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Hsiu Fang Yang

Wén Z versus zi F

Wén 3L and zi F are customarily presented as
basic terms for the study of the Chinese writing
system and usually interpreted as ‘simple graphs’
(wén) versus ‘compound characters’ (zi). For a
now classic statement of this type see, e.g., Duan
Yucai B¢ £, 17351815, in his famous Shuowén
Commentary (Shuowén jiézi zhi, 1988:15A 2b, cf.

Hu Pwan 19371). Since the meanings of these
two words have changed with time, it is worth
retracing their terminological history. The clari-
fication of their different meanings is necessary
in order to gain a better understanding of their
semantic evolution as well as their importance
for the theory of writing in China.

1. TERMINOLOGICAL HISTORY

In early Chinese texts, wén is associated with an
arrray of meanings such as ‘mark, line’, ‘orna-
ments’, ‘colorful, elegant, polished’, ‘cultivated’,
literature’, ‘civil’ (cf. von Falkenhausen 1996),
whereas zi is defined as ‘to breast-feed, breed,
nurture to cherish’, and ‘courtesy (or initiation)
name’. One has to wait until the Qin-Han period
for wén and zi to refer to ‘(written) characters’.
The Eastern Han commentator Zhéng Xudn
B8 (127-200) reflects this lexical shift in his
commentary to the Zhoull JEI18 (Etiquette of
the Zhou) when he says: “What in ancient times
was called ming ¥ ‘name’ is nowadays called zi
‘character/written word’.” (gu yué ming jin yué
2 T H 4 HF; “Changuan, Waishi HE , 4h
517, Zhoult: SSJZS 820c). According to the early
Qing polymath Gu Yanwu BAK K (1613-1682,
Ri zht [u 21), the oldest attestation of wénzi NF
in terms of ‘characters’ is recorded in the famous
Shiji S1EC (Records of the Scribe) phrase téng shit
wén zi [F]1Z L F “unify the characters in the doc-
uments” (Shiji 6:245; also shit téng wén zi Z[F) 5L
F, 6:239), associated with Qin Shihuéng’s Z£1A
£ (259-210) programme to unify the competing
Warring States kingdoms and impose his own
system of characters throughout the empire.

2. ‘GRAPHS’ VERSUS ‘WRITTEN WORDS’
For his - Shuowén jiézi SR first submit-
ted to the throne in 121 CE, Xt Shén #F/&E (c.
58-147) has chosen a special title in which he
contrasts the two terms wén and zi for the first
time. Most specialists in Chinese writing inter-
pret this distinction in terms of different graphic
structure: simplex wén versus complex zi. How-
ever, philological evidence points to a very dif-
ferent distinction. In the main part of his work,
Xu glosses the two characters as follows
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WEN 3 VERSUS ZI F 518

a. X, #HEM. R
Weén, cuo hua yé. Xiang jido wén.
“Wén consists of intersecting lines. [Its graph]
symbolizes an intersecting pattern.”
(Shuowén 9gA 20a)

b. 7, At MFETT. FIE.
Zi, ru ye. Cong zi zai midn xia. Z{'yi shéng.
“Zi is to breast-feed. [The graph] has zi ‘child’
under midn ‘roof as semantic constituents.
Z{ ‘child’ is at the same time the phonetic
constituent.”
(Shuowén 14B 25a)

Evidently, X Shén here glosses wén and zi
according to their meaning in the classics,
but in the postface to the Shuowén, he uses
them as “characters” wén represent ‘patterns’
as such, whereas zi represent ‘written words’
related to names. There is no evidence that
Xt Sheén invented a new terminology, “sim-
plex” versus “complex” characters. He simply
distinguishes between two ways of looking at
written signs observable at his time as graphic
patterns and as written words. Among the 21
sentences in which wén and zi occur in the post-
face, two are essential to clarify their contrastive
meaning.

L BEEZYIFEERERIPNGEE 23 Hik
JEE A 2 IR 2 5
Cang Jié zht chii zuo shit gai yi lei xiang xing
guwei zhiwén. Qi hou xingsheng xiang yi ji wéi
zhi zl.
“When Cang Jié first invented writing, it is
presumably because he copied the forms
according to their resemblance that they
were called wén ‘patterns’. Then forms and
pronunciations were added to each other, so

»»

they were called zi ‘written words’.

2. AR ARN AT =AA+=X
R =B =T a5
Ci shisi pian witbdi sishi bit yé jitigian sanbdi
wilshisan wén jié shud fan shisanwan sangqian
sibdi sishiyi zi.
“These 14 chapters comprise 540 radicals,
9,353 graphs and a total of 133,441 written
words in the explanations.”

The first sentence is usually taken to describe the
invention of simple characters by Cang Jié and
then that of complex characters by the combina-
tion of forms and sounds, as in xingshéngzi I/
% (‘semanto-phonograms’). But on the face of
it, Xt Shen says nothing of the kind. In fact, he is
describing the genealogy of writing, and shows
how Cang Jié started by depicting patterns of
things—a sometimes complex undertaking—
before writing down words. Indeed, the notation
of words came later, once pronunciations were
added to shapes. In other words, the shift from wén
to zi represents the crucial shift from depicting
reality to writing down the words describing this
reality. It is certainly no exaggeration to say that
Xt Shen expounds his philosophy of the origins
of writing words in this very important sentence.

The second sentence also shows that wén and
zl cannot be understood as “simple characters”
versus “compound characters”. Simply because
among the 9,353 wén gathered as entries by Xu
Shen in the Shuoweén, there are many compound
characters, and among the 133,441 zi used in the
explanations, there are many non-compound
characters. Here again, Xt Shen focusses on the
physical shape of graphs with wén, and on their
use as words, with zi.

Thus, both wén and zi refer to characters in
the Shuowén, but from two different perspec-
tives: the figurative and non-linguistic aspect
with wén, and the linguistic one with zi. Only this
reading of wén as ‘graphs/patterns’ and of zi as
‘written words’ would seem to be in accordance
with the development of the original meaning of
these two terms.

3. SIMPLEX VERSUS COMPLEX
CHARACTERS

The graphic analysis of wén and zi shows that zi
 itself is a compound character including two
constituents zi  and midn
T is a simple character. Xi1 Shén was certainly
aware of the principles of graphic composition
at the basis of character creation, since he dis-
tinguished semantic and phonetic constituents

Vd ’
, whereas wén

of graphs in his work.
The first author to focus on the distinction
between wén and zi in terms of non-compound
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versus compound characters is apparently Xa
Kai 7R (920-974), 800 years after Xit Shen’s
death, when he writes in his Shuowén jiézi xi
O THE (Attached Commentarial
Traditions to the Shuowén jiézi) (1.2b):

zhuan

3 ANXZH, RIEE, EEAME, BEX
EY 2, B2 Y. RHEER
&, Enhy, g, g8get.
R .

Littwén zhi zhong, xiang xing zhé, Cang Jié bén
sud qi, guan chd tian di wan wit zhi xing, wéi
zhi wén. Gu wén shdo. Hou xiang péi hé, zt yi
Wwéi zi, zé xing shéng, hulyl zhé shi yé. Gu xing
shéng zul duo.

“Among the six types of graphs, the imitation
of shape (xiang xing) is what Cang Jié origi-
nally based himself upon. He observed and
investigated the shapes of the Myriad Things
in the sky and on the earth, and they were
called wén [‘graphs/marks/patterns’]. Conse-
quently, wén are not numerous. Later on, they
were combined together and by a generative
process, they produced the zi. Therefore xing
sheng and hui yi are of this kind. Conse-
quently, xing shéng are the most numerous.”

Note that in this first attempt to link wén and zi
with the - litishi 733 ‘six ways of writing down
(words), here called liuwén 753, X4 Kai has
considerably modified X Shen’s original text—
having nothing to say about other liushit prin-
ciples. He has limited the parallel between wén
and zi to the three categories xiang xing 52J
‘imitating shape’, xing shéng T2 ‘semantic-
phonetic [compounds]’ and hui yi B ‘associ-
ating ideas’.

Apparently, the first author to define wén as
‘non-compound characters, (duti ##%) and zi as
‘compound characters’ (héti 584 is Zhéng Qido
B (1104-1162). In the preface of his Liushi liié
7SEME [Précis of the Six ways of writing down
(words)], included in his comprehensive ency-
clopedia Tongzhi 8% (Comprehensive Trea-
tises) of 1149 he writes:

Jepe ALz 2

4. NREZERB—EBTREZME, BER
XFZAM. RIPRE . GRS
Eh, BECFED.

xido xué zhi di yi dang shi zi mu zhi xiang
shéng, di ér dang shi wén zi zhi you jian. Xiang
xing zhi' shiwén yé. Hul yi xingshéng zhudnzhu
2l yé, jidjia wénzi ju ye.

“The point of xidoxué [i.e., the discipline of
‘ars minor'] is first to recognize the interde-
pendent genesis of ‘mother’ and ‘child’; and
then to recognize the difference between wén
and zi. Xiangxing and zhishi are wén; huliyi,
xiéshéng and zhudnzhi are zi; jidjié are both
wén and z..”

Zheng Qido provides his corresponding defini-
tion of wén and zi in his preface to another trea-
tise, the “Qiyin liie - WE” [Précis of the seven
sounds]:

5. WA, EERT . BERHALIHR SUR
F, MARSCE T &, AlkdlFsE.
EF R, RRRT. 7 BETORTLIL
il =
Du ti wéi wén, hé ti wéi zi. Han Ru zhi yi
Shuowén jiézi, ér bu zhi wén you zi, mu, zé shi
zhi 2t zhi zhi. Shéng zi wéi mil, cong mii wéi zi.
Zi, mul bu fen sudyi shi zi zhi zhi.

“Simplex [characters] constitute wén and
complex [characters] constitute zi. The Han
scholars knew that from the Shuowén jiézi,
but did not understand that among non-
compound characters there were ‘children’
[i.e., phonetic constituents] and ‘mothers’
[i.e., semantic constituents]. Consequently
they missed the significance of character
creation. What engenders characters counts
as the ‘mother’ [i.e., semantic constituents],
what accompanies the ‘mother’ counts as
the ‘child’ [i.e., phonetic constituents]. When
‘mother’ and ‘child’ are not distinguished, one
misses the significance of character creation.”

When Zheng Qido promoted the idea that Chi-
nese writing combines small units (constituents)
into characters (written words) with the new
formula dit tf wéi wén, hé ti wéi zi TR0, &
#5455, he was quite possibly influenced by
his knowledge of Indian writing that combines
letters into words (Bottéro 2004). He attributed
this analysis to the Shuowén jiézi in which the
distinction between wén and zi was made for
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the first time, and in which graphs were system-
atically analyzed into constituents. It is amusing
to note that this new interpretation replaced
Xt Sheén’s original analysis of wén and zi almost
definitively. Thus, scholarly traditions since the
Song period have almost unanimously tended
to follow Zhéng Qido’s lead and interpreted the
Shuowén postface in the light of his theory.
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Francoise Bottéro

Western Views of the Chinese
Language

Western approaches to the Chinese language
have gone through several phases. Some first-
hand information about the Chinese language
and writing system reached Europe in the
13th century. European views of Chinese were
largely shaped by 16th and 17th century mission-
ary accounts, some of which were translated
into several European languages and distributed
in different countries (Lach 1965:743; Mungello
1989:48, 75, Kl6ter 2011:27). In the 17th century,
the Chinese language became a topic in Euro-
pean intellectual debates, e.g., as within the
framework of the search for the universal lan-
guage (Mungello 1989:16; Harbsmeier 19981,
Eco 1993). Progressively, a certain relativization
of the Latin grammatical model led to a greater
attention to the specific features of the Chinese
language (Peyraube 2001:345-346). Despite this,
knowledge about Chinese remained relatively
limited in Europe for centuries, and Western
perceptions and stereotypes that had been
derived from the first accounts by missionaries
and travelers, such as the “ideographic myth” or
the “universality myth” (DeFrancis 1984), proved
to be remarkably persistent.

1. EARLY DESCRIPTION OF CHINESE

Firsthand information on the Chinese lan-
guage can be found in the writings of European
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