88 Full Writing Systems

Sumerian meanings and their pronunciations, the further burden of
the native pronunciations of the Akkadian words equivalent to the
Sumerian originals. An example is the Sumerian word an, which
means

1. ‘An, god of the sky,” and in addition ‘god’ in general; (2. ‘to be
high); 3. ‘sky.’ The Semites used this word 1. as ideographic sign for
their god of the sky Anu, taken over from the Sumerians, and likewise
for ‘god’ in general, Semitic ilu; and also for the concept ‘sky,” Semitic
Sam; 2. as phonetic (syllabic) sign for the syllable an (from the Sumer-
ian) and the syllable il (from the Semitic) [Jensen 1969:94].¢

The use by the Akkadians of one and the same symbol to represent
the Sumerian syllable an and the Akkadian words Anu, ilu, Sami, and il
is paralleled in other writing systems which adapted alien scripts to
their own use. The cuneiform script adapted by the Hittites from
Sumero-Akkadian exhibits a similar complex mixture (Moorhouse
1953:65-67). The same is true of the hybrid system developed by the
Japanese on the basis of Chinese. The complexity of these hybrid sys-
tems will be illustrated in further detail in connection with the discus-
sion of Japanese below.

For all its fiendish complexity, the Akkadian adaptation of the
Sumerian system was also able to function as a medium of full commu-
nication, since it too had the requisite phonetic base at its disposal.

Scholars differ in their assessment of how much use was actually made

of the phonetic component over time and from one literary genre to
another (Cohen 1958:90; Oppenheim 1977:238-239; Civil 1973:26-
27; Wilhelm 1983:159; Kramer 1986:119-120). Their comments on
this matter are generally limited to rather summary statements which
fall considerably short of what is needed for a clear picture—within a
particular writing system and between different scripts—of the relative
use of the phonetic and nonphonetic elements that my “Duality Prin-
ciple” notes are inherent in all full systems of writing.

Some samplings of cuneiform writing suggest that the phonetic
component was much higher in the Akkadian system than in that of
the Sumerians: 70-96 percent in the former as against 36-54 in the lat-
ter (Civil 1973:26). Also it appears that the high figure of 1,200-2,000
signs of all kinds in early Sumerian writing was reduced to some 500~
700 in that of the Akkadians, of which 300-350 were used to represent
syllabic sounds (Cohen 1958:90; Jensen 1969:90; Driver 1976:67).
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These figures, and the preceding discussion, give some suggestion of
the flexibility inherent in the cuneiform system. The symbols could be
and were adapted to a great variety of languages. In one form or
another they served as the main vehicle of written communication in
the Near East throughout their long history, which began about 3100
s.c. and ended in the first century A.D.

Chinese

In contrast to Sumerian writing, whose history can be traced to its
very beginning, the origins of Chinese writing are obscure and much
debated. The earliest form known to us dates from the Shang dynasty
(1200-1045 B.c.). By that time the script was already a highly devel-
oped system based on principles which have continued to characterize
the system to the present.

A major point of contention is, How did the idea of writing come
into the minds of the Chinese? There are two opposing views of the
matter based on different explanations for the emergence of civilized
societies and the existence of specific elements of culture, including
writing. One approach stresses ‘‘independent invention,” the other
“stimulus diffusion.”

Chinese scholars tend to espouse the first approach. In support of
this view a number of writers have attempted to push Chinese writing
back before Sumerian by claiming a connection between some symbols
of Shang date and those inscribed on pottery several millennia earlier
(Chang 1983; Cheung 1983). However, as noted in the previous criti-
cism of scholars who see a connection between Easter Island symbols
and those of the Indus Valley, it is methodologically unacceptable to
advance as evidence miscellaneous instances of similarity among the
necessarily limited number of scratchings that can be made using only
two or three lines. There is involved here is a sort of chauvinistic
scholarship that seeks to prove an independent invention for Chinese
writing by methodologically suspect means.

Exponents of the “stimulus diffusion” approach sometimes use the
same dubious methodology to claim that some of the symbols found in
China have been copied from earlier ones found in the Near East. Most
diffusionists advance a broader and more general argument based on
the amount and quality of correspondence between civilizations. They
argue that while some simple aspects of culture, such as stone knives
and drawings of familiar things, may have been independently invent-
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ed by various peoples, more complicated ones like writing must have
had a single origin. In support of this thesis, diffusionists cite evidence
of borrowing of some other specific cultural items to prove the bor-
rowing of the idea of writing. Thus the prominent Near Eastern
scholar Cyrus H. Gordon states that “China heard about casting
bronze from the West; and what impelled China to invent her own
system of writing was diffusion of the idea from the Near East” (Gor-
don 1971:16).

But here too the methodology is open to question. The borrowing
of one item—if it really is a case of borrowing—does not necessarily
prove the borrowing of another, though to be sure evidence of exten-
sive borrowing is suggestive. Conversely, when instances of alleged
influence are shown to be based on dubious scholarship, this saps con-
fidence in the whole approach. Gordon’s overall case for stimulus dif-
fusion is hardly helped by his advancing the claim that ““Chinese in
pigtails” (actually found only in the Manchu period, from 1644 to
1911) “are portrayed unmistakably in the art in pre-Columbian Mid-
dle America” (Gordon 1971:171).

My own view of the matter is that the arguments for both
approaches are seriously flawed and that at present there is simply not
enough evidence to provide convincing proof for either claim about
the origin of Shang writing. However, while keeping an open mind
on the matter, I feel that the burden of proof rests with the diffu-
sionists. I therefore incline toward the belief that the Chinese indepen-
dently invented writing, not because there is any proof for this, but
chiefly because I believe that human beings are sufficiently inventive to
have come up with the same idea more than just once.

Moreover, it seems to me that while some of the principles underly-
ing Chinese writing are in fact similar to those underlying Sumerian
writing, in all probability the reason for this is not that one was influ-
enced by the other. The distances in time and space, unlike the Sumer-
ian-Egyptian and Phoenician-Greek situations (discussed in chapters 4
and 5, respectively), militate against such a hypothesis. A more reason-
able explanation is that the two peoples independently thought up
somewhat similar solutions to somewhat similar problems. It is under-
lying principles, not the superficial outward form of symbols, that
should occupy most of our attention.

In approaching an analysis of the Chinese script we encounter quite
a different problem from that of Sumerian. In the case of Sumerian,
the language represented by the writing was completely unknown and
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had to be reconstructed from scratch, in part with the help of informa-
tion provided by peoples such as the Babylonians and Assyrians, who
took over both the language and the writing system, applied the latter
to their own language, and developed bilingual texts of various kinds.
In the case of the Chinese, there is continuity, with gaps that can at
least partially be filled in, between the earliest extant writing and that
of the present day. And given the considerable amount of archaeologi-
cal work going on in China and the exciting finds that have been made
in recent years, there is hope of being able to fill in more gaps. Chief
among these gaps is the huge void that must have contained an earlier
stage of writing before the full-grown system emerged on the scene
during the Shang dynasty.

Our knowledge of what is so far the earliest known Chinese writ-
ing is less than a hundred years old. Toward the end of the last century
peasants working their fields in the district of Anyang, located in the
northern part of Honan province a bit north of the Yellow River,
turned up fragments of bone, some of which bore markings that Chi-
nese scholars recognized as characters of an older form than any yet
known. Owing to the turmoil attending the collapse of the imperial
regime in 1911, it was several decades before scientific excavations
could be conducted in the area. In the meantime large numbers of
inscribed bone fragments found their way into the hands of scattered
Chinese and foreign scholars. Scientific excavations began in 1928,
were interrupted by the Sino-Japanese war of 1937-1945, and were
resumed on a larger scale after the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China in 1949.

The result of all this activity has been the unearthing of over
100,000 inscriptions, many of them of a fragmentary nature, on pot-
tery, stone, bronze, and, most important of all, bones and shells. The
earliest date from about 1200 B.c. This was during the hitherto some-
what shadowy Shang dynasty that was overthrown in the middle of
the eleventh century B.c. by conquerors who established the long-
lived Zhou dynasty (1045-221 B.c.). The Zhou dynasty, in its middle
course, produced the flourishing literate culture of which Confucius is
an outstanding exemplar.

The extension of our knowledge of Chinese civilization back from
Zhou to Shang owes much to the inscriptions found on bones and
shells. Inscriptions on other materials tell us little, since they are in
general restricted to a few characters. Thus the second most important
group, those on bronze vessels, consist in part of so-called “clan-
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name” inscriptions. These are pictographs often encased in a sort of
rectangular cartouche that is reminiscent of those found in Egyptian
hieroglyphic inscriptions containing the names of royal personages.
Some bronze vessels have slightly more extended inscriptions specify-
ing who made the vessel and for whom it was made (Boltz 1986).

In contrast, the inscriptions on bones and shells are much more
informative. This is due only in part to their somewhat greater length,
for most of the texts are less than 15 characters in length, and very few
exceed 50 characters (Mickel 1986:256). The nature of the inscriptions
and how they came to be written provide most of the information.

The Shang people wrote on bones and shells for purposes of divina-
tion. Through their priests, who were scribes and had the power to
communicate with their ancestors and their gods, they sought oracular
advice on all sorts of matters, from the most serious affairs of state to
lesser problems such as what to do about toothaches and how to inter-
pret dreams. In this the Shang were like people today who run their
lives by consulting astrologers, ouija boards, or other sources of spiri-
tualistic ““guidance.” The Shang divination texts are known as ““oracle
bone inscriptions” (OBI).

The texts were written on the large shoulder bones of cattle and the
shells of turtles. These were much prized. Some nondivination texts
record the receipt of these valuable items. However, unlike the exten-
sive accountancy of the Sumerian temple scribes, there are only a few
Shang inscriptions of this sort.

The bones and shells, especially the latter, were prepared by being
smoothed to a high polish and were stored until brought out for the
divination ceremony. The diviner asked a question, such as ““Shall an
army of five thousand men be raised?” or ““Will it rain?*” Then heat
was applied to the back of the bone or shell, causing cracks to appear
on the face. The cracks were interpreted by the diviner, or perhaps
even by the king himself. Finally a record of the whole matter, includ-
ing the follow-up on the final outcome, was incised, or sometimes
written with a brush, on the bone or shell.

It is of interest to note that at this early stage the characters were
not yet standardized as to shape and size. It was only later that they
came to occupy the uniform square space that has earned them the
Chinese name of fangkuaizi ‘square block characters,” which one West-
ern scholar has rendered as ‘tetragraphs’ (Mair 1988). Moroever, in the
early inscriptions there was no fixed direction of writing. The
sequence of characters varied from left to right, right to left, top to
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bottom, and various mixtures of direction within the same inscription
and even within the same sentence (Serruys 1974:16). When we add
to this the fragmentary nature of many of the bones and shells, it goes
without saying that the interpretation of the inscriptions is a highly
complicated and controversial matter.

A full inscription consists of four parts: (1) a preface stating that on
such-and-such a day a bone or shell was cracked and that So-and-so
divined; (2) a ““charge” asking a question; (3) the prognostication; and
(4) the verification, telling what actually happened. Few inscriptions
contain all four parts. The dating of the inscriptions is also generally
limited to the specification of a day within a chronological system con-
taining a cycle of sixty days. From this information, the naming of the
diviner, and other clues, it is sometimes possible to achieve a more pre-
cise dating, as in the case of some solar-eclipse inscriptions during the
reign of King Wu Ding (1200-1181 5.c.) (Keightley 1978:174).

A full oracle bone inscription dating from the same period is of par-
ticular interest because it reveals the existence, as early as the second
millennium B.c., of concerns that are still very much in evidence in
Chinese society. The inscription deals with the pregnancy of King Wu
Ding’s consort, Wife Hao. The preface states that on day 21 a shell
was cracked and a certain Ge divined. The charge notes that Wife Hao
was to give birth and asks: “Will it be a happy event?”” The prognos-
tication was undertaken by the king himself. Reading the cracks, he
said that if the birth occurred on one of certain specified days, it would
be a happy event; if it happened on any of some other specified days, it
would be “hugely auspicious”’; but if it occurred on another specified
day, it would not be good. Three weeks and one day later came
the verification telling what had actually happened: “The birthing
was not a happy event. It was a girl” (Keightley 1978:41; Mickel
1986:255).

Shang divination practices of the sort just described are attested for a
period of only about a century and a half, that is until the overthrow
of the dynasty in 1045 B.c. The Zhou successors did not take over the
Shang practice of divining by the use of bones and shells, but they did
continue the practice of inscribing on bronze. The earliest identifiable
Zhou text is on a bronze vessel with an inscription stating that it was
commissioned only eight days after the Zhou victory over the Shang.
It is typical of a large number of vessels cast during the early Zhou
period that contained texts stating the date, discussing the meritorious
deed which led to the casting of the vessel, noting the generosity of
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the ruler as represented by the gift of metal, and expressing the desire
that future generations take note and use the vessel. Some of the
inscriptions are quite long. One that can be precisely dated as incised in
the reign of a Zhou king who ruled from 946 to 935 B.c. contains 284
characters. The practice of incising inscriptions on bronze vessels con-
tinued for close to a thousand years, until the early Han period (206
B.C.-9 A.D.) (Mickel 1986:295).

Important as these inscriptions were, they were overshadowed by
Zhou texts written with a brush on bamboo, wood, and silk, and
carved on stone and other hard substances. These materials were the
basis of the extensive literary remains that survive from before the
invention of paper in the second century A.D. Following that there
was a considerable increase in output, particularly after the invention
first of block-printing about 600 A.p. and then, well before Guten-
berg, of printing from movable type. This resulted in a veritable
explosion of publications. The total Chinese output prior to the nine-
teenth century may have exceeded that of the rest of the world com-
bined.

These developments occurred over a long period, more than three
thousand years, and in a huge area populated by people who com-
manded various forms of speech that have conventionally been
grouped together as “Chinese.” This term is an umbrella designation
for at least eight present-day varieties of what are usually called “‘dia-
lects”” but, since they are mutually unintelligible, might better be con-
sidered parallel to the various languages that make up the Romance
group of languages. The main varieties are Mandarin (750 million
speakers), Wu or Shanghainese (85 million speakers), and Cantonese
(50 million speakers). Even these terms are imprecise, as emphasized in
a study entitled The Four Languages of “Mandarin” which notes that
“Mandarin” is itself an umbrella term for ‘‘Idealized Mandarin”
(Putonghua ‘Common Speech’ or Guoyu ‘National Language’), “Im-
perial Mandarin” (the largely uncodified language spoken by the
scholar-official class in imperial China), “Geographical Mandarin”
(the invention of twentieth-century linguists, created in an effort to
delineate the language of a particular area sharing certain common
phonological traits), and “Local Mandarin™ (every locale, because of
its unique linguistic composition, treated as an independent speech
community) (Sanders 1987).

In earlier times most literature was produced in a style loosely called
“classical Chinese” that was written by people who spoke some form
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of language ancestral to the varieties of current ““Chinese” noted
above. Such literature was also produced by many people who were
not even native speakers of Chinese, but who adopted the system for
want of a script of their own.

The classical Chinese literature written by people with such diverse
linguistic backgrounds had about the same status as Latin in the
Romance situation. In modern times the primary emphasis in writing
has been on a style based more or less on speech, chiefly Mandarin but
to some extent also other varieties, notably Shanghainese and Can-
tonese. Just as these varieties of speech are mutually unintelligible, so
are the varieties of written language based on them. It is a widespread
myth that Chinese characters cut across boundaries of speech. This is
no more true than the claim of universality for the Latin alphabet. It is
necessary to learn the concrete application of the symbols to each spe-
cific form of speech. Since the version of Mandarin that is officially
called Putonghua or Common Speech is the standard language in
China, the writing system based on it is also the written standard. But
it takes more effort for a Cantonese to learn to read and write in the
national standard than it does for a Spaniard to learn to read and write
French (DeFrancis 1984a).

The realities of speech and writing in China that are obscured by the
myth of the universality of Chinese characters and by the ambiguity of
the umbrella term ““Chinese” should be kept in mind in considering
the evolution of Chinese writing. There has been continuity as well as
change in this long period. Characters have been created by speakers of
many different varieties of Chinese and often reflect the peculiarities of
their speech. There have been historical changes in word order, and
the characters have been shuffled around to adapt to these changes.
Characters have died out as the words that they represented have
become obsolete. New characters and new combinations of characters
have been created to express new words that have entered into the
vocabulary. In common with all writing systems with a long history,
the pronunciation of the symbols has changed greatly over time, as is
readily apparent in a recently published dictionary of Early Zhou Chi-
nese (Schuessler 1987).

The forms or shapes of the characters have also undergone change.
On the oracle bones many characters are clear pictographs. Their mod-
ern descendants have been so stylized, abbreviated, distorted, and oth-
erwise modified that it is often difficult to see the relationship with the
ancestral character, as can be illustrated by the following example
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(from DeFrancis 1984a:83) showing the loss of iconicity in the evolu-
tion of the character for md ‘horse’:

Shang Great Seal Small Seal Scribal Regular Simplified
3 2 A &5 B B

The styles illustrated are those of the Shang oracle bones, the Great
Seal style of the Zhou dynasty, the Small Seal style of the short-lived
Qin dynasty (221-206 B.c.), and the Scribal and Regular styles of the
Han dynasty (206 B.c.—220 A.D.), the last being the most commonly
used script until the official simplification of characters in the PRC in
the 1950s. Figure 17 compares the OBI and modern forms of a num-
ber of characters.

As the examples presented in the illustration suggest, the task of
deciphering Shang characters, of which some 1,000 out of a total of
4,500 have been identified to date, is facilitated by the fact that in
many cases it is possible to trace the evolution of a character from its
Shang to its contemporary form. There are many instances, however,
of “descendantless” graphs. These constitute a problem in decipher-
ment. Some descendantless characters appear to be completely unre-
lated to any modern symbols. Others are complex characters whose
component elements have modern counterparts but are not now com-
bined in the same way as in the Shang graphs.

This mention of the component elements in Chinese characters and
how they are combined raises the crucial question of the principles
behind the Chinese system of writing. To obtain a clear understanding
of this system it is essential that we recognize what the principles are
and—a much neglected aspect—how they were applied in different
proportions over time.

It has been the traditional practice to classify Chinese characters into
several groups. The first group, about which there is general agree-
ment, consists of pictographs. As we have already seen, many of the
earliest characters, as represented on the OBIs, are clearly pictographic
in nature.

What might be called the “simple indicative principle” identifies a
second group of characters which represent words not exactly pictori-
ally but in some other representational manner. For example, the
words for “one,” “two,” and “three” are respectively represented by

one, two, and three horizontal lines:
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OBI modern modern
graph character reading meaning
FEES
1. 3 ﬁ xiang ‘elephant’
2. B‘E /:R qid ‘pelt’  (mod. i)
3. w] kdu ‘opening, orifice, mouth’
4. & 3] mi ‘eye’
5. D }:] yué ‘moon, month’
6. & ® tidn “(cultivated) field’
7. *Z 4 nil “(kneeling) woman’
8. & ;o qf ‘(winnowing) basket’ (mod. ¥ )
9 /i\ * tian ‘overhead” > ‘sky, heaven’
10. /\? i yaing ‘sheep, ram’
11. f:% E mi ‘horse’
12. % ﬁ} qui ‘turtle’
13. £ & yi “fish’
14. % ;.;7'{ ding ‘tripod, cauldron’

Figure 17. Chinese Writing: A 1% Pictographic Script

The evolution of fourteen Chinese characters representative of the mere one percent
that go back to pictographs, chiefly those found on oracle bone inscriptions (OBI) of
around 1200-1045 B.c. All but two—12 and 14, the most complicated—have been
used as phonetic symbols in the formation of multielement characters. Adapted with
permission from William G. Boltz, ““Early Chinese Writing.” World Archaeology 17
(3) (1986):427.

1 2
Shang — = =
Modernm—rorsZy s

The words for “above” and ““below”” are represented by a horizon-
tal line with another graphic element placed above or below it:
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above below

Shang = =
Modern £ iz

What might be called the “compound indicative principle’” involves
a somewhat more elaborate version of the preceding. It is frequently

illustrated by the combination of the characters for “sun” and
“moon”’ to represent the word ming ‘bright,’ as follows:

sun. moon  bright

8 A BA

The fourth principle is the familiar rebus device which we first
encountered in Sumerian with the use of gi ‘reed” borrowed to repre-
sent the homophonous word gi ‘reimburse.” A Chinese example is the
borrowing of a character representing xidng ‘elephant’ to represent the
homophonous word xidng ‘image.’

The final principle is one which combines a rebus-like symbol with
another symbol giving, generally, a semantic clue to the meaning.
One example is the addition (on the left) of the symbol for ‘person’ to
that (on the right) for xidng ‘elephant’ to produce an unambiguous
character xiang ‘image’:

Lid. gooeig

Another example is the previously cited character for ma ‘mother’
formed by combining the character for md ‘horse’ (on the right) with
another for ‘female’ (on the left):

£+ 5 =45

I call this the SP principle, since it involves joining a semantic element
S—such as the symbols for ‘person’ and ‘female’ in the previous exam-
ples—to a phonetic element P—such as the symbols for xiang ‘ele-
phant’ and md ‘horse.’ I also designate as SP characters those, to be dis-
cussed below, that are formed by joining a phonetic element P to a
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semantic element S. We can think of both of these types as MS (mean-
ing-plus-sound) characters.

The proportions in which the foregoing principles have been applied
in the formation of Chinese characters have varied over time. This can
be seen in the following table (adapted from DeFrancis 1984a:84) sum-
marizing the structural classification of 977 Shang characters, 9,353
characters of a second-century dictionary by Xu Shen, and 48,641
characters of the great imperial Kang Xi dictionary of the eighteenth

century:
Structural Classification of Characters
Shang 2nd 18th
Principle Dynasty century century
Pictographic 227 (23%) 364 (4%)
Simple
indicative 20 2%) 125 (1%) +1,500 (3%)
Compound
indicative 396 (41%) 1,167 (13%)
Semantic-
phonetic 334 (34%)  7,697(82%)  47,141(97%)
Total 977 9,353 48,641

The traditional view of Chinese characters summarized above has
been challenged in some important respects by Peter A. Boodberg, a
leading student of early Chinese writing whose views are receiving
more and more acceptance since they were propounded several decades
ago (Boodberg 1937, 1940, 1957). His criticisms center on two main
points. The first is the failure of many people, sinologists included, to
realize the importance of SP characters because of neglecting or
minimizing the phonetic contribution of the P element and exaggerat-
ing the semantic contribution of the the S element. The second
extends Boodberg’s criticism of underestimating the significance of the
phonetic element by dealing especially with those characters tradition-
ally classified under the “compound indicative principle.”

The majority of these characters, Boodberg contends, are in reality
SP characters. Indeed, he goes so far as to claim that apart from “‘a few
exceptional cases” there is simply no such thing as a class of characters
constructed on semantic principles (1937:345-347). This view has
recently been reiterated by another scholar, William G. Boltz, who
has also done significant work on early Chinese writing. He asserts:
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““Characters were not invented by just putting together two or more
elements based on their semantic values alone. At least of one of the
components must have had a phonetic function” (Boltz 1986:428).

Boodberg’s ““few exceptional cases” include chiefly single characters
of clearly pictographic origin. There are at most only a few hundred of
these, and the number has not increased for some two millennia.
These simple characters of pictographic origin, examples of which
appear in figure 17, comprise only about one percent of the total num-
ber of Chinese characters. The remaining 99 percent, examples of
which are presented in figure 18, are compound characters whose main
component is a phonetic element.

As an example of the need to rethink characters allegedly based on
semantic principles, Boodberg cites the case of the previously men-
tioned character for ming ‘bright.” He rejects the traditional approach
which begins with a disembodied concept supposedly represented by a
character formed by combining the symbols for “sun” and “moon.”
Instead he starts by assuming definite spoken words related to the
meaning “‘bright.”” This leads him to note the existence of an earlier
form of the character for ming ‘bright’ (Morohashi 1955-1960, 5:14,
366) that I present below in juxtaposition with the later version:

MR oA

In both cases the element ‘moon’ on the right-hand side of the char-
acters is a semantic determinative. The element on the left-hand side of
the first character is originally a picture of a window, with a pronunci-
ation related to ming. In short, the present character representing ming
‘bright” is simply a later variant with what is usually taken as a seman-
tic “sun”’—which has caused us to overlook an earlier version with a
phonetic ming element that more closely relates the character to a
spoken word (Boodberg 1937:344-345; 1940:270-274).

Boodberg also cites the case of the following two characters:

Bl bl

In modern transcription, the first character is mil ‘eye,” the second jian
‘see.” But the first was also used to write the related word ‘see.” Hence
it represented two related meanings and had two quite different pro-
nunciations, which have become modern m# ‘eye’ and jian ‘see.” In
order to distinguish the two meanings, the ‘eye’ character was supple-
mented with a phonetic determinative, the bottom part of the second
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character, whose earlier pronunciation #iZién provided a better phonetic
clue than the modern pronunciation rén (Boodberg 1937:343).

In presenting these and other cases Boodberg stresses an aspect of
Chinese writing that we have already encountered in Sumerian. That
is the fact that many sounds are represented by more than one symbol

recall the 23 for Sumerian du) and that the same symbol may represent
several different words (recall the different words represented by the
ronunciations gub, gin, tim for the same symbol with the basic mean-
ing ‘leg’). Chinese words are also often written with different charac-
ters, and the same character may be read in several different ways. It is
a major challenge to modern scholarship to unravel the interconnec-
tions that have grown up among Chinese characters in the several mil-
lennia that they have been handled and mishandled by millions of
scholars with widely different backgrounds in the many varieties of
spoken and written Chinese.

Because of his emphasis on relating writing to speech, Boodberg
presents a clearer analysis of the evolution of Chinese writing than that
suggested by the conventional listing of its underlying principles. It is
summarized in even simpler terms by Boltz as a three-stage develop-
ment: (1) a pictographic stage, which in its pure form could write only
the limited part of the language that was clearly picturable; (2) a
multivalent stage, which included the use of the rebus principle
whereby the same symbol might stand for unrelated homophonous
words, and the use of the same character to represent words semanti-
cally related but with different pronunciations; and (3) a stage in
which the ambiguity that grew up with the multivalent use of charac-
ters was resolved by resort to semantic and phonetic determinatives, as
in the case of Near Eastern writing (Boltz 1986). The following exam-
ples illustrate these stages:

A B
xiang xiang mi jian
Stage ‘elephant’ ‘image’ ‘eye’ ‘see’

Rebus

Pictographic 3 / %\ (none) 197/ =] (none)
% % 2 g

Determinative

(A.tSemanttic) %\ ( %\ 5 /a_,

(B. Phonetic)
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lf\g huing Fﬁﬁ pi E\% mi 'f% jido g\ mod ff’J i F:xj mén te[] zhong E% huéng
= g huéng Eé pi ﬁu% mi ‘7;% jiao %\ mod 7%] li ﬂ’i men /‘t\ zhdng E% huéng
Y8 huing  3B¥ pi 48 ma ) qito Ep mo F n Pa] min 3 zhong % huing
48 hung  BF p 1 m 2, qido 4% mo F n i) wen R zhong %% huing
9§ huing  Bf pi B m M qiso 48 mo o P wen AT zhong Fh huing
£2 huing g p \DEDJ ma o yiso Lg mo Aon P wen % zhong J& huing
P hidap B op 1B m B%  xigo g o £ n P8 shan #} shong  JE kuing
38 huing BF pi 2f ma B2 xido E m 3 x P xifn tH zhong A heng
l_%_c huing %?_ po \k% shao %*’; mod éﬁ li F__ﬁ shuan 7‘:{:‘ chong
8\ huing %% nie 3%, ndo 55_ md | i ] guan b chong
ig huéng *}% néo ?ﬁ\: md ﬂé}! i :/\:F chong
%}E huing /ﬁ% néo —g}i mé ﬁ‘j it U,:F chong
£ ndo K4 mo £ n N5 chong
fu;% ndo *i mé FF| 16 i chong
4 tho B ma 5| 16 i chong
% o £ om A 1 ft chong
3 rio % md 24| lisn e nong
g3 rho B om 4#| qidn 3” zhi
it gg mé
Figure 18. Chinese Writing: A 100% Syllabic Script netic element (i.e., one of the 895 syllabic elements in the ‘Soothill Syllabary”’), and
Examples of Chinese characters, which always represent syllables, showing their deri- an added semantic element (i.e., one of the 214 elements traditionally called radicals
vation (except for the 1% noted in Figure 17) from two elements—a primary pho- or keys).
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Note that in column A a semantic determinative, a variant of the
symbol for ‘person,” is added to the phonetic base xidng to distinguish
the meaning ‘image.” In column B a phonetic determinative, another
variant of the symbol for ‘person,’ is added to the semantic base mi
‘eye’ to distinguish the meaning ‘see.” Both types are SP characters.
Note also that the three stages should not be viewed as chronologically
distinct. They define the stage of an individual character as determined
by its function.

It is useful now to take a closer look at the preponderant category of
characters of the determinative stage. Particularly illuminating is a
comparison of Chinese and Sumerian in their approaches to an essen-
tially similar problem of coping with the ambiguity inherent in writ-
ing systems in which one word might be written many different ways
and one graph might be read many different ways. We can schematize
the Sumerian and Chinese approaches as follows:

Sumerian S P
Chinese

The Sumerian examples have already been discussed in the preceding
section. It was explained there that an ambiguous phonetic symbol
(P?) is disambiguated by adding a semantic determinative (S), and an
ambiguous semantic symbol (S?) is disambiguated by adding a pho-
netic determinative (P). Chinese does exactly the same thing, but it
developed a variation that has had a profound influence on how the
characters have been viewed. That variation is to weld the determina-
tive, whether semantic or phonetic, with the ambiguous element to
form a tightly knit symbol that is rigidly confined within its own
square space of exactly the same size as that for every other character,
regardless of simplicity or complexity.

With his usual perspicuity, Boodberg notes this important differ-
ence between Chinese and Sumerian (and Egyptian also) in the follow-
ing passage:

Egyptian and cuneiform, where the use of semantic determinatives
remained optional and the determinatives themselves detachable from
the graphs they determined, moved on apace toward phonetization. In
Chinese, the determinatives, semantic or phonetic, were welded
securely to their graphs so as to form one single graphic body; diagram-
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matic structure became thus the dominant type of character building.
This may have been caused by a more pronounced homophony of the
Chinese vocabulary, but it must have also been influenced by an aes-
thetic imperative in the Chinese which prompted them, apparently
quite early in the development of the script, to enforce the principle of
EQUIDIMENSIONALISM. . . . of the graphs [Boodberg 1957:115].

With respect to the two kinds of SP characters, namely those
formed by adding an S to a P or a P to an S, which kind is more impor-
tant? On this there has been considerable disagreement among special-
ists in Chinese. Earlier scholars, and a few still today, consider that the
complex characters of this category were formed chiefly by adding a
phonetic determinative to a semantic base. The popular names given to
the semantic element reflect this view. It is frequently referred to as a
“radical,” sometimes as a ‘“key,” the latter being used especially in
connection with its function as the unit (comparable to our abc. ..
xyz) for filing characters in a dictionary. The semantic element is con-
siderably less often called a “‘signific” or ““‘determinative.”

Noel Barnard, who has done some of the most important research
on this aspect of Chinese, is firmly of the opinion that the phonetic
element is the real core of compound characters. For the most part
semantic elements were added to phonetic elements, not the other way
around (Barnard 1978). This is the prevailing view among most spe-
cialists today. I hold strongly to this opinion also.

Leaving aside the matter of priority, it should be noted that the
result of adding an S to a P is essentially the same as that of adding a P
to an S. That is to say, PS = SP. The order in which the two elements
merged is now largely of only historical interest. And the location
within a character (e.g., left side versus right side) is also of secondary
importance.

If almost all characters are of the SP variety, and if most of these
were formed by adding a semantic to a phonetic, then we need to take
a closer look at just how the combination was effected. Part of the task
is easy. It has been the tradition, as illustrated in the Kang Xi Dictio-
nary, to identify exactly 214 key semantic elements. Until the PRC
simplification of the 1950s, all characters were analyzed, sometimes
quite arbitrarily, as having one of these 214 keys, and they were listed
in dictionaries under the appropriate key. However, there is a good
deal of artificiality and arbitrariness in all this, as is indicated by the
fact that the first Chinese dictionary, of the second century B.c., listed
characters under 540 keys, while the most recent PRC dictionaries
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have variously classified them under 186, 191, 225, 226, and 250
keys.

What of the phonetic elements? The Chinese have in general paid
much less attention to this aspect, though some philologists have com-
piled rhyming dictionaries based on the sounds of the characters. Some
scholars, including some foreign pathbreakers like Bernhard Karlgren,
have made good use of the phonetic elements in reconstructing the
pronunciation of earlier stages of Chinese. A few have also attempted
to use the phonetic elements in teaching. Two well known examples
of pedagogical use are works by Wieger (1965) and Soothill (1942)
that classify characters under 850-900 phonetics based on Mandarin
pronunciations.

An extremely useful, if somewhat flawed, study was published in
1814 by the missionary-scholar Joshua Marshman, who analyzed the
characters in the eighteenth-century Kang Xi dictionary. He excluded
from consideration more than a third of the characters on various
grounds, such as their being mere stylistic variants or lacking explana-
tions. This left him with about 25,000 characters that can more or less
be viewed as the total unabridged lexicon of Chinese over the past two
millennia. Removing from each character what he called its “Ele-
ment,” that is, the semantic element or key under which the character
was classified, he arrived at a figure of 3,867 residual components,
which he called “Primitives.” He concluded that all characters, apart
from the few hundred consisting only of a single component, are
formed by combining one of the 214 elements with one of the 3,867
primitives. He referred to the combinations thus formed as “Deriva-
tives.”

By his use of the term primitives we can conclude that Marshman
correctly assigned the primary role to this category of components that
enter into the composition of Chinese characters. At the same time,
however, he was so firmly convinced that the primitives “‘convey a
general idea” that he failed to appreciate the significance of the fact
(which he himself pointed out) that, for example, 11 of the 16 deriva-
tives (actually there are more) formed with a primitive /i had exactly
the same pronunciation, and all but one had the same initial. Despite
his myopia regarding the precise function of the primitives, which was
of course chiefly phonetic, his work remains valuable, for it shows that
Chinese characters are not all idiosyncratic entities like, as is frequently
alleged, our numerals 1, 2, 3.

All Chinese characters, or at least all the characters one is likely to
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encounter in reading a text written within the past two millennia or
50, and excluding a few of direct pictographic origin, are actually com-
binations of some 200 semantics and 4,000 phonetics. These numbers
are large, but they are not open-ended, and above all they are finite
enough to make the Chinese system manageable. It works because the
phonetic elements are syllabograms that comprise a sort of syllabary. It
is, to be sure, an outsized, haphazard, inefficient, and only partially
reliable syllabary. Nevertheless it works, as is apparent from the exam-
ples given in figure 18.

Perhaps it will help to visualize the structure of Chinese characters if
we imagine a huge ‘‘Semantic-plus-Phonetic Matrix”” composed by
listing the 214 semantics on the left and the 3,867 phonetics across the
top. Of course not all semantics combine with all phonetics, so that of
the over 800,000 cells contained in our matrix, only some 25,000
would be occupied by the derivatives that Marshman selected for study
from the Kang Xi dictionary. We can also imagine a smaller matrix
based on Soothill’s classification of 4,300 of the more frequently used
characters (approximately the number needed for full literacy) under
895 phonetics, combined of course with the usual 214 semantics. We
extract from the imagined overarching matrix a few examples (from
DeFrancis 19842:106) of cells filled by derivatives that are actually
formed by combining one of the 3,867 phonetics with one of the 214
semantics. The numbering system follows that of what might be
called the ““Soothill Syllabary” of 895 phonetics that is contained
within the “Marshman Syllabary” of 3,867 phonetics.

Semantic-plus-Phonetic Matrix

Phonetic 264 Phonetic 282 Phonetic 391 Phonetic 597

semantic %—k (0) Q;Q (can) 3“% (yao) . ﬁ (f%)
9 /f ‘person’ ffﬂz (d0: ‘proud”’) 1‘)2< (can: ‘good”) {fﬁ ‘(lﬂZli;’) {[ﬁ (f: “help”)
64 Zf ‘hand’ | $£} (a0: ‘shake’) | % 5 (shin: ‘seize”) IIH]*E (‘Zj:;tch’) j{ﬁ (boi: “catch’)

75 Z‘s ‘wood’ *;?)Z (@o: “barge’) ;fo;,&(shén: ‘beam’) H% (ndo: ‘oar”) *ﬁj (fi: “trellis’)

1

= e s | = SO n| A SO n |~ (jido: ~8 v, ¢ ’
85 - ‘water’ | k (do: ‘stream”) ;%Q(shen. leak’) /‘;'% AT ;ﬁ] (pi: ‘creek’)

As can be seen by reading across the rows, in many but not all cases
the semantic element on the left provides a sort of thesaurus-like clue
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to the meaning of the items on the right. All those to the right of no.
85, for example, have something to do with water. The phonetics
noted at the top of the chart appear to give some clues to the pronunci-
ation of the characters of which they form a part. Although the clues
vary in the degree to which they suggest the pronunciation of the full
characters, overall they are far more specific than the semantic clues.

Some phonetics are more productive of derivatives than others—
from as few as two or three to as many as almost two dozen. In figure
18 the fi phonetic (no. 511) and the zhong phonetic (no. 784) both
occur as a component in 20 characters. Yao (no. 391) and mo (no. 453)
each has 22 derivatives. The phonetics are more likely to be evident in
less frequently used characters, as attested by the fact that they enter
into an average of 6.5 characters in the Kang Xi list of 25,000 charac-
ters but only about 5.0 in the Soothill selection of 4,300. The lower
ratio in the latter shows the effect of attrition in more frequently used
characters, where the original structure of the graphs has often become
so distorted as not to be readily recognizable.

Some semantics also occur more frequently than others in com-
pound characters. The “‘vegetation” semantic occurs in hundreds of
characters. The “‘step forward” semantic occurs in 17 derivatives, all
but two or three of which are quite rare.

The illustration in the matrix of the way semantics and phonetics
combine to form new characters in Chinese can be used to expand on
the important difference between Sumerian and Chinese mentioned
earlier. If Chinese combined the two elements along the same lines as
Sumerian, the two characters for do ‘proud’ and do ‘stream’ might
appear as on the left below instead of as they actually do on the right:

13k % a0 ‘proud’

. vs. g
Z34 77%( do ‘stream’

The detachability of the semantic elements for ‘person’ and ‘water’ in
the characters to the left would incline us to view these characters
rather differently from those on the right. We would surely pay as
much if not more attention to the phonetic elements like do than to
the determinatives and would view them all as separate entities. In
counting symbols we would therefore most likely say that the virtu-
ally unabridged historical lexicon based on the Kang Xi dictionary has
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3867 + 214 = 4081 different symbols instead of the astronomical
25,000 that we see in the more closely-knit derived characters. Simi-
larly, the abridged modern selection presented by Soothill might be
said to comprise 895 + 214 = 1109 different symbols instead of the
4,300 obtained by combining semantics and phonetics.

Another point we have to consider is this: Just how useful are these
semantic and phonetic elements? The former, it is clear, can at best
suggest only a general semantic area. Thus we know that characters
containing semantic no. 85 most likely have something to do with
water, and those containing semantic no. 140 with vegetation. In fact
the so-called semantic in many characters does not provide even this
limited amount of information. They often offer no real semantic
information at all and merely serve to differentiate one character from
another, as do our spelling distinctions in hair and hare.

There is a wide range in the usefulness of the phonetic elements. We
can distinguish four degrees of correspondence between a phonetic and
the derivative of which it forms part:

1. In some cases the phonetic tells us with 100 percent accuracy the
pronunciation, even as to tone, of the full character of which it forms
part. So phonetic no. 74, hudng (see figure 18), indicates exactly the
pronunciation of the 14 derivatives of which it forms part. An exam-
ple is one in which it combines with the semantic key no. 142,
‘insect,’ to form the first part of the two-syllable word hudngchdng
‘locust’:

key phonetic derivative
& g %8
insect  hudng hudng

2. Some phonetics indicate the pronunciation of the derivative char-
acter except possibly for tone. Phonetic no. 255, md, is such a phonetic
in 10 derivatives. One example is the character for the word ma
‘mother,” in which, as already noted, it represents the pronunciation
with complete accuracy except for tone:

key phonetic derivative
4 & 1%
female  md ma
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3. Some phonetics indicate only part of the sounds which comprise
the syllable represented by the derivative. Usually it is the final, the
major component of a syllable, that is represented. Thus phonetic no.
391, yao, enters into 22 derivatives variously read as ydo, ydo, jido, jido,
qido, qido, xido, xido, ndo, ndo, ndo, rdo, rao, shdo. One example is the
character for jido ‘to sprinkle’ composed of this phonetic and the
‘water’ determinative as its key:

key phonetic  derivative
> % %
water yao Jjido

4. Some so-called phonetics provide no useful phonetic clue. This is
sometimes due to the mistaken analysis and classification of characters
by dictionary makers, including Soothill, but perhaps even more, as
Ramsey reminds us (personal communication, 5/26/88), to the exten-
sive phonological changes that have taken place during the long
stretch of time over which the series was built. Sound changes of vari-
ous kinds have obscured some of the homophony or near-homophony
that once existed.

An example of a useless phonetic appears in the character xia
‘below.” Its actual etymology, as mentioned earlier, goes back to a sim-
ple indicative graph consisting of a dot or dash below a horizontal line.
The modern character is mechanically analyzed by Soothill, whose
popular and convenient work I largely follow despite some points of
disagreement, as a derivative made up by combining key no. 1 ‘one;
under which it is customarily classified, and phonetic no. 119 bi ‘to
divine’:

key phonetic  derivative
-t T
one bit xid

Clearly bit is completely useless as a phonetic for xia.

A somewhat different group of characters in this category consists
of those which some specialists in Chinese, though not ordinary read-
ers, might be able to identify as having useful phonetics. A case in
point is the last character, guan ‘gate, which Soothill places under

Syllabic Systems 111

phonetic no. 635 mén (see figure 18). Specialists like Karlgren (1940:
187) may be able to correct Soothill’s misplacement of this character
under the phonetic mén by noting that it is a derivative made up by
combining elements which include key no. 169 ‘door’ and a rare pho-
netic (the bottom part of the character) which had the early pronuncia-
tion kwan:

key phonetic derivative
Soothill g

! mén el
Karlgren yy

door kwan guan

The potential utility of phonetics in this last group of characters is not
reflected in figure 18, which is mainly limited to examples of the first
three groups of characters.

There is ample evidence that while what we might call the “spell-
ing” of derived characters indicated by the phonetic element is not a
completely reliable guide to pronunciation, any more than is the case
with English spelling, nevertheless it is by no means useless or unused.
Readers of Chinese frequently guess at the pronunciation of unknown
characters by referring to the phonetic component. Writers frequently
make mistakes by writing wrong characters that have the same or sim-
ilar sounds as the intended graphs.

It is pertinent, therefore, to look a bit more closely at the issue of
phoneticity that was mentioned earlier in citing Y. R. Chao’s estimate
that Chinese writing is 25 percent phonetic as against 75 percent for
English. Research done on this issue indicates that if one has memo-
rized the pronunciation of the 895 phonetic elements singled out by
Soothill, it is possible in 66 percent of the cases to guess the pronuncia-
tion of any given character one is likely to encounter in reading a mod-
ern text.

If we apply only those phonetics like the aforementioned hudng,
which reflect pronunciation with complete accuracy, we have a 25 per-
cent chance of guessing the pronunciation of the characters in a given
text. It is probably not coincidental that this figure is identical with
Chao’s estimate. His definition of phoneticity may well have been
based only on such cases, where a phonetic precisely matches the pro-
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nunciation of a character of which it forms part, even including the
tone.

But symbols which represent accurately the phonemes of a syllable
other than the tones are also generally useful. This is attested by the
fact that much has been published in a variety of Chinese scripts which
do not indicate tones. One such is the Latinxua or Latinization scheme
in use before World War II (DeFrancis 1950). Since the early 1950s
newspapers, poetry, fiction, and works on linguistics, history, and
politics have been published in a Cyrillic transcription of Dungan, a
dialect of Northwestern Mandarin. This dialect is spoken by some
36,000 people in Soviet Central Asia descended from Muslim Chinese
refugees who fled persecution at the hands of the Manchus in the nine-
teenth century (Isayev 1977:186-187; Rimsky-Korsakoff 1967:356,
410-413; Rimsky-Korsakoff Dyer 1987:235). If we add the 17 percent
of phonetics of this type, represented by the phonetic md, phoneticity
increases to 42 percent.

Even phonetic elements of the ydo type are useful since they give
hints about the pronunciation of part of a syllable, usually the final
part, which is the most distinctive part of the syllable. Hence they
generally permit a good guess at the pronunciation of a character in
context. If we add the 24 percent of phonetics of this type, phoneticity
increases to the figure of 66 percent mentioned above (DeFrancis
1984a:105-110).”

The 66 percent figure represents a conservative estimate of the
phoneticity of Chinese characters. Scholars with specialized knowl-
edge of Chinese historical phonology can often derive additional pho-
netic information from the previously mentioned fourth category,
which I have dismissed as providing no useful phonetic clues. This
rejection is based on my estimate of utility for the average, linguisti-
cally unsophisticated reader of Chinese texts. More knowledgeable
readers such as the specialized scholars Bernhard Karlgren and William
S.-Y. Wang are able to discern corespondence between phonetic ele-
ments and full characters that is not apparent to ordinary readers. They
arrive at a somewhat different classification of characters, primarily
those in my fourth category. Those of the xia ‘below’ type they con-
sider as not belonging to the SP catergory at all. Some others, such as
guan ‘gate, are reclassified into my third category on the basis of a
more refined phonological analysis that is made possible by a more
sophisticated understanding of the history of a character and the
sounds attached to it. The net result of all this is that their estimate of
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phoneticity (as defined by my first three categories) rises to as high as
90 percent (Karlgren 1923:4; Wang 1981:232).5

Apart from the multielement (SP) graphs which contain phonetics
of the varying degrees of utility described, there are also single-element
graphs which themselves comprise phonetics. (Some also function as
keys.) Here are a few examples of characters we have already encoun-

tered:
& md ‘horse’
P8 mén ‘door’
B ma ceye’
A 7 s
rén ‘person
% xiang ‘elephant’

The overall distribution of the various kinds of characters can be
roughly summarized as follows:

Kind of Character Example Percent
A. single-element characters &y md ‘horse’ 1
B. multielement (SP) characters

1. completely useful phonetic %€ hudng ‘locust’ 25

(represents all the phonemes
of the derivative)

2. generally useful phonetic
(represents all the segmental
phonemes, but perhaps not
the tone) .

3. contextually useful phonetic % jido ‘sprinkle’ 24
(represents most of segmental
phonemes)

4. useless phonetic
(represents no significant

phonemes) il
Total 100

%% ma ‘mother’ 17

T xia ‘below’ 33

The utility of the first three categories of phonetic elements becomes
even more apparent if we look at the phonetics not merely in isolated
graphs but also in characters as we normally encounter them, which is,
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of course, in context. Even the minimal environment provided by
two-character expressions illustrates this point, as in the following
examples consisting of several pairs of phonetics and their derivatives:

phonetics derivatives meanings
N7 fenfang %% fenfang fragrant
& midnl 1B mianh encourage
i R shanyao 2 shanxido ridicule
TR shiyudn SR 2hiyuan aspiration
T 4 wingsheng SHE wangxing forgetfulness

The wider contexts in which these words are normally encountered
will enable readers to handle the disparity in pronunciation between
phonetics and derivatives, just as readers of this book will no doubt,
either consciously or unconsciously, carrect the preceding misspelled
word.

Chinese spelling as represented by its phonetic elements is erratic,
inefficient, and difficult to master. But the same has been said about
English spelling. Chinese writing deserves these opprobrious labels
even more than does English, but this should not obscure the fact that
phoneticity, deficient though it has become, far surpasses iconicity,
which actually approaches zero.

Yet this fact is indeed commonly overlooked by people who mistak-
enly call Chinese ““pictographic” or “‘ideographic.” These labels are
popularly attached to Chinese characters by Western writers. The Chi-
nese themselves are also almost universally convinced that theirs is a
unique system that they call bidoyi ‘semantic’ or ‘ideographic’ writing.
The writing system does contain some symbols that might, very
loosely, be so labeled, but a few, or even a few hundred, such symbols
do not make a system of writing. In actual fact, there never has been,
and never can be, a full system of writing based on the pictographic or
ideographic principle.

What then of the frequent designation, especially in academic cir-
cles, of Chinese as a logographic or morphemic system of writing?
Other writing systems, such as Sumerian, are also described by these
terms, but Chinese is usually taken as the example par excellence of
this category of scripts. I think this too is a serious error, and the error
is compounded by sinologists because they have been unduly influ-
enced by the previously mentioned difference between Chinese and
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Sumerian in the way they handle semantic and phonetic determina-
tives. In contrast to Sumerian writing, in which the determinatives are
detachable from the graphs they determine, Chinese writing welds
these elements so tightly together that the characters, surrounded as
they are by white space in their little square cubicles, are usually
viewed as unitary symbols, or at least as the basic unit in the writing
system.

The error here will become clearer if we invoke the concepts of
grapheme and frame (or lexeme) that were discussed in the section
“The Forest of Family Trees” in chapter 2. The grapheme, as we
recall, is the indispensable meaningless unit that corresponds to the
smallest segment of speech represented in the writing system. The
frame is the dispensable meaningful unit that corresponds to the small-
est segment of writing conventionally receiving special status, such as
being surrounded by white space and listed in dictionaries.

In English, the grapheme is a letter or combination of letters corres-
ponding to one of the approximately forty smallest units of speech, the
phonemes, that are represented in the writing system. The frame is a
word, the smallest unit of writing that is conventionally surrounded
by white space and listed in dictionaries.

It is my contention that in Chinese the syllabic element P, such as
that in the overwhelmingly preponderant SP characters, must be
viewed as the grapheme, the indispensable phonetic unit without
which the system would not work. Whole characters are frames or
lexemes, secondary units that in a reformed system of writing could be
dispensed with entirely, along with the semantic element S. The Chi-
nese frame is a derivative, as is true also of the English frame. Chinese
writing, consisting as it does of derived characters, can be called logo-
graphic (or morphemic) only if English writing is also called logo-
graphic because it too consists of derived frames, in this case called
words. But by this standard most, if not all, systems of writing must
be called logographic, which then becomes a vacuous term utterly
lacking in any power to differentiate systems of writing.

The Chinese system must be classified as a syllabic system of writ-
ing. More specifically, it belongs to the subcategory that I have labeled
meaning-plus-sound syllabic systems or morphosyllabic systems.

I use the term morphosyllabic in two senses. The first applies to the
Chinese characters taken as individual units. Individual characters are
morphosyllabic in the sense that they represent at once a single syllable
and a single morpheme (except for the 11 percent or so of meaningless
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characters that represent sound only). In this usage the term is
intended to replace the more widely used expressions logographic, word-
syllabic, and morphemic, all of which are applied to individual characters
taken as a unit. The second sense of the term refers to the structure of
Chinese characters and is intended to draw attention to the fact that,
in most cases, a character is composed of two elements, a phonetic
grapheme which suggests the syllabic pronunciation of the full charac-
ter, and a semantic element which hints at its meaning.

The aspect of the Chinese system of writing covered by this second
sense of the term often receives little if any attention. This applies par-
ticularly to the phonetic grapheme. Its neglect leads to widespread
errors in viewing characters as either (1) unitary symbols with no rep-
resentation of sound, or (2) compound symbols made up by combin-
ing semantic elements with no representation of sound, or (3) com-
pound symbols with phonetic elements of so little importance that
they can be disregarded.

Whereas English graphemes represent phonemes, Chinese graph-
emes represent syllables, or better still, accepting Boodberg’s felicitous
label, “‘syllabic phonemes”” (Boodberg 1937:331). There are in current
Chinese some 1,277 syllabic phonemes counting tones, about 400 not
counting tones. For purposes of comparison, let us say that, in round
figures, there are 40 phonemes in English and 400 toneless and 1,300
tonal syllabic phonemes in Chinese.®

A sampling of the characters in a dictionary with about 4,800
entries indicates that 44 percent represent free words, 45 percent are
bound morphemes, like -er in English teacher, and 11 percent are mean-
ingless symbols that represent only sounds, like the cor and al of
English coral (DeFrancis 1984a:184-187). On the basis of these figures
Chinese characters are at best 44 percent logographic and 89 percent
morphemic. But the Chinese writing system is 100 percent syllabic since
all characters (except that for the suffix r) represent syllables, either as
single-element graphs which themselves comprise phonetics or as mul-
tielement graphs which include phonetics of the varying degrees of
utility noted earlier. It is a mistake to take Chinese frames, or lexemes,
as the basis for defining a writing system, just as it would be a mistake
to call English logographic because its frames are words. Yet the super-
ficial approach of equating Chinese characters with the Chinese writ-
ing system is often adopted. People fail to look below the surface of
the characters to what makes the characters work and allows new ones
to be generated as needed.

T
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It would be quite impossible to write Chinese exclusively with
Jogographic or morphemic frames not further divisible into compo-
pents that minimally include a phonetic grapheme. The number of
words, in the order of hundred of thousands if not more than a mil-
lion, is much too large.

The number of morphemes is harder to estimate. If we accept the
conventional view that Chinese characters represent morphemes,
which as noted above is approximately 89 percent true, then there are
at least 25,000 morphemes in the Kang Xi dictionary. An incomplete
study based on only 4,200 characters estimates the number of mor-
phemes at 5,000 in modern Mandarin. The author notes that this fig-
ure includes only “frequently used morphemes” and should be in-
creased to 7,000 or 8,000, which even so excludes polysyllabic
morphemes, foreign loanwords, and personal and place names (Yin
Bin-yong 1984 and personal communication, 1/8/87). Regardless of
the precise figure, it is obviously very great, much too large for a
purely morphemic script. :

On the other hand, it would be a relatively simple matter to write
Mandarin Chinese with a standardized syllabary of only 1,277 signs,
which could be reduced to 398 if tones were separately indicated. Fig-
ure 19 presents such a standardized syllabary based largely on the
Soothill Syllabary (DeFrancis 1984a). The pronunciation of the charac-
ters is indicated by the Pinyin transcription that was adopted in 1958
as the official way of transcribing the characters.

But instead of a relatively small number of syllabic graphemes, Chi-
nese has, according to the Marshman study cited earlier, something
like 4,000 such basic signs. It is partially coincidental, but not com-
pletely unrelated, that the figure approximates the picture of maxi-
mum_ syllabic complexity attributed to a sixth-century dictionary
which divides all the sounds of the language into 3,877 groups (Ken-
nedy 1964:113-114). Actually this figure is suspect, and it is unlikely
that Chinese ever had this many syllables. Boodberg makes the star-
tling suggestion that the number of different syllables in the still ear-
lier phase of Chinese, which some scholars consider to have been
phonologically the most complex, was more limited than in modern
Mandarin (Boodberg 1937:360).

Regardless of the precise number of syllables in Chinese in the vari-
ous periods of its evolution, it is clear that there have always been
many symbols for the same sound. Chinese writing never underwent
the reduction in number of symbols that characterized the evolution of
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Figure 19. Chinese Writing: A Simple Syllabary and a Sim
labic signs combines an initial consonant (shown in the left

A standardized syllabary of 398 signs which with four addition
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the cuneiform scripts. Indeed, the Chinese seem to have almost a pen-
chant for avoiding simplification and standardization. This is seen also
in the failure to make efficient use of a syllable-telescoping technique
that has some similarity with that devised by the Sumerians.

The Chinese variation of this technique, which they call fingié
‘reverse-cutting,” indicates the syllabic pronunciation of an unknown
character C through the intermediary of two presumably known char-
acters A and B by cutting off the final part of the syllable from A and
removing the initial in B. This is as if in English we indicated the spell-
ing of cat by telescoping cup and rat as follows: c(up r)at.

With a stock of only about 40 A’s and about 200 B’s this could have
have been made into a fairly simple standardized system capable of
expressing all the syllables. But the Chinese never standardized the sys-
tem, and indeed selected characters, some of them quite obscure, at
random, as if we spelled cat indiscriminantly as cup-rat, cow-fat, coal-hat,
cap-mat, and so on. This failure resulted in the haphazard use of about
500 A’s and 1,200 B’s. And sometimes the ‘“‘reverse-cutting’ was cir-
cular, with C being explained by reverse-cutting A and B, and A by
reverse-cutting C and B (Kennedy 1953:8, 146-147).

But the shortcomings of the Chinese ‘“‘reverse-cutting” device,
which not surprisingly confused Gelb (Gelb 1963:87-88; DeFrancis
1950:40-47), are not particularly relevant, since little use was made of
it. Unlike the Sumerian technique, which played an important role in
that writing system, the Chinese variation did not form part of the
writing system itself but was confined to lexicographic use. Modern
dictionaries have now abandoned this inefficient way of indicating the
pronunciation of characters in favor of newer techniques closer to the
alphabetic principle.

Traditional Chinese writing never attained even the limited degree
of simplification that marked the evolution of cuneiform writing.
Throughout its history the actual sound-to-symbol relationship in
Chinese has approximated on the syllabic level the much-maligned sit-
uation in English on the phonemic level. In contrast to the one-to-one
relationship, where there is close correspondence between sound and
symbol, both writing systems are characterized by a highly complex
many-to-many relationship. Thus English spells the same sound o in at
least ten different ways: so, sow, sew, oh, owe, dough, doe, beau, soak, soul.
It uses the same letter o to represent at least 8 different sounds in so, to,
on, honey, horse, woman, borough (DeFrancis 1984a:112). The situation
is the same, on the syllabic level, in Chinese. Here some syllables are
represented by many different symbols, which may be either whole
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characters or the phonetic components in more complex characters of
the SP type. And some symbols have several different pronunciations.

The poor fit between sound and symbol in both English and Chi-
nese should not obscure the key fact that both are based on phonetic
principles, with the 40 phonemes of English being represented by vari-
ous alphabetic spellings, and the syllables of Mandarin Chinese being
represented by various syllabic spellings. The number of different
spellings for the 40 English phonemes has been variously estimated at
600 (Zachrisson 1931:4), 1,120-1,768 (Nyikos 1988; see 298 below),
and 2,000 (Alisjahbana 1965:530; Daniels 1985:34). The ratio between
syllabic spellings and syllabic phonemes in Chinese is much smaller,
but the greater complexity of its graphic symbols makes for a system
the cumbersomeness of which considerably surpasses that of English
and perhaps of all other systems ever created.

It hasn’t needed to be so. As noted earlier, it would be possible to
write Mandarin Chinese quite simply and accurately with only 1,300
different signs. It would be possible to manage with only 400 symbols
if tones are separately indicated, or not indicated at all. But writing
with a simple phonetic script, whether syllabic or alphabetic, would be
impossible without the adoption of a further feature that has character-
ized Chinese written in an alphabetic script. This is a literary style that
is more closely based on actual speech.

Over the past hundred years there has been a long-running debate
regarding the Chinese literary style and the Chinese character system
of writing. Proponents of reform are urging a more colloquial style of
writing and the extended use of the simple romanization system called
Pinyin, not as a replacement for the characters, but as part of a policy
of digraphia, that is, the use of two more or less equal systems of writ-
ing, each to be used in the areas for which it is best suited, such as
Pinyin for computers, characters for historical research (DeFrancis
1984a, 1984b). The promulgation in July 1988 of rules for Pinyin
orthography, that is, rules for such things as punctuation and use of
blank space, hyphens, and closed juncture between syllables, is
expected by Chinese reformers to help create digraphic literates who
would extend the use of Pinyin from a mere tool for annotating char-
acters to an auxiliary system for writing the language.

However, reformers seeking to speed China’s modernization by
modernizing the writing system through a policy of digraphia have to
contend not only with the natural attachment of Chinese to their
familiar script but also with chauvinistic and mindless claims for its
superiority. For years the official People’s Daily has promoted a cabal of
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conservative dabblers in the area of writing, headed by a wealthy
returned expatriate, as part of a campaign attacking the reformers and
extolling the traditional characters. The intellectual level of the cam-
paign is indicated by an item, carried in China Daily (11/15/1984)
under the headline ‘‘Characters ‘easier than ABC to read’,” which
retailed the preposterous claim of an establishment psycholinguist that
“children aged 2 to 4 can easily learn 3,000 characters.” China’s writ-
ing reformers and forward-looking educators, in their uphill battle
against such drivel, are beleaguered in an atmosphere of intimidation
and quackery reminiscent of the intellectual climate in the Stalinist
period that earned Soviet linguistics and genetics, long dominated
respectively by N. Y. Marr and T. D. Lysenko, the contempt of
scholars throughout the world. In contrast to countries like Turkey
(Heyd 1954; Bazin 1983), North Korea (Blank 1981), and Viet Nam
(DeFrancis 1977), where writing systems and writing styles were
reformed in a matter of a few years or a few decades, it appears that
controversy over basic problems of writing is likely to drag on indefi-
nitely in China.

Mayan

The origin of Mayan writing is the subject of the same disagreement
between original inventionists and diffusionists as Chinese. The diffu-
sionist Cyrus H. Gordon and the Mayanist David H. Kelley have seen
a connection between the ‘“Phoenician-Hebrew alphabet” and Meso-
american lists of signs for days of the month, and they consider that
“the origin and the transmission of both the alphabet and the lists are
the achievement of intercontinental mariners” (Gordon 1970:193; also
Gordon 1971 and Moran and Kelley 1969). It appears, however, that
most Mayanists strongly reject the notion of contact with the Old
World (Lyle Campbell, personal communication, 5/13/87). The gen-
erally accepted view is that Mayan writing is an indigenous creation—
the third in the history of syllabic writing—and that in the develop-
ment of their system the Maya were influenced by antecedents in the
form of pictographic or hieroglyphic symbols that were executed by
various neighboring peoples. However, the precise nature of these
symbols and their relationship to those developed by the Maya has yet
to be fully established (Justeson et al. 1985).

Despite this general agreement regarding the origin of Mayan writ-
ing, there has been sharp disagreement among Mayanists on other
matters that have occupied most of their attention. Chief among these



