\

A lexical and contrastive analysis of zi X

Francoise Bottéro

» To cite this version:

Francoise Bottéro. A lexical and contrastive analysis of zi K. Journal of Chinese Writing Systems, 2024, 8 (2),
pp-103-114. <10.1177/25138502241242809). <hal-04872206)

HAL Id: hal-04872206
https://hal.science/hal-04872206v1

Submitted on 7 Jan 2025

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access archive L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est des-
for the deposit and dissemination of scientific re- tinée au dépoét et a la diffusion de documents scien-
search documents, whether they are published or not. tifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non, émanant
The documents may come from teaching and research des établissements d’enseignement et de recherche
institutions in France or abroad, or from public or pri- francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires publics ou
vate research centers. privés.

Auto':iiition
HAL Authorization


https://hal.science/hal-04872206v1
https://about.hal.science/hal-authorisation-v1/
https://about.hal.science/hal-authorisation-v1/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

A lexical and contrastive analysis of zi 4

Abstract

Today, one of the most essential Chinese linguistic terms related to writing, zi F, is translated
into English and other western languages as “character”. This paper points out the
terminological and conceptual problem related to this translation as soon as one is entering the
field of precise linguistic analysis. By analysing the lexical development of the term from pre-
Qin documents, Shuo wén jie zi dictionary, to modern times and the introduction of ¢ “word”,
it shows that zi & was never limited to graphs nor graphemes. It introduces the way zi ¥ was
used to describe the Indian writing systems around the 5th century, and how it was understood
outside China: in Asia, by those who borrowed the Chinese writing, and in Europe, by the
first missionaries.
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Introduction

Today the terms “pictograph” and “ideograph” are almost definitively avoided, at least in the
field of linguistic. But the rendering of zi F as “character” (which as we shall see goes back
to the 16th century) is nonetheless problematic, and seems to produce some rather unfortunate
effects. In this paper, I would like to point out a terminological but also conceptual problem
related to the translation into western languages of one of the most essential Chinese linguistic
terms related to writing : zi F. I shall try to show the substantial impact such a translation can
have on the linguistic analysis of the Chinese writing system. I shall not redefine zz, but call
attention to the dangers of the translation of zi as “character” as soon as one is entering the
field of precise linguistic analysis.

Zi F are the individual graphs one can see in Chinese printed texts, but zi & are not
limited to graphic signs. They also refer to monosyllabic morphemes, words or linguistic units
of the Chinese language. Therefore, zi F are today basically associated with morphemes by
most western linguists (Arcodia and Basciano 2021, Handel 2017, 2019, Yang-Drocourt
2022). There again, it is striking to see that some linguists present zi F as corresponding to
graphemes (See Arcodia and Basciano 2021).'

Now, the definition of grapheme varies among linguists.? Yet, graphemes, like
phonemes and morphemes in their own ways, represent basic elements. If phonemes are
defined as the smallest units of sound which are significant in a language, and morphemes as
the smallest meaningful constituent of a linguistic expression, graphemes should then be
defined as the smallest graphic units which are significant in a script.

In the Chinese writing system, graphemes then should be construed as the constitutive
elements within characters the combination of which creates the large set of characters that
we find explained in dictionaries.” Graphemes are necessarily limited in number. The 26
letters of the roman alphabet can be called graphemes, so can be the hiragana and katakana in
the case of the syllabic writing of Japanese. But the Chinese case is a little more complicated.



Chinese graphemes are hardly ever mentioned nor listed. This fact contributes to make people
unaware of their existence and simply focus on self-evident larger graphic units labelled zi
“characters”. That explains partially why graphemes happen to be often confused with
“characters”.

The association of Chinese characters with graphemes entails implications one needs
to be aware of. It implies, for example, that the Chinese writing system, which counts a huge
number of characters, should contain an identical huge number of basic elements. Put this
way, one can immediately see how unfortunate this association is. It also goes against the
linguistic typological analysis of writing systems which distinguishes phonetic writing
systems including alphabetic and syllabic writings on the one hand, and morpho-syllabic
writings such as the Chinese writing system, on the other hand. The number of basic elements
is usually much more bigger in morpho-syllabic writings then in phonetic ones, but it cannot
reach as many as 50 thousands. Thus this impossible association does not only make Chinese
look special, compared to other linguistic systems, it also completely disregards the analysis
of the script, which is at stake here.

In order to understand the deep meaning of zi ¥ and realise the problems with its
translation as “character”, I shall first look at the term from a historical perspective. I shall try
to see how and when zi started to be used in connection with the script, by looking at its
different occurrences in early transmitted and excavated texts, as well as in the first dictionary
of “characters”. Then, I shall look at the way the Chinese described other writing systems,
such as the Indian scripts, for example, when they first encountered them and which terms
they employed for that. In a third part, we shall see how zi F was understood outside China
by the Japanese, the Korean and the Vietnamese who borrowed the Chinese writing system,
and by the European missionaries when they first described the Chinese script, before
focusing on the first Chinese grammar and the introduction of the term ¢/ 5 “word” in China
at the end of the 19th century.

1. A short history of the term zi F

The historical perspective is useful to analyse the way zi ¥ was understood in pre-Qin as well
as Qin and Han transmitted and excavated texts.

1. 1. The use of zi in the transmitted texts
Among the oldest occurrences of zi F in ancient transmitted texts, we find 3 different uses:
1) In the Book of Odes Shijing #5#&, for example, the graph zi F refers to the word
“nurture, feed” :
FEHEFZ, (SSJZS, p. 528 ) (Ode n° 245 Sheng min * &)
“The oxen and sheep between their legs nurtured him.” (Trad. Karlgren, 1945, p. 71)

2) In the Book of Documents Shijjing & &, zi F refers to the word “love, cherish”,
which is related to the word “nurture, feed”:

FR, FeeFHT, 7% F. (SSIZS, p. 204b) (The “Announcement to [prince]
Kang” Kang gdao &

“In the case of the father, he cannot cherish his son, but hates his son.”

3) Zi could also refer to the word “‘style name, public name, to give a name” in ancient

texts, as we can see, for example, in the Book of Rites Liji ¥ € or in the Ldozi % F

A FZ. HHELH, (SSJZS, p. p. 958¢) (Liji, Shi guanli + E 1)

“The giving of the public name after the capping is to maintain the honor of the
personal name” [which the young man has received from his parents].



4 EFmEL, BBFzHE,  (Ddodéjing HEELE-25-1)

“I do not know its [proper] name. When forced to find a given name, I call it ‘the

Way’.”
In this last example, the two terms ming % and zi F which both refer to “names” are in
contrast with each other. Lia Zhao #|4| (2005, p. 17) explains: “In ancient times, people
believed that ming % was the expression of a reality, reflecting the authentic nature of this
reality. And that for all the things already named, there was a good correspondence between
the name and the reality, as well as a necessary link between them. On the other hand, they
considered zi F as external names without any necessary link with the realities [referred to].”

1. 2. The use of zi in the excavated documents
The excavated documents show a slightly different picture of the use of the relevant graphs.

- The document from Chii #
In the Guodian /5 excavated document of Chu, dating from the first half of the third

century BC, we find almost the same sentence as that from the transmitted text of Ldozi % F
mentioned above. But the word “give a name, public name” it refers to is written with a
different graph. The bamboo slips 21 of the Ldozi A # F F writes:

s (4 2y, Boow

“I still do not know its [proper] name, so to give it a name, I call it ‘the Way’.”

Zhang Shouzhong (2000, p. 73) and Zhang Xidnchéng (2013, p. 1547) transcribe the graph 95
as [24/4 1 , whereas Bai Yulan & 74 8 (2012, p. 23) transcribes it as [ 7/ 1 . But the
three of them take it to be an early graphic variant of zi ¥ “name, give a public name”. As
already mentioned above, Liit Zhao (2005, p. 17), on this occasion, insisted on the
fundamental distinction between ming and zi.

In the Tai yi sheng shui X — 4 7K, another document from Guodian, the word “name, give a
public name” appears again, but written differently: B8 [4/u] °

#75 (#) B(H)w (A — 10)

“ “The Way’ is surely its given name.”

7Rtz B ()t (K— 12)

“The name and the given name are all established.”®

- The document from Qin &
In the Qin documents from Shuihiidi ¥ j& 3, dating from around the end of the third century
BC (the tomb was sealed in 217 BC), the graph F is used to refer to the word “give birth,
engender” (shéngzi 4 ) or “be pregnant” (rénshén T 4R) .
HOOARZEHFED TRl RBEMR  (Féng zhén shi ##  86)
“One should also order that a woman who had already given birth a few times (/who

had the experience of being pregnant several times) examine the Jia woman’s bleeding
and soar pudenda.”

L FUETF, TMEF Rishijidc HEF& 150 F 3°



“A woman who gives birth on a si day, will not give birth a second time.”

The graph F also appears in the Liyé 2 HF documents dating from the end of the third
century BC (222-208) with a different meaning in the context of a multiplication table. The
table registers 25 multiplications, from 9 x 9 = 81 (JL/L/\T—)to 1 x 0,5 =1 (=T —),
and provides the following final sentence:

LTF—E—T+=F (211(06)1 ).

“All together, it makes 1 113 zi F”
This example offers an interesting use of zi F because 1 113 does not correspond to the total
number of words or graphs written on the tablet. It gives instead the total number of the 25
multiplications listed. Some scholars like Ha Pingshéng take zi F as an erroneous addition,
while Wang Huanlin F ¥ #% considers that zi F represents here counting units, such as
bamboo token used in the chdusudn % % calculating method.’ But then it is not easy to make
the link with the word “name”, “written name” /“character” and even less with the word “give
birth”. In fact, it is as if these 11 113 zi F represented 11 113 items or rather signs one should
visualise. If that was the case, this way of totalizing the calculations would offer an interesting
abstraction, and relate zi 5 to written signs for the first time. '

- The Han documents
In the Mawangdui documents of the Western Han dynasty, dating from around 168 BC, the
graph zi F still refers to the word “give birth”:

NieFEUUF LK) B@E)E (8?2 (Tai chan shii i E3Z, column 14)

“As a matter of principle those who help with the birth use pure water to wash ?...

2

FieFH (£ LEZMHL... (Tai chan shit fé & %, column 18)"!

“Those who have given birth to many boys but no girls and would like a girl...”

But zi ¥ also refers to the word “name, give a public name” in the Ldozi B % F Z.:"?
EARA (B £, FZHHE,

“I still do not know its [proper] name, so to give it a name, I call it ‘the Way’.”

In the Warring States, the Qin and the Han excavated documents, the graph F could also be
used to record other words that are today written zi ¥ or zh7 %, for example."” Since words
were widely written phonetically in the excavated documents, we should not simply stick to
graphs we are used to see associated with certain words. Looking for phonetic loans tongjid zi
# 8 F helps getting a better picture of the use of words in ancient texts as well as the way
they could be written.

The excavated documents show that the word “name, give a public name” was written
differently in Chu: 95 or E and that the Qin seem to be the first ones to employ the graph zi
F as also referring to written signs.

1. 3. The first occurrence of zi F as “character”
According to the 17th century scholar Gu Yanwu & X & (1613-1682), the use of zi F in
connection with wén - that is in the sense of ‘character’ - did not appear before the Qin period.
Gu Yanwli notes in his Rizhi [ H %1% 21:

LU AT TR (ER) . AHERTELLE: [AEXF. |



“The use of wén with the meaning of zi starts with the Shiji. The Langya tdi stela of

%9

the First Emperor writes: ‘Unify the “characters” weénzi in the documents’.

For Gu Yanwu, the first concrete example we have of wén together with zi is related to the
First Emperor’s intention to unify the script. But it is not clear whether the famous
sentence Téng shii wén zi [F] £ X F'* he quotes should not rather be read as Unify the graphs
(figures) wén'® and the names zi in the documents’? In other words, the idea would be to
unify the way the graphs and the words they correspond to should be written, without, for
example, employing too many phonetic loans.

Two kinds of evidences tend to support this last interpretation:

1) In the second century AD, Zheng Xuan £f 2z (127-200) reports a lexical shift
between ming 4 and zi ¥ in his commentary of the Zhouli JE| %

& H 4 4-H F. “What in ancient times was called ming “names” is today called zi.'®
In other words, for an author of the second century, zi ¥ was still related to (spoken) “names”.

2) If zi was newly associated with wén from the Qin dynasty on, ydn & “word” was
nevertheless still largely used to refer to the number of “spoken units/ words” in a text. In the
Shiji, there are many examples of written words counted in terms of ydn &, but very few in
terms of zi %.!7 On the other hand, with the Western Han bamboo slips documents, we have
clear examples of total numbers of written words counted in terms of zi F. This is the case of
the bamboo slips n® S002, S003, S017, and S026 of the Shijing 5 4%, discovered in Fuyang
E % in 1977, which can be dated prior to 165 BC. '®

The fact that ydn & and then zi F were used to count the number of words in a text
shows that zi F “names” still preserved its oral nature around that time. But, in truth, many
texts recording the number of words or written words went without adding any term."”

At the same time, it is interesting to note that we have a rare example of units
constituting a text counted in terms of wén X in the Wuwei & & documents dating from
around the beginning of the Ist century, whereas three other texts employ zi. The end of the
Yanli # 4 chapter found in Wiw@i writes:

LZH=X

“330 graphs recorded”*’

The change from ydn & to zi F and then sometimes to wén X suggests a gradual shift from
counting words to counting written words/ graphs and thus reveals a new approach in the
analysis of the language: from an spoken to a written perspective.

1. 4. Zi ¥ in the Shuo wén jié zi 3t X i F

The oldest dictionary Shuo wén jié zi 5% X f% 5, written by Xt Shén # & in 100 AD, brings a
concrete evidence of the use of zi as a “written word/ character” in the first century AD.

On the one hand, Xt Shén #F{& glosses zi in reference to the word “nurture, give
breast” in the main part of his dictionary:

FI AL WEFAETT FIE (Shuowén 14B 12a)

“Zi 1s to give breast. [The graphs] has zi ‘child’ under ‘roof” as semantic constituents,
zi is at the same time the phonetic constituent.”
This way of glossing is not only in accordance with the meaning of zi in ancient texts, as we
have seen before with the Book of Odes, it is also in accordance with the graphic structure of
zi which includes zi F “child” as a so-called semantic constituent. It is a way for Xt Shén to



show the motivation at the basis of the graph and the link between the meaning of the
semantic constituents and the meaning of the written word.

On the other hand, in the postface of his dictionary, Xt Shén uses zi to refer to a
completely different word, contrasting with wén 3, exactly like in the title of his dictionary.
The analysis of all the sentences with the terms wén X and zi F in the postface shows that
X Shén employs wén X basically to refer to figures or graphs that can be explained (shué )

2 [13

and zi F to refer to “names”, “words” or rather “written words” that can be sorted out or
analysed (ji¢ #%).%" In fact, both wén and zi can refer to “characters” or “graphs”, but each
seen from a different angle. Wén refer to graphs asvisual signs or natural markings, whereas
zi “written words” make the link between the graphs (wén >{) and the name or the
pronunciation given to them. We can thus conveniently translate wén as “graphs” and zi as
“written words” in order to represent the contrast between the two terms.

Now, the fact that Xt Shén analyses zi F graphically into a certain number of
semantic and phonetic constituents, through their visual figure (wén), shows that he is no
longer simply dealing with names or spoken words, but also with their written counterparts.

The Shuo weén jié ziplayed an important role in standardizing the shift from
names/spoken words (ming, ydn, zi F) to “written names/words” zi, initiated by the Qin. The
prestige of this dictionary which offered for the first time a systematic graphic analysis of the
“written words” was such that it had a tremendous influence on scholars of later generations,
even until today. It contributed to develop the analysis of the language through the written
words, and to systematise the use of zi ¥ in connection with the script as “written words”. As
the comparison between the Bibliography of the Han and that of the Sui illustrates, after Xu
Shén’s dictionary, many authors started to use zi F or a combination of wén and zi F in the
title of their work,” attesting the importance of the new graphic perspective.

Now let’s have a look at the way the Chinese described other writing systems (such as
the Indian scripts) when they first reflected on them, and which terms they employed for that.

2. The rendering of the basic elements of the Indian scripts in Chinese around the 5th C.
In order to figure out whether zi was ever simply understood as a character or not, it is useful
to look at the way the Chinese described other writing systems.

Around the first century AD, China came into contact with Indian Buddhism,
engendering a huge work of translations. It confronted Chinese scholars with a different world,
while in the perspective of the script, it offered them an occasion to face a different writing
system and to reflect on it.

It is not known which Indian script was first used to transmit the Buddhist scriptures,
but we know from the Dunhuang manuscripts that several kinds of Indian and central Asian
scripts were circulating in China.?® The awareness of Kharosthi and Brahmi scripts was for a
long time mostly limited to Buddhist circles mentioning them occasionally in some
translations.? But which terms did they use to describe the Indian writing system when they
first talked about it in the 5th century?

Around the 5th century, alongside the important work of translation of the Buddhist
Canon, two Chinese terms, banzi ¥ F and mdnzi % 5, were introduced to describe the
Indian script. The first author to use these two terms is apparently the Chinese poet Xie
Lingyun zf % i& (385-433) who was brought up by a Buddhist monk and participated in the



translating work of the Buddhist canon. Xi¢ Lingyun is the author of the Shisi yinxun xu + M
F I8 Unstruction to the 14 sounds) which, according to Hirata (1994: 34 sq), was a kind of
commentary of the Sitra of Nirvana meant to provide some explanations on the Indian
language and script, for those who were translating the Buddhist Canon. The Sitra of
(Mahdapari) Nirvana, Da ban Niépan jing A %I %42 > was the first text to introduce the
Indian letters (Varnamala).”® The original Sanskrit text is no longer extant except for a small
number of fragments, but it survived in Chinese (and Tibetan) translations.

In the Shisi yinxan xu + WM % 3|44, Xi¢ Lingyun introduced for the first time the
distinction between banzi *t F and mdnzi ity F. The text was lost, but it has been copied by
various Buddhist monks. Hirata (1994) has conveniently gathered all the passages he could
find in the Mahayana Buddhist Canon. One of these passages presents the two terms banzi
F and mdnzi % F (Hirata, 1994: 61) in the following way:

AANFEEEFLIEWHFFRFAK, 4T

“As a matter of principle, all the small zi are called banzi” [...] For example the

written word zhii 3 ‘all’ which is a combination of two zi is called mdnzi” (T. 84 n°
2702, ch. 5)

It is not clear what is exactly meant by these two terms, but other authors also used them.
Among them, the Chinese Buddhist monk Séngyou f¥ # (445-518) provides us some
interesting explanation. In the chapter entitled ‘“Notes on the differences between
pronunciations and meanings in the translation of the Indian sacred texts into Chinese” #f
/8 & % [ £ 350, Sengyou discussed for the first time the differences between the Indian and
the Chinese scripts.”’ In this text, he explains the two expressions in terms of comparison with
Chinese characters/written words:
ARERXFHTRT. TULFTHE, BRRAZ. RTYE¥ R, WEXAT
EHEN, TULHTH, BERRAE. RFEEK. BEXHFAEL 4. (.)
“Moreover, concerning the formation of graphs in Indian writing, there are “half
written words/characters” and “full written words /characters”. The reason why they
are called “half written words/ characters” is because [with them] the meaning is not
completely provided, hence their incomplete body, just like the written word/character
‘moon’ in Chinese which lacks its half [= which only represents one crescent]. The
reason why they are called “full written words/characters”, is because [with them] the
reasoning (of the mind) is completely apprehended. Hence their complete body, just
like the written word /character ‘sun’ in Chinese which represents its full form.”

In this passage, the written aspect of the names/words is put forth, but in close relation with

the meaning or the absence of meaning attached to it. Zi is not taken as a simple graph.

Séngyou then goes on and writes:
SHFAE WEXEF. WTAE, WELHT. UWEREFRFEF. #FW
eRHzhl, sFEINF b, FTHEZFREA BRI TFRHAWT .
“Moreover, as for a “half written word/character” to constitute a body [independent
structure], it is like the written word/character ydn & in Chinese; and for a “full
written word/character” to constitute a body [independent structure], it is like the
Chinese written word/character zhii 3 ‘all’. When one joins zké # and ydn & side by
side (77 ?), one forms the written word/character zhii % ‘all’. As a combination of two
[bodies], the written word/character zhii 3 ‘all’ is an example of fullness. As standing

N

alone, the written word/character ydn & is an example of the half type. Even if “half



written words/characters” stand alone, they constitute the base of the written words F.
Availing oneself of having “half written words/characters”, one gets to form “full
written words /characters”.”
In this passage, Seéngyou shows how the combination of smaller elements can form bigger
meaningful written words.
According to The Great dictionary of Buddhist studies, compiled by Ding Fib3o, “Banzi ¥ F
represent the Sanskrit letters or, in other words, the 12 vowels and 35 consonants” - F: % z&
BEFZAEFRA, B+F, BELZ+-F, BX=TILFZ&%. Whereas “mdnzi i F
represent the combination of vowels and consonants forming complete written words” & % #
X AATRERATF, BLHF. »

Hirata, on the other hand, considers that “‘Half-characters’ represent consonants,
whereas ‘full characters’ represent the combination of consonants and vowels.” “*¢F” & F
EXTFE, ‘BT BTEXFLEEXFLOADEES T, Y

But, as mentioned above, Xi¢ Lingyun, wrote that “As a matter of principle, all the
small zi are called bhanzi”. In other words, in Xi¢ Lingyun’s mind, banzi ¥ F rather
corresponded to “letters” or basic written signs, without any distinction between vowel and
consonants.

For the Chinese who had no knowledge of the study of the sounds, “half characters”
probably represented the basic elements of the Indian script: the letters. But for the Indians
who had a very good knowledge of the study of sounds, “half characters” probably
represented something phonetically more precise such as “consonants”, in the way Hirata
understood it. Here again the opposition between the phonetic analysis of the Indians and the
graphic analysis of the Chinese should be pointed out.

In any case, we can see that in order to explain how the Indian script functioned, the
terms ban zi ¥ F and mdn zi i F were respectively coined to refer to non-meaningful
“letters” and to meaningful “syllables or written words”. From the Chinese point of view,
letters or syllabic signs deprived of meaning could only be felt as “incomplete” compared to
Chinese characters. Since there is a correspondence in Chinese between a written sign, a
syllable and a linguistic unit, the Indian written signs that did not correspond to a syllabic
word or a meaningful unit were described as banzi ¥ F “incomplete syllables, half written
words” or “half characters”; whereas those which corresponded to a word or a meaningful
syllable were presented as mdnzi i F “complete syllables, full words™ or “full characters.”

If the example of the written word zAi 3 ‘all’ could help understand how banzi ¥ F
combined to form written words, the choice of ydn & or yué F as examples of “half
characters/ incomplete syllables” does not really work, since both of them also happen to
correspond to “meaningful syllables”. They were more specifically meant to express the
Buddhist philosophical and theological idea of incompleteness or deficiency in this world. *

All in all, the terms banzi # F and mdnzi % F show that around the 5th century AD,
zi was essentially associated with a meaningful syllable or a meaningful linguistic unit, and
was not simply a graphic sign.

3. The understanding of the term zi ¥ outside China

It is now useful to have a look at the way zi was understood outside China and see whether it
was taken as a simple graphic sign or not. I shall first briefly confront the example of those
who borrowed the Chinese script in Asia during the first half of the first millennium AD,



before turning to the description of the Chinese script by the Western missionaries in the 16th
century.

3. 1. The use of zi by the Korean, Japanese, and Vietnamese who borrowed the Chinese
writing system.
When the Vietnamese, the Korean or the Japanese “borrowed” the Chinese writing system,
during the first half of the first millennium AD?', at first they did not record their own
language, they wrote Chinese. They thus took zi F the way the Chinese did, that is as a graph
specifically representing a monosyllabic meaningful unit in Chinese (a written word /
morpheme). When they decided later to record their own proper names and words, they had
to adapt the Chinese script to their own language. They could then use the Chinese graphs
phonetically as a syllabary and write down the words in as many graphs as syllables counted.
They could also use the Chinese graphs semantically to translate the same words, but with a
pronunciation in their own language. In this case, depending on the language, a Chinese
character could transcribe a polysyllabic word, especially in Japanese, and Korean but not in
Vietnamese.>>

“Fish” is pronounced sakana in Japanese and counts 3 syllables. Thus sakana could
either have been written phonetically with three graphs 7 /1 %, for example, or simply with
the character yii %, which refers to “fish” in Chinese, but then pronounced sakana.”® The Late
Middle Korean word petul-wos HHE 2, which refers to a kind of spurge, could be written with
three characters playing different roles 4% % (‘[literally] willow-lacquer’),>* whereas the
ancient word for “winter” 742 kyezul could be written with the Chinese character %
“winter”.>> In the Vietnamese case, Chinese characters wrote essentially monosyllables or
sesquisyllables of the ancient languages.*®

In a second step, the Vietnamese, the Korean and the Japanese developed their own
national or autochthonous characters®’ to write down names and words in their own
language. *® One of the particularity of non-Chinese ‘characters’ is that they recorded
autochthonous words which could be polysyllabic in Japanese and in Korean, but not in
Vietnamese.”” The term hdnzi %5 “Chinese written words/ characters” was then used in
each of these three languages® to differentiate Chinese from non-Chinese written linguistic
units. Hanzi 3 F always represented monosyllabic words/morphemes in all these three
languages.

A distance eventually appeared with the original meaning of zi, as it came to refer to a
simple written sign or a non-meaningful “letter” especially in Korean.*' We can read, for
example, in the preface of the Hunminjeong 'eum )| K IF %, presenting the new script said to
have been invented in the 15th century by the King Sejong the Great of the Joseon dynasty of
Korea, the following sentence: T(..)#T % =+ /\F “I (...) have newly created 28 letters”,
which are then described, and will later be known as the Hangul alphabet. 42

Even if zi F can refer to simple graphic signs or “letters”, usually more specifically
written F ¥ in Korean and Japanese, they are still basically taken as referring to
monosyllabic meaningful units in the four languages at stake.

3. 2. The translation of the term zi by the European missionaries ef al. around the 16th C.
When first confronted with the Chinese writing system, the western missionaries and first
authors of books on China could only analyse it in comparison with their own script (the
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alphabet). They thus talked about “letters”. Yet, impressed by the fact that the Chinese script
counted a vast number of graphic signs, they very soon introduced the term “character”.

The Spanish soldier Bernardino de Escalante (1537-1605), who had never been to
China, was apparently the first one to use the term “character” in the 16th century. Discussing
the Chinese writing and education in the chapter 11 of his book, he wrote: “The Chinese do
not have a limited number of alphabetic letters”. “They use more than 5 000 different
characters”.*

A few years later, the Spanish Augustinian Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza (1545-1618)
who also had never been to China presented the Chinese script saying: “There is no limited
number of letters (like us), they [the Chinese] write with figures, learned with difficulties,
because each word has its character”.**

Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), the Italian author of the first Portuguese - Chinese
dictionary with Michele Ruggieri (1543-1607), lived for 27 years until his death in China and
learned to speak and write Chinese. He thus provided more information on the Chinese script
and language in his book Histoire de [’expédition chrestienne. In the chapter “Des arts et
sciences libérales entre les Chinois, et des degrés des hommes de lettres”, he wrote : “The
way they write and compose resembles the hieroglyphic figures of the Egyptians...” He then
mentionned that all the words in any Chinese language consisted in one syllable, that every
word and every thing had its “hieroglyphic character”, that there were no fewer letters than
words and that the number of characters did not exceed 70 to 80 000.*

Deeply influenced by their own alphabetic writing system, the western missionaries
and authors of books on China distinguished clearly graphs from words. They thus focused on
the graphic aspect of zi. That is the reason why they chose the term “character”. In their
languages, a character corresponded to a letter, a sign, a mark or a symbol used in writing or
in printing.*® The translation did not quite suit the meaning and the use of zi in Chinese, but
the term “character” stayed until today.

While zi was directly translated as “character” i.e. “written sign”, by western
missionaries, due to the influence of their own graphic system, its lexical meaning remained
much broader in Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese. It referred to a written word/ morpheme,
even if it sometime acquired the meaning “letter”, “character”.

4. The use of zi F in the first Chinese grammar before the introduction of ¢/ 3 “word”

At the end of the 19th century, Ma Jianzhong & Z & (1845-1900) wrote the first grammar
book on Classical Chinese: the Mdshiwéntong 5 K X i which was published in 1898. Mi
was inspired by Western grammar®’, but deeply influenced by Chinese traditional philology
and categories*®. He adapted ancient terms and also introduced some new ones to render
western grammatical categories, such as “syntactic functions” and “cases”, for example. He is
known as the first author to use the term ci 7 which today translates the term “word”. But in
his work, ci 5 referred to “syntactic functions”, whereas “word” was rendered by zi F. He
then called “noun” mingzi %4 ¥, “pronoun” daizi X F, “verbs” dongzi B F, “adverbs”,
zhuangzi Ak F, etc. We can see that M Jianzhong did not feel the need to invent a new way
to translate “word”, since zi F corresponded sufficiently in his mind. He thus kept the

traditional term zi F to refer to “(written) words”.*

It was Yan F’s ix18 (1854 - 1921), the author of the first grammar presenting the
categories of English grammar to Chinese, Yingwén Hangui % L% 3, that employed ¢/ 3 to
refer to “words” for the first time, in 1904. Some twenty years later, in 1924, Li Jinx1 4% &
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(1890 - 1978) wrote and published the first comprehensive and systematic description of the
modern Chinese grammar: Xinzhu gudyi fénfa %1% [ 1% X . He then made a clear
distinction between zi and ci saying: F 5t & — 18— {8 & F, 77 5t 2 31 56 W1 i & & R B A o
—EBAcWEE. AR —ETHE—EFH, weA”, B, A, Rk, F. RERENE
FUL#EARES g — B, Wi, “EET”, “EHE”, P, Fo XEF LA
B, A EM A —EFYHAERET REERT—ERANEYHUA “Ziisa
single written word/character, whereas ci is a word that expresses an idea in the mind when
one speaks. Sometimes a “a written word/character” correspond to a “spoken word” like, for
example, rén A “man”, md & “horse”, hong 4L, “red”, lai & “to come”, etc. Sometimes it
takes more than two “characters” to make a word like, for example, yingwii ¥5#% “parrot”,
ldotéuzi # 38 F “old man”, pidnyi {£ & “cheap”, fenfi ¥t “instruct”, etc. In grammar, parts
of speech are distinguished, regardless of whether they are one ‘“character” or several
“characters”, as long as they express an idea, they are called words.”*’

The notion of ¢/ “word” gradually anchored and the distinction between spoken words
and written words was eventually made in China. A kind of dichotomy appeared then
between the graphic and the oral forms of zi . But in reality, for a Chinese speaker zi F
kept its meaning “written monosyllabic meaningful unit”. It is thus quite unfortunate that
modern linguists who are used to make a clear distinction between language and writing tend
to ignore this basic use of the concept as they leave aside the script.

5. Conclusion

To the contrary of what the English translation “character” suggests, the history and lexical
development of zi F shows that zi F was never a term exclusively used for “graphs” and
even less for graphemes. For those who borrowed the Chinese writing system, zi F perfectly
suited the correspondence between graphs and monosyllabic words/ morphemes in Chinese,
but not necessarily in their own language.

Since zi F first referred to names before widening its lexical meaning to written
names, it came to stand between two different encoding systems: the language and the script.

The Qin new use of zi followed by Xu Sheén’s comprehensive and systematic
dictionary of zi in 100 AD contributed to engender an important shift from a spoken to a
written perspective in the analysis of the Chinese language. From the second century AD on,
the Chinese linguistic analysis came to be based on the script, with Xt Shen’s Shuo wén jié zi
3% A% %, and thus differs profoundly from Modern linguistics solely based on the spoken
language. Thus zi F introduces the challenge of not only confronting two very different types
of writing systems, but also two different linguistic traditions.

When confronting linguistic traditions, the problems and the complexity in the use of
terms pops out. Western linguists who show little interest in the script and in the way it
functions seem to be unaware of this terminological and conceptual problem related to the
translation of zi in western languages as “character”. That becomes evident when one sees
that they associate characters with graphemes.

As a matter of fact modern Chinese scholars are not spared. The rendering of zi as
“character”, and the introduction of ¢/ 7 to refer to “words” exclusively, seem to have
influenced the apparition of a new expression: zici F 3. Wang Guiyuan T % 7 and Li
Jiéqiong Z= 75 3L (2022), for example, largely use this expression zici. In their article Hanyui
zict fazhdn lingang Y& F 18 % J& 16 4, they translate as ‘An outline of Chinese word (zici)
development’, they insist on the need to integrate the graphs (written words) into the analysis
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of the language. Interestingly, they could have used the term zixing F 7 to refer to graphs,
but they took zi as “characters™/ “graphs” and translated zici as word in their title!

The long and now widely spread use of the term “character” makes it difficult to
introduce a new translation of zi ¥ such as, for example, “written morphemes” or “written
linguistic units”, but it is important to be aware of the shortcoming of this translation,
especially in the field of linguistics.
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Notes

! In chapter 3 “Chinese Writing” of their book Chinese Linguistics. An Introduction, Arcodia and Basciano make
this association no less than 8 times (p. 62, 64, 65, 68 (3 times), 70, and 71).

> See Kohrt 1986, and Meletis 2019.

® As proposed by Meletis (2019), we should look for a definition of grapheme as a universal basic unit of writing.
But in order to embrace all writing systems and avoid the limitation of graphemes to phonographic writings,
graphemes should not be treated as signs of phonemes nor as lexical units. Thus among the three criteria
proposed by Meletis for a general definition of graphemes: 1. lexical distinctiveness, 2. linguistic value, 3.
minimality, the second criteria which encouraged him to count characters as graphemes poses problem as it
maintains a confusion between the characters and the smallest elements of the Chinese script.

# Chén W&i & Péng Hao 2011, vol 1, p. 3, slips 21.

° According to Qifi Xigui, the graph [ 7//:] should be read zi F “name, give a public name”, see Chén Wéi
& Péng Hao 2011, vol. 1, p. 24, note 19. This graph also appears two times on a bamboo slip from the Shanghai
manuscripts in the Bdo shii yd yii xi péng zhi jian #5 F $[%F1 2 3%, but it is understood as referring to the
word zai ¥ “calamities”; ¢f. Li Shoukui 2 F & et al, 2007, Shanghdi béwigudn cing Zhangué Chii zhii shii -
Ve 18 4y B8 78 8% B 4% 17 &, Béijing: Zuojia chibinshe, p. 897 (slips 5.2.6 and 5.2.8).

® Chén Wei & Péng Hao 2011, vol 1, p. 22, slips 10 and 12. Zhang Shouzhong 2000, p. 147.

" Shuihiidi Qin mu zh(jian zhéngli xidozl 1990/2001, p. 76 and 161, slip n ° 86.

8 Ibidem, p. 101 and 2086, slip n°150 iF 3.

° Wang Huanlin 2007, p. 26 sq and 179 sq. Interestingly, one would not expect ydn & here; see 1.3 above.

101 is worth noting that among the Dunhuang manuscripts, a similar table of multiplication including 45
multiplications indicates the total sum at the end in terms of wén X instead of zi F: —F —H AL+ L X. See
Li Yéan 2= /™ 1963 (p. 39), Zhonggud giidai shixué shilidgo ¥ E & X %% ¥ #} (Shanghai: Shanghii kéxué jishu
chiibinshé _E ¥ FH 2 # H ik #t), quoted by Wang Huanlin 2007, p. 180.

¢t Qi Xigui 2014, vol. 6, p. 95, 96 and vol. 7, p. 261, columns 14 and 18.

12 |bidem, vol. 4, p. 206, slip 240.

13 See Bai Yalan 2012, p. 23, 2017, p. 36.

% Shiji 6, p. 245.

1> see Bottéro 2004b, p. 28.

18 See “Changuan, Waishi”, SSIZS, p. 820c.
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1 See, for example, the biographies of Liozi, Hin F&i, Mencius, Lii Buwéi, Dong Zhongshi, etc., which all
mention texts written with a large number of ydn &. Zi ¥, on the other hand, was very often used for “public
name” in the Shiji.

18 Cf. Ha Pingsheng # F 4 & Han Zigiang ¥ B 7% 1988, p. I & X.

19 This is the case, for example, for at least five chapters discovered in Mdwdngdui which simply provide a
single number for the words included: 570 for A E R BHEE L H L 1,858 for KEEHIZE/N\FH+/\, 563
for EREZELE T =, 569 for B LM AEELE T/, 300 for FEWEFREE =T, as well as
the total number of written words they all gather at the end: 2 860 A L= F /\ B+, ¢f Qit Xigul & % £ (ed),
2014, vol 3, p. 244.

20 pwriwei Han jidn, 2005, p. 120 (slip n° 53).

21 Bottéro 2004b. Note that the simple versus the complex structure of the characters is never touched upon in
Shuo wen jié zi.

22 The Hanshii % 30 Yiwénzhi (1992, Zhonghua shiija p. 1720) records a single title with zi: Bié zi 5%,
whereas the Suishii [&Z& 32 Jingjizhi (1997, p. 942 sq) counts more than 30 titles with zi, and 7 with wénzi.

% \an Gulik 1980, p. 46-47.

24 Kotyk 2021, p. 242.

% Taishé shinshii daizokyo 12, n° 375.

2% Chaudhuri 1998, p. 14.

27 See his “Collected notes from the Tripitaka” H = #&3C %, T. 84, n° 2145.

28 Ding 1984, p. 452.1 and p. 1248.2.

2% Hirata 1994, p. 54 note 13.

30 Ding 1984, p. 1248.2, and the explanations provided, for example, by the Japanese Buddhist monk Annen %
#4(9™ C.) in his Shittanz6 & £ (880), T. 84, n° 2702, ch. 7.

%! See Coulmas 1991, p. 113 for Vietnamese; Seely 1991, p. 6 sq for Japanese; and Lee and Ramsey 2011, p. 1-2
for Korean.

%2 Cf. Phan 2019.

* This example does not give the ancient Japanese pronunciation, it is simply meant to explain the methods.

% With 4 standing for the word perul ‘willow’, % transcribing the phonogram ful, and £ for the word wos
‘laquer’. Thus the method could be more complicated as the Chinese graphs could combine phonetical and
semantical uses in a single word. see Lee and Ramsey 2011, p. 88.

% Ibid, p. 87.

% As illustrated, for example, by the title of the 15th century Buddhist “false canon” : Phdt thuyét dai bdo phu
mau an trong kinh 138 KX 35 X £ B E 42, in which 8 characters out of 9 represent monosyllables, see Phan 2019,
p. 5.

¥ In Vietnamese, they are called “southern characters” chit ndm 7%, in Japanese and Korean “national
characters” kokuji [E¥ and Kukcha 2=zt [E 5. Lim and Lee (2019, note 1) call them Korean-coined characters
and provide other names for them.

* The Vietnamese created much more autochthonous characters than the Korean and the Japanese did. While the
Japanese invented quite a few characters referring to animals (especially fish) and to plants (see a list of 174
such graphs under the link below “origamijapan”), the Korean mostly used them for toponyms as well as for
some other specific words. See, for example, the Great dictionary of chit ném Pai tir dién chit Nom K F B¢
by Vi Vin Kinh 1998 (or the link http://www.hannom-rcv.org/wi/index.php/%F0%A1%A8%B8%E5%96%83
for chit ndm).

For Japanese national characters see: https://origamijapan.net/origami/2018/05/28/kokuji/); and for some Korean
ones, see: https://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-hant/%E9%9F%A9I%ES5%9B%BD%ES5%9IB%BDWES%AD%I7; as well
as Lim and Lee 2019.

%9 As shown by Vii Van Kinh’s chit ném dictionary Pgi tir dién chit Nom (1998).

“ Under the pronunciation Hdn tir in Vietnamese, Kanji in Japanese and Hanja $tx+ in Korean.

= CLIN13

4 According to the online Vietnamese dictionary Tu dién Han Nom , F can refer to 1° “letter” “character”,
“word”, 2°  “document”, 3° an  honorific  title, 4° “an  engaged person”; cf.
https://hvdic.thivien.net/whv/%ES5%AD%97

In Japanese dictionaries, F can also refer to a letter, character, etc. (Dictionnaire standard Japonais-francais
Tokyo, Taishukan, 1970).



http://www.hannom-rcv.org/wi/index.php/%F0%A1%A8%B8%E5%96%83
https://origamijapan.net/origami/2018/05/28/kokuji/
https://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-hant/%E9%9F%A9%E5%9B%BD%E5%9B%BD%E5%AD%97
https://hvdic.thivien.net/whv/%E5%AD%97
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*2 See in Lee and Ramsey (2011), the reproduction of this passage in the first pages. I am thankful to Younés
Mghari for pointing out this source to me, and for more information on the Korean writing system.
43 . . - . .
Bernardino de Escalante 1577, Discurso de la navegacién que los portugueses hazen a los reinos y provincias
del oriente, y de la noticia que se tiene del reino de China, chapter 11 “De las letras y carateres de los Chinas, y
de sus estudios generales” fol. 62. Published in Spanish in Seville, the book was translated in English under the
title Discourse of the Navigation which the Portugales doe Make to the Realms and Provinces of the East Partes
of the World, and of the knowledge that growes by them of the great thinges, which are in the Dominion of
China.) by John Frampton (London 1579). According to Lachs (1965 , p. 742) “it was the second book on China
gublished in Europe” after Gaspar Da Cruz.

# Cf. Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza (Roma 1585), Historia de las cosas mds notables, ritos y costumbres del gran
reyno de la China, chapter 13 “De los Characteres y lettras que usan los Chinos, y de los estudios y escuelas que
en este Reyno ay, y de otras cosas curiosas” (Libro IIL, p. 104). Lachs (1965 p. 743), notes that Mendoza’s book
was the “the most influential and detailed work on China prepared in the sixteenth century.”

* Matteo Ricci & Nicolas Trigault, 1617, Histoire de |’expédition chrétienne au royaume de la Chine: 1582-
1610. (Paris : Desclée, 1978). See Book 1 chapter V, p. 20-21, text available at: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
bpt6k8704822w.r= Ricci%20Histoire%20de%201%27exp%C3%A9dition%20chrestienne?rk=42918;4

4 Cambridge dictionary: “A letter, number, or other mark or sign used in writing or printing, or the space one of
these takes”; Littré: Signe tracé ou écrit. Les lettres de I’alphabet, les signes de ponctuation, les chiffres sont des
caracteres. ”

4 Cf. Peyraube 1999, 2001.

“8 Cf. Peyraube 2001, p. 349, Zadrapa 2016, 2020.

“ Note that Victor Mair (1997, p. 15) in his translation of the prefaces of the Mdshiwéntong translates zi as
“graph” instead of “written word”.

0 Li Jinx1 1945, p. 2 : ch. 2.2 Zi yii ¢i F #7.
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