.. ide ntified as an abbreviated phonophoric in ~ . and for M: 
lhat was said to be such in ~. 

The character ~ by itself is registered in lhe Middle Chinese riming 
dictionaries as having only the reading M!! :5H}J. reconstructed as fie (Shen 
1945: 772). which implies an O ld Chinese pronunciation like * h-Tjigx, a form 
that is not compatible with a phonophoric role in the characters of se t 11. 

seem to be a sui table phonophoric. but as ch'iung < *Ahwingx it is. There is no phonetic prob­
lem with m *lIwingx functioning as phono phoric in 1*: ·/lringx.. 

The existence of these two alternative graphic analyses of tl:: lleng does not throw any 
doubt on the validity of our claim here that If is phonophoric read as ·hrings, expreS5ed in 
the Shuo wen. M Nl"'. \ M~ sheng < ·hrings in an abbreviated form is phonophoric." Rather. 
these alternative claims are compatible with ours. The two analyses give n above, that e ither 
:tt *lthwingxor ~ ·kwingx is the "abbreviated phonophoric~ in Q. lteng < *mngx, both imply 
that the graph *- 'fire', normally huo, had a reading *lIhwingx - ·/lwingx and is etymonic in 
both :tt and m, and probably in tt as well, the meaning in all three cases being ·shine. 
blaze'. If 1< was a polyphone. as this suggests. then the use of "H *hrinp as a phonetic de ter­
minative in l4: to specify that reading is perfectly normal, and even expected. In the final 
analysis, what we have in fk lleng < ·/lringx is a polyphonic etymon '.k read here ·Jcrinp, 
meaning 'shrine'. augmented by a phonetic determinative 11 ·hrings which itself happened 
to be a polyphone. used in what became the Mlost" second reading. 
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Were it not for the graph ~ chia < If< krag, we would be inclined to see the 
~ e lement in (b) through (e) of set 11 merely as a semantic determinative, 
the other element in each case being the phonophoric. But given the ShuQ 
wen analysis of '%{, together with our recognition of the existence and be­
havior of polyphonic elements in the writing system in general, we can see 
that each of the apparen t phonoph orics is in every case actually a phonetic 
determinative specifying the *kr(j)ag - *prag pronunciation of ~ as op­
posed to its primary reading of shih < * hrjigx. 

Set 12 
(a) • chien < *kriamx ' alkaline, naU"onic' 

hsien < *griam 'salty' 
( 0) Iii chien < "'kriamx ' rock salt' 
( c) II yen < *grjam,-s 'salt' 
(d) 'J1i t'an < *gtbm 'to reach to ' 

The fourth character of this se t, ¥ll t'an, is included because it is ana­
lyled in the Shun wen as M¥.~W "derived from .". 1M hsien in an abbrevi­
ated form is p honophoric" (SWKL 2287). The fact that it has a -;r head 
vowel and is in the fI: ch'in < *-.m~ rime group, where the other three words, 
including III. mien, are in the ~ l'an < "' -am rime group. serves only to show 
that the distinction between -a- and -, before bilabia l finals was fuzzy, and 
in some cases, at least, neutralized. The character ~ hsien < '" gr<ml itself is in 
the it ch'in group. but several of its derivatives. including iJ: hsien < '" griam, 
are in the ~ I 'an group. 

In spite of the fact that the character Vil does not appear to have ~ in 
its structure, it is clear from the ku wen and seal forms that the top element 
~ is in origin tB I and the Shuo wen analysis is correct. T he Shuo wen regis­
ters a ku wen "ancient script" graph if! and a seal form. as variants of '(l 
(SWKL 2287). This means that the slructure and ostensible explanation that 
Hsu Shen gives for YY. is exactly as it was with ii: jung and ~ chia above, 
namely, that the character has an abbreviated phonophoric. and that that 
abbreviation is based on another character from which the part that might 
have selVed as an obvious phonoph oric has been removed. And th is raises 
the same question again. If a complex graph. in this case iII., was to be ab­
breviated whe n used as a phonophoric in another character, why eliminate 
precisely the part that is its phonophoric? The only logical answer is that the 
t!B element was a polyphone that must have meant 'salty' anQ been pro­
nounced *kriamx - *griam itself. in addition to its well attested pronuncia­
tion lu < "'lagx « *glagx). and the ~ hsien < "'grnncomponent was added as 
a phonetic determinative. Similarly, for (0) • and (c) II above, the .. 
ch'ien < "'ksjam and i.l chien < *kram(s) components m ust be phonetic deter-
minatives in those characters as well. . 
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SetU 
(a) III shan < *san only in JIIUM shan-hu 'coral' 
( b) ill shan < ·san ' to jest' 
( c) lIII shan < *sran,-s 'kind of lupine animal' 
(d) iii! !ihan < ·san 'to limp' 
(e) Ii! shan < *STan 'to edit or excise' 
(J) Iii pien < *pjanx 'writing slip. section of bamboo 

tablets' 

All of the above words belong to the Shih ching :7G yuan < ·-an rime 
group, and have the graphic component RfI, Shang inscription form \II. (Kao 
1980: 486). The last character listed, 1m pien, is analyzed in the Shuo wen 
as :'I'-tl!M.pflH .. ·writings'. derived from 'door' , and from 'bamboo tablets'" 
(SWKL 0920). Graphically there is no question that the graphic component 
fHJ in m pien is the same as the HIt element of the shan words. Phonetically. 
the graph flit as an independent character is pronounced Is 'e < .. lshrik, 
meaning 'bamboo or wood slip'. and is an allograph of !ft ts'e. The Shang 
inscription form Rl is thought to represent bamboo slips strung together 
with fiber or leather thongs-the characteristic form of books before the 
invention of paper. (See Chavannes 1905.) This fits well with the meaning of 
,nij pien (cf. .. p'ien 'writing slip; section ofa book < string of bamboo slips'), 
but phonetically the word Is'e < *tshrik has nothing in common with either 
pien < *pjanx or shan < * san - * sran. 

The analytic formula M X Y in the Shuo wen, as we have here for Iii pien: 
M.Fifflf , is of len considered defective. When the Shuo Wt'n text indicates that 

a character is derived from two components neither of which is specified as 
having a phonophoric role, the standard expression is M X M Y "derived 
from X, and from Y." When the form M X Y is encountered, it is often 
taken to be the result of a deleted Ii sheng after the Y. Thus the original 
Shuo wen text is presumed to have read MJ5fl11W "derived from 'door', iffl" 
is phonophoric." When the Shuo wen text was being critically established in 
the Sung it is supposed that because the Sung editors, mainly the brothers 
Hsu, could not understand the phonetic basis for certain graphs serving as 
phonophorics, they deleted the word sheng!l from those analyses. (See 
infra, chapter 4, p. 154.) 

Clearly a reading ts'e < *tshrik for flf} is not phonetically compatible with 
pitn < *pjanx, and thu~ ffit in that reading cannot be a phonophoric. Since 
the Sung editors knew only the reading ts'e for flft. they must have won­
dered at a ,Shuo wen entry that claimed it was the phonophoric in Ii pien. 
and deleted the character fl sheng, thereby leaving the defective analysis 
MJ5fH}. But if ffit were read as * san"" * sran, as it would appear to have been, 
in view of the evidence of (a)-(e) of this set, it could have easily served as a 
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phonophoric in 1m pien < *pjanx, assuming a complex initial such as *ps· 
in Jm *pjanx, perhaps *bs- in fflt .san- *sran.23 

This conjectured reading ·san - ·STan for HIt .is further suggested by the 
Shuo wen entries for JiB. ~ . and II. all of which include the statement 
iWIHf : "11M in an abbreviated form is phonophoric" (SWKL 0196, 5638, 
4392). As we have already seen, this is tanta"':l0unt to saying that !tit itself was 
read like Ile~ • i.e. , ·san .... *sran. Furthermore, the Shuo wen entry for fill shan 
is E!JiliM7Jf!IliII!fiili " 'to incise', derived from 'knife' and I!II [ts'e]: [ ts'e] 
means 'document'" (SWKL 1841). This entry looks very much like another 
case of a deleted sheng fl, where the flit element was originally designated 
as the phonophoric by the wording fffifl. intending to specify the reading 
... san"" ... smn. Because that reading was already lost by Sung times, the word 
sheng was excised from the analysis. 

Our conclusion must be that the graph fHt was a polyphone, and stood 
for two words, semantically congruous but phonetically unrelated: (i) ts 'e < 
*lshrik 'bamboo or wood slips' as the items themselves, and (ii) pien < ·pjanx 
« ·ps- ?) 'bamboo or wood slips written on and gathered into a "book", or 
portion of a book' . By semantic extension, perhaps, we get the word shan < 
*STan « *hs- ?) 'to edit or excise from the bamboo or wood slips that make 
up the text'. written 1M . 

SeI14 
(a) '1' shou < *hrjagwx, -s 'to guard, hold fast' 
( b) 111 chou < *trjagwx 'wrist' 
(c) 8 chou < *11j.gwx 'intestinal pain' 
(d) Iff chou < *drjagws 'kind of fermented spirits' 
(e) fi t'ao < *thagwx 'to punish, b lame' 
(J) t-t chou < *drjagwx 'crupper of a saddle' 

The graph -t is now read only as ts'un, meaning 'inch ', but the evi­
dence of set 14 suggests that it must have been polyphonic. and read also 
*hrjagwx < shou, probably as an allograph of 'F *hrj.gwx < shou 'hand'. 

T he Shuo wen entries for (c) (,f and (J) W both say 1111!f <i "chou < 
* ttjagwx in an abbreviated form is phonophoric," which we now recognize as 
the equivalent of saying 'f is the phonophoric with a reading akin to the 
p ron unciation of 1ft (SWKL 3323,5893). For (b) 111 itself, as well as for (e) f.t, 

23 The cluster .bs- _ "ps- in these words is supported further by the appearance in Han 
texts of riming binomcl!o such as {f kI pim·shan < .. b:jans-san (the /!II is said by Kuo P'u M 
[276-324] to be read -hsien < .. sian) 'to move from side to side, swaggcr' rShang lin fu," Wm 
h.num 8113a), and SUI p'ina-hsim < ·bian-rian, same mcaning ("Nan tu fu," Wen Muon 4I8a). 
The assumption is that binomes such as these reflect a bisyllabified, or dimidialed, fonn of 
the original monosyllable with a ·bs- initial cluster. This kind of dimidiation was characteris­
tic of a large number of words in ·Iate Warring States and early Han times. See Boodberg 
1937: 353-60. For graphic variants of each of these binomes see Chu [1934] 1965: 577, 666. 
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the ShUD wen ku lin says M ... M -t. "derived from . .. and from '1';" but 
Hsu K'ai's ShUD wen hsi chuan omits the second M ts'ung, leaving just M~-q­
for 111 and Ml'i'i" for M (SWKL 1761,1088). The implication of an analysis 
phrased as M XYis, as we have already seen, that the word § sheng'phono­
phorie' has been lost after Y. and that Y is actually what we may call a "sup­
pressed phonophoric." So we have some basis for concluding that 't was 
regarded as a phonophoric in (b), (c) , (e), and (f). 

The Shuo wen entry for (d) Iff includes the analysis Mi!jMIJii'fi "derived 
from yu and from shih 'season' abbreviated" (SWKL 6661). While strictly 
speaking it is true that the "1 of i'f.t could be considered an abbreviation of 
~ shih 'season', since it occurs as the bottom right element of that charac­
ter, there is little apparcnllogic to such a claim. In the "Yueh ling" J} it of 
both the LiJ shih ch 'un ch'iu IS II; 'i'l' tk and of the Li chi ill,", the word Iff 
clwu is identified as the kind of wine that is drunk in the first month of sum­
mer by the Son of Heaven (i/.i J[ ... x-f-jj;lff , Lii Shih ch 'un ch 'iu 4/2b, Li chi 
chi 15/21b). The Shuo wen entry. for unknown reasons, says this wine is 
drunk in the first month of autumn (~tk), bUl in either case there is an 
important pre-Han ritual association between !1 chou and the seasonal cy­
cle described in the "Ylieh ling. " It may be this association that underlies the 
phrase M~' "derived from shih abbreviated. " All the same, it may be that 
the original Shuo wen text did not have shih 'season' at all, but said MJM~ 
"derived from chou abbreviated." or even t-t 1!f iii' .. Jf.t in an abbreviated 
form is phonophoric," just as we saw in the analyses of (c) f,j and (j) .t-t. 
Phonetically, of course, it makes just as much sense to say 1"1 chou < *trj"lJWx 
is phonophoric in !j chou < *drjilgws as it does to identify it as phonophoric 
in f,j chou < *17jagwx and *1 chou < *d7jagwx. In all cases it is tantamount to 
identifying "'t as the phonophoric with a reading like ~ shoo < * htjt1gwx. 
The Sung scholar and lexicographer Tai T'ung J!.jiij (fl. 1241) in fact cites 
an edition of the Shuo wen in his Liu shu ku that says ftt MlMttiW "chou is de­
rived from an abbreviated form of M as phonophoric," and that goes on to 
say that Jt-.t chou is sometimes erroneously taken as Bl shih (28/35a). 

Thus the last five of the characters in set 14 can in all likelihood be 
shown to have already been suspected of having -t as a phonophoric. That 
(a) <l' shou 'gnard, hold fast' has not, to my knowledge, been analyzed as 
having M chou as an abbreviated phonophoric is probably due to the obvi­
ous semantic role of shou "1 - ~ 'hand' .... 'hold' in its structure, something 
less apparent in the other derivatives. Because of the emphasis on the se­
mantic aspects of the -t element, the analysis M-M-t "derived from 'roof' 
and from 'hand'" seemed to have been regarded as preferable to identify­
ing -t as having a phonetic role. Clearly the word 1M chou 'wrist' also has 
something to do with 'hand' semantically, and this may account for the fact 
that it is this character, not one of the others, that is taken as "primary" in 
the sense that it is identified as the abbreviated phonophoric in ttl, ~. and 
M. (See also Boodberg 1937: 343.) 
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Set15 
(a) ~ chiao < *tsjagw 'to roast, scorch' 
( b) J:! liao < *ijagws ' burnt offering' (= R) 
( c) ~ piao < *pjagw 'Hames' (= Ill) 
(d) ~ hao < *kagw 'Iamb' 
(e) It! piao < *pjagw 'to change color (of an animal 

and p'iao < *Ilragw or bird)'24 

All of the words in this set belong lO the W hsiao < *-(j)agw Shih ching 
rime group. and are written with characters containing the ',)( huo 'fire' 
constituent. Moreover, the first three are clearly semanti~ally related to 
some aspect of 'fire'. In these three characters the *- 'fire' element is func­
tioning both as a phonophoric and a semantic component; i.e., what we 
have called an "etymonic." In (d) and (e), representing words that do not 
have any apparent semantic link to 'firc', the *- is limited to a phonophoric 
role . In aU cases, as a phonophoric, it must have had a reading in the W 
hsiao rime group. different from and unrelated to its standard known read­
ing as huo < *hwarx (f.tt: wei < *-(j)ad rime group). 

This speculation is confirmed, as in preceding cases, by the Shuo wen 
analysis of some of these characters. In particular the graph ~ is said to be 
MiIl':ll'l'ti!lil' '"derived from lu 'deer' , ll'l p 'iao < *phjagw in an abbreviated 
fonn is phonophoric" (SWKL 4364). And the character ~ is analyzed as 
M.~!f«1£fi "derived from yang 'sheep'. ~ chao < *tjagws in an abbreviated 
form is phonopboric" (SWKl. 1560). Both of these cases of abbreviated 
phonophorics imply that the graph .... (:I<.) itself had a reading ·phjagw­
*tjagrd.,s). and functioned as a phonophoric with that reading in the charac­
ters listed above. 

The explanation for the apparent disparity of initials in the set may lie in 
tracing the dentals and palatals back to clusters with velars or bilabials. For 
example P.@ chao < *tjagws. said to be phonophoric in ~ IuuJ < *kagw, may be 
a reduction ofa form -like *ksjagws, cf. i7J hsiao < Me xau (Shen [1945) 1969: 
259) in the 7J tao < * lagw hsieh sheng series. The word jlJ hsiao has no viable 
attested textual usage. and is known only lexicographically, glossed in the 
Kuang yun (2/12a), for example, as ~ t!1~ t!1 'dry, hot' « ' burnt'?), Never­
theless it may well be cognate with the words of set 15, and read * hragw, with * etymonic and JJ as a phonetic determinative. Similarly. the c,ommon 
character m standing for the word shao < *sngjagw 'burn', whil~ convention­
ally understood as no more than a so-called "phonetic compound" of the 
classifier :I<. and the phonophoric ~ yao < *zngiagw, may actually be based 
on this hsiao rime group reading of *-, with ~ yao < *zngjagw functioning 

24 Cf. * ch'Ulo < -uhjagwx 'to change color (of one's f"ce)'. 



The Multivaknce of Graphs 123 

. as a phonetic determinative to specify the reading * sngjagw as opposed to 
huo < * hwarx. 

Set 16 
(a) U run < 'mom ' grandchild, descendant' 
(b) III. yin < *grj;lns 'descendant, posterity' 
( c) il hun < 'k""" ' name of a legendary fish' 

The ~ component in (a) Ii is in origin actually ~ 'silk, thread', The 
oracle bone .inscription form of Ii is ,,; the bronze form of * is a. which 
is in tum paleographically identical with both 1: and ~. (See Li 1965: 
3867, CWKL 1648, and Kao 1980: 50, 250.) Thus the three elements ~, *, 
and ~ are in origin no more than variants of the same graph, basically i{. 

that seems to have stood zodiographically for at least the following three 
words: 

(i) ssu < 'spg'silk' (doubled already in the 
OBI form: II [Kao 1980: 239), modem !;l) 

(ii) hsien < 'sjam ' thread' (Q. lQ) 
(iii) hsien < *gin 'string' (of an instru.ment, e.g., 

bow, musical instrument) (~. ~) 

and by extension for (a) and (b) set 16 here. 
Given the occurrence of the common graphic element i{ - ~ in the 

three characters of set 16, and the fact thaI: the words all belong to the X 
wen < * -(j)m rime group, we have no reason not to consider the 1i - ~ 

component a phonophoric with a reading in *-(j);m. The LWO words U sun 
< *sw<Jn and M kun < *kwm point to an initial consonant duster such as *gs­
- *ks- in the word for 'descendant, lineage '. Thus we might reconstruct Ii 
sun as ·gsu.ran. This velar plus -s- combination is confirmed by the occur­
rence of a synonym, undoubtedly cognate, that preserves the velar element 
of the cluster, viz., m k'un < *khWim ' posterity, descendants ', which we 
would then reconstruct as • khsUkln. Notice also that M has an allographic 
form written ill with ~ k'un"< *khsw;m as a phonophoric, suggesting *kswcm 
for .. - M. and which lends still more weight to the proposal of a *gs- -
*ks- type initial cluster in this sel. 

The analysis given in the Shuo wen for U kun shows that even in A.D . 100 
the * (~) element was regarded as a phonophoric. though it certainly 
raised a lot of questions among later commentators. Hsu Shen enters Ii as 
M1.I\Ji\'I'i' "derived from yii '/ish' , if, is the phonophoric· (SWKL 5218). It is 
clear that if ~ is taken at face value to stand for the word hsi < *gigs ' bind' , 
it cannot be phonophoric in j,li kun < *ksT.Vi1n. The majority of commenta­
tors consequently invoke the aHographic form of the character, it, in which 
they identify ~ hsuan < *groin as the phonophoric. Sometimes they explain 
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the 1Z of it as tt 1lt Ii "hsien < * gin in an abbreviated form is phon a­
phoTic." In either case the proposal is only a good approximation , because 
both 1Z hsilan and ~ Mien belong to the j( chen. < *-in rime group. distinct 
from the J( wen < *-(j}an group to which if. kun belongs. In spite of this 
discrepancy in rime group, it may be that the words ~ hsien < ·gin ' string' , 
U sun < *gswan 'descendants', and ~ yin < *grpns 'descendants ' are ulti ­
mately cognate, since there are many apparent cases of hsieh sheng series or 
word-family contact between the ~ chen and X wen rime groups. 

The use of the zodiograph i!, meaning either 'silk' or ' thread, string, 
linc', La write the word sun for 'descendants, posterity, lineage' can easily be 
seen to be appropriate from a semantic perspective. Give n that 'posterity, 
hereditary linc ' is something not directly depictable, the graph for ' line, 
thread ' seems a reasonable recourse , eventually augmented by the element 
=r- for 'offspring ', giving U;. In 1l. the % must be strictly a phonophoric, 
with n o semantic implications. 

In our discussion of the foregoing examples when we proposed that cer­
tain zodiographs were polyphonic, we tacitly relied on the fact that we could 
find several, at least three, but usually four, five , or more, characters in 
which the alleged polyphonic element functioned as a phonophoric in its 
"second" reading. This makes the proposal more convincing than it might 
otherwise be. If we want to argue that a certain graph X is polyphonic, with 
a second reading discernible only through recognizing X as phonophoric in 
a set of derivative characters Y, the more Ys we can find the more persuasive 
our argument will be. But clearly the number of characters we can find with 
X as phonophoric in a second reading is to a certain extent fortuitous, and 
bears no measurable or causal correlation to the validity of the proposal 
that X is polyphonic. It is perfectly possible, in other words, for the evidence 
for the proposal that a certain X is polyphonic to be limited to JUSt one or 
two characters. 

In view of this, we might reconsider the case of f& sun < *gswm that we 
just analyzed. While the suggestion that ~ was read *gswm. and meant 'line 
> lineage' seems reasonable enough, and the evide nce seems persuasive, 
notice the following twO characters: 

Set 17 
(a) II, 
(b) ff. 

sun 
ls'un 

< 
< 

·gswm 
*dzwan 

'grandchild. descendant' 
'to endure, be perpetuated' 

Both characters have the T component, and are in the same Old Chi­
nese rime group, viz. , X UJen < *-(j)~n. So the same process of reasoning on 
which we relied in the previous cases would lead to the conclusion that the 
graph T was phonophoric in both. with a reading in the X wen < *-(j);m 
rime group; perhaps fJ: *gswan and tJ *gzugn, becoming *sw;m and *dz'UJan 
respectively. Moreover, we might speculate that the origin of U sun was no t 
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necessarily from ~. read *gswm meaning 'lineage'. with T added as a se­
mantic determinative; but instead took Tread *gsu.en meaning 'descen­
dants' as its primary form. and the ~. also read *gswm or *grjms (as in Itt. 
yin) was added as a phonetic determinative, with (coincidentally) appropriate 
semantic overtones as well. It would make just as much, if not more, sense 
to use the graph for 'offspring' to write the word "'gswom 'descendants' as it 
would ,to use the graph for 'line, thread' since, after all. descendants are 
offspring and offspring are descendants. 

By the same token, it may be that the word ts'un < *dzUQn, with its fun­
damental sense of 'endure. be perpetuated', was seen as semantically akin 
to U run < *gswm 'descendants, posterity' and to 1M. yin < *grjms. and was 
thus written ff with =r (read *gswm) as etymonic. S. E. Yakhontov has 
pointed out that ls'un < *dtwm rimes exclusively with words having un­
rounded vowels in Old Chinese, implying a final *-an rather than *-t.t.Ian. 
This would be consistent with a possible relation to 1M. yin < *grjms, also 
with an unrounded final (Yakhontov 1970; 57). He also suggests that the 
phonophoric in fi ls'un < *dz.t.t.Ian is ::t Is'ai < *dug (his reconstruction for 
::t is *dz.JvJ) . While it is true that graphically ::t appears along with T in ff.. 
it surely cannot be phonophoric in the normal way, given the disparity of 
rime groups; :t *dzag is in the L chih < *-(j)ag group, unrelated to the X 
wen < *-{J)an group in which :(¥ *dtw.m falls. Rather, it seems at least pos­
sible in this case that ::t *d.zag was a phonetic determinative in :(¥. relying 
only on identity of initial consonant to specify the pronunciation *dzwm 
(possibly from an earlier * gzWJn) as the intended reading for the simple 
grapll T. as opposed to any of its ot~er possible readings. Phonetic deter­
minatives based only on identity of a single consonant are admittedly other­
wise unknown in Chinese, and that makes this an anomalous case, but that 
was exactly the way they were used in Sumerian (vide supra p . 88). 

The fact that we have evidence for two different, and seemingly mutu­
ally exclusive, explanations for the character fl, one taking ~ read *gzwan 
'line, .lineage' as primary with =;- as a secondary semantic determinative, the 
other taking Tread *gzwan 'descendants' as primary with ~ as an added 
phonetic determinative. does not mean that we have gone astray. or that 
neither one is tenable. Rather, it reveals the seldom recognized fact that the 
intended reading of a polyphonic graph such as =r may be specified by the 
use of another polyphonic graph (~) which is also in some sense semanti­
cally suggestive or appropriate, and perhaps even remotely cognate. It is this 
"important fact." as Boodberg called it when he first adumbrated precisely 
this point (1937: 335), that will in all likelihood eventually provide the basis 
for a satisfactory explanation of many still inexpHcable characters. 

Unlike its Sumerian and Egyptian counterparts, the Chinese script when 
it reached this multivalent and determinative stage of its development 
evolved no further in any grammatonomically significant way, at least not in 
Chinese hands or on Chinese soil. The Chinese script used today differs 
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from the script of the Shang and Western Chou periods of about three mil · 
leonia ago only in external, formally superficial, ways, c.g., in matters of 
aethestics. calligraphic style, inventory of graphs,< and in the matter of what 
has come to be called "character simplification" in the years since the 19505. 
None of these developments involves new or changed grammatonomic 
principles. 

In the medieval period. in J apan, the Chinese script did, of course, un­
dergo fundamental restructuring as it was used to write Japanese, a lan­
guage wholly different from and unrelated to Chinese. In that setting the 
script became a genuine syllabary. But that did not have any effect on its use 
to write Chinese in China, where it remained. and still does, essentially a 
logographic writing system.25 

The cuneiform script, originally invented by the Sumerians to write 
their language, an agglutinative-type language with no known linguistic 
affinities, was aggressively adopted by the conquering Akkadians (= Assyro­
Babylonians) in the middle of the third millennium B.C. Because of the 
great quantity of extant cuneiform documents written in Akkadian, many of 
them of the highest literary and historical importance, the script is some­
times called Sumero-Akkadian cuneifonn rather than simply Sumerian cu­
neiform (see Paper 1982: Ill). Apart from the Akkadian use of cuneiform, 
the script was also borrowed by several other Mesopotamian and Anatolian 
peoples, including the Persians and Hittites. In the end, cuneiform writing 
was abandoned as a viable orthographic medium, and has left no descen­
dants among the world's modern scripts. 

Egyptian, while not borrowed directly or comprehensively by any for­
eign users, seems to have had, by contrast with cuneiform, a very far-reach­
ing impact on the later development of the world's writing systems. It is now 
widely recognized that the origin of the Old Canaanite (= proto-Canaanite. 
sometimes also called proto-Sinaitic or proto-Semitic) alphabet in the mid­
dle of the second millennium B.C. in the Levant and on the Sinai peninsula 
arose in intimate contact with Egyptian, and seems like ly to have developed 
as a direct result of the influence of the Egyptian writing system. Inasmuch 
as it is from this Old Canaanite alphabet that virtually all writing systems of 
the modern world, save those of East Asia, devolve, it is fair to say that ulti­
mately we all owe our orthographic heritage to the Egyptian hieroglyphs. 
The classic article, still unsurpassed. presenting and illustrating this pro­
posal is Gardiner 1916, with a supplementary note some forty-s~x years later 
in Gardiner 1962. For very good recent discussions see Millard 1986 and 
Cross 1989. 

25 For a brief discussion of the problem of whether it is accurate .to describe the Chinese 
writing system as logographic or not, see Boltz 1989. 



PART TWO 
THE CH'IN·HAN REFORMATION 



4. EARLY LEGEND AND CLASSICAL TRADITION 

EARLY LEGEND 

The origin of writing, like the origin oflanguage itself. has captured the 
attention of lettered and learned men from the days of antiquity down to 
the present word-processor world. In early traditions writing is often looked 
upon as an invention of the gods. or of some fabled legendary culture 
hero.l Nabu (sometimes transcribed Nebo) was the ancient Babylonian god 
of the tablets, the ostensible originator of writing. In particular he was in 
charge of th~ 'Tablets of Fate" that were written each new year, and so is 
directly associated with the elaborate celebrations of the Babylonian New 
Year's ritcs,2 His persona seems to consist of an amalgam of scribe and 
prophet, a combination readily evident in his fun ction as originator and 
keeper of the New Yea.-'s "Tablets of Fate." It is a persona that reveals the 
potential for prophecy with which writing seems to have been invested and 
the awe with which it was rega.-ded. Writing was not, after all, a mere me­
chanical convenience, but an arcane and potent entry into Fate. 

In some ways the Babylonian figure of Nabu approximates that of his 
Egyptian counterpart, Thoth of Hermopolis. Thoth was recognized by the 
ancient Egyptians as the creator of hieroglyphic writing, and at the same 
time, as the moon-god who established the divisions of time and the cyclical 
order of the cosmos. He was a kind of exalted and powerful scribe charged 
with setting down in writing the hie rarchies, categories, and qualities of all 
things, and with the essential "formulae binding on men and on gods" 
(Maspero [1915] 1967: 31). Because he was the principal record keeper he 
became the overseer of the "J..ibrary," the compendium of records and rules 
for cosmic and social order and behavior. Thus it happened that one who 
possessed and knew the contents of all the books in Thoth's Library became 
Lord of the Universe. As with Nabu of the Babylonians, being able to write, 
by being in fact the creator or inventor of writing, gives one control over 
what is written, pa.-ticularly over writings that have the power to guide the 

1 The striking exception to this pattern is ancient Greece, where in spite ofa neady un­
surpassed richness of myth and legend, writing was never looked upon as anything other 
than the mundane, functional device it was, and its origin or invention was apparently never 
associaled wilh a mythic or legendary figure. 

2 The Temple of Nabu, which was located a short distance southwest of Babylon at Bar­
sippa, was ritually purified at New Year'!! lime, for example, with the carcass of a sheep in 
anticipatio n of Nabu's arrival . The name Nabu itself means ' herald' or ' prophet', and thus 
shows again an unmistakable relation lO the New Year's MTablets of Fate. M 
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workings of cosmos and society. or, in the Babylonian event, writings linked 
to Fate and the Future. 

Just as one of the central purposes of writing in the Egyptian tradition 
was [0 keep an orderly account of all things and creatures, so in India tradi­
tion holds that Brahma. the god of all creation, invented writing (Devana­
gari, literally "script of the gods") to keep the affairs of the world in proper 
order, and "to remove doubts regarding legal transactions" (Buhler 1963: 
25). Iconographic re presentations of Brahma frequently reflect his associa­
tion with the invention of writing by portraying him with palm-leaf texts in 
his right hand (ibid.). 

In China there seem to have been originally two separate traditions asso­
ciated with the invention of writing. neither one very old. and neither one 
surviving in any detail except as mixed up with the other. The older of the 
two centers on the figure of Ts 'ang Chieh, written ::Q" M or .Mi, who is re­
puted to have been the royal scribe at the court of the legendary emperor 
Huang ti. The other tradition involves the figure of Fu Hsi ~. (also writ­
ten (I; Itt, Ii IBJ!, ..,., and also called Pao Hsi 'I'l.. or P'ao Hsi I@.), who 
was one of the legendary "Three August Ones" (san huang =:. ~). and who is 
responsible primarily for creating the scheme of the Eight Trigrams (pa kua 
1\ i~) which figures prominenuy in the divinatory aspects of the I ching. Fu 
Hsi's association with the invention of writing is only implkit until the post­
Han age when he then is explicitly said to have been its creator. 

Neither the Ts'ang Chich nor the Fu Hsi tradition is attested. as far as [ 
know. earlier than the late Warring States period. ca. 300 B.C., and in fact 
the bulk of the documentation for them comes from Han texts. Of the two, 
that surrounding Ts'ang Chieh seems to be the earHer. appearing as a brief 
comment in the Hsun tzu text (third century B.C.) in the company of the 
names of three other legendary creator-figures of antiquity: 

1im-1!f'1fJlt~ffiilU1illil$'1f~l!!. 
9r~'1f Jlt ~ffiiFcll!lIi.1Bll!!. 
9r~'lfJlt~ffiif! lIil$'lf~l!!. 
9rft'1fJlt~ffii~ !lllS'lf'JCl!!. 

Affirmedly, those who have had a fondness for writing have been legion, 
but the fact that the name of Ts'ang Chieh alone has been handed down is 
because he was single-minded about it. Those who have had a fondness for 
agriculture have been legion, but the fact that the name of HOll Ch.i alone has 
been handed down is because he was single-minded about it. Those who ·have 
had a fondness for music have been legion. but the fact that the name of 
K'uei alone has been handed down is because he was single-minded about it. 
Those who have had a fondness for appropriety have been legion. but the fact 
that the name of Shun alone has been handed down is because he was single­
minded about it. (Hsiin b:u 15I7a-b) 

This context clearly places Ts'ang Chieh in the realm of the legendary 
and the mythic, and associates him with writing in the same way that each of 
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. the other names in this passage is associated with what are unequivocally re­
garded as important primary cultural features of ancient China: agriculture, 
music, and approp.riety, i.e., a "sense of duty to one's group ... 3 The passage 
does not actually claim that Ts'ang Chieh invented writing. only that his 
name is associated with it, and is the only one that has been transmitted to 
later ages as an afficionado or partisan of writing, because he was "single­
minded" about it. 

The Lu shih ch'un ch'iu and the Huai nan tzu, in contrast to this Hsun tzu 
passage, explicitly name Ts'ang Chieh as the creator of writing. The Lu shih 
ch 'un ch'iu was compiled around 239 B.C. by Lii Pu-wei, Chancellor of the 
state of Ch'in just before the unification of the empire under Ch'in Shih 
Huang ti, or at least by scholars under his direction. It places Ts'ang Chieh 
squarely in the ranks of other legendary figures responsible for the inven­
tion of various cultural features of ancient Chinese civilizaJion. 

Hsi Chung invented the carriage; Ts'ang Chieh invented writing; Hou Chi 
invented agriculture; Kao Yao invented punishments; Kun Wu invented pot­
tery; and Hsia Kun invented walled cities. What each of these six persons in­
vented was precisely what was called for. (Lu shih ch'un ch'iu 17/5b-6a) 

The Huai nan tzu, a Han text compiled in the latter part of the second 
century s.c., about one hundred fifty years after the Hsun tzu., records: 

'lfWf f'FilfiliiORiIDWl1t ~!J!'f8i.>:f'F#iliil!ll'!l: "'l!Ijj~tJI m 1fl­
(j~~~ilii!':l~\\J!i< 

When Ts'ang Chieh created wnung Heaven rained millet, and ghosts 
wailed in the night. When Po Yi devised water wells, dragons ascended to 

somber clouds and spirits .took roost in the K'un Lun [mountains]. Wbile 
(the people's] extrinsic capabilities became all the more numerous, [their] 
intrinsic power became all the more attenuated. (Huai nan h:u 814b) 

These peculiar and somewhat unexpected consequences of the inven­
tion of writing are explained by Kao Yu illiSli (fl. 205-213), the earliest com­
mentator to the Huai nan tzu, as follows:·4 

3 Hou Chi was the mythic inventor of agricultural technology, and founder of the Chou 
people; K'uei was the legendary music master at the court of Shun, the second of the mythic 
triumvirate. Yao, Shun, and Vii.· 

4 It is not quite accurate to say that Kao Yu's commentary is (he earliest known. Accord­
ing to the ~Chjng chi chih ~ of the Sui shu, Hsii Shen, the author of the Shuo wen chieh tz.u, is 
also said to have written a commentary to the Huai nan au. That would have been about a 
century earlier than Kao Yu's. Sometime before the eleventh century the commentaries of 
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Ts'ang Chieh , upon obsetving the panems of the tracks of birds, invented 
written documents, whereupon deceit and artifi ce sprouted forth . Once d e­
ce it and anifice had sprouted forth , people ignored the basics and busied 
themse lves with the peripheral. They gave up the occupation of farming and 
turned their attention instead to the gains from awl and blade. Heaven knew 
bf their impending hunger, and so made it "rain millet" for them. Ghosts 
feared they would be impeached by written records, so they "wailed in the 
night. " ( lluai nan U;U 814b) 

There is something n ot quite convincing about Kao Yu 's explanations. 
The passage dearly portrays the inventions of wri ting. and of wells, as less 
than d esirable advances in social practices to the extent that these contriv­
ances caused people to turn away from agriculture, focusing their energies 
instead on mechanical undertakings. The commentary seems to reflect the 
sentiments of Hsu Hsing and the "agriculturists" (see Mencius 3AA), but is 
not very satisfactory as a genuine explanation. We are left wondering what 
mythic aspects of Ts'ang Chieh's invention of writing there could have been 
to account for "Heaven raining mille t" and "ghosts wailing in the night" that 
have become lost to us, indeed that were lost to Kao Yu already by A.D. 200.5 

One possibility, recently touched upon by Anna Seidel (1983), is that 
Kao Yu 's explanation of the ghosts fearing impeachment via written decrees 
is related to a belief that by naming or depicting images of demons and su­
pernatural creatures onc could exercise control over them, preventing the 

Kao Yu and Hsii Shen were me rged and appended to the Huai nan au texL This single 
commentary has come to be referred to arbitrarily either as the Hsii or the Rao commentary. 
It is now probably impossible to know what parts were origin ally the work of Hsii Shen and 
what parts the work of Kao Yu , though Hattori Unokichi giffli~Za has made some effort to 
separate the one from the other. See Miller 1953: 72-73. 

5 Wang Ch 'ung .I.1C (27-ca. 97) in his Lun heng UlI.ti argues that the invention of writ­
ing was not the SOrt of thing that should lead to bizarre or unnatural pheno mena, and that 
"Heaven raining millet~ and "ghosts wailing in the nighl~ must have occurred for their own 
reasons, apart from and not because ofTs'ang Chich 's invention ofwriling (Lun heng 5/12b-
13a). Still, h e cannot give any explanation for the passage as it occurs in the Huai nan au. 
These two unusual phenomena were still taken by Liu Hsieh IIJ. (ca. 465-ca. 522) as direct 
consequences of Ts'ang Ch~ch's invention of writing ( Wen luin tioo lung 8I9b-10a). Vincent 
Shih in his English translation an~ study of this (ext suggests they were omens ~of the power 
of the characters" (Shih 1959: 208). 

The Kao Yu commentary includes a passage that notcs a textual variant in which the char­
acter }1J. Inui 'ghosts' is writte n instead as * t 'u 'rabbits'. The note goes ·on to explain that 
rabbits wailed in the night upon the invention of writing, because they feared their soft fur 
would be used for the making o f writing brushes, and they were thus distressed with the po­
tential for corporal injury to themselvell. 
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occurrence of untoward events, and blocking the malevolent effects of their 
demonic influences. As Seidel points out, the locus classicus for this kind of 
apotropaic use of the depiction of demons is the Tso chuan, Hsiian 3 (Seidel 
1983: 320): . 

~~Zn~W~~~~R~~~~~~ 
Ei~ffij~zlli~~ii~AJ IIi;lDM 
a!'f;GUll';!iilmll~llZlllngm~J: r tJ.:iji: 
7<1* 

In the past just when the Hsia had attained a peak of Co-responsive Power 
(Te), [people of] the remote regions made pictures of the (various su-ange] 
creatures [of their areas], and sent met:aI as tribute to the Nine Presbyters 
who cast tripod vessels in the images of those creatures. For the hundred vari­
ous creatures they took these 'preventive measures, enabling the populace to 
recognize spirits and threatening forces. The people then could enter the riv­
ers and marshlands, mountains and forests, without encountering any infelic­
ities. Of chimeras and spectres, none was able to confrom them. In this way 
were [the Nine Presbyters] able to bring about accord between high and low, 
and {the people] thereby enjoyed celestial respite.6 (Tso chuan 21115b-16a), 

A natural extension of the belief that drawing a picture of a demon is a 
preventive measure to ward off its malevolent effects would be that writing 

6 This passage occurs with much the same wording in Lhe ~Ch'u shih chia" mt!t* 
chapter of the Shih chi (40na). There are several textual problems here, but none of them 
seems to affect the basic meaning as it pertains to the matter of depicting the image of a de­
mon or spirit as an apotropaic device. The only point necessary to mention is that in the line 
it15If~:fihUi:, the four-character phrase .~1t.~ cannot be translated as "the 
Nine Presbyters gave metal as tribule [to ¥I.i)." taking chiu mu n~ 'Nine Presbyters' as the 
~rammatical subject of Ir.ung J:l ' to give tribute.' Tu Yu's tiM (222-281) commentary says 
~H~;L.~~ M ••• caused the presbyters of the nine 1?rovinces to contribute metal," but 
this cannot be a coneCI understanding of the grammar of the Tso chua" line. The chi" mu 
must be either the recipients of the chin lit 'metal ' being offered as tribute, or the subject of 
cAu iii 'cast,' or both. In either c~ the conect reading of the passage would assign what I 
think is a considerably more important role to the chiu mu than mere contributors. They 
seem to have been in fact the metal-workers, the smiths, who cast the vessels. And one can 
suspect, given that theM! vessels were credited with apotropaic-that is, essentially magical 
and religious-properties, that the smiths who cast tbeth were, like their traditional Westen! 
counterparts, thought to be possessed of magical and supematuraJ powers of their own, and 
we re perhaps able to impart such powers to their material products. This possibility is 
missed, if the sentence is misread along the lines Ttl Yli suggests. See also the discussion in 
Chang 1983, pp. 61-65. 

A slightly different version of the passage appears in the SAUD wm entry for ling W~ 'cast 
tripod vessel' (SWKL 3051), as follows: 

If 1li1&11.~Z_II!IJIlJUJZ T A wl*lIll» 
IIW11Dflltl!!ZIil"""'t!< 

Anciently Y'li received the metal of the Nine Presbyters, and cast tripods at the foot of 
Ching mountain . When (the people then] entered the mountains and forests, streams 
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the demon's name could serve the same prophylactic purpose. This would 
explain why the "ghosts wailed in the night" when Ts'ang Chich invented 
writing; there was now available to the mortal realm a device that could 
keep their spectral powers in check. 

Fu Hsi. in contrast to Ts'ang Chich, is never actually said in Han or pre­
Han texts to have invented writing. Rather, he is portrayed as the legendary 
figure famous for creating the Eight Trigrams, and devising a tally- or 
record-keeping system of "knotted cords" (chieh sheng ~6Q!). The first and 
fullest account of this is found in the Hsi tx. 'u ~~ , one of the appendices 
to the J ching, which Tang Lan dates to the late Warring States period, thus 
about the third century B.C. (rang [1949) 1975: 49). In this text Fu Hsi is 
called Pao Hsi "'141. 

i5"'I§-e>.~JX.ZI7(T ill fJlJ ~IJlI!~ 7( m~ull! li:~l1!l 
lI!.\1O&!:;<:'Y:li!l1!J;<:'1I.llil&m!!}Jll&ilIl~l1i;f'FJ\ 
,.. J; .. <imili'!!l;<: WMi!l~1o/J;<:' fl'ff'FlfIilliffil ~ 1l';!1'\' J;j ffil 
U~m_-e>.~~~JX.f~*~m~*~* 

In the days of antiquity when Pao Hsi ruled as king over the subcdestial 
realm, gazing up he observed the phenomena of the heavens, looking down 
he observed the patterns on the earth. He observed how the markings of birds 
and beasts were appropriate to the earth [around them]. Close at hand he 
took them ['" his impressions] from his own person. Further removed he took 
them from other creatures. Thereupon he undertook to create the Eight TTi· 
grams, as a means to communicate with the Co.responsive Power of the Spirits 
and Auras and to categorize the veritable qualities of the myriad creatures. 
Having created knotted cords, he then made nets and seines for hunting and 
for fishing. In alllikeJihood he took this [idea? model?] from the Li hexagram. 

and marshes. of chimeras and spectres none was able to confront them. Thus he 
brought about accord, and [the people] enjoyed celestial respite. 

The same account, matching in part the Tso chuan version, and in pan the Shuo wen vcr· 
sion, appears once more in a memorial iMued by Emperor Ming of the Han (reg. 58-75) on 
May 23, A.D. 63, recorded in the Hou Han shu (2/9a): 

Anciently yti received the metal of the Ni.ne Presbyters, and cast tripods in order to 
make images of the [various] creatures, so that people would recognize spirits and 
threatening forces, and would not encounter any odious powers. 

In both of these versions the text says yti received the metal from the chiu mu, and 
casllhe tripods himself. This is consistent with the tradition prevailing from the Han on, and 
the one that Tu Yo's commentary reflectS, but the Tso chuan passage itself says no such thing, 
and in fact it is only a retrospective inference that it refers specifically to Yti at all. Tu yti's 
forced (mis-)reading of the Tso text is probably an effort to make it.conform to a tradition 
that was already established as doctrine by the first century A.D., and that a priori shaped his 
understanding of its sense in spite of the prima facie meaning of the passage itself. 



Early Legend and Classical Tradition 135 

When Pao Hsi passed away Shen Nung arose. He hewed wood to make 
ploughshares, and bent sticks to make plough handles . . . (Chou i 8J4b-Sa) 

From this point on the text recites several more of the most important 
civilizing inventions and accomplishments typically attributed to the legend­
ary rulers and sages of antiquity, but nowhere does it come closer to men­
tioning writing than in these references to Pao Hsi, ·i.e., Fu Hsi.' 

Hsii Shen includes an account in his . postface to the Shuo wen that is 
clearly, related to the Hsi tz.'u passage, yet that differs from it in several inter~ 
esting ways. 

ti'l!J§tiZ£;RT t!l.fJIJ~UUt;HIff~IJI!lit<~l1!l 
iiJ!.~It;i:Jt!li!l1!lZi'Iiliml;t!lt~ml~Mli'F!l, 
I~~~~~~~~~~~~W-~~~ 
jfjjm"ilil!EjV{lj;;i:~:ltU,~IIUji1!;i:i!Em5tl!l!;i:OJ 
f§gIJ ... t!l.fJJll1illf~sIJ;)X;;t;Jl,WlrlfJ&:m;k; 

In the days of antiquity when P'ao Hsi ruled as king over the subcelestial 
realm. gazing up he observed the phenomena of the heavens, looking down 
he observed the patterns on the earth. He noticed how the markings of birds 
and beasts were appropriate to the eanh (around them] . Close a t hand he 
took them [= his impressions] from his own person. Further removed he took 
them from other creatures. Thereupon he undertook to create the Eight Tri­
grams of the I, as a means to transmit these paUerns and phenomena. 

Later Shen Nung knotted cords to bring about order, thus giving regularity 
to affairs. When the various occupations multiplied and proliferated. orna­
ment and artifice arose and thrived. 

Huang ti's scribe Ts'ang Chieh saw the traces of the footprints of birds and 
beasts. He recognized that these partiform Slructures could be distinguished 
and differe ntiated one from another. Thus he first created writing. The hun­
dred craftsmen were thereby regulated. and the myriad groups were thereby 
scrutinized. In all likelihood he took it [this idea] from the Kuai hexagram. 
(SWKL 6709) 

Paragraph one of the Shuo wen account matches the Hsi lz.'u account 
very closely, except in a few details. Those places where it differs are printed 
in italics. Paragraphs two and three do not appear as such in the Hsi tz. 'u 
text, and in fact contain some curious differences from it. [n particular it is 
Shen Nung according to the Shuo wen text who invented the device of knot­
ted cords, while according to the Hsi tz.'u that was a second accomplishment 

7 The Po hu t'ungincludes a version of this passage that is slightly different from the one 
here. For the Hsi tz'u's lei wan wu chih ch'ing «P}i,,~;;t~ (" ... to categorize the veritable 
qualities of the myriad creatures") the Po hu t'ung version says instead hsiang wan wu chih 
ch 'ing jtl4W;;tm M ••• to give visual representation to . .. " (Po hu t'ung shu cheng 9/28a). 
This version seems to suggest .a pictographic function for the po A:ua, a fUflction more ill 
keeping with their ostensible role in the development of the script than is the categoriza­
tional function suggested in the H si lZ 'u version. 
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of Fu Hsi, and Shen Nung was involved instead with the invention of 
ploughs8 

More important, I think, is the mention of Ts'ang Chich in the Shuo wen 
passage. and the clear way in which the description of how Fu Hsi got his in­
spiration for creating the Eight Trigrams prefigures the way Ts' ang Chich is 
said to have invented writing. This above all else links the legends of Ts'ang 
Chic h and Fu Hsi together from Han times on. Prior to the ShUD wen post­
face, written by Hsii SheD in A.D. 100. descriptions of Ts'ang Chich 's inven­
tion of writing are never couched in language so reminiscent of Fu Hsi 's 
creation of the Eight Trigrams. But from the first century on, the one always 
carries with it the shadow if not the substance of the o the r. The Fu Hsi 
story, we may speculate , was vulnerable to such contamination because the 
two primary features of it as recounted in the Hsi tz'u are both in a general 
way suggestive of writing or record~keeping. The Eight Trigrams are, after 
all , graphic symbols, often invested with strong communicative powers. 
They were a means to "communicate with" (l 'ung .tm.) the Co-responsive 
Power of the Spirits and Auras (shen ming chih te ''I' Hil Z ~). And the knotted 
cords are clearly suggestive of methods of lally~ and record~keeping by 
means of knotting strings and ropes, known from many early societies. 

After the Han dynasty Fu Hsi's name came to be directly associated with 
the inventio n of writing, and he is often explicitly designated as its creator. 
This represents the end point of the merbring of these two originally distinct 
legends. Ts'ang Chich is much less freque ntly encountered in post~Han 

texts than Fu Hsi. who has become a kind of general creator figure for many 
such early culture traits (T'ang [1949] 1975: 54). The Eastern Chin author 
of the Shang shu hsit #it.~ "Preface" to the Shang shu, attributed to K'ung 
An-kuo :rt ~ lm of the Western Han, writes, for examples, as his opening 
lines:9 

3'1ft!t1tUl;Z.30:7<T iMam,Ufli> ifJ:liJ;) ft 
*",~EII:ll!:Jl1i!Eii< 

In antiquity when Fu Hsi ruled as king over the subcclestial realm he de­
signed the Eight Trigrams and made written documents for the first time, 
which the n replaced [the old1 administrative use of knolted cords. It was 
from this that written docume nts arose . (Shang shu 1I1b) 

Even th is exalted status that Fu Hsi enjoys in the post-Han world takes a 
subordinate position to traditional Taoist reverence for T 'ai shang lao chiin 

8 For notes on the traction p lough in China, see Bodde 1975: 225- 28, and Boltz 1979: 
<13<1, n. 6. 

9 For details o n the Eastern Chin compilation of the Shang shu .IIsU, -and iu traditional 
attr ibution to K'ung An ·kuo, see Chang Hsin~ch 'eng (1 939] 1975: 208-9. 
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t;. J:.::t:8 (= the apotheosized Lao tzu) as the inventor par excellence of all 
such cultural and technological achievements. The Yu lung chuan lHlilJ 
(HY 773) of Chia Shan-hsiang Jl~J!l! (n. 1086), for example, in its hagio­
graphic paeon to T'ai shang lao ehlin, says 

~.~~AE~OO~*~$g~~~.~TT 
milliIDl;5tH~)lI! /\£f ii'il!f~t).ru$I!!lL l'IJ 
t"(~;<l;!frJLmjllJ~UII!j(te7:ff.mUII!$telt!!mY.: 
fXLMtt!l. 

At the time of Fu Hsi people were entirely degenerate and disgraced, and 
still had no laws or rules. Lao chiln, calling himself YU hua tzu, descended and 
became a teacher. He explained the Yuan yang ching,lO he taught how to draw 
the Eight Trigrams. he created writing as a means to communicate with the 
Co-responsive Power of the Spirits and Auras, and to categorize the veritable 
qualities of the myriad creatures. Gazing up he observed the phenomena of 
the heavens, looking down he observed the patterns on the earth. Such con~ 
stituted the beginni.ng of written doctrines. (Yu lung chuan 2/4a) 

Certain lines of this passage should by now ring a familiar note. Chia 
Shan-hsiang has assimilated the original Han~period account to later doc­
trines reflecting a supreme reverence for Lord Lao, and Fu Hsi has become 

10 The earliest mention of a text called Yuan yang ching appears to be in a version of the 
no longer extant Hua hu ching it. tAt! cited in the San tung chu nang .=:~ (HY 1131) 
of Wang Hsuan-ho .:E Yfii.I (fl. 683), which states that Lao tzu composed this text in his ca­
pacity as instructor to Fu Hsi. The Yuan yang ching is also among the texts singled out for 
criticism by Buddhist polemicists of the fourth to seventh centuries as a reworking of certain 
Mahayana sutras. The specific text to which they objected may have been an edition k.nown 
as the Tai shang ling pao yuan yang miao ching t...t •• 7fJIQ.;)~ still extant in the Taoist 
Canon (BY 334). 

Many such Buddho-Taoist scriptures were generated in support of the hua hu theory, Le ., 
endorsing lao tzu's pre-eminence over the Buddha. By associating them with legendary em­
perors such as Fu Hsi, the compilers of these works sought to establish the antiquity of Lao 
tzu's teachings vis-a.-vis those of the Buddha. 

The link between the YUan yang ching and .-u Hsi is further perpeluated in an inventory 
of Taoist literature compiled by Tu Kuang-t'ing +l :W;lff (850- 933) in 891, recorded in his 
Tai shang huang lu chai i :tJ:PiiU:flfi (HY507, 52113a- 17a). Among the texts he cites as 
those received by sages and divine tmnscendents throughoul the ages is the Lao chun shou 
Fu flsi yiian yang ching ~tml~.:7G~ti (ibid. 52/14b). A variant redaction of Tu's invetllory 
is found in the Wu shang huang ttl ta chai Ii ch 'eng j 1m: ..I-_ Pi n *- r.:f :li.. 1&.11 (HY 508, 21113b-
17b), a composite collection of writings dating from Lu Bsiu-ching M!: ~.., (406-477) to 
Chiang Shu-yii if 4~ tlt (1156-1217). There the Yuan yang ching is cited in a list of scriptures 
bestowed by Lord lao. Fu Hsi 's name is entered in small print after the title as the recipient 
(ibid. 21115a). 

I am grateful to Judith Magee Boltz for pointing out the Yu lung chuan passage of Chia 
Shan-hsiang, and for the substance and details of the foregoing note on the textual history 
of the Yuan yang ching. 
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merely a passive instrument in the hands of Tai shang lao ehun, the true 
creator of writing. 

Wen :JI: AND Tzu '" 

Apart from the legends of Fu Hsi and Ts'ang Chieh, and the very late at­
tribution of the creation of writing to Lord Lao, the cornerstone of the tra~ 
ditional Chinese approach (0 the nature and structure of the script is the 
exact distinction between two kinds of characters,. wen )( and tzu ~. This 
distinction is first established with the unprecedented atten tion and analysis 
accorded the writing system at the time of the Ch' in-Han unification in the 
closing years of the third century B.C., and is directly reflected in its fully de­
veloped form in the title of the pre-eminent lexicographical work of the 
Eastern Han, the Shuo wen chieh tzu ~~ compiled by Hsii Shen ~t.ti 
(ca. 55-ca. 149, fl. IOO-121)1I 

Prior to the Ch'in-Han political and cultural unification, the terms in 
common use for referring to words and characters of the language were 
ming ~ 'name' and wen X 'sign, mark, graph', The former was widely used 
in texts from about 500 B.C. on in discussions attempting to grapple with the 
formidable question of the relation between "words" and "things," between 
"names" and "reality," and associated imponderables. The term ming.:g is 
used meaning 'word' of either the spoken or written language with equal 
force. In the latter case it comes to refer de facto to 'character' as a unit of 
writing. Later, of course, it is tzu ~ that means 'character'. We can see signs 
of the terminological transition from the use of ming to that of tzu to refer 
to a 'character of the written language' in Cheng Hsiian's ~z (127-200) 
commentary to the "Ch'un kuan" ti'1i" chapter of the Chou Ii fflIiI. The 
text has: 

The Outer Scribe ... is in charge of disseminating the characters of the 
written documents throughout the four quarters. (Chou Ii 26126a). 

To this Cheng Hsuan notes: 

In the past we said ming [for characters]' now we say tt.u. (ibid.) 

II Miller 1953: 69. The "Ju lin lieh chuan" tI »;IJ (I of the Hou' Han shu (69S) contains 
a very brief, and altogether unrevealing biographical note on Hsu Shen. 
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In contrast wen )C, in origin meaning just 'marking' of any kind, came 
early to designate 'pattern, ordered marking', hence 'pattern or order of a 
visual or depictive and aesthetically pleasing kind', and ultimately 'refine­
ment, culture' · in some "cosmic" as we)] as "cosmetic" sense (cf. later Chi­
nese wen hua :>C1't. 'civilization', as an acquired trait). In regard to writing, 
the word wen was at first the logical, really the only, choice to refer to the 
graphic elements of the written language, and so it was used often and un­
exceptionally to mean 'sign, graph' > 'character' as a unit of the script. Wit­
ness, for example, these passages from the Tso chuan. 

When Chung 12u was born she had a mark located on her hand. (Tso chuan 
213b) 

Chung tzu was the second legitimate wife of Commonlord Hui of Lu 
(Lu Hui kung '\rt·3 0). When she became his wife he already had a son by a 
consort after the death of his first wife; this was the son who was to become 
Commonlord Yin (Yin kung rI:0). After her marriage to Hui kung, Chung 
tzu gave birth to a son named Yiin iC,(sometimes called Kuei ~Jt) who be­
came Commonlord Huan (Huan kung m ~), the second of the Ch'un ch'iu 
Commonlords of Lu. By virtue of the fact that his mother was a legitimate 
wife of Hui kung, not a consort, Huan's status was higher than that of his 
older half-brother Yin. For this reason it is traditionally acknowledged, 
starting with the Tso chuan text itself, that Yin's tenure as Commonlord of 
Lu was merely a regency until Huan became old enough to assume the po­
sition. Thus, Huan is recognized as the first proper common lord of Lu of 
the Ch'un ch'iu period. 

The mark that was said to have been on his mother's hand when she was 
born is taken as an omen foretelling her eventual commanding status, real­
ized as the mother of Huan kung. Such an association between marks seen 
on a person's body at birth and that person's eventual greatness is not lim­
ited to this single example. Although the Tso chuan does not specify the 
mark as a character of the writing system, compare the next two passages: 

Min 2: Mll)ttE;It'FB:;li:&}~;<: 
• 

When [Ch'eng Chi ,It(; *' ] was born he had a mark located on his hand that 
said yu 'friend'. Accordingly he was given this as his name. (Tso chuan ll/Sb) 

This passage follows a few lines after an account stating that Common­
lord Huan had earlier ordered a diviner to find out what he could about 
Ch'eng Chi prior to his birth. The diviner is recorded as having said that it 
would be a male child whose name would be yu J:i. 'friend' and who would 
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become a "right-hand man" to the Commonlord. H e also said that when 
Ch'cng Chi's clan perished, so too would the stale of Lu cease to flourish ,I2 
This prognostication about becoming a right-hand man is based on a pun 
on Ch'eng Chi's name yu < *gwj<1gx, which is homophonous and partially 
homographic with :fi yu < *gwjflgx.-S 'right-hand'. As in the preceding ac­
count about Chung tzu (Yin I ), the appearance of a mark on the hand fore­
tells the power that the person in question will come to enjoy. Unlike the 
preceding account, this one, which is repeated with essentially the same 
wording in Chao 32 of the Tso chuan. makes it dear that the mark is in fact 
a meaningful written character standing for a wordY~ Compare the Min 2 
account with the next: 

Chao 1: 1:tJl!:x@''1k;;-.*,f;(~li\'iif/i3~iliFfEl 
ra:llfwzm ... ll1'rztE:lt'¥E1mj£P)~z. . 

When Vi Chiang, the wife of King Wu, was quick with the child Ta Shu she 
dreamt that the Deity addressed her, saying. "By investiture I proclaim your 
child to be called Yli and I shall give him [the territory) Tang ..... When he 

When eh'eng Chi WoolS abom to be born, Commonlord Huan sent llle diviner Ch'u­
ch'iu's father to divine it. He said, Mit will be a male. His name shall be called yu. He 
shall stand to the right of the Commonlord. located between the two altars [of state]. 
He shall be a support to the Commonlord's house. When the Chi clan perishes the 
state ofLu shall cease to nourish." (Tso chuan 11/8a-b) 

13 The Yin 1 line cited above is followed directly by the line B~ft.xA ~ ... said 'She 
will become a Crand Lady of the state of Lu · ... This looks like the comment of someone mak­
ing a prognostication upon seeing whatever mark was on her hand at birth, but it is possible 
that it means the marks on her hand were those [our characters themselves. i.e., that the 
marks themselves said "she will become a Grand Lady of the state of Lu." 

In the Ch'un ch'iu shih yu Wtk*ri manuscript from Ma wang tui. dating from ca. 200 
B.C .• eh'eng Chi is mentioned by his name Yu. but that Yu is written ffi, O ld Chinese 
-gwjagx, homophonous with both ~ and :ti, but graphically distinct (MWf 1983: 7, line 
88). Clearly. if the prognostication account, which is nOI included in this manuscript, were to 
have its intended effect, it would also have had to use the character m as the mark. that was 
said to have appeared on his hand at birth. This makes the link with ~ yu ' right-hand man' 
> 'assistant' ( Iii yu < -gwiags) even tighter, because «! itsclfstands for yu < "'~g:..meaning 
precisely 'assist ' . . 

The punning in this passage may even extend further . The root of :ti , ~, Iti , and IH, 
all read yu < *t:W.Jagx,-s, is, of course, X yu < "'gwpgs ' hand'; and this may be related to the 
word 'f slwu < *hr?gwx used in the TSIJ chuan passage to designate the place where the 
Mmark" X was said to occur. The )'U words are in the Z chih < *-.Pg rime group. and shou is 
in the IIlf yu < "'-j;gw group, mak.ing a cognate relation a little more speculative than other· 
wise might be the case; nevertheless, these are two adjacent rime groups that frequently show 
contacts with each other. 
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was born he had a mark on his hand that said Yti. Accordingly he was given 
that name, (Tso chuan 41121a) 

In this case we 'can-again see that the appearance of a character on the hand 
is associated with a special status, here involving divine intervention in the 
individual's prospects. 

A second, and somewhat less providential use of the term wen >c for 
'character' .of the script can be found in explicit graphic analyses of the fol­
lowing kind, again all from the Tso chuan: 

• 
In regard to the written form, the (graph) rm and the [graph] A form the 

character E!. (Tso chuan 41128b) 

However you regard its written f01"'m, the (elements] it and j(; make the 
character ~.14 (Tso chuan 23/20a) 

To be sure, as to its written form. if you reverse the [graph] iE cheng'ortho-. 
dox' it becomes [the graph] z/a 'penury'. (Tso chuan 24110b) 

In aU three of these cases the analysis ofwritlen characters is invoked as 
a kind of graphic confirmation of a point being argued on other grounds. 
What is important from our historical and gramm~tonomic perspective is 
that characters, even multi-component characters like these, are referred to 
by the general term wen X. Il was not until the Ch'in-Han period that the 
term tzu ~ was used to designate a certain kind of character, to wit. multi­
component characters specifically. precisely the kinds of characters that are 
called by the term wen in these Tso chuan passages. Two of the three cases of 
graphic analysiS cited above. those involving ku A and wu ~, would be 
classified as au according to Ch'in-Han grammatonomic practice, because 
they are manifestly constituted of more than one element. By the same to­
ken, each of the separate elements illl, Jt, 11, and a single !E. of the deltoid 
A would be a wert. In other words, the distinction between wen and tzu is 
precise and straightforward. The wen are single. unanalyzable graphic ele­
ments that may function as whole graphs standing fOT words in their own 
right, Of that may enter into combination with other wen to yield complex, 
multi-component characters, called tzu, with the wen as their identifiable 
constituent parts. In Soodberg's terminology. which simply translates that 
of the Ch'ing philologists, in particular that of Tuan Yu-ts'ai Ill:3, ill! (1735-

H Graphically this is a correct analysis. in spite of the appearance of the modern form . 
See SWKL 5693. 
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181 5), the wen are called ,nonosomati~ i,e., "single-bodied" (t .... t 'i l>i~) and 
the tzu are called tQmosomatic, i.e., "separable-bodied," "dissectable," or sysso-­
matic, i.e., "joint-bodied" (M-t'i *ru) (Boodberg 1957: 116-17). 

The logic of this terminoiob'Y is not far LO sec. Prior to its grammato­
nomic usage meaning 'compound character. derivative of the UJt'n', the 
word tzu meant ' to rear, raise offspring; to breed, procreate, proliferate ' . 
and by extension, 'to love and cherish (as a paren t for a child)'. The word * tzu < *dzjags is clearly akin both phonetically and graphically to :r tzu < 
*tsjagx 'child, offspring'. This earlier meaning of tz.u ~. which pre-dates the 
technical grammatonomic usage of the Han, can be readily attested to in 
the Classics. Notice. for example. the following lines from the Tso chuan: 

Moreover, you are not capable of Tearing and caring for the o rphan of an­
other person ; rather you would kill him. (Tso chuan 2712b ) 

Chao II : ;It fl! IliFf ~ * Il!1 ill( . 
• 

Her companion had no children , but she was sent to TtaT and care for Ching­
shu. (150 chuan 45/19a) 

A1though Ch 'u is great, they are not of our dan. Will they really be willing 
to cart for and cheriJh us? (Tso chuan 2617a) 

This meaning of 'care for and cherish' , expressed in the glosses of the 
commentators usually as ai ~ ' to treat well, take good care of' is an exten­
sion of the more n eutral 'rear', for which the commentators say yang « 'to 
raise, rear, nurture'. In its tum the word tzu ~ ' rear ' devolves simply from 
the etymonic sense of ' to breed, proliferate '. ce. also ~ tz'u < *dzj1g')oving' 
vs. !1- !tu < *dzpgs ' to breed', both akin to tt lzu < *t.sjag ' to increase in 
number, proliferate' (Boodberg 1954). 

The purport of the term tzu *'. then, must be that the compound char­
acters were seen as derived from combinations of wen, and so were called tzu 
because they appeared to be the "proliferation," or "offspring, " so to speak, 
ofthe wen. Again using Soodberg's terminology we could call the wen "mother 
graphs" or matrograms. and the lzu "offspring graphs," teknograms or tokograms, 
abbreviating M and T respectively. which can stand at the same time for the 
earlier terms monosomatic and tomosomatic as well (Boodberg 1957: 116-17). 

This basic distinction between wen and tzu becomes unequivocally estab­
lished in the title of the ShuQ wen chieh tzu, literally "talking about the wen 
'matrograms', and analyzing (or dissecting) the Ltu · teknogr~ms'." The wen, 
because they are monosomatic and not combinations of two or more 
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graphic elements, cannot be "analyzed" (chith M 'to cut apart, undo, ana­
lyze ' ), they can only be "talked about" (shuo l5I'to discuss, talk about'). 

THE Liu shu 7'\11 AND THE Shuo wen ckieh au iiJt.fiJl* 

At the same time that Hsii Shen established the clear-cllt formal distinc­
tion between wen and tzu, he also laid out descriptions of what are tradition­
ally known !is the liu shu'" -e. the "six [forms of] script." The term liu shu 
was already known at Hsli Shen's time from alleasl two earlier sources, the 
Chou Ii together with Cheng Ssu-nung's ~~ 5J AI (= Cheng Chung ~ l¥l;, i.e., 
the "earlier" Cheng, 5 B.C.-A.D. 83) commentary to it, and Pan Ku's IiI~ 
(32- 92) "I wen chih" in the Han shu. 

In the Chou Ii the liu sku are said to be one of the subjects in which the 
official Tutor (Pao shih (¥ IX.) was charged with instructing royal and aristo­
cratic offspring (kuo tzu /l1I T) (Chou Ii 14/6b). Exactly what the "six scripts" 
are in this context the Chou li itself does not say, but Cheng Ssu-nung enu­
merates them in his commentary to this passage as hsiang hsing it Jfa. hui i 
ff ;;<., chuan chu M, ch 'u shih iIR $, chi. chuh iIlti1f, and hsieh sheng ;filii' . 

Pan Ku identifies the liu shu in the Han shu ... wen chih" as hsiang hsing, 
hriang shih ~ ill. hsiang i *.'i: . hsiang sheng Ii" I chuan chu. and chia chieh. 
He goes on cJp say that "they are the basis for constructing characters" 
( il!i 'i' ,VI;: tR ). 

We know that Pan Ku's ... wen chih, " unless it states otherwise, follows 
very closely Liu Hsin's ~~ ax (d. A.D. 23) Ch'i li.i.eh t ~, which in its turn was 
compiled sometime between 26-6 B.C., and was based on the Pieh lu ]jIJ ~ of 
Liu Hsin 's father, Liu Hsiang fI'!iDl (79-8 B.C. ) (Teng and Biggerstaff 1950: 
12). We can therefore reasonably suppose that this enumeratio n of the liu 
shu dates from the last decades of the first century s.c. This is about a hun­
dred years earlier than Hsu Shen's ShuQ wen postface. Cheng Ssu-nung's 
enumeration is probably later than that reflected in the ". wen chih," but 
earlier than that of the ShuQ wen posuace. 

If Hsu Shen was not the originator of the names of the categories of the 
"six scripts," he was instead the first, as far as we know, to codify, explain, 
and illustrate each of them with concrete examples. In this role he was 
bringing more than two centuries of concern with the structure and system­
atization of the script to its logical conclusion, just as the catalogues of the 
two Liu 's. pere and fils, did for a similar concern with the codification and 
systematization of books and records, a concern that dated back as far as the 
famous (or notorious) book-burning of the Ch'in in 213 B.C. 

Hsii Shen's listing gives names to the tiu shu that differ slightly from the 
names given in the Chou li commentary and in the "I wen chih. " More im­
portantly, he adds explanatory and analytical descriptions, and illustrates 
each type with examples, something neither of this predecessors attempted. 
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Regrettably, the precision and clarity with which he drew the distinction be. 
tween wen and au as the two fundamental categories of characters is notice. 
ably wanting in some of his explanations of the liu shu. For some of the six, 
Hsii SheIl'S statements are understandable enough, if not perfectly clear. 
But for others, even when we understand what the nature of the category in 
question is, they are stubbornly cryptic. and can only be tr.mslatcd by as­
suming a number of quasi-technical meanings for the words he employs. IS 
The "six scripts" according to Hsu Shell (SWKL 6709) are as follows: 

chih shih "jndicating the matter" ... when you observe {the character] then 
[the meaning] can be recognized; when you examine it, then you see the 
meaningi l6 = and = (modem J: and 1') are [examples of] this. 

hsiang hsing "representing the form" ... by drawing you bring the thing [in 
question] to the [ore; [the depiction] twists and bends conforming to the 
shape [of the object); ·8 and ~ are [examples of] this. 

hsing slumg "formulating the sound" .. . you take the [general] subject as a 
naming (of the semantic class], and select a [phonetic] approximation to put 
with it to complete [the character); tI and (OJ are [examples of] this. 

hui i "conjoining the sense" ... you set the categories (of meaning] side by 
side and combine what is appropriate [from each]; thereby [the meaning] is 
indicated and evoked; ~ and f§ are [examples of] this. 

chuan chu "revolved and re-directed [graphs] ..... "one sets up [various 
graphs of similar semantic] categories under one head , which by their identi-

15 Hsii Shen's explanations of the Liu shu have been translated into English several times 
already. L. C. Hopkins in the prefatory note to his translation ofTai T'ung's Liu shu Itu gives 
a number of different early renderings and explanations. See Yens 1954: 3-16. More re­
cently K. L. Thero has published a translation of the entire postface as a pamphlet in the 
Wisconsin China series (Thero 1966). 

16 Current editions of the Shuo wen often have ch 'lJ erh "'0 chien JiifiiaJR. fo~ the last 
sentence of this line. Tuan ytiAs'ai has emended the text to read as we have written it here. 
on the basis of Yen Shih-ku's ft8iliil (581-645) commentary to the pertinent line of the 
Han shu ~I wen chih,M which has ch'lJ erh chien j f,lifif jI;!: (Han shu 30/11b). Tuan also 
points out that all five of the other two-sen tence explanations consist of riming couplets, 
and if we take chien i Jt:g as original. then this one rimes as well: Jl i < *?jaJJl and N shih 
< *hrjalr, both belonging to the Z. cltih < *-agl oak rime group of the Shih chin{§ If the text has 
"'0 chien iiJ S! , then there is no rime. See SWKL 6728. 
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cal etymology are mutually related" (Serruys 1957: 149);17 ~ and =t are (ex­
amples of] this. 

crna chieh "loaned and borrowed (graphs)" . .. when in ongm there is no 
character (for the word in question) you assign an item (j.e., a graph] relying 
on its sound; ~ and & are [examples of] this. IS 

As we said above, the precision and clarity with which Hsii Shen so ad­
mirably drew the distinction between wen and lzu in both form and function 
seems noticeably, sometimes painfully. absent in these analyses of the liu 
shu. There are many unsolved problems and unexamined implications in 
the meaning and nature of the liu shu, both as Hsii Shen defines them and 
as a set in and of themselves. P. L-M. Serruys (1957) in his substantial study 
of the chuan chu has not only shown the extent of the problems that can sur­
round one of the six scripts. but has also pointed out en passant numerous 
questions and puzzles that attend the other five. For our part we shall 
confine our comments to a few basic and general points. 

It is important above all to recognize that the uu shu are not, and as far 
as the primary sources explicitly indicate, were never intended to be, an ex­
planation of the evolutionary processes that generated the Chinese script ex 
nihilo. They are rather an attempt to analyze and categorize the various kinds 
of characters that were discernible to the Han literati. In this sense they are 
part and parcel of the same urge to achieve a systematic scheme and a "no­
loose-ends" categorization of all perceptible phenomena, societal and natural 
alike, that endured and prevailed from the far-reaching standardizations of 
the Ch'in some two hundred or more years earlier, and that can be seen to 
have affected so many diverse facets of the Han world-view. It is even possible. 

17 The chuan chu category is without a doubt the most difficult to understand of the liu 
shu. Serrurs in a formidable and detailed article surveyed all of the important traditional 
opinions and studies, and then made his own analysis, replete with examples (Serruys 1957). 
For a full examination of the problems associated with the muan chu category, and an ex­
haustive survey of the pertinent scholarship, this article is indispensable. 

18 Ting Fu-pao. crediting the idea to Wu Chih-hui !RfttQ!:, suggests that the ch'anl!l 
chang -st , given in all standard editions of the Shuo wen as the second example of a chia chieh 
character, is a mistake for liang ~. The mistake arose, he proposes, as a result of the change 
in the Later Han of the character til. to G: , because the former was a part of the name of the 
uncle of Han Kuang wu ti, and was th;"s changed to the latter because of the custom of 
avoiding characters in the names of emperors. In this case, because Kuang wu ti was or­
phaned at the age of nine, and raised by his uncle. the unde's name is accorded the same 
avoidance respect that would have been given to his father. See Ting Fu-pao 1940: 3. 

This proposal allows us to make sense of the Shv.o wnI examples. In the received version 
with "*" and fit it is not really dear how these are examples of chia ch~h usage. But when the 
text is emended according to the proposal of Wu Chih-hui and Ting Fu-pao it becomes clear 
that Hsu Shen intends us to take the ling 9t as a chia chieh character for liang ~ , a loan us­
age well attested in early transmitted texts and in bronze inscriptions. 
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speaking a bit speculatively, that the liu shu were, especially in their formu­
lation as given by Hsu Shen, as much prescriptive of how the standardization 
of the script should proceed as they were tkscriptiveofthe structure ofthe writ­
ing system up LO the Han.19 

The six forms of the script fall into two dearly distinguishable groups: 
(I) through (4). chih .<hih. hsiang hsing. hsing .,heng. and hui i. on the one 
hand, and (5) and (6), chuan chu and chia ch~h. on the other-. The categories 
of the first group are all descriptive of the internal structure of a single 
character, and each category name seems to be a phrase consisting of a verb 
used transitively followed by an object, c.g., chih shih "indicating the matter," 
hsiang hsing "representing the form," etc. Notice that in Pan Ku's listing of 
the category names the first word in each of these four is hsiang it "repre­
senting . .. ... The second group, consisting o f chuan chu and chia chith, do 
not have to do with the internal graphic structure of a character, but de­
scribe different uses, or applications, of a given character, irrespective of its 
constituent structure. These latter two are, in other words, references to 
variant usages of the characters relative to the words they write rather than 
descriptions of how the characters are constructed to represent the words 
they are intended to write. 

Since the first four of the liu shu have (0 do with internal graphic struc­
ture, and the last two have to do with usage, there is no compelling reason 
to see these two groups as mutually exclusive. In fact, their relation ought 
to be just the opposite; the characters that can be, or even those that are 
exclusively, used as chuan chu or chia chieh graphs must have originated as 
something else, and must have structures identifiable, at least in theory, 
among the first four types. This is one of many points on which Hsu Shen 
and the Shuo wen are for the most part silent. and we do not know whether 
or not Hsu Shen recognized the possibility of a character functioning as one 
type (chuan chu or chia chieh), yet being in or-igin structurally another type 
(chih shih, hsiang hsing, etc.). There is no hint that he did , but to say he did 
not is to judge from an argumentum ex silentio. 

Of the first four types, those specifically describing graphic structure, 
the chih shih category is sometimes considered to be a sub-category of the 
hsiang hsing. Clearly, characters of the hsiang hsing category can be identified 
as what are conventionally called "pictographs," what we have more accu­
rately termed zodiographs. If the chih shih are considered as a sub-category of 
zodiograph, then the difference between them and the pri~cipa1 hsiang 
hsing zodiographs is that they portray abstract but depictable relations like 
'above' ( = /J:) and 'below' (=1"'1') rather than concrete things like 'sun' 

19 This suggestion emerged from an informal discussion with Roy Andrew Miller. who. 
while fully recognizing its speculative nature. still remained attracted to the possibility that 
on further investigation it may prove in some significant sense to be v-.did. 
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( B) and 'moon' (jj). Boodberg has translated the term chih shih as hypo­
digmalic, by which he means "the so~called indicative graphs which are not 
pictorial zodiograms. but suggestive, inferential, directive signs or symbols 
(such as 'up' and 'down', numbers, etc.)" (Boodberg 1957: 116). 

The hsing sheng category is often called hsieh sheng l'till' "sharing the 
sound, n and is the basis of what we referred to in chapter 3 as hsieh sheng 
series, the individual characters being conventionally called "phonetic com­
pounds." This is the category with by far the greatest number of characters 
in it, both in the Shuo wen itself and in the Chinese writing system after the 
oracle-hone inscription stage. Like hsiang hsing, it is one of the categories 
with the most easily understandable structure: hsing sheng (or hsieh sheng) 
characters consist of a phonophoric constituent (conventionally called a 
"phonetic") plus a semantic detenninative, i.e., a semantic classifier (con­
ventionally called a "radical"). Even though the structure of such characters 
is well understood, the explanation of it given by Hsii Shen in his postface, 
cited and translated above, is far from clear-. In particular what he means by 
ming :g and p'i • can only be inferred from the context of the line taken 
together with our prior understanding of the structure of a hsieh sheng char­
acter-. The translation we have given above is meant to reflect such a judg­
ment, but a different interpretation is not impossible. More importantly, if 
we are relying on our preconceptions about what a hsieh sheng character is in 
order to understand Hsu Shen's definition. are we missing some feature of 
the category at which he intended to hint. or that moved him to couch his 
analysis in such apparently vague language? This question should be borne 
in mind in any further investigation of the nature of hsieh sheng characters. 

The two examples Hsii Shen gives. chiang i1 and Iw tli}. are readily ex­
plicable according to the conventional understanding of hsieh sheng struc­
ture. Both mean 'river'. specifically the Yangtze and Yellow respectively. and 
therefore have d. 085 Jt< for things aquatic. In t1 chiang < *krung, the 
phonophoric is I kung < *kung. and in iii] ho < *gar. the phonophoric is tiJ 
k'o < *kharx. 

The most problematical and controversial of the first four structural 
types of the "six scripts" is the hui i ... $ category. The meaning of the term 
hui i looks superficially obvious, "combining or conjoining meanings." what 
Jerry Norman has (privately) called syssemantic. It is thus usually said to refer 
to characters whose meaning is indicated by the combined meanings of their 
constituent parts. Hsii SheD's example of the character -m standing for the 
word hsin < *sjins is a good, and frequently cited, case. "It means 'true, hon­
est, trustworthy· ... so the dogma goes, "because it is a 'man' standing next to 
his 'word· ... In this explanation the assumption with which we are expected 
to agree is that the meaning of the word hsin comes from the graphic juxtaw 

position of the two elements A.. 'man' and g 'word. speech'. which is sup­
posed to be sufficient, quite apart from any direct phonetic representation. 
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to suggest unambiguously the meaning 'truc, honest' , as in "a man standing 
by his word. · 

Apart from the fairly obvious fact that the simple juxtaposition of 'man' 
and 'speech ' is suggestive of all kinds of meanings besides 'u-ue, honest'. 
e.g .• 'orate' , 'cavi1' , 'harangue' , 'lecture', ' monologue' , even 'linguist', LO 

name only a few, three things should raise doubts about this interpretation. 
First. in Pan Ku 's formulation of the liu shu he called this category hsiang i 
f( ~ "rejrresenting the meaning, " not hui i. If it is the combination of the 
meanings of the constituent parts thallies at the heart of a hui i character, 
then how could Pan Ku have used a name for this category that docs away 
with the key term hui 'combining'? Second, we have already pointed out 
that in the process of the origin and development of the writing system 
there is no provision for characters to be formed as combinations of two or 
more constituent elements none of which has a phonetic role . The combin­
ing of two or more graphic elements in a writing system to make a new char­
acter based on the meanings of the parts is not in general a viable process 
for generating characters, unless there is a definite representation of the 
pronunciation of the word in question as well. Third, if, irrespective of the ir 
origin, this class of characters really operated within the script in the way 
that is alleged, it would be a true anomaly in that nowhere else in the Chi­
nese writing system, or in any other natural writing system that 1 know of, is 
there a type of graph that stands for a word on the basis of the combination 
of elements used for their iconographically suggestive value alone rather 
than for a specific phonetic value. 

If it is the actual history of the character 1'8 and how it represents the 
word hsin < *sjins that we are interested in, then we must examine its 
graphic structure in connection with the Old Chinese pronunciation of the word. 
When we do that we discover right away that the graphic constituent -g had 
two related readings. Besides its standard reading yen < * ngjan in the :7G 
yuan rime group, it had a second reading *ngj;m in the )( wen rime group, 
attested in the Chi yun (2124b). If this reading had survived in modern Chi­
nese, it would have given a pronunciation yin. Additionally we find that -g 
has hsieh sheng derivatives in the it chen < *-in rime group, precisely the rime 
group of jg hsin < * sjins; cf. IVl, !1'1. 00. II all read *ngjin (Chi yun 2/27b). 
Given this variety of finals for g and its hsieh sheng derivatives, coupled with 
the fact that we have no a priori basis to preclude any particular correspon­
dence between initials within a hsieh sheng series, there is nothing extraordi­
nary about taking m hsin < II<sjins as a hsieh sheng derivative 'of §:. The 
impllcation of such a proposal is thal the initial of fit was something like 
II< sng- in Old Chinese, and by further implicalion thal of g itself might have 
been *zng-. Beyond these phonetic surmises, what this means in regard to 
Hsil Shen's claim that .fa is a hui i character is that the c.ategories hui i and 
hsieh sheng are not mutually exclusive. The character m is by demonstrable 
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historical fact a hsieh sheng character, but by the Shuo wen's own explicit iden­
tification it is a hui i character.20 

This observatio~ shows that the liu shu categories do not necessarily re­
flect the actual historical development of the writing system, and any extent 
to which they recapitulate the real graphic history of a given character is 
likely to be fortuitous. We do not know how clearly Hsii Shen understood 
that a hui i character could also be, and in fact must in some sense also be, a 
hsieh sheng character. Because the evolution of the Chinese writing system 
does not, in our view, allow for compound characters that do not have a 
phonophoric element within their graphic structure, even hui i characters 
must have such a component somewhere. We may not be able to identify it, 
but that is a limitation of our own knowledge of Old Chinese and its rela­
tion to the script, not a sign that our phonetic principle is invalid. 

The real question is, what makes one hsieh sheng character also a hui i 
character, while others are nol. Or, to phrase the same question differently, 
why did Hsu Shen analyze {B as MAMiin "derived from 'man', derived 
from 'word, speech'; hui i" (SWKL 0986), and not M.A.~W "derived from 
'man', § *z.ngj;m. (- *zngjan) is phonophoric," as he might well have if we 
are right about S being phonophoric? Unfortunately the answer to this 
question is not now known, and may surface only after a comprehensive 
study of all so-called hui i characters in comparison with the preponderance 
of hsieh sheng characters in the Shuo wen. 

Hsu Shen's Shuo wen chieh tzu is the first comprehensive dictionary of 
Chinese characters ever compiled. Earlier lexicographical works are known 
to have existed. Some are already mentioned in the postface to the Shuo UJen 

itself, but these are extant only secondarily and in fragments, and in any 
case none was in any real sense comprehensive.21 Hsii Shen finished his 
work in A.D . 100, but it was not presented to the throne until September 19, 
121, when it was offered up by his son, Hsu Ch'ung ftP, accompanied by 
a suitable memorial, to Emperor An (reg. 107-125). The reasons why the 

20 Qiu Xigui says that the majority of modern scholars regard the character hsin f~ as 
having A jeri < *znjin as the phonophoric, but that Tang Lan takes it as having a yen as 
phonetic (Qui 1988: 99). If A.. jeri is phonophoric. then the initial of fR luin would be recon­
structed as ·sn- rather than as the *sng- that we proposed on the basis oftak.ing B 1m as the 
phonophoric. In either case the character is analyzable as a hsith sheng graph, with a phono­
phoric element. 

There is a legitimate sense in which both elements might be phonophoric; one as the 
original phonetic component and the other as a phonetic determinative. In other words. al­
lowing for the phonetic role of the:, A jm element docs not preclude the possibility of a 
phonetic role for the g yna all well. 

21 See Them 1966: 11ff. The Erh 14 is likely older than the Shuo wen, but it is much 
more a thesaurus of textual glosses than an analytic or descriptive dictionary. It probably 
arose as an aggregate of scattered lexical notes to the Classics and to other pre-Han texts. 
See Coblin 1972: 8-11. 
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Shuo wen was held back for more than two decades after its completion and 
was presented LO the throne only in 121 are bound up with Hsii Shen 's pur­
pose in compiling the work in the first place, and with the political and in­
tellectual circumstances of the Han court durin"g the last years of the first 
century A.D. and the early years of the second. 

In the last year of the Yuan-ho reign, A.D. 86, Emperor Chang (reg. 76-
8B), who less than a decade earlier had sponsored the While Tiger Hall 
Council , now showed a distinctly less accommodating attitude toward the 
world of letters. He dismissed the suggestion of further scholastic delibera­
tions and codifications with the curt observation that scholars seem forever 
to debate, ne~er to conclude, and that if a "single K'uei was enough for 
Yao," why should he [Emperor Chang] need a throng of tedious intellectu­
als and contending academics?22 This disdainful attitude toward the 
learned bookmen of the day persisted unchanged for the next several de· 
cades, through successive periods of rule by regent empresses and powerful 
eunuchs, to wit, the Tou 11 clan during the early part of the reign of Liu 
Chao II1JIll , later known as Emperor Ho (reg. 89-106), and the Tcng !lIl 
clan from 102 until the death of the Empress nce Teng on March 18, 121 
(Miller 1953: 16). When real political power finally came into his hands in 
) 21, Emperor An, on the recommendation of his Grand Secretary Ch'en 
Chung ~..1!!!'" ordered the full reinstatement of scholars and erudites to the 
service of the court. With this restoration the long disfavor that the intellec­
tual class had suffered came to an end, and academics returned to a re­
spected status and received a genuine welcome from the government.23 The 
scene was now set for a favorable court reception for the first time since the 
Sliuo wen had been completed, and thus it was presented to the throne on 
September 19, 121. 

Compounding the gene ral disfavor with which academics and scholars 
had been viewed by the Han court prior to 121 was, for Hsii Shen, the fact 
that he gave evel1' appearance of being a partisan of the so-called "Old Text 
School" of Han scholarship, putting him in the popular ranks rather than 
the officially sanctioned and administratively entrenched "New Text" camp. 
This lent to his work even less promise for favorable court acceptance than 
might otherwise have been the case. 

The usual claim that Hsu Shen was an "Old Text" adherent stems most 
directly from his own statements in the postface where he purports to follow 
the ku wen texts of, for example, K'ung An-kuo's Shu ching, and the Tso 
commentary to the Ch'un ch'iu. It is also apparent from the fact that the 

22 MiIle.- 1953: 71f., and Tzu chih t'ung chim 39.1508. The refe.-ence is to the officer ap­
pointed by Shun to codify court ce.-emony and music (tien yiieh ft.) of this legendary 
period. See the "Shun tien" ~ 9t section of the Shu ching. 

23 These ci.-cumstances are given in full detail, with translations of the crucial passages 
from the primary historical texts, in Miller 1953: 3-26, which is the source fo.- the present 
summary. 
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great majority of citations from the classics within the Shuo wen itself are of 
the ku wen versions (Chou 1966: 717). Miller has shown that it is in fact cor­
rect to identify Hsi:i Shen as an "Old Text" partisan, an identification that 
earlier scholars had assumed, but never really demonstrated, but at the 
same time he has shown that Hsii was ·very idiosyncratic in his "Old Text" 
proclivities, "holding remarkably independent views within this group" 
(Miller 1977-78: 4, 20). 

Finally, it is important to recognize that Hsii Shen's compilation of the 
Shuo wen cannot in any sense be held to have arisen from a purely linguistic 
or lexicological drive, notwithstanding the apparent obviousness of such a 
surmise. Miller has shown that Hsii Shen was guided by his belief in the need 
to render the interpretation of the classics doubt-free, thereby putting the 
full force of their cumulative and sanctified wisdom at the service of the Han 
government in its very immediate objective of enforcing order in all areas of 
human activity through a dominant central authority (Miller 1953: 27ff.) . 

Hso Shen stresses in his postface that the written language constitutes 
the foundation of all texts and learning. and that these are the starting 
point for proper government. It is, moreover, the vehicle whereby the past 
has been transmitted to the present, and whereby men of the present can 
know the past (SWKL 6711). Recognizing this, we can see that a proper un­
derstanding of the written language was for Hsii Shen a prerequisite for suc­
cessful government, and for this reason, if for no other, codification and 
standardization was necessary. 

Beyond this simple, yet very central, concern was the added fact that 
Hsii Shen, as an "Old Text" adherent, and thus something of a "rationalist," 
seems, as we have said, to have been influenced by the same spirit of system­
atization and standardization that touched nearly every facet of Han society 
in some way, starting with the Ch'in efforts in such diverse areas as weights 
and measures, axle lengths, legal codes, and script. Much of the scientific 
systematization of the middle Han years on the part of wu hsing 1i fj and 
yin yang ~~ theorists can likely be traced to the same prevailing Verein~ 

htillichungsgeist of the Ch'in and early Han period. Hsii Shen's Shuo wen is 
but another manifestation of this pervasive spirit, albeit one of considerable 
scope, and of major linguistic and lexicological significance. 

The Shuo wen is arranged according to 540 graphic classifiers. As we 
have already mentioned earlier these are commonly, but somewhat incor· 
rectly. called "radicals." This is the first work known ever to have classified 
Chinese characters by shared graphic components. Even if Hsii Shen had 
gone no further than this first step, it would have been, by virtue of the 
analytic presumptions on which it was based, a major conceptual innovation 
in the understanding of the Chinese writing system. He did, of course, go 
further, analyzing the characters according to the basic bipartite distinc­
tion between wen and uu and implicitly categorizing them according to the 
liu shu. 
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]n the actual Shuo wen entries Hsii Shen does not expressly label a char­
acter as a lI.Ien or a tzu. On the whole the wen will themselves be classifiers, al­
though the converse is not necessarily true. Rather, it is the liu sku that form 
the implicit basis for his classification scheme. 

The chih shih and hsiang hsing categories are used expressly to label indi­
vidual characters in the Shuo wen. For the chih shih entries the formula is 
generaIJy A 8th . m. ttt "A means B; it is a chih shih ' indicative-of-the­
matter' [type of character]," where A is the character being defined and B is 
the definition, which may be onc or more words in length. The two ex­
amples most frequently cited to illustrate chih shih characters in the Shuo wen 
are shang J:. and hsia r. the entries for which are as follows: 

( i) 1:;1!; \!l. . . . Ilr .. \!l. 

shang means "high"; ... it is a chih shih "indic:ative-of-the-matte .. " [type of 
charnc:ter). (SWKL 00 17) 

Mia means "below"; it is chih shih "indic:alive-of-the-matte ... " (SWKL 0025) 

Hsiang hsing characters, which are almost exclusively lodiographs, may 
be entered as A B t:h .. . itm (til) "A means B; iUs hsiang hsing 'resembling 
the form', .. with A and B as above; but more frequently such entries have a 
structure like fR Z z.~ "it resembles the shape of Z," where Z is a simple 
description of the object depicted by the zodiograph. Examples would be: 

yileh means "defective" [in reference to the moon's going through 
phases] ; ... it is the essenc:e of the Grand Immergenc:e; it is hsiang hsing "re­
sembling the form ." (SWKL 2993) 

u'ao is the first growth of grass or plants; it resembles the form of a stalk 
coming out; it has both branches and shank. (SWKL 0226) 

Both chih shih and hsiang hsing characters tend to be monosomatk (wen), 
and are thus likely to be Shuo wen classifiers. They are among those ·merely 
discussed (shuo ilSt), but nOt subject to analysis (chith "') in the dictionary. 
The third category, hsing sheng, is never used as a label for individual en­
rries, but is by a large measure the most numerous type in the entire dictio­
nary. It is always unambiguously identifiable from the formulaic analysis of 
the entry. The pattern is A B t!"!.M X Y " "A means B; it is derived from X, 
Y is the phonophoric." The crucial part of this formula is the word sheng •• -
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the presence of which means Hsii Shen is claiming that the graphic element 
Y is serving to specify the pronunciation of A. This is what makes it a hring 
sheng "giving form to the sound" (or hsil!h sheng "sharing the sound") charac­
ter. Examples are: 

Ian < *g/an means "fragrant plant"; it is derived from 'grass' , III ian < *glan 
is phonophoric. (SWKL 0262) 

lu < * glags. is a Idnd of jade; it is derived from. Jade'. ia- lu < * glags is phono­
phorie. (SWKL 0126) 

This pattern occasionally occurs with the variation .. . Y ~ V .... . Y in 
an abbreviated form is phonophoric"; and, as we saw in chapter 3, can often 
be taken as an indication of polyphony. (See pp. 11 4-18 above.) There are 
cases where polyphony is not at issue, and the phonophoric seems to occur 
in a genuinely abbreviated form, fOT example: 

chai < *tsrid means a "prophylactic purification"; it is derived from 'numi­
nous'; .. ch'i < *dzidin an abbreviated fo rm is phonophoric. (SWKL0043) 

ck'an < *sngmnx means "produce"; it is derived from d. 100 'produce'; 1ft 
yen < *zngjans in an abbreviated form is phonophoric. (SWKL 2692) 

The fourth category, hui i, is only sporadically used as a label, but is of­
ten regarded as implied by the formulaic analysis A ... M X JJ.. Y, "charac­
ter A ... is derived from X and from Y," where neither X nor Y is explicitly 
invested with a phonetic role, but either, or sometimes both, may actually 
have had one. Both of the following examples are identified by Chu Chiin­
sheng *""" (1788-1858) in his Shuo wen I'ung miin ling sheng iiS!xitl!~ iI 
i'E D" as hui i characters. 

chi means ~a flock of birds in a tree"; it is derived from 'three birds' and 
from 'tree'. (SWKL 1583) 

As for sun, we call the offspring of offspring sun; it is derived from 'child' 
and from ' thread'; 'thread' means "continuation [oCa lineage]." (SWKL5786) 
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In the second of these two cases there is in fact no apparent phono­
phoTic in the character, and so the M X M Yanalysis seems to be the best 
one could expect (though see infra pp. 123-25 for further discussion of the 
structure of 1*)' In the first case, by conlrast, the deltoid element JJ.: itself, 
of which the single 1t in !l is a reduction, had a Me reading dzap (Kuang 
yun 5/45a), which would imply an identical OC pronunciation, i.e., *dzIp. 
This would be a perfecuy acceptable phonophoric in ~ chi < *dzpp. Thus, 
if ~ chi is categorized as a hui i character because of its graphic constitu­
ency, it must at the same time be recognized as a normal hsith sheng com­
pound because of its obvious phonophoric component. 

Neither the fifth nor the sixth categories, chuan chu and chia chieh, are 
used as labels for individual characters, nor are they identifiable from the 
wording of the Shuo wen entries. They are included in the liu shu discussion 
in Hsu Shen's postface because they are important principles of graphic us­
age, but the structural analyses thal Hsu SheD gives for chuan chu and chia 
chieh characters in the body of the dictionary may follow the same formulaic 
wording as the other categories. 

We find a few variations on the Shuo wen formulas as outlined above. 
The most important is the form A ... M X Y. It is often the case that this is 
a foreshortened variant of the hsing sheng formula M X Y V J where the 
word sheng 'phonophoric' has been excised, probably in most cases by the 
Sung editor Hsii Hsiian ~it (916-991). The deletion of this sheng is likely 
due to the fact that, after more than eight centuries of linguistic change 
since the compilation of the Shuo wen, the editors and scholars of the tenth 
century could not understand how the graphic element Y could be phonet­
ically related to the character A in question. Since it did not look to them as 
if the Y could be a phonophoric element, this sheng was regarded as some 
kind of aberrant phonetic claim of (to their minds) untenable status and in­
explicable origin, and it was excised (Miller 1953: 207-9). We have already 
seen an example of this above (p. 119). 

A second variation from the usual patterns, encountered not infre­
quently, is the form A ... M X JJ.. Y, Y 1.J\§i' "A ... is derived from X 
and from Y; Y is also the phonophoric." In cases like these Hsii Shen 
seems lo be attributing a dual role to Y, suggesting a simultaneous pho­
netic and semantic function, in a .way that he refrains from doing in the 
many cases of straightforward hsing sheng analyses. Examples of this pat­
lern are: 

Ii < .t1pgs means "one who orders others"; it is derived from ·one'. and 
from 'scribe'; ~ shih < *sryagx 'scribe' is also the phonophoric. (SWKL 0016) 
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li < *lidx means "conduct"; it is what is used to serve the spirits and to bring 
forth blessings; it -is derived from 'numinous', and from 'vessel'; H Ii < *lidx 
'vessel' is also the phonophoric. (SWKL 0030) 

Individual entries also occasionally contain dialect information, citations 
from pre-Han texts, and such appended phonetic information as, for ex­
ample. the "tu-jo DiI~ "read like" specification. In this last case the pronun­
ciation of A. the character in question. is indicated by saying A ... ~::G Z, 
"A ... is read like Z." presumably meaning that in Hsii Shen's language A 
and Z were homophones.24 . 

Hsii Shen's lexicographical aims were twofold: the systematic analysis of 
the graphic structure of characters on the one hand, and the identification 
of alternate graphic forms of the same characters on the other. The work 
takes the hsiao chuan 'J". "small seal" script of the Ch'in standardization as 
basic, and gives graphic alternates, when they are known to Hsu, in ta chuan *_ "large seal" script (also known as chou wen ftJt), in ku wen script, and 
occasionally in other recognized variants, e.g., forms that he labels ch'i tzu 
1:f ~ "eccentric characters," which seem to be considered as a kind of off­
shoot of the ku wen forms. 

In his postface Hsii says there are a total of 9,353 characters defined and 
analyzed, with an additional 1,163 alternate forms given (ku wen, chou wen, 
etc.). Because of the vicissitudes of textual transmission over the centuries, 
extant editions of the Shau wen currently do not have exactly these numbers. 
In particular the Sung scholar Hsii Hsiian in his recension of the Shuo wen 
added entries for characters he found missing in the original text. His 
added characters came at the end of the appropriate classifier section, and 
are labelled hsin Ju tzu Ii M1~ "newly added characters." A number total is 
given at the end of each classifier section both for primary entries, called 
wen X, and for the graphic variants, called ch'ung lE, in that section. These 
numbers are entered by the editors of the particular edition or recension of 
the Shuo wen in question, and as a consequence they differ from edition to 
edition. Moreover, they are sometimes slightly inaccurate, suggesting the 
Joss or addition of a character or two in the course of transmission of a par­
ticular edition. There is an overall increase in the number of characters in 
current editions of the Shuo wen over the original total of 9,353 given by Hsil 
SheD in his postface. 

24 The tu jo glosses of the Shuo wm have been the subject of a number of modern lin­
guistic studies, the most thorough and recent being Coblin 1978. which includes discussions 
and evaluations of earlier studies. 



5. THE IMPACT OF THE CHINESE WORLD-VIEW 

ORTHOGRAPHIC STANDARDIZATION 

The Shuo wen chieh au is the end product of the process of orthographic 
reformation that began with the well-known efforts by Li Ssu * Wi (ca. 
280-208 B.C. ) to standardize the scriptju,st after the political unification of 
the empire in 221 B.C. under Ch ' in Shih huang ti . lL reflects the culmination 
of morc than three hundred years of development of the writing system, 
spanning a period that had in some respects a more profound impact on 
the shape and substance of the succeeding Chinese written legacy than any 
other. 

We are accustomed to thinking of China's rich intellectual. philosophi­
cal, and literary heritage as having its deepest roots in the Western and East­
ern Chou, eras very different from each other, but equally invested with the 
distinction of constituting a formative part of the Chinese tradition. l In 
many ways, of course, this is an entirely valid perspective. But we must keep 
in mind that virtually all of the transmitted textual evidence whereby we 
know about the cultural practices, religious beliefs, intellectual musings, lit­
erary accomplishments, and political and social institutions of the formative 
pre-Han period has in its transmission down to t,he present passed through 
the hands of the scholars and scribes of the Han dynasty. These texts may as 
a consequence have suffered alterations, revisions, and reformulations to 
accommodate prevailing Han attitudes different in apparent emphasis if 
not in actual substance from the original pre-Han reality. The only excep­
tions are the tangible archaeological artifacts that presclVe in their physical 
cast direct testimony to the pre-Han fonn of a text, as d o, for example, the 
bone and bronze inscriptions of the Shang and Chou, and, of more recent 
discovery and later provenance, the growing numbers of pre-Han manu­
scripts written on wood, bamboo, or silk that are now coming to light. 

To understand the nature of the Ch'in-Han orthographic reforms, these 
late Warring States and early Han manuscripts are particularly valuable. 
Besides being free of the influences, conscious or otherwise, o( the Han in­
tellectual tradition, they are also largely untouched by Han orthographic 

1 Kdghtley (1984) sugg~sts that a number of the most characteristic featur~s of what we 
think of as Cho u culture, e.g. , the fact that metaphysics did not devdop as a major category 
of thought, the "failure" of absLract !.hinking to arise as markedly as 'it did in the Mediterra­
n ean wo dd, and !.he -failure" o f science LO develop, actually can be seen to have direct causal 
antecedentS in the Shang. We shall return to this in a related connection later in this chapter. 
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practices, and therefore provide important evidence about the nature of the 
script just prior to the effects of the eh'in-Han reforms. This in turn allows 
us to see the kind. extent, and consequences of the reforms. 

Li 55U is famous as the minister to Ch'in Shih huang ti responsible not 
only for efforts toward script reform, but also for the regularization and 
standardization of a wide variety of practical and material matters through­
out the new empire. Among these we can ci te laws and penalties, weights 
and measures, axle lengths of carts, and forms and values of currency. as 
some of the best-known and most important areas of reform (Bodde ) 938: 
122-23, 166-72). Li Ssu's attempts to achieve a standard form of the script, 
to abolish regional and archaic variations in the shape of characters, and to 
put a single, regularized orthography into universal use was one more as­
pect of the same all-encompassing concern for uniformity and standardiza­
tion that underlay the other measures just mentioned above. Wang Kuo-wei 
:EllUl (1877- 1927) has even gone so far as to suggest that the notorious 
decree of 213 B. C. that led to the "hurning of the books," typically taken as a 
manifestation of the tyrannical and d espotic character of Ch'in totalitarian 
rule, was directed primarily at works wriuen in non-standard and archaic 
forms of script, mainly the so-called 1t11. wen "ancient script" texts, and was 
thus as much if not more an effort to enforce script reform as to suppress 
intellectual written discourse on a wide scale (Bodde 1938: 153). Bodde 
rightly puts Wang's speculation on this point into a moderating perspective, 
pointing out that certain categories of books were exempted from prescrip­
tion while others, especially the Shu ching and the Shih ching, were particu­
larly condemned. He also shows that there was obviously more at stake in 
the attempt to suppress and e liminate some of these works than mere or­
thographic preference (Bodde 1938: 162-66). Nevertheless, it is possible to 
sense the same spirit of regularization and demand for uniformity, in this 
case of a doctrinal kind, at work in the burning of the books as in the other, 
less ruthless, efforts of the Ch'io regime. 

When the available evidence for the nature of the pre-Ch'in script was 
limited principally to bone' and bronze inscriptions, and a few rare and very 
idiosyncratic manuscripts, the most famous being the Ch'u silk manuscript, 
it was difficult to· determine just how the Ch' in reforms affected the writing 
system.2 Clearly the gap of nearly a millennium between the oracle-bone in­
scription form of characters and those of the Ch'in is too great to allow any 
useful comparisons. And while the extant corpus of Chou bronze inscriptions 

2 The classic article o n this question is Karlgren 1936. His conclusion. based on a com· 
bination of empirical data and reasoned inference. is that Li 55u and the refonners did not 
introduce any new principles into the writing system and did not effect a wholesale abolition 
of some unknown pre·Ch'in script only to replace it with the script we now recognize. Rather 
the rdorms were largely of a mechanical nature, fixing a standard with respect to choice of 
graph, choice of semantic detenninative, etc. for a given word. Noel Barnard (1978) reas­
sesses the question, but does not come to any new conclusions. 
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is both substantial and continuous down to the third century B.C. , there are 
thousands of characte rs known only from their Ch'in-Han forms for which 
we have no direct pre-Han testimony. Moreover, because of the special status 
of bronzes as ritual objects or commemorative rewards their inscriptions can­
not automatically. even in their graphic aspects, be assumed to be typical of 
the general nature of language and writing in the Chou period. Thanks to 
the recent discoveries of a wealth of si lk manuscripts, induding copies of por­
lions of several of the Classics and other primary Warring States period texts, 
as well as texts heretofore unknown on a variety of cosmological, medical, 
and historical subjects, aU dating from the late third or early second century 
B.C., and all revealing a script noticeably divergent from the standardized 
ideal that was promulgated by Li Ssu, we are now able to discern the nature 
of the WTiting system as it must have been at the time of the Ch'in reforms, 
yet still largely unaffected by those efforts. We can infer from this evidence 
what the script must have been like just a few decades prior to the advent of 
the Ch 'io standardization, and we can also gauge to what extent that stan­
dardization was or was not effective. Finally, against the orthographic back­
ground that the manuscripts provide, which we might call the scriptum 
quotidianum populaTe of ca. 200 s.C., we should be able to see the significance 
of Hsii Shen's codification of A.D. 100 more dearly than heretofore. 

GRAPHIC V ARlATlON 

An exhaustive examination of the script seen in all of the recently dis­
covered manuscripts would require a great many detailed studies of specific 
words and passages in these documents, as well as the categorization and 
analysis of several thousands of characters. Such a study might reveal that 
we should speak of third-century B.C. scripts, in the plural, instead of think­
ing of the writing system of this period as homogeneous and singular, even 
if non-standardized. 

The notion of standardization is meaningful only relative to a prescribed 
scope. What was onhographically non-standard relative to the script of the 
northern and central areas of Warring States period China might have been 
perfectly standard in the south, e.g. , in the ancient state of Ch'u ~. What 
we see beginning with Li Ssu and ending with the compilation of the Shuo 
wen ckieh tzu is an attempt to establish a national standard. encompassing the 
whole of liLerate China. The extent to which what we call non-standard 
forms of the script of the third and second centuries B.C. were actually local­
ized standards is not at present detenninable. What we shall offer here is a 
summary of the kinds of graphic variation seen in these newly discovered 
manuscripts. with examples to illustrate how these kinds of variation are im­
portant to a clear understanding of the nature of the w.riting system of the 
period just before and contemporary with the first efforts at standardization 



Tilt Impact of tilt Chinese World- View 159 

around 200 B.C., but without any consideration of the role of those variants 
as standard or non-standard on a local level. 

It is necessary at the outset to be clear ahout what we mean by variation. 
Variation logically implies that there are two or more different forms of the 
same "thing. It In the study of ancient texts we typically talk about two gen­
eral kinds of variation: lexical variation and graphic variation. Lexical variation 
can be defined as variation in wording at the same place in two or more ver­
sions of the ,same text. For example, the line in Hamlet (IV, 5, 84) that had 
once been conventionally printed as "In private to inter him" was replaced 
by Samuel Johnson with "In hugger mugger to inter him," a change that in 
fact restored what is now thought to have been Shakespeare's original text 
(Thorpe 1972: 6). This constitutes lexical variation, here of a kind where we 
know which variant is the original and which is altered. In many other cases, 
of course, it is impossible to know for certain which of two or more variants 
is the original and which the altered. Variations of the "private" I "hugger 
mugger" kind have nothing to do with the writing system and so do not fall 
within the scope of our purview here. 

Graphic variation, sometimes called orthographic variation. is variation in 
the way the same word is written on different occurrences. Those different 
occurrences may appear within a single text, within a body of roughly con­
temporary texts, or in the same (= corresponding) place in different ver­
sions of the same text. Only in the last case is there a parallel between 
graphic variation and lexical variation. Whereas lexical variation requires 
the existence of at least two versions of a given text, graphic variation does 
not, and in alphabetic scripts is usually considered a less consequential mat­
ter than lexical variation. For example, the difference between writing (and) 
or <&), or between (honor) and (honour) probably makes little if any differ­
ence in the meaning or interpretation of the text. 

Graphic variation may give rise to lexical variation where the graphic 
variant results in a misreading of the word or phrase such that a word differ­
ent from the o riginal is per~eived. For example, the Old English letter <p) 
[th] 'thorn' was retained in words like "the" and "that" )ong after it had be­
come otherwise obsolete . This gave rise to the graphic variants (the) - (pe) 
for "the" and (that) - (pat) for "that." Because the ( I') was graphically similar 
to the letter <y), the variant <pe) for "the" was often misapprehended as ye, 
the second-person singular possessive pronoun (modern "your"), and 
phrases like pe olde ale house were understood as ye olde . .. , Le., 'your 
old . . . ',when in origin they were in factsimply 'the old ... ' (Brook [1958) 
1964: \06). 

From the foregoing discussion it should be clear that graphic variation in 
and of itself does not involve a difference in the wording of the text in ques­
tion, whereas lexical variation by definition does. Graphic variation may lead 
to lexical variation as a result of graphic ambiguity. Given our automatic 
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familiarity with the domain of texts written in alphabetic scripl5, we might 
think that the distinction between graphic and lexical variation is obvious 
and unambiguous. Mler al1. the pair of variants "privatc" , "hugger mugger" 
in Hamlet has nothing to do with the oTthography of the writing system, and 
conversely the pairs (honor) - (honour) and (and) - (&) in no way reflect 
different words. But when we look at the Chinese cases we shall see that, be­
cause of the nature of a logographic script, the distinction is not so clear-cut. 
In fact deciding when variation is graphic or when it is lexical becomes one 
of the most important decisions the text critic has to make. 

The manuscripts upon which we shall base the following discussion are 
primarily those that have come to be known as the Ma wang tui (abbreviated 
MWf) manuscripts, discovered in December, 1973, at Ma wang tui near 
modern Changsha in Hunan province, an area in the southern part of the 
ancient state of Ch'u. To date the Peking editors of these manuscripts have 
published one volume of photographs together with definitive transcrip­
tions, notes, and suggested emendations, for the two Lao tzu texts (known as 
chia EfI and i Z. or A and 8 respectively), and the other texts appearing on 
the Lao tzu scrolls, another volume for the Ch 'un ch'iu shih yU ~ ~. rH and 
Chan kuo tsung heng chia shu it 1m It fi ,*!f manuscripts, texts that have in 
many places close counterparts in the Tso chuan li:fW and the Chan kuo ts'e 
it~m respectively, and a third volume containing a number of medical 
texts. When we refer to the Ma wang tui manuscripts in general, we shall be 
referring to the first two of these three volumes in particular.3 

The tomb from which these manuscripts were taken, known from dated 
documents within it to have been closed in 168 B.C., was that of one of the 
sons of a certain Li Ts'ang fHL the Marklord of Tai (Tai hou tI;:~). The 
dates of the manuscripts themselves can be determined with a fair degree of 
certainty from such features as calligraphic style and the use or avoidance of 
characters known to have been part of the early Han emperors' names. The 
Lao tzu A manuscript freely uses the character pang 1$, which after 195 B.C. 

would have been avoided (and was in fact replaced by kuo ~) because it was 

~ We shall refer to the Peking publicatiom of these LeXlS as MWT 1980 and MWT 1983 
(the Lao au and the CIt'V" ch'iul Chan A:uo roS!. respectively). The third volume, published in 
1985, is not available to me at the present time. Note that these three volumes are numbered 
by the publisher as I, 3, and 4 respectively. Volume 2, presumably and by rumor thought to 
be that of the Ma wang tui I ching manuscripu, has apparently not yet been published. It is 
necessary to point out that we are perforce dependent on the Peking editon for the reliabil­
ity and accuracy of the transcriptions. The photographs they have included are usually clear 
enough to discem the majority of the characters of the text, but are frequendy too unclear 
to resolve just those places where some question might arise as to what is actually wriUen . 
Every indication is that the Peking editors have been careful in their decisions aboul such 
problematical cases, and that they have regularly given the reasons for their choices, suggest­
ing that we are on reasonably safe ground when we rely on their interpretations. Neverthe­
less, no study can be considered totally definitive unless it has been based on first-hand study 
of the manuscripu themselves. 
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the personal name of Liu Pang JlJ11I, who became Kao lSu (reg. 206-195), 
the first emperor of the Han. in 202 B.C.4 So we can conclude that the A 
manuscript must have been written prior to 195 B.C. when the writing of the 
character pang U was not yet proscribed. By the same reasoning. mutatis 
mutandis, we know the Lao tzu B manuscript must have been written after 
195 B.C., because it avoids the character pang, but before 187 B.C., because it 
does not avoid ying ltI.. the personal name of Emperor Hui (reg. 194- 187). 

The Ch.'un ch'iu shih yu manuscript, like the Lao lzu A, does not avoid the 
character pang ~~. while the Chan kuo manuscript, like the Lao tzu B, does. 
So their respective approximate dates coincide closely with the two Lao au 
manuscripts. In sum we can take these manuscripts as fairly representative of 
the script that was in conventional use within a decade or two of the Ch'in 
reforms, yet clearly untouched by those efforts when judged against the stan­
dards ofthe period after the Shuo wen's compilation in A.D. 100. The fact that 
these particular manuscripts come from the state of Ch'u in the south fur­
ther strengthens our supposition that they are not likely to reflect any of the 
Ch'in reforms, the immediate effects of which would probably not have been 
felt as far to the south as Ch'u at this early time (Li 1981: 101). 

We shall abbreviate these four Ma wang tui manuscripts as follows: 

[AO tzu A (chia) : LZ.A 
lAo tzu B (i) : LZ.B 
Ch '"n-ch 'i" shih yil : CC 
Chan kuo tsung heng chia shu : CK 

When it is necessary to refer to a particular line of the manuscripts, we shall use 
the numbers assigned by the Peking editors to the published photographs of 
the manuscripts in MWf 1980, 1983. Thus, for example, UA14 will refer to 
line fourteen of the Loo I%u A manuscript. 

For those portions of the Ma wang tui manuscripts that exist in received. 
transmitted versions (abbreviated R) as well, we can talk about lexical varia­
tion, i.e., the variation in wording between the manuscript version and the 
received text. This includes virtually the whole of the Lao tzu, and many pas­
sages from the Chan kuo and Ch'un ch'iu texts. For much of the remaining 
part of the manuscripts we cannot speak about lexical variation in any strict 
sense, since there is no second version of the text in relation to which the Ma 

-4 Kao t5u's reign is conventionally said to have begun in 206 B.C. with his appointment as 
King of Han , but the civil war with Hsiang Vii did not really end until 202. Mansvelt Beck 
(1987) has shown that, at least for the Ch 'in and early Han. the names of Emperors became 
~taboo~ only upon the Emperor's death, not upon their accession to the throne, as is some­
times supposed. Li Yu-min givesllOme suggelltive evidence to the contrary, but Beck's con­
clusion is preferable. (See U 1981.) Li abo argues, convincingly all far as his limited data 
allow, that the Ii. shu 311 script was not an outgrowth of the hsiao chuan +~ as is conven· 
tionally supposed, but co-existed along with the hsiao chuan lICripl in the late Warring States 
period. before the Ch'in unification (U 1981). 
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wang tui manuscript can vary. Rather we can speak only of graphic variation. 
But in the Chinese context, or we should say in a logographic context. 
graphic variation may be, as we shall illustrate below, much more than mere 
scriptural whimsy or caprice; it is no less than onc of the fundamental con­
siderations of textual criticism, the determination of not just how a word is 
written, but what word is written. 

As we said above, we shall not be concerned here with cases of clear lexi­
cal variation where the variants are written with entirely unrelated and dis­
tinct characters. There arc many such cases in the Ma wang lui manuscripts, 
all of them descrving of the most careful study, but this is a mattcr for the 
textual critic, and does not pertain directly to our investigation of the writ­
ing system. Of the cases that appear to be graphic variation, some can be 
seen to be in fact real lexical variation merely passing in the guise of 
graphic variation. Consider the following example from chapter 41 of the 
Lao lzu. The standard, received text has J:.±l!I1ilifhffiHTZ, translated by 
D. C. Lau as "When the best student hears about the way, I He practices it 
assidutntSly" (Lau 1982: 61, emphasis added). The LZ.B version has 
J:. 1±OIIjittMfig!TZ (MWT 1980: 89). There are two cases of variation: (i) R 
I'1l for MWT li and (ii) R ffij for MWT fig. (The conventional way for ex­
pressing such variants is R: f1J:: MVVT: Ji . R: ffii:: MWT: flt5.) Since i1J and 
M vary only in the presence or absence of cI. 019, 1J . and since we know 
that prior to the eh' in-Han standardization such variation in the use of 
classifiers was widespread, we might reasonably conclude thal this is a case 
of true graphic variation, that is, that the same word, viz., ch 'in < *gj.m 'as­
siduously', is written in two different ways. Conversely, seeing the ffii / ~ 
opposition, and recognizing each as a common character standing for en­
tirely unrelated words, we might take this to be a case of lexical variation in­
dependent of any vicissitudes in the writing system. But in fact the character 
fig is well attested as a graphic varian t of ffii , standing for the word erh < 
·znjJg (Karlgren 1968: no. 1127). The reading neng < ·z"""g is not phoneti­
cally incompatible with *znjag, which reading the graph ag must have had 
when it was used as a variant of the graph ifii. According to conventional 
wisdom, then, both of these ought to be taken as graphic variants. and the 
wording as well as the meaning of the line is regarded as the same in the 
manuscript version as in the received version. 

D. C. Lau in his recent translation and study based on the Ma wang tui 
manuscripts has questioned this conventional wisdom on both counts. He 
suggests that perhaps M5 should be read as neng. meaning "able," and that 1i 
is a variant of a modern (.i chin < *gjians, meaning "barely." With these two 
readings. which are in Lau's interpretation now both cases of lexical varia­
tion vis-a.-vis the received text, he translates the manuscript line as "When 
the best student is told about the way, it is bartly within his power to practice 
it" (1982: 193, emphasis added, "barely within his power" = "barely able to"). 

What we wish to illustrate by citing this example is that cases of apparent 
graphic variation, such as j[ / fb both standing for ch'in < *gjm 'assidu-
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ously', and iJt/ifiJ both standing for erh < *znjag, can be interpreted such 
that they are instead cases of lexical variation where the different graphs 
are intended LO represent different words, e.g. , MWT: ii for chin < .. gji3ns 
' barely' distind from R: fJJ ch'in < *gjan 'assiduously', and MWT: fit for 
neng < *1i3ng 'able' matching R: ffij erh < *znjag 'then', The use of the graph 
:i: in the manuscript, and the fact that it may stand theoretically for any 
number of words pronounced approximately *gjan or *gjians (most of 
which 'will belong to the m: hsiek sheng series in the Han script) is what al­
lows apparent graphic variation to constitute in fact real lexical variation. 
What appears at first to be no more than the presence or absence of a 
classifier may end up in and of itself correlated with a difference in what 
word is being written. And a difference in what word is being written is 
what defines lexical variation, irrespective of whether that difference is 
reflected in unrelated graphs or in related graphs as in this example. If we 
did not have a received text in this case, and had therefore no particular 
predisposition to think of the manuscript phrase lii: tit t'f Z as i1J ilii 1"1 Z, 
Lau's interpretation might have been the first to come to mind, in which 
case we would have recognized M as a true graphic variant of (I, standing 
for chin < *gji<.ms 'barely'. No question of lexical variation could have 
arisen , because there would have been no variant version of the text in the 
first place. 

We can divide the types of graphic variation, including those that will 
tucn out actually to be lexical variation, into two general categories based 
on the observable forma1 features of the scripl. Type I consists in variation 
of what appears to be the semantic classifier of th~ ch aracter in question 
while the phonophoric element remains the same, as in the case of :m: ... fJJ 
or - {Iabove. We shall refer to this simply as classifier variation. Type II con­
sists in variation of the entire character, as in the case of ifij - ;re, which we 
will call character variation. 

Classifier variation allows for three basic subtypes: (a) a character may ap­
pear in the manuscripts without any semantic classifier but in the transmitted 
version of the text with one; (b) a character may appear in the manuscripts 
with a classifier different from the one with which it appears in the transmit­
ted version; (c) a character may appear in the manuscripts with a classifier, 
but in the transmitted text without one. Within these three possibilities there 
are atieast two further variations that are worthy of note: (i) under subtype 
(b) it is possible to find that it is not the specific classifiers proper that vary, 
but the arrangement of the same classifiers within the character in question; 
and (ii) under both subtypes (b) and (c) it is possible that the manuscript 
character is an otherwise unknown and unattested character. Further refine­
ment of these subtypes could be suggested, but what we have described here , 
together with the following examples, is sufficient "to give a satisfactory idea 
of the kinds of variation that occur as type 1. In the charts that follow, the 
term "regularly" means that a particular variant is the regular and normal 
form found in the manuscripts. 
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/. Classifier Variation 

Subtype (a): variation between the absence and presence of a classifier.S 

1. MWf" (wei < *gwjadJ 'stomach' ) 

2. MWf ~ (tung< ·tJnp 'winter') 

3. MWT ciL (li < *glpp "0 'land') 

4. MWf~(chih < ·trig'to know·) 

5. MWf Zl (wu < *z.ngagx'five') 

6. MWT o/.J (wu < *mjat 'don't') 

7. MWf IT (chin < *kjm 'axe ' 

8. MWT:it (yuan < ·gujon 
'kind of robe') 

9. MWf ~ (ching < *lting - ) 

10. MWT .lii (tan < ·tan 'single') 

II. MWTft(wu <'%ngog' I, we') 

12. MWT Of: (ho< 'gwar'grain') 

13. MWf I (kung< "'kung 'effort') 

]4. MWT* (ho < *f?P'join') 

for R ~ wei < *gwjiIdJ ' to refer to' (regularly) 

for R ~ chung< *tjmgw 'to end' (regularly) 

for R Ul ",.; < 'gunj>bs 'Royal See' (regularly) 

for R ~ chih < -trig! ' knowledge ' (regularly) 

for R :g: wu < *z.ngag 'I. we' (LZ.A 15) 

for R fiJ wu < *mpt 'creature' 
(LZAI4, pass.) 

for R jfr chin < *gjmx.s 'near' (LZ.A.73) 

for R li yUan < *gwjanx 'far' 
(LZA265, pass.) 

for R f! th'ing < *Mjing'light (weight), 
(LZA83) 

for R ~ chan < *trjans 'hattJe' 
(LZ.B.32a, 35a, pass.) 

for R tg wu < *zngap 'to realize' (LZ.B.45a) 

for R ~ Iw < *gwaT'to blend' (CK.6) 

for R iI chiang < "'knmg'Yangtze R.' 
(CK.317) 

forR~ 1.a < *9p'respond'(CK..I05) 

Subtype (b): variation between two different classifiers. 

15. MWr fflJ (hsing< *ging'to deform') for R m hsing< *ging'Conn' (regularly) 

16. MWr lj) (kung< ·kung 'effort') 

17. MWT ~ (ltuo < 'k"",,,, 'pass') 

18. MWT 51 (ho< 'gnr'herb,') 

19. MWTtt (chu<'ljug'<runk') 

20. MWT ia (lu <'g/0g3 'road') 

21. MWT ~ (chang< *hiangx ' palm') 

22. MWT 1M (pmg< '""ngs 
'to inter a coffin ') 

for R ti kung < ·kung'to attack' (regularly) 

for R fa huo < *gwarx 'calamity' (reguIMly) 

for R faJ ho < "'gaT 'what' (LZA1l3) 

for R tt chu < "'tjug'lO punish' (U.A.260) 

for R 13 tu < 'g/0g3 'reward' (CC.5, pass., 
d . no. 23 below) 

for R *" ch'ang< *drjang'regular' (CK..53) 

for R ii1i peng< 'peng'lO collapse' (CK.I99) 

23. MWT ill (10< *g/ak for R 13 lu < 'gloll' 'reward' (CK.257, 
' name of river') cf. no. 20 above, no. 24 below) 

24. MWf m(lo < *glaJt ' name aCriver') for R B lu < "'gtagr'dew' 
(CK.224, d. nos. 20, 23 above) 

5 When received texts exist we list here the R variant, otherwiM: we list the fOl"m of the 
chaJ"aCtel" as it commonly OCCUI"S in the post-Han sla!'dardil.ed script. 
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Subtype (c): variation between presence and absence of classifier. 

25. MWf fJJ (Ie< *1>1t 'reins') 

26. MWf ~ (ch'eng< *tsh7>ng 
'to prick') 

27. MWf ?i! yUan < *7wjan 'aversion' 

for R tJ li < */plt 'strength ' (CC.94, pass.) 

for R -$ chmg< *~ng'to wrangle' 
(LZ.B.35a) 

for R l'!.l id. (CC.12, pass.) 

28. MWI' WU (.wi < -.br'to cut (grain)') for R ~ ,h'i < *A:hj.?rx 'how' (LZ.A.440. pass.) 

Variations of subtypes (b) and (e): rare or otherwise unattested graphic 
variants. 

29. MWT ~~ chu < *gwjags 'to fear' 

30. MWf.~ 

31. MWf Il 
32. MWf lill 

33. MWf JJ( 

34. MWf 'Ef 
35. MWf I!l! 

for R t1I id. (LZASO, pass., ~ is an attested 
ku wen form of tI) 

for R f1ij hui < • h~gs . to regret' (Ce. 91) 

for R Wf eM < *tsTags 'deceitful' (CC.9I) 

for R ~ tith < *diap 'to spy' (CC.33) 

for R ,:i kung < -kung ' to attack' (Ce.71) 

for R tg. wu < *zngags 'to realize' (LZ.B.23b) 

for R ft!! t'i < *thidx 'body' (LZ.A.26, pass.) 

Type II variation, that of the entire character, allows for two possibilities: 
(a) variation where both (or all) variants are known as attested characters, 
and (b) variation where a manuscript form is an otherwise unattested char­
acter. If that unknown and unattested character occurs only once in the 
manuscripts it may be called a hapax graphomenon; if it occurs more than 
once, though still is unknown from any transmitted texts, then we call it 
simply an unattested character. The subtype (b) variants listed below are for 
the most part not hapax graphomena, which suggests that even though they 
are not known in transmitted texts reflecting the Han standardizations, they 
were not necessarily rare or anomalous in the pre-Han script. 

Jl. Character Variation 

Subtype (a): variation between known characters. 

1. MWT 1i (ch'ang< *djang'to taste') 

2. MWT l! (chung < '" tpngw 'to end') 

3. MWT fi (yUan < *gwjan 'official') 

4. MWf * (li < *lj>gx 'plum') 

5. MWf W (sheng < *hry"ing'sound') 

6. MWf '7 (!lSi < *ryaA ' night') 

7. MWf 1i: (chih < *dry.1t 'straight') 

for R J: shang < *djangx 'up' (LZ.A.277) 

for R 1C ch'u.g < *thpngw ' full ' (LZ.A.308) 

for R A ,un < "'gwjm 'to speak' (LZA.301) 

for R flii < "'lpgx 'inm:r structure' 
(LZ.A.412, pass.) 

for R 1W. shtng < "' hrjings 'audient' 
(LZ.A. regularly) 

for R ~ i < "' yak 'also' (LZA.15) 

for R ¥f t 't< "'th3h 'singular' (U.B.63a) 
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B. MWf III (sheng< *g'jmg'cord') 

9 MWf /I, ( - * . 'ft h ') . .... yu < tngJog S 

10. MWf "J (sluu> < *djakw ' ladle') 

II. MWf '" (shou < *htjagwx"s 
'to guard') 

12. MWf ~ (yU< */l'iag 'surplus') 

13. MWf {jG (fa < *bjat 'to smi te') 

14. MWf IIiJ (cJwu < *lpgw 
proper name) 

15. MWf ,~ (ltuo < *kwak 
'outer city wall') 

16. MWf Ii (shou< *htjagws 
' longevity') 

for R !fJ. (ying) < *gr:pngs 'pregnant' 
(LZ.B.85a) 

for R H wu < *zngag'I, we' (CK.19, pass.) 

for R m chao < *d'fjagwx proper name 
(CK. regularly) 

forR It shou <*hrjagws'animal'(CK148) 

fo r R li! yU < */l'iag>< "0 join with ' (CK.273) 

for R iii fa < -bjal ' to punish' (U .B.2Gb) 

for R ffl cJwu < *tj>gw 'boat' (LZ.A.64) 

for R • kuo< *JtwraJc proper name (CC.47) 

for R fj ch'ou < *ghrpgw ' (O pay back.' 
(CC.64,65) 

17. MWf M (f,; < *bj>rs, *pp.x'locwl') forR IR !,; < *pj;>r' fl y' (LZ.B.48b, pass.) 

Subtype (b): variation involving unknown characters. (Pronunciation of 
apparent phonophoric given in parentheses.) 

lB. MWf tf for R tIi k 'u < 'Mag 'withered' (LZ.A.B4; J\! mil < 'kj.,;,6 

19. MWf~ 

20. MWf IJI 

21. MWf '" 
22. MWf ~ 

23. MWf ~ 

24. MWf II\! 

for R it. hua < • hwrars 'to transfo rm' 

(LZ.A.I68 [2x]; m wei < *gu1ar,-s) 

for R !I jang< ·,uyang.-x 'to purloin' (CC.81; .$ 1O"g< *grjang) 

for R fii yU < *%ngiagx 'horse groom' (CC.89; ft wu < *z.ngaj) 

for R 1J( tsai < *tsag 'catastrophe' (LZ.B.88a; ~ ts'ai < *dDg) 

for R n>l pao < 'bagwx "0 cradle' (CK.235; ~ pao < */»gwx) 

fo r R P.l! yUan < *gu1ans "0 wish ' (LZ.A.266; IIIil : Itu wen for JJ!) 

Notice that the identification of a variant as type [ or type II, that is, as 
classifier variation or character variation, has no bearing on whether the 
variation is graphic or lexical, and the latter cannot be deduced from the 
fonner. [n other words, the distinctio n between classifier and character 
variation is independent of the distinction between graphic and lexical 
variation, and either one of the former can be reflected in either of the lat­
ter. We can draw up a chart to show the four possibilities and to make the 
relation between these two kinds of variation clear: 

6 The character" is registered in the Chi,un (1128a) with an aspirated counterpart to ./tjag, 
viz., *lthjag. This reading accoun ts better for the variation cited here, and for the phono­
phonc role of Ifl in Sl .'u < ·.IuJp. lhan the unaspirated reading does. It also seems a bet­
ter match to the reading in ·tsh-, whence modem da 'e, than the unaspirated reading does. 
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The kinds of variation represented on the left by boxes I and III, that 
between classifiers or characters, is observable and mechanically distin­
guishable, and is not dependent on any judgment or interpretation on the 
part of the text critic. The distinction between graphic and lexical variation, 
boxes I and III on the one hand and II and IV on the other, is, by contrast, 
a matter dependent on the subjective but informed judgment and interpre­
tation of the text critic, as apparent from the example of lit ~ - j1J ffij from 
chapter 41 of the Lao tz.u, discussed above (p. 162). 

Of the four possibilities represented by the quadrants of the chart, 
quadrants I, II, and III are pertinent to a study of the writing system, 
whereas IV is not. Quadrant IV represents lexical variation reflected in dis­
tinct graphs, and therefore does not involve any considerations of script. It 
is important to note that just as apparent graphic variation may turn out to 
be lexical variation, so the converse is also possible, and what appears to be 
lexical variation because of the different characters used actually may be 
merely graphic variation. The lists of examples given above of classifier 
variation and character variation are all cases of graphic variation. Those we 
called type I, classifier variation, are quadrant I examples; and those we 
called type II, character variation, are quadrant III examples. Examples of 
quadrant II cases are fewer and harder to find because, unlike graphic 
variation, lexical variation exists only when we have two or more versions of 
the same text. Beyond that, the decision that a case of apparent classifier 
variation is actual1y lexical varlation, as with D. C. Lau's suggestion for 11 
discussed above, requires both a careful analysis of the whole passage and a 
defensible interpretation of that passage different from the conventional 
understanding of the received version of the text. 
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WHY THE CHINESE ScRIPT DID NOT EVOLVE iNTO AN ALPHABET 

What we can see clearly from the above lists of examples is the extent to 
which the characters of the pre-Han script existed without the abundance 
of semantic classifiers that later came to be attached inseparably to nearly 
every graph. When those classifiers do appear in the Ma wang lui manu­
scripts it is often in a freer and more variable way than was allowed in the 
later standardized script. There seems to have been at this already rather 
late stage in the evolution of the writing system a latent, and very much em­
bryonic, potential for the emergence, at least on a limitcd scale, of a pho­
netic and asemanlic form of writing. 

Consider the implications of the usage in the manuscripts of the graph 
1Jj. for example. It is commonly used to write the word hou. < *gugx 'after, 
behind' (conventionally if) as well as the essentially homophonous word 
hou < *gugx,s 'queen' (conventionally Fa), and the nearly homophonous 
word kou < *kugx 'if only' (conventionally tij). AJI of this is in addition to its 
well attested usage in other pre-Han texts to stand for the word Ium < ·hug 
'hook' or 'hook-like' . What we have in this case is a single graph standing 
for at least three different words in the manuscripts, and a fourth if we con­
sider the received versions of other pre-Han texts, all of which have similar 
or identical pronunciations. Since the words themselves are semantically 
distinct, their various meanings clearly can have no bearing on the use of 
the graph 'iiJ to write them, and the sole criterion must be phonetic. 

While this multiple usage of the graph 1i] may look like a case of four­
way paronomasia, it differs from the typical paronomastic usage of graphs 
that characterized the writing system in the late Shang period in that now 
there were well established alternative ways to write the words in question. A 
millennium or more earlier, paronomasia was an inevitable recourse in the 
face of the extremely limited capacity of a strictly zodiographic script to rep­
resent the entire scope of the language. In the third century 8.C. that was 
not a consideration; the word hou 'queen', for example, could have been 
written ro, the word hou 'behind' could have been written ti:. Because 
these graphic alternatives were avaiJable to the scribes at the same time that 
the character 'DJ was used for these same words, it is clear that the original 
motivation for paronoffiaStic use could not have played any role in the use 
of 'OJ to write so many different, but phonetically similar, words. Instead, I 
think the explanation for the seemingly promiscuous use of 1i] was a newly 
felt tendency towards desemanticization in the scripL This tendency was 
minimal and very limited. to be sure, but I think it was there all the same. As 
the graph was used for several phonetically similar words, it tended to be­
come desemanticized, and was seen as standing for the phonetically similar 
syllables *gugx,s, *kttgx, and *hug, irrespective of meani~g. If this tendency 
had run its full course, allowing the graph ..:v to be used consciously and ex­
plicitly for every occurrence of those syUables. no matter what the word, 
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then by definition Jc.J would no longer have been functioning as a logo­
graph, but would have become a genuine syllabograph or phonogram. 

Paronomasia cO!ltinued to be an important feature of the evolving script 
down to the WaITing Stales period. As we pointed out in chapter 2, charac­
ters thal had already been augmented by a determinative at the third stage 
of the evolution of the script could still be used paronomastically. i.e., as 
stage-two characters, only to receive another determinative from the stage­
three process when it was deemed necessary to avoid undue ambiguity. This 
recursion, or "recycling." of characters through stages two and three went 
on, we suppose, continuously down to the third century B.C. It was a work­
able process as long as a balance was maintained between the degree of am­
biguity engendered by the paronomastic use of graphs and the addition of 
determinatives to those graphs to distinguish one usage from another. What 
seems to be reflected in the Ma wang tui manuscripts is a subtle trend away 
from that balance and toward paronomasia, that is to say, a trend away from 
the equilibrium that must have existed for a thousand years, and that was 
characterized by a definitive use of determinatives. If this trend had contin­
ued unchecked, we might have expected a true syllabary to emerge as the 
result. But that in fact did not happen. 

The shift away from the systematic use of dete rminatives in favor of the 
paronomastic use of graphs suggests that ~presenting sound alone takes 
priority over signalling meaning in the script. One of the most striking ex­
amples of character variation in the Ch 'un ch'iu and Chan kuo manuscripts. 
showing this tendency toward paronomasia, is the regular and frequent use 
of "J to write the well-known clan and state name Chao < *drjagwx (m. 
11.10 above). Consider in additio n that the word shih·< *ghrjigx 'clan, family'. 
usually written IX. in Han and later script, is often written in the Ch 'un ch'iu 
and Chan kuo manuscripts with the graph !l. (otherwise used for the ho­
mopho nous word shih < *ghrjigx 'this'), and we can reallze that the phrase 
"J Jl (at CK.68 for example), at first puzzling in the extreme, in fact stands 
for Chao shih, i.e., the Chao clan, or a person of the Chao clan, (convention­
ally written ~). As if to drive the faCl of graphic variability home once 
and for all, the Chan kuo manuscript uses the graph a::. for shih < * ghrjigx 
'this' twice in line 154, and then uses :1l for shih < *ghrjigx 'clan' twice just 
four lines later. We cannot conclude from this that there is a consistent re­
versal of the conventional usage, i.e., IX. for ~ and Jl for a. because both 
the Ch 'un ch'iu and the Chan kuo manuscripts have numerous cases of ~ for 
shih 'this' , and of ~ for shih 'clan'. In one instance, no more than three 
lines after writing 9£ for Chao shih 'the Chao clan', the Chan kuo manu­
script writes "J EX:. for the same phrase (lines 68 and 71). And the Chan kuo 
manuscript also shows numerous cases of Chao written m, as we would ex­
pect from our knowledge of the standardized script. 

When we say, for example, that ~ stands for chung ' to end' Ut-), or that 
~ stands for shou 'animal' (It), it is important to remember that this does 
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not preclude the possibility, in many cases attested as fact, that these charac­
ters also stand for the words we associate with them in the standard script. 
That is, ~ also stands for tung 'winter', and ~ also stands for shou 'to 
guard' , etc. So the examples given in the above lists all imply that the char­
acter in question. except for those otherwise unknown, may represent at a 
minimum two words. sometimes more. If a large number of characters had 
continued each to be used paronomastical1y for a number of different, but 
homophonous or nearly homophonous, words, an inventory of graphs 
standing just for syllables without any associated meaning might well have 
taken shape. The graph ~. for example, might have come to stand not only 
for *tmgw (~) 'winter' and *tpngw (~) 'to end', but also for *.hjmgw (x, 
cf. 11.2 above) 'full'. It would have eventually been reduced to an asemantic 
phonogram representing the similarly pronounced syllables *tmgw- *tjmgw 
- *thjJngw. and it might then have been applled to write any syllable with 
such a pronunciation in any contexl. As it is we see that ~ did stand for 
*tangw (~) and *tpngw (~), but not for ·.hjmgw ( x ) which was written in­
stead with n. A true syllabary would use a single graph, e .g., :;. for all of 
these syllables wherever they occurred. What we can see here is a kind of 
graphic instability and apparently free variation that it seems reasonable to 
suppose would have preceded the eventual crystallization of a genuine sylla­
bary. In other words. the script of the Ma wang lui manuscripts seems to 
represent a stage of variability and nascent semantic inconsistency ap­
proaching, but not quite reaching. desemanticization on a significant scale. 
In the terms we introduced in chapter I , we would say that while the script 
is still fundamentally [ + P, +S], that is, most graphs stand for both a pronun­
ciation and a meaning, i.e, a word, there are a few graphs that have very 
nearly become [+P, -S1, e.g. , {;J, and many more for which the [+S1 feature 
was apparently unstable and weak, as manifested through an inconsistent 
and unpredictable variation in the matching of graph to word. 

The examples of classifier and character variation given in the above lists 
aU represent cases of this kind of semantic instability. We might fairly con­
clude that the script of the Ma wang tui manuscripts was in many cases on the 
brink, so La speak, of a widespread desemanticization and true phonogram­
matic regularity, that is, a regularity in association of a single graph with syl­
labic sound. irrespective of meaning. But in the end we know that such a 
development did not take place. The question we must now consider is "'why?" 

We have already in chapter 2 touched upon the reasons why the script 
in its formative period in the mid-second millennium B.C. failed to· evolve 
from the third stage, that of the use of determinatives, to a desemanticized 
and mostly syllabographic fourth stage, as did both the cuneiform script of 
Mesopotamia and the hieroglyphs of Egypt. The primary reason was that 
the Chinese language at that time seems, from all of the earliest evidence 
known, to have been essentially a monosyllabic language, and thus had no 
syllables that did not carry a meaning. Since meaning was inherent in every 
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syllable. it was also naturally and automatically inherent in every graph, 
since each graph was used to write a syllable, and there was no motivation 
whatsoever to devis~ a way to write just the phonetic aspect of a syllable di­
vorced from the semantic. If a language does not have syllables without 
meaning. why would its speakers include in their writing system a way to 
write such syllables? They wouldn't and it didn't. 

The language of the third century s.c. was not as monolithically mono­
syllabic' as it had been a millennium earlier. This has been convincingly dem­
onstrated by, among others, George A. Kennedy in two classic articles on the 
monosyllabic nature of the language (Kennedy 1951, 1955). Kennedy has 
shown how the writing system, as represented by texts transmitted from the 
Han dynasty, and especially as registered in dictionaries, effectively cam­
ouflages the bisyUabic nature of innumerable words. It is now generally rec­
ognized that Chinese was never a strictly monosyllabic language from Eastern 
Chou time on, but had many words that can only be described as bisyllabic. 
The monosyllabic claim for Chinese is most likely valid only for the lan­
guage's earliest documented period, perhaps 1200 to 800 B.C. The principal 
mechanism that was responsible for the evolution from a fundamentally 
monosyllabic stage to a language with many bisyllabic words was the dimidi­
ation of single -syllable words with initial consonant clusters. This process, 
first explicitly identified and adumbrated by P. A. Boodberg (1937), need not 
concern us in any of its details here. It is important for our purposes o nly to 
explain how the language could have been monosyllabic at the time the 
script was first invented, and yet clearly allowed bisyllabic words by the Clas­
sical Age of the Eastern Chou and later. 

We shall give just one example to illustrate the process of dimidiation. 
The word chu-lU (or -lou) f€lifl occurs twice in chapter 19 of the Chuang tzu 
meaning 'hunch-backed' . This is a riming binome, the Old Chinese form 
being *kjug-ljugx (or -lug). It never occurs except with the syllables in this 
order, nor does the character 1«; occur other than as the first half of this 
word. Boodberg's hypotheSis of dimidiation proposes that this two-syllable 
riming binome arose from an original monosyllable that had an initial con­
sonant cluster consisting of both the k- and the ~ of the binome *kjug-ljugx. 
viz., a form like **kljugx. The bisyllabification, or dimidiation (literally "halv­
ing") as he called it, is the result of vocalic epenthesis between the two con­
sonants of the initial cluster, thus **lel- > **k?~ eventually yielding two 
syllables, the first of which became through assimilation a near or perfect 
rime of the second, *kjug-lju.gx. When the word was perceived as two sylla­
bles, it had perforce to be written with two characters, and so what might 
have at a very early time been writable as 1'1 *kljugx came to be written as 
1§j'll * kjug-ljugx as a result of the phonetic evolution of the language. 

Given the phonetic evolution of this binome from an earlier monosylla­
ble, it is clear that its first syllable could have had no existence independent 
of this vestigial reflection of the Ie· of the original cluster. Consequently, 
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whatever character is devised to write it is likewise an ad hoc and artificial 
means to represent the newly arisen excrescent syllable, and will have no 
historical basis in the script. In this case the character with which the first 
syllable is conventionally written, f{ij, looks very much like the same Ja] we 
saw earlier tending to become an asemantic phonogram. augmented now by 
classifie r 104, r 'affiiction ', In view of the extensive variability in the pres­
ence or absence of dassifiers that we have seen in the Ma wang tui manu­
scripts. it is not unreasonable to suppose that when the bioome was first 
reduced to writing, the proLOmic syllable chu- < *kjug- was written just with 
the simple -'ii] I and only later was the 'affliction' classifier added. If this was 
the case, and we cannot prove that it was until pre-Han manuscripts of 
Chuang tzu turn up showing how this binome was writte n , then the gnlph 'OJ 
was functioning here exactly as it was functioning in the Ma wang tui manu­
scripts, namely as a phonogram for a single syllable, here pronounced *kjug. 
irrespective of meaning. 

The history of this binome is representative of literally hundreds of such 
words, words that are bisyllabic in the language from about 500 R.C. through 
the Han, and that arose as a consequence of the dimidiation of monosylla­
bles with initial consonant clusters. What is intriguing about these words 
from the perspective of the writing system is that the wealth of asemantic 
syllables that widespread dimidiation produced might have been the perfect 
stimulus for the recognition that a graph can be used to write a syllable 
based on sound alone, with no reference to meaning. That is to say, a graph 
could be used as [+p. -S] in just such circumstances as the first syllable chu.. 
< *kjug- of chii.-lii /liiil . The graph 1;) can now be seen to be approaching a 
desemanticized, wholly phonogrammatic nature not only via the versatility it 
enjoys in the Ma wang tui manuscripts, but also as the character rendering 
the meaningless first syllable of a bisyllabic word like chit-Iii.. But even with 
this degree of apparent graphic desemanticization, the writing system never 
came to develop clear-cut syllabographs. Instead the character 'OJ for this 
chit- was distinguished from its other uses by the addition of classifier 104 r­
for 'affliction', presumably because the sense of 'hunch-backed' was associ­
ated with ailments and afflictions. This graphic device was a step precisely 
away from desemanticization, not towards it, and served to add a semantic 
identity to the graph 'CJ, which was now written ~. embellished with an ad 
hoc graphic innovation for which there was no historical justification, yet 
one that rendered the new graph ~ strongly [+S] . Such artific.ial infusions 
of semantic plasma into the tissue of otherwise asemantic phonograms 
blocked the potential development of a full-fledged set of asemantic syl­
labographs, and blocked also. it is important to notice. the clear perception 
of Warring States period Chinese as polysyllabic. The device of attaching 
semantic determinatives to these originally meaningless syllables selVed to 
restore an artificial monosyllabicity to a language that was undeniably be­
coming polysyllabic. Here again, JUSt as with the failure of any real syllabo-
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graphs to arise from the variable usage of characters such as {;J in texts like 
the Ma wang lui manuscripts, we must ask "why?" 

The answer to this question has been anticipated by Miller's observation 
that 

... every facet of the [Chinese] linguistic tradition grew out of, and has almost 
without major exception or interruption remained part and parcel with, the 
traditional .Chinese wodd-view, particularly tho~ aspects of that world-view 
that have to do with the Chinese ethical tradition, and with Chinese theories 
of a special relationship existing between human society (in particular, the po­
litical manifestations of human society) and cosmic o rder. (Miller 1975: 1215) 

To that traditional world-view, Miller goes on to explain, 

... order was everything; man, the world in which he lived, the cosmos itself, 
were of interest not as objects for intellectual speculation, or in and for them­
selves, but rather only in as fae as they reflected, or could be reduced to, 
proper, ethically jilling, and rigid order-order that found its most tangible 
expression in the monolithic despotism of the d:ntralized Chinese state. 
(Miller 1975: 1216. emphasis added.) 

The key phrase here is "ethically fitting." "Order" according to the Chi­
nese world-view was not just "syslem," nor was it just "neatness" and the ab­
sence of disorder, but was the one proper order that satisfied the ethical 
expectations, indeed the ethical demands of society and the cosmos, an OT­

der in which everything fit and behaved as it "ought" to. 
This was not a view entirely new to the third-century B.C. or to the Han. 

Keightley has identified precisely the same perceptions of order and ethics 
vis-a.-vis reality as already characteristic of the Shang diviner's world-view. 

The study of realicy without a study of its ethical significance would have had 
no meaning; it would have been like cracking an oracle-bone without caring 
about the result. (Keighuey 1984: 22) 

And further, 

The organic, synchronous worldview of the Chou and Han, with its emphasis 
on pattern and relation, on significant and moral juxtaposition, owed its 
inspiration to, and was congruent with, the divinatory logic of the Shang. 
(Keightley 1984, 24) 

Finally, K.eightJey speculates that the preoccupation with order that prevails 
rhroughout the first millennium B.C. was attributable to the Shang. 

The love of order and hierarchy, so characteristic of Shang art, Shang divi­
nation forms, and Shang ancestral theology, continued to flourish in laler 
times ... the Chou thinkers were horrified by disorder. The major goal of 
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Chinese religion of imperial times was to realize the way of heaven by preserv­
ing a universal order. The order, where social theory was concerned, could 
certainly be justified in secular tenns. But the passionate attachment to Of­

derly, hierarchical solutions may be partly explained in terms of a fundamen­
tal faith in order as a good, quite apart from its efficacy. (Keightley 1984: 25) 

Referring specifically to the way that this natura] expectation of ethical oc­
der, and the sense of "proper meaning" and "proper function" that it carried 
with it, touched upon the Chinese alutudes toward language. Miller (1975: 
1216) cites the famous, and sometimes perplexing, line from the Analects 
(6.23) MIJI1' MIJI M1J11i\ M1J11i\ "a drinking-horn not serving as a drinking-hom; a 
drinking-horn indeed! a drinking-horn indeed!'" Confucius' point here is 
that when a thing does not function according to its proper role, the role [hat 
inheres in it by no virtue greater than its identity as the thing in question, 
then order, that is, the ethically fitting order that is perceived to obtain be­
tween name, thing and func tion, has broken down, and this gives cause for 
a deep-felt dismay. 

This linguistic and semantic aspect of the Chinese world-view that in­
vests words with a non-arbitrary semantic dimension, or "fit," and function 
is succinctly summarized by Miller as follows: 

No name of anything, no word in the Chinese language, was thought to be of 
and in itself arbitrary, or in any way the result of an arbitrary agreement on the 
part of the society employing it. Everything in the cosmos and on earth was the 
way it was. and every word, or name, was the word or name it was, for a reason: 
and that reason was a reflection of cosmic order. Behind each item of lan­
guage there lurked some element of the ethical order of the cosmos; and in 
the same way that it was the function of government in the Chinese tradition 
to identify, implement. and control that cosmic order through the forms it as­
sumed on the level of social and political relationships. so also was it the func­
tion of linguistic science in the Chinese . tradition to perform essentially 
analogous operations with language. The Analects passage cited prefigures. 
and at the same time neatly epitomizes, the total mosaic of an ethical-semantic 
approach to problems of human relationships that would dominate Chinese 
thought, and largely determine the Chinese world-view, for <:enturies . ... 
(Mille< 1975, 1217) 

The Chinese word for both ' ethical' and 'fitting' is i < *zngiar.-s. written 
'" (and read in the departing tone [ch'u sheng zV)) in moral and social 
and, as we shall see, grammatonomic contexts, and written ~ (and read in 
the level tone [p'ing shm.g .ifl~]) in bureaucratic and administrative con­
texts. In the latter case i ][ is what one ought to do, or must do, as defined 

7 Compare A. WaJey: "A hom-gourd that is ndther hom nor gourd! A pretty hom­
gourd indeed. a pretty horn-gourd indeed" (Watey 1958: 120). 
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by one's role, position, office, or status. It is, in other words, one's responsi­
bility, one's duty, literally, that which is befitting a person according to not 
just who that person is but also what role that person assumes. Indeed, it is 
not at all certain ·that the early Chinese distinguished sharply between an in­
dividual's identity ("being") and his or her role ("functioning"). 

In the moral sense we are accustomed by popular Western tradition to 
think of i 5i as having some vague and ill-defined sense of "righteousness." 
But in fact lh:e word has exactly the same basic sense it has in more mun­
dane contexts, but with different semantic and graphic nuances and over­
tones. Here it means precisely what is ethically proper, filling, appropriate; 
as a noun, "propriety," or even "appropriety" (see Boodberg 1953: 331). 

Just as the administrative duty (i :EO to which a particular officer ought 
to adhere changes from office to office, so the ethical duty of a pe.-son, 
group, or other societal or political unit changes from person to person or 
group to group. etc., according to the identity of the person or group in 
question. In other words i, written ft is no more a term of absolu.te morality 
than it is, in its other graphic guise as ft. a term of absolute bureaucratic 
duty. In both cases i is no more, and no less, than the proper Junction, the 
ethos, of the thing with which it is associated, and in which it inheres, be that 
a mundane bureaucratic post or an abstract ethical relation. 

Not surprisingly, when it comes to the Chinese perception of language, 
this i, written fi. means ' meaning' in the linguistic sense, i.e., what is the 
proper inherent sense of a given vocable, the semantic "fit" of a word. This un­
derstanding of iis clearly reflected in Hsii K'ai's supplementary note on this 
word in his Hsi chuan t'ung lun (SWKL 5705), where he says 'JHflllzl[t!l 
"As for i, it is the appropriateness (or 'fitting aspect') of a thing"; hence our 
suggestion of semantic "fit." What Hsii K'ai is trying to convey by this re­
mark. aside from the implication that i U: and i 1l are to be equated, is 
that everything has an inherent, proper meaning of its own, which is i fi. 
The same idea, expressed paronomastically. can be found already in the 
Later Han in Liu Hsi ' s Shih ming, where he enters ~ glossed as :§: (Shih 
ming 4/la) "what is appropriate. or 'fitting' (linguistically, i.e., meaning). " 
He enters (ft glossed also as J[ (Shih ming 614a) "what is appropriate, or 
'fitting' (ritually, i.e .• ceremony)." The first of these two entries is clearly the 
linguistic sense of iii, the second, written Gi and conventionally read i < 
*zngjar, hut surely in origin a dose affine of ii i < *zngiar,-s, specifies the 
meaning of i in a social and ethical, ultimately a ceremonial, sense.8 Notice 
that it is not necessary to insist on the ultimate validity of Liu Hsi's implied 

8 Pi YUan !IHii; (1730-1797) in his study of the Shih ming changed the i 1i: of the firsl 
entry to m, apparently viewing that character with classifier 149 S for 'speech ' as more ap­
propriate to that section of the work, which deals with -Language- (Yii yen all 8 ). But this 
trxtual emendation has no real effect since m is a well documenled graphic alternate fo r 
li from Han times on (Wang (1896) 1984: 411b). 
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etymology; the question ofa real cognate relation between N IWi *zngiaT(s) 
and 1I *zngiar.-s is not at issue here. What is important in the present argu­
ment is how the Han scholars perceived the relation, and how this affected 
their understanding of i ;i in a linguistic sense. 

The Chinese had no trouble distinguishing language from writing, as 
Miller points out (1975: 1218), and recognized three inherent features, or 
aspects, of a wrillen word: the graphic (hsing ~), the phonetic (sheng ii), 
and the semantic (i fi). Baodberg has called this sense of i ii idoneity, that 
is, "appropriateness and propriety, " or "congruence," as between sound, 
graph, and sense. He suggests a parallel with Greek synitheia, meaning 'ha­
bitual and proper usage', and allows that '''meaning ' and 'semantics' seem 
to have connoted to the Chinese a SYNETHOLOGICAL ... congruence or 
appropriateness (in the narrow sense, that of graph and sound; in the broad 
sense, that of their total ethos)" (Boodberg 1957: 118-19), 

We can now see what the response of the learned community of scholars 
in the third century B.C. must have been to those trends, natural enough in 
a strictly evolutionary sense. toward pure phoneticization and desemantici­
zation that they recognized in the script, trends in which they themselves 
were in all likelihood participants. When the inherited orthodox world-view 
with its emphasis on ethically fitting order came together with the not unre­
lated phenomenon of standardization and systematization that characterized 
the new empire under the Ch'in, the outcome could not be in doubt. The 
scribes and scholars of the time, guardians of the primacy of proper order 
that their received traditional world-view demanded, found themselves con­
fronted with a script that allowed ever freer variation between graph and 
word, a flexibility that foreshadowed the possibility of still more desemanti­
cization, with the potential to alter irrevocably the very nature of the balance 
between graph-sound-sense. Their first impulse was decidedly not one of 
embracing the efficient simplification that this development might bring to 
the writing system. Rather it must have been one of uneasiness and deep dis­
satisfaction with the threatened collapse of the natural order that was ex­
pected to obtain between words and characters. Just as words, the living 
tissue of the language, had proper meanings and functions beyond which 
their usage ought not stray. so graphs as visual, in a sense physical and tan­

gible, representations of words also had their proper meanings and func­
tions, and ought not be employed in a way devoid of or divorced from those 
inherent features. 

The reaction was predictable. There was only one possible remedy: to 
reinforce the weakening bonds of the hsing-sheng·i "graphic-phonetic­
semantic" trinity. This meant rescuing and restoring the semantic compo­
nent of a graph to its original viable status wherever it appeared vulnerable 
to semantic erosion. This restoration was done in the c~assi(: way, by the sim­
ple expedient of adding and systematically using semantic classifiers on 
characters verging toward desemanticization. The effort was part and parcel 
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of the move to standardize the script, and to establish a firm one graph: one 
word isomorphism, reinforcing once and for all the integrity of the tripartite 
hsing-sheng-i structure. 

When characters write words they write 7manings as well as sounds, and 
the deliberate effort to make the script conform to the expectation that 
graphs should write words precluded any possibility that a set of graphs 
might arise representing sound alone. For the literati of traditional China, 
to see the {P.1 and the [S] features of a graph as independent and separable 
was simply an intellectual impossibility; such an eventuality would violate 
every canon of the proper order and relation between word and graph that 
their world-view imposed. The idea that onc could write the [P] pan with­
out an attendant [5] feature was unfathomable. Such a writing system was 
n either natural nor prope r; it was defective and deformed and could not be 
brooked. A graph that was (+P, -S1 was no graph at all, graphs were [ +P, 
+$] inevitably, by virtue of being graphs, and no alternative was conceptu­
ally feasible. In this fashion , then, desemanticization was arrested, the ap­
pearance of an increased number of asemantic phonograms was precluded, 
and the Chinese never developed a syllabary or an alphabet. Instead, a pro­
gram of conscious and conscientious standardization and regularization of 
the script was launched, a program that would be shaped and transformed 
in a multitude of ways during the subsequent three centuries, especially by 
the sometimes fierce contentions of Old Text and New Text partisans, yet 
one that in the end did exactly what it was intended to do: it achieved a nor­
mative, systematized, firmly logographic writing system that reflected the 
proper order of language and script, world and universe, as it should. This 
is what we find codified in the Shuo wen chieh au of A.D. 100, preserving the 
script in its now unassailable logographic integument. We can almost hear 
the echo of Confucius himself, "a drinking-horn not serving as a drinking­
horn ... , a graph not serving to convey meaning ...• what a graph, in­
deed!, what a graph, indeed! " 



GLOSSARY OF TECHNICAL TERMS 

Abbreviated phono phoric (sheng sheng 4i V ): designation used in the Shuo wen 
chieh l.ttl. when the phonophoric (q.v.) of a given character appears to be a 
graphic abbreviation of what Hsii Shen sees as the actual phonophoric. 

Ancient Chinese: Karlgren's term for Midd.le Chinese, the language of the T'ang 
dynasty, as codified in the Ch'ieh yun t}J ftil riming dictionary of A,D. 601, and 
later in the -rime tables ofthe Sung dynasty. 

Archaic Chinese: Karlgren's term for Old Chinese. the language oCa latter part 
of the first millennium s .c. 

Biconsonantal: descriptive of a word root or stem characte rized by having [wo 
consonants, as many Egyptian and Semitic words are. 

Biliteral: graphically characterized by having two letters, the orthographic coun· 
terpart to biconsonantal (q.v.). 

Binome: a two·syllable word or a two.syllable phrase at least one syllable of which 
is bound exclusively to the other syllable of the binome. 

Bulla: Latin "bubble." a hollow ceramic or clay ball used to encase tokens or 
counters. 

Character: a written graph. 
Character variation: variation in the way a given word is written in two or more 

instances; typically restricted to characters that are used as logographs (q.v.). 
but theoretically applicable to any kind of graphic variatio n (q.v.). 

Classifier: that graphic component of the Chinese character under which the 
character is classified in a dictionary; a semantic determinative (q.v.), com­
monly, but misleadingly, called a "radical." 

Departing lone (ch'ii shfflg Z;-U): the third tone of the Middle Chinese riming 
dictionaries and rime tables, corresponding to modern standard Chinese tone 
four. 

Desemanticization: loss of the semantic aspect (q.v.) of a graph, such that the 
graph comes to stand only for a sound without any associated meaning. 

Determinative: a secondary graphic element added to an ambiguous primary 
graph to specify which of two or more pronunciations or meanings is 
intended. 

Determinative stage: the third major stage in the early development of writing 
systems, characterized by the use of semantic or phonetic determinatives 
(q.vv.) in the script. 

Dimidiation: bisyllabification of a word originally having an initial consonant 
duster C 1Cjl· such that Ct · becomes the initial of the first syllable and C2- the 
initial of the second. 

Dromenograph: a graph that stands for a performance or an act rather than for 
a word or sound. hence nOl writing. 

179 
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Early Archaic Chinese: the earliest form of the Chinese language attested in writ­
ten documents. viz., the oracle-bone and bronze inscriptions of the Shang and 
Western Chou periods (ca. 1200-750 B.C.). also called pre-Classical Chinese. 

Etymonic: a core graphic constituent oCa character that has both a phonetic and 
a semantic relation to the word for which the character stands. 

Forerunner: a graph or mark. that is not in ilsdf writing, but that seems in some 
way to have contributed to the advent of writing, either technically. materially, 
or conceptually, = precursor. 

Grammatonomy: the identification and analysis of the rules or principles that 
govern the development, structure , and operation of writing systems. 

Graph: any written character or mark. 
Grapheme: the smallest meaningful o r significant graphic e lement in a writing 

system, analogous to the phoneme in traditional phonology. 
Graphic multivalence: the use of a single graph to stand for two or more words 

or sounds. 
Graphic variation: variation in how the same word or sound is written in two or 

more different occurrences. 
Hapax graphomemon: a graph with only a single known occurrence. 
Homeosemous: semantically similar, congruence of semantic scope. See parase­

mantic; (noun: homeosemy). 
Homographic: graphically identical (noun: homograph). 
Homophonic: phonetically identical; ::: homophonous. homonymic, and ho­

monymous (noun: homophone). 
Homorganic: produced at the same point of articulation in the mouth (noun: 

hom organicity). 
Hsieh sheng ft§ : "shared phonophoric," a series or set of Chinese charaClers all 

of which have the same phonophoric element (q.v.), but differ in their other 
graphic components. 

Hypodigmatic: graphically indicative or suggestive in a non-arbitrary way of a 
word with an intangible and therefore not concretely depictable meaning; the 
apparent intended meaning of the Han term chih shih lli .. as a category of 
character type. 

Ideograph: in theory, a graph that is used to represent an idea or meaning di­
rectly without recourse to the medium of language; by definition not a pos­
sible feature or phenomenon in any writing system. 

Late Archaic Chinese: the language o f the Ch 'in -Han, period, ca. 200 R.C.­

A.D. 200. 
Level tone (p'ing shtng .iF Y): the fi~st tone of the Middle Chine~ riming dictio­

na.-ies and rime tables, corresponding to modern standard Chinese tones one 
(yin p 'ing ~.i(L, from Middle Chinese level-tone words with voiceless initials) 
and two (yang p'ing ~13fL. from Middle Chinese level-tone words with voiced 
initials). 

Lexical variation: variation in wo rding becwee,n cwo or more instances of the 
same line or passage in different versions of the same text. 

Lexigraph: a Jogograph. 
Logograph: a graph that stands for a word, a Icxigraph. 
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Matrogram: Chinese wen )(. a Chinese character that is not divisible into con· 
stilUent parts or graphemes, and that typically functions as a graphic constitu· 
ent in o ther. complex. characters; a "single-bodied " (monosomatic. q .v.) 
character, a grapheme (q.v.) in the Chinese writing system. Abbreviated M; 
contrast teknogram. (Alternatively matrograph.) 

Middle Chinese: alternate term for Ancient Chinese (q.v.). 
Mo nosomatic: "single·bodied," what the Ch'ing philologists called lu l'i lzu 

Hi! Aft ~, a graph that cannot be divided into constitue nt graphic components 
on any leve l above that of the individual stroke; a wen )(, o r matrogram (q.v.). 
Abbreviated M; contrast tomosomatic . 

Morpheme: the smallest unit of speech th'.lt carries a mea ning. 
Multivalence: the capacity o f a given graph to be used to stand e ither for mo re 

than one sound (:: polypho ny, q .v.), or for more than one meaning (= po ly­
semy, q.v.); but not both simultaneously. 

Multivalent stage: the second major stage in the early development of writing 
systems, characterized by the widespread multivalence (q .v.) of graphs. 

Old Chinese: alternate te rm for Archaic Chinese (q.v.). 
Orthographic variation: the ~ame as graphic variation (q.v.). 
Paronomastic: the use of any logograph with an established lexical association to 

write a second unrelated but homophonous, or nearly homophonous, word; 
also called rebus usage (noun: paro nomasia). 

Parascmantic: the use of a zodiograph (q.v.) with an establi shed lexical associa­
tion (0 write a second, unrelate d and phonetically dissimilar word the mean· 
ing of which is congruent with the meaning of the o riginal word by virtue 
of being suggested by the depictive quality of the original zodiograph. See 
homeosemous. 

Phon etic aspect: the pronunciatio n of a word seen as a feature of that wo rd . 
Abbreviated P; contrast semantic aspect. 

Phonetic complement: a secondary graphic constituent of a character used to 
specify the intended or correc t pronunciatio n of the character to which it is 
appended. 

Phonetic determinative: a secondary graphic constituent of a characte r used to 
specify which of two o r more possible pronunciatio ns of a graph is the in ­
tended or correct one in a particul ar case. 

Phonogram: a graph used to stand for a single sound. o r a combination o f 
sounds. e.g .• a syllable, but with no associated meaning. 

Pho no phoric: that component of a Chinese characte r that "bears the sound," 
i.e .. that indicates or suggests the pronunciatio n ; commo nly, but imprecisely. 
call ed a "phonetic." 

Pictograph: a graph that is realistically depictive of a thing or action. and that 
carries meaning directly as a result of that depictive reali sm; a precursor or 
forerunner (q.vv.) of writing; contrast zodiograph. 

Polyphony: a single graph standing, often ambiguously, for two or more differ­
e nt pronunciations, and thus for two o r more different words . 

Polyse my: a si ngle graph sta nding. often ambiguously, for two or more different 
meanings, i.e., two or mo re different words . 

Precursor: '"' forerunner (q .v.). 
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Protom(ic): the first syllable in a dimidialed bioome. See dimidiation. 
Radical : popular and conve ntional, but imprecise . term for semantic dete rmina­

tive (q.v.). 
Rebus: = pal"Onomastic (q .v.). 
Riming bioome: a two-syllable word, o ften originating through dimidiation 

(q.v.). the two syllables of which rime. 
Semantic aspect: the meaning of a word seen as a feature of that word. Abbrevi­

ated S; contrast phonetic aspect. 
Semantic classifier: = semantic determinative (q .v.). 
Semantic common denominator: the common semantic root that underli es a set 

of cognate wo rds. 
Semantic determinative: a secondary graphic constituent of a character used to 

specify which of two o r more possible meanings is intended by a particular use 
of that character. 

Semasiography: the graphic indication of meaning directly without the in terme­
diary o f language, as for example the skull-and-crossbones graph on a con­
tainer of a poisonous substance. 

Shang Chinese: the language of the Shang period, attested in oracle-bo ne and 
early bro nze inscriptions, ca. 1200- 1050 8.C., the earliest attested form of 
Chinese . 

Suppressed phonophoric: a graphic component of a character that is suspected 
of having been originally identified by Hsii Shen in the Shuo wen as a phono­
pho ric (q .v.), but that came not to be recognized as a possible phonophoric in 
the Middle Chinese period because of the phonetic evolution of the language 
down to that time, with the consequent deletion of the word sheng ~ 'pho no­
phoric ' from the Shuo wen e mry. 

Syllabograph: a graph that stands for a syllable. 
Syssemantic: "joined meanings," i.e .• the appare nt intended meaning of the Han 

term hui i * ~ as a category of character type . 
Syssomatic: "joined bodies," i.e., what the Ch'ing philologists called ho t '; tzu 

..g.a:~; characters with cwo or more graphic constituents.::; teknogram (q .v.). 
Contrast mo nosomatic. 

Teknogram: Chinese tzu ~. a character with two or more graphic constituents. a 
character derived from the combination of two or more matrograms, he nce a 
kind of "offspring" character. Abbreviated T; contrast matrogram. 

Tokogram: ::; teknogram. 
T o moso ma tic: "analyzable form," i. e., a gnphic structure that is internally sepa­

rable and thus reducible to two or more graphic constituent elements; con­
trast monosomatic. 

Triconsonantal: descriptive of a word roo t or.stem characte rizcd by having three 
conso nants , as many Egyptian and Semitic words arc. 

Triliteral: graphically characterized by having three le llers, the orthographic 
counte rpart to triconso nantal (q.v.). 

Uniconsonantal: descriptive of a word root or stem characterized by having a 
single consonant. 

Uniliteral: graphically characterized by havi ng a single le tter, the orthographic 
counterpart of uniconsonantal (q .v.). 
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Word family: set of etymologically related words. 
Zodiograph: a monosomatic (q.v.) character that is dearly, or presumably, in ori­

gin a depiction of a concrete thing or act, but that has come to stand for the 
word for thaHhing or act rather than for the thing or act itself, the apparent 
intended meaning of the Han tenn hJiang hsing .Jl~ as a category of charac­
ter type; contrast pictograph. 

Zodiographic stage: the first major stage of the early development of writing sys­
tems, characterized by the zodiographic use of what were presumably, but not 
inevitably, pre-writing pictographs. 



BIHP 

BMFEA 
BSOAS 

CC 
CK 

d. 
CWKI.. 
dl. 
G 
GSR 
HJAS 
HY 

JA 
JAOS 
JCL 
LZ:A 
LZ:B 
M 
MC 
MS 
MWT 

OBI 
OC 
P 
R 
S 
Sppy 
SSCCS 
SW 
SWKI.. 
T 
TP 

ABBREVIA nONS 

Bulutin of the lrutitutt of History and Philology, Academia Sinica 
(Taipei). 
Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm. 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of 
London. 
Ch 'un ch 'iu shih yii ¥1 tk $ eN; see Ma wang lui Han mu po shu 1983. 
Chan kuo tsung heng chia shu ;a ~ itt ~ ~ if:; see Ma wang tui Han mu 
po shu 1983. 
classifier. 
Chin wei ku lin ~X g5M:; see Chou 1975. 
determinative. 
graph. 
Grammata Serica Recensa; see KarlgTcn 1957. 
Haruard Journal of Asiatic Studie.s. 
Harvard-Yenching Institute Sinological Index Series. no. 25. Tao 
ISang Izu mu yin Ie iii: ii!<'r § ~ Il~. 

JOurnal Asiatique. 
Journal of the A mencan Oriental SOciety. 
Journal 0/ Chinese Linguistics. 
Lao tzt/. chia pen ~ =f Efi *; see Ma wang lui Han mu po shu 1980. 
Lao tzu i pen ~ :r z. '*; see Ma wang lui Han mu po shu 1980. 
matrogram, monosomatic. 
Middle Chinese. 
Monumenla Serica. 
Ma wang tui; in bibliographic citations, Ma wang lui Han mu po shu 
,\'.l ::E Itt il i;!; III e . 
orade·bone inscription. 
O ld Chinese. 
phonetic (aspect), pronunciation. 
received text. 
semantic (aspect) . 
Ssu pu pei yao 1!!l1llH/i Jl!. 
Shih san ching chu shu (fu chiao k 'an chi) +.=. ~ t± M: Iif:t & WJ ~. 
Shuo wen ckit h tzu ~*. 
Shuo wen ckith tzu 'ku lin . ~*~ ; see Ting 1928. 
teknogram, tokogram, tomosomatic. 
T'oungPao. 
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This index includes all Chinese characters that have been discussed either as words or as 
graphs in the text or in footnotes. When a character has been discussed or mentioned as a 
graphicvarian,l of another, the variant i5 given in parentheses after the character in ques­
tion, and is also separately indexed. Bone and bronze forms have heen indexed under their 
standard Jr.'a; situ M. fonn. Phrases of two or more characters that are discussed as units are 
entered only under the first character of the phrase. Characters standing for personal 
names, place names, book titles. or other kinds of names, e .g., the names of the liu shu ]\;ff. 
are excluded; most of these can he found in the general index. 

The arrangement of this index follows that of the K'ang lui b.u tien .~. The num­
ber of the K'ang hsi classifier is given in italics at the left; characten are listed under a given 
dusifier by increasing number of residu,al strok.es, 
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Aides mnimoniquu: su aides mimoirn 
Alphabet 

never developed in China 177 
Western 3, 4 

Ambiguity 
orthographic 

in Egyptian 77 
multivalent usc: of graphs '.5-75 
resolution of 74, 88-89 
~pe5 of 66, 88-89 

pho netic 66 
as latent se mantic ambiguity 75 
resolved by phonetic 
determinative! 68 
resolved by semantic 

determinative! 88-89 
semantic 66 

in Egyptian 80 
extensive paronoma.,ia in Chinese 95 
resolved by semantic 

determinatives 67, 88-89 
Ambiguity in language. result of 

homophony 62 
AmiCl. Pierre 24, 39 
Appearance of writing ex nihil&. Set 

Inve ntion of writing in China; Inve ntion 
of writing in Egypt; Invention of 
writing in Mesopotamia; Writing. 
origin of 

Bagley, Robert W. 46 
Baxter, William H. t III 15 
Bisyllabic words. in earl)' Ch inese 171 -72 
Bloomfield. Leonard 19 
Sodde. Derk 157 
Roodberg. Peter A. 18 

definition of zodiographs 54 
paronomasia as a "phone tic 
breakthrough ~ 61 

roleof pol)'phon )' 117, 125 
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types of characters in the Shuo wen 
chi~h au 141- 42,147 

dimidiation 171 
graphic synethtia 176 

Rook burning, under the Ch'in 157 
Books, in China prior to the invention of 

paper 119 
Borrowing of scripu 4 

Chinese b), Japanese 5, 7-8 
Chinese b), Koreans 5, 7-8 

Soltero, Jean 40 
Srahma, inventor of writing in India 130 
Bronze inscriptions, and pre-Ch 'in 

script 157 
Bulltu. cia)' 

origin of writing in the Ancient Near 
East 24-26 

Campbell. L)'le 12 
Canaanite script, Old 126 
Chan Auo u'e, and lhe Ma wang tui 

manuscripu 160 
Chan A:uo Lnmg heng chia shu 

manuscript 160- 61 
Chang, K.. C. 37, 46 
Chang Kwang-chi h: su Chang. K. C. 
Cheng Te-k'un 38, 48 
Claia chieh characters 146, 154 
Chih shih characters 146. 152 
Chinese characters 

association with meaning 18 
codification and anal),sis of in the Shuo 

wen chith tIll. 151- 55 
componential mentalit), 41-42 
deseman(icizalion of 168, 170, 176-77 
graphic variation of 163, 165-67 
language 7-8 
titl. shu ca tegories of 143-49 
as logographs 6-7, 59 
misconstrued as "ideographs~ 

3- 6,59 
multivalence of 60-61 
neolithic pottery marks 35-38 
in oracle-bone inscriptions 55-58 
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in Or.1c1~-bone inscriptions 55-58 
paronomaSlic use of 90- 101 
pi ctograp hs 31-34 
polyphonic use of 102-25 
17th-century European view of " 
standing for words 4, 18, 20 
tradi tional Chinese world-view 176- 77 
wen versus l1u 138-43 
su aUQ Chine~ script 

Chinese scri pt 
dan-name insignia 48 
componential structure of 42 
as a "co ncept script" 7- 8 
early development of 68, 69. 73. 125 
firsl appearan ce of 35, 39 
in Japan 126 
legendary o rigins of 130- 38 
neolithic pottery marks 35-38 
punctual origin Df 39 
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Set cuo Chin ese characters; invention of 

writing in China 
Chinese tradition 

wnlten sources for 156 
Chou dynasty 

conquest of the Shang g 1 
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Ch'u Silk Manuscript J4 
Chuan elm characten 146. 154 
Ch 'un ch 'iu shih JU manuscript 160- 6 1 
Civil, Miguel 83 
Clan-name insignia 
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phoneticization of 51 
pictographic realism of 48 
Shang inscriptions 46 
to temic 355ociations of 48 
with ya-cartouchcs 48 

Classifien 67 
descmanticization 176 
K' ang-hsi 94 
in the Ma wang tui manuscripts 168 
of the Shuo TUm ch i~h tzu ) 51 
variation of in Chinese 

characten 163-67 
s~~ abo Semantic determinatives 

Concept script 7 
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Consonant clusten, initial 
in Old Chinese 65,93 

Conven tionalization of graphs 54, 55, 59 
Counten, clay: s« Bullae, clay 
Cross-cultural influences 

Ancient Near East o n Chin a 12. 34 
Su merian on Egypt 11 

Cuneiform script 
Sumera-Akkadian 87 
in texts from Ebla 52 
see abo In ven tion of writing in 

Mesopotamia; Mesopotamian sc ript; 
Sume rian cune iform script; Writing, 
origi n of 

Derivation, morphologi cal 
in O ld Chinese 97- 98 

Desemanticizalion of graphs 21 
arrested in Chinese 177 
in Ch inese 176 
in the script o f the Ma wang lui 

manuscripts 168, 170 
se mantic classifiers 176 

Detenn inatives 67- 69 
multiple 70-71 
stage in the development of 

writing 73 
strongly favored in Egyptian 77 
types of 88 
SN also Phonetic determinatives; 

Semantic determinatives 
Determinatives, phonetic: see Pho netic 

determinatives 
Determinatives. semantic: su Semantic 

determinatives 
Development of writing. stages of 68-69 
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Edg~rton . William F. 79, 102 
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development of 68 
early history of 73 
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origin of II, 39 
pictographically realistic 58 
standard Middle Egyptian form.of 83 
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zodiographs 75- 76 

Eight Trigrams: UI! Pa Kua 
Embryo-writing: Stfl Proto-writing 
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Falkenstein , Adam 55 
Fischer. H . C. 39 
Forerunn ers of writing 22-28 
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Fu Hsi, legendary inventory of writing in 

China 130, 1:«--37 
Gardiner, Alan 76-77,80 
Gaur, Albertine 7,8 
Gelb , 1. J. 22, 24, 86 
Goodrich , Chauncey 96, 98 
Goody. Jack 40 
Grammatonomy 10 
Graphs 

componential structure of 43 
definitio n of 19 
multivalence of 59-67 
standing for acts 53 
standing for words 5 
types of 19 

Graphemics 10 
Graphic variation 158 

contrasted with lexical variation 159 
as lexical variation 162 
types of 163, 166, 167 
.su also Lexical variation 

Hapax graphomena, in the Ma wang lui 
manuscripts 165 
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h.Jith-.sheng series 92 
paro llomasia 65 

Hsi tt 'u 134 
HsitJ"g Iui"g characters 146, 152 
HsitJD chunn script 155 
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conditions for membership in 94 
definition of 90 
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phonetic latitude in 92 
polyphony 103-5 
processes giving rise to 106 
semamic relations within 99 
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152-53 
versus word family 99, 101 
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Hsli Hslian 154, 155 
Hsil K'ai 110, 175 
Hsil Shen 138, 150- 51, 155 
HsUn au 130-31 
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Hui Lin 110 
Ideas, representation in writing 3, 5 
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misnomer for logograph 59 

relation to writing 2 1 
Indus Valley script 10 
Invention of writing in China 

componential mentality 41 
as a punctual event 38, 39 
role of clan-name insignia in 52 

Invention of writing in Egypt 11. 39, 53 
Invention of writing in 

Mesopotamia 12 
economic con text of 39-41 
o rigin in pictographs 55-57 
role of bulkuu for~runners 24-28 
SH also Cuneiform script; Mesopotamian 

script; Sumerian cuneiform script 
Iverson, Erik 54 
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Liang chu neolithic culture 46 
origin of writing in China 41 

Jade t.J'tmg 'tubes', and the origin of 
writing in China 41 

Japanese, usc:: o f Chinese characters 5, 
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Kao Yu 131, 1 ~2 
Karlgren, Bernhard 92, 110, 157 
Keightley, David N. 

the Chinese world-view 173 
the componential mentality 

hypothesis 41-43,46 
oracle-bone inscriptions 31 
Shang and Chou cu lture 156 

Kircher, Athanasius 4 
Kno rozov, Yurij 11 
Korean. use of Chinese characters 5,7,8 
K'ung Ving-ta 110 
Language 

Chinese perception of 175 
relation towriling 16, 17,19 

Langut., versus parou in relation to 
writing 17 

Lao-tzu, as inventor of Chinese 
writing 137-38 

~tz.u, MOl wang LUi manuscript of 
160-61 

Leibniz, Go ttfried Wilhelm 4 
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contr.uted with graphic variation 
in the guise of graphic variation 
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Lexigraph 
definitio n of 6 
su also Logograph 

Li f ang-kui 15,92 

159 
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Li Ssu, and the standardization of the 
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Liang chu cu lture 
dan -name insignia 46 
as componential 46 
neolithic marks from 36, 44-45 

Lieberman , Stephen J. 27 
Liu Hsi, author of the Shih mil1g 98 
Liu shu 

enumerated in the Shuo wen chieh 
au 144-45.151-54 

evolution of Chinelc characters 145 
prior to th e Shuo wen chieh tzu 143 
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in oracle-bone inscriptions 53 
used paronomastically 61 
used polyphonically 73 
words 52 
zodiographs 54 

Lii Pu-wei, and the compilation of the Lil 
shih ch'un ch 'iu 131 

Ltl shih ch'un ch'iu 121,131 
Lun lung ]32 
Lung shan culture 36 
Ma chia yao culture, neolithic marks 

from 36 
Ma wang lui manuscripts, script of J 58, 

160- 66, 170 
MaYdn hieroglyphic script 

origin of 12 
parallels with other writing 

systems 68 
structure of 10- 11 

Mesopotamian script 
early hinory of 73 
economic context of origin 39 
parallels with other writing systems 68 
see alsQ Cuneiform script; Sumerian 

cuneiform script; Invention of writing 
in Mesopotamia 
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magical powers of 133 

Michalowski, Piotr 27 
Miller, RoyA. 146, 151 . 173. 174, 176 
Mind. componential cast of 43 
Ming. 'word' or 'character' 1~8 

Monosyllabicity 18 
desemantidzation 71 
in Shang Chinese 170 
in 3rd-century B.C, Chinese 17l 

Multivalence of graphs 64, 73 
in Chinese 102 
determinatives 67 

in Egyptian 76- 77 
in Sumerian 85-87 

Mungello. David E. 4 
Nabu, legendary inventor of writing in 

Mesopotamia 129 
Neolithic pottery mark..~ in China 12, 

35,38 
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Nivison, David Shepherd 31 
Norman, J erry 63 
Old Canaanite Script: su Canaanite 

script, Old 
Old Chinese 

initial consonant c1usten in 65,93 
reconstruction of 15 

Oracle-bone inscriptions 31 
antecedents 39 
conventionalization of characters in 55 
depictive realism of characten of 56 
as a fully developed script 68 
relation of characters to neolithic 

marks 36,37 
Order, ethical 

and the Chinese language 174 
Origin of writing: ue Writing, origin of; 

Invention of writing in China; Invention 
of writing in Egypt; Invention of 
writing in Mesopotamia 

Pa hua 'Eight Trigrams' . and the 
invention of writing in China 130, 
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definition of 60 
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in the Ma wang tui manuscripts 169 

Pettinato . Giovanni 52 
Phonetic aspect 
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Phonetic determinatives 88-89 
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in Egyptian 78- 79 
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resolving phonetic ambiguity 68, 74 
in Sumerian 87-88 
$U also Determinatives 
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Phonograms 

in Egyptian 78, 80 . 
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Chinese 170. 177 
Phonopho ric 

abbreviated, indicating polyphony 1 J 7 
defanition of 72.91 
s« also Sheng ' phonophoric' 

Pictographs 
clan-name insignia as 51 
definition of 54 
as forerunners of writing 27-28.54 
origin o f writing ~I , 44 
realism of 48 
relation to words 32 
in Shang script 33 
transition to zodiographs 54, 59.73- 74 
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defi nitio n of 63 
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phonophoric 117 
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in Mesopo tamian cun eifo rm 85- 86 

Po lY5<:my 
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Powell , Marvin A. 27,39 
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writing 
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script, Old 
Proto-Semitic script: su Canaanite script, 

Old 
Pro to-Sinaitic M':ripl: see Canaanite script, 

Old 
Proto-writing, as forerunner of writing 23 
Pulleyblank., E. G. 15,97 
Qiu Xigui 10, 149 
Radica ls. misnomer for semantic 

classifiers 68 
Ray, J o hn D. 39 
Reading 

in relatio n to things and words 3 1 
in relation to writing 8-9, 22 

Rebus, and graph ic multivalence 60 
Reforms, orth ographic, in Ch ' in-Han 156 
Re nfrew, Colin 41 

Sampson. Geoffrey 9 
Saussure, Ferdinand de 17 
Schmandt-Besserat, De nise 24-28 
Script: see writing 
Seidel. Anna 132- 33 
Semantic aspect 
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of words 18 

Semantic common de nominator 
in hsi~h-sheng series 97 
in word f",milies 99 

Semantic determinatives 
acquisition of more than one 70 
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in Chinese 67,69-72. 95 , 101 
in Egyptian 77. 80-82 
rerolving phonetic ambiguity 89 
resolving semantic ambiguity 67 , 74 
secondary status of 107 
in Sumerian 87 
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Semasiography 22, 28 
Serruys. Paul L-M. 19, 145 
Shang script: SN Oracle-bone in scriptio ns 
Shang shu hsii 136 
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in Shuo wen chi~h t%U t:n tries 154 
sa also Pho nopho ric 

Shih ching rime groups, and hsi~h-sheng 

series 9 1 
Shih mint 98, 175 
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SlIuo wen chi~h au 138 
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Speech: sa Language 
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Chine5C world-view 156-58 
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conventionalization of graphs in 55 
economic context of o rigin 39-4 1 
invention of as a punctu al event 39 
logographs rotated through 900 55 
multivalence o f gnphs 85-87 
parallels with Egyptian 83 
paron om as tic use of graphs 85 
phonetic det.enninatives 87-88 
pictographic origins 55 
polyphony 63 
ro le of bulltu in formalion of 24-28 
semantic determinatives 87 
zodiographs 83-85 

Sumera-Akkad ian , better anested than 
Sum erian 87 

Syll abograph 6 
Syllabary, n Ol deve loped in China 177 
Ta we n k'ou culture 

as componential 46 
pictographs as clan-name 

insignia 48,51 
writing 12,44-45, 5 1 

rang Lan 149 
Thompson , J. Eric S. 11 
Tho th , legendary inve ntor of writing in 

Egypt 129 
Ting Fu-pao 110, 145 
Tokens clay: $U BuUae, clay 
Trager. George L. 19 
TS'ang Chich , legendary inve ntor of 

writing in Chin a 130- 34. 136 
Tso chuan 133. 160 
Tu-jo 'read as', in Shuo wen chieh ltu 

en tries 155 
T uan Yu-ts'ai 110, 141 -42 
Ttu 

in structure of Chinese script 138-43 
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au 151-52 
UTUk, tablets from 55 
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Variation. lexical: see Lexical variation 
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hieroglyphic script 76. 79 
Wang Ch'ung 132 
Wang Kuo-wc=i 157 
W .. 

as ' character' 141 
as'mark(ing)' 139-41 
as primary e ntry in the ShuD wen chuh 

tw 155 
as si ngle-component character 141 - 42 
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b;u 151-52 

Wen hsin tiao lung 132 
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aspects of 18 
Chinese world -view 176 
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syllables 71 
prior to writing 107 
relation to pictographs 32 
represented in wriling 4 
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Word fami ly 
in Chinese 98 
contrasted with hsieh-sheng series 101 
definition of 99 

Wo rld-view, trad itional Chinese 
the Chin ese language ·173-74 
ethical demands of 176 
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graphs 177 
Writing 

association with words 32 
communication 17 
definition of 16-17 
formalive stage of 44 
as independent of language 8 
internal history of to 
leve ls of representalion of speech 6 
magical power of in Chin a 1.33-34 
as physical entity 9-10 
representing words 57 
see also Writing, origin of 

Writing. o rigi n of 
in the Ancienl Near East 10-12.34, 

39- 40 
in China 10- 12,3 1.34-39.48 
general patte rn of 12· 
legendary accounts o f 

in Chin a 130-38 
in Egypt 129-30 
in Mesoamerica 10- 12 
in Mesopotamia 129-30 
technical aspects of 24 

ue also Invention of Writing 
in China 
in Egypt 
in Mesopotamia 

Wu Chih·hui 145 . 
Wu Hung 46,5 1 
Yang Shao culture. neolithic marks 
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from 36 
Yu lung chuan 137 
Zodiographs 

conventionalization .of 74 
definition of 53, 54 
derivative uses of 60 
in Chinese 33, 52-54 
in Egyptian 53-54.58.60.75-77.81 
elaborate not preferred 74 

parasemantic use: of 62 
paronomastic usc of 75 
polyphonic ~ of 73 
representing words 59 
stage of writing 73 
in Sumerian 84-85 
transition from pictograph 73-74 
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