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ABSTRACT

Many Classical Chinese words were derived through tonal/voicing alternations. New char-
acters were specifically created for some derived words, while other derived words kept
using the original characters, making the original characters multifunctional. In the evo-
lution of the Chinese language, those derivations represented by specifically created char-
acters have mostly been preserved, while multifunctional characters were not likely to
stay multifunctional: it is common to eliminate some form-meaning pairs, leaving each
character with only one pronunciation. Meanwhile, the form-meaning pairs represented
by characters began to compound with each other, reducing syntactic freedom. Ideo-
graphic characters thereby stabilized the basic units, that is, root morphemes, for the Chi-
nese language, while those phonological alternations that were not clearly represented in
writing mostly disappeared, making the language increasingly analytic. This finding sheds
light on the stabilizing effect of writing on (the spoken) language and thus challenges the
traditional view that writing is secondary to language.

n the field of linguistics, it is assumed that the written language exists for the
sole purpose of representing the spoken language (Saussure [1916] 1959, 23).
Even if different theoretical frameworks differ in some fundamental issues,
this assumption is never doubted. On the other hand, it is admitted by Saussure
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236 o Signs and Society

himself that Chinese is an exception, for which written signs should not be en-
visaged as secondary to the spoken language:

(1) To a Chinese, an ideogram and a spoken word are both symbols of an
idea; to him writing is a second language, and if two words that have
the same sound are used in conversation, he may resort to writing in or-
der to express his thought. (Saussure [1916] 1959, 26)

When scholars applied general linguistic theories to the Chinese language over
the past century, the special relationship between the Chinese language and writ-
ing barely got any attention. Many concepts and theories were applied to the
study of Chinese without justification. In fact, even the most basic linguistic units,
such as words, can be controversial in Chinese." Against this background, Xu
(1994, 2005) and Pan (2002) proposed a character-based grammar (‘54 15 %
zibénwéi yifda),> arguing that the ideographic Chinese characters are the basic
structural units of the Chinese language. This theory has not been widely ac-
cepted due largely to the unintuitive conflation of written signs and the spoken
language, but it does shed light on ideograph-based linguistic Chineseness. Even
if we admit that language and writing are two different symbolic systems, writ-
ing is not necessarily secondary: it may also have an effect on language. Focusing
on this point, this essay explores the relationship between writing and linguistic
features by investigating the role that ideographic characters play in the disap-
pearance of derivational morphology. Focusing on this topic, the section “Ter-
minology and Taxonomy” reviews relevant terminologies, discusses the specific
context underlying each of them, and defines our own taxonomy for the pur-
poses of this study. The next section presents a general introduction to various
types of morphology in Classical Chinese, which is followed by a discussion of
two case studies that demonstrate the effects of ideographic writing on the dis-
appearance of derivational morphology. “The Ideograph-Based Linguistic Ideol-
ogy of Chineseness” examines the notion of “Chinese” and reveals its ideograph-
based identity and linguistic ideology. The conclusion and implications are
presented in the final section.

1. See, e.g., Hockett (1944); Hoosain (1992); Sproat et al. (1996); Miller (2002); Bassetti (2005); Liu et al. (2013).

2. In this essay, Chinese characters are immediately followed by their Pinyin annotations based on the of-
ficial standard of Modern Mandarin published by the Ministry of Education of China (available at http://
www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/ziliao/). Acronyms used: FAN = the marker indicating the glosses using the fangie
spelling system; MC = Middle Chinese; SFP = sentence final particle; SIP = sentence initial particle; ZHI =
the function word Z zhi in Classical Chinese that links a nominal element with its modifiers.
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Terminology and Taxonomy
In previous literature, pictographic, ideographic, logographic, and word/morpho-
syllabic have all been used to characterize Chinese writing. To determine which
term best fits the present study, this section briefly reviews the contexts in which
they frequently occur. Logographic and word/morphosyllabic are preferred by
most modern linguists, despite their relatively late appearance. Logo- stems from
the Greek word for ‘word’, so both terms resort to linguistic units to refer to writing.
In this taxonomy of writing systems, alongside logographs (or word/morphosyllabic
writing), there are also syllabaries and alphabets (Gelb [1952] 1963, 190; Istrin
[1965] 1987, 28). Recommendations to use these terms instead of pictograph and
ideograph tend to emphasize the phonetic value of Chinese characters (e.g.,
DeFrancis 1984, 133-48; Boltz 1986). For example, DeFrancis (1984, 140) claimed
that “the phonetic aspect of Chinese writing is minimized by many people, even
specialists in the field,” supported by an example of a rebus using the pictograph
for ‘wheat’, *, to represent the homophonic word in Old Chinese *log ‘to come’?
Such terms as logographic and word/morphosyllabic make Chinese writing appear
to be more comparable to alphabets and thus less exotic for Western scholars,
especially against a background in which Chinese things were always regarded
as undermining the “mundane truths” applicable to the West (Hansen 1993).
From a synchronic perspective, the parallel between logographs (morphosyl-
labic writing), syllabaries, and alphabets is indeed helpful for linguists to under-
stand the linguistic value of Chinese characters, but the underlying mindset is
exactly “writing is secondary to language”: writing is assumed to be a sole repre-
sentation of the spoken language. From a diachronic perspective, writing origi-
nates from drawing, and it is simply unimaginable that a perfect association be-
tween visual forms and linguistic units could be formed overnight. The earliest
writing was undoubtedly in pictographs, and thus it is not rare to see similar pic-
tographs in different places where diverse languages were spoken. Rebuses, as
enumerated by DeFrancis (1984, 140), indeed demonstrate an evident combina-
tion between the pictographic visual forms and linguistic units, in which picto-
graphs were used to represent words based solely on phonetic similarity instead
of semantic association. Therefore, the existence of rebuses makes a good reason
to explain the reason why the Chinese writing cannot be conceived of as thor-
oughly “pictographic.” However, the notion “ideograph” is barely challenged:
the concept that visual signs represent ideas is essentially compatible with rebuses.

3. The asterisk is conventionally used to indicate reconstructed forms in Old Chinese.
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The fact that pictographs picked up new meanings based on phonetic similarity
does not necessarily mean that all words with the same pronunciation could be
written by the same pictograph. On the contrary, once the pictograph initially cre-
ated for “wheat” was conventionally used for the meaning “to come,” the graphic-
semantic association has been much more stable than the graphic-phonetic
association that has been varying across time (historical evolution) and space
(dialectal areas). In fact, the Chinese language is known for involving countless
mutually unintelligible varieties across time and space (e.g., Crystal 1987, 312;
DeFrancis 1984, 5; Li and Thompson 1989, 2; Norman 1988, 1), in which the
same character may have dramatically divergent pronunciations. Evidently,
the sign has always been ideographic although it was once used as a rebus: it sim-
ply picked up another meaning through that rebus.

A more important reason for choosing “ideographic” instead of “logographic”
pertains to the purpose of the present study. To revisit the relationship between
language and writing, we must change the mindset that uses linguistic units to re-
fer to writing systems, as this mindset presupposes a secondary position of writ-
ing. Instead, writing needs to be conceived of as having its own inherent nature.
From this perspective, it can be noticed that the visual signs in some writing sys-
tems represent sounds; while the visual signs in some other writing systems have
fixed meanings but no fixed sounds. In this article, we call the former type “pho-
nographic,” and the latter type “ideographic.” With the establishment of taxon-
omy, it is to be shown in the following sections that the association between the
Chinese language and the ideographic characters was initially rather loose, and
has been gradually strengthening. In the perennial convergence process, linguistic
forms that could not be clearly represented by ideographic characters were elim-
inated, resulting in the highly analytic structure of Modern Mandarin: the ideo-
graphic writing system has been wielding a profound influence on the Chinese

language.

Morphology in Classical Chinese

As arepresentative analytic language, Chinese, Modern Mandarin in particular,
is impoverished in inflectional/derivational morphology. However, based on
extensive studies on cognates, it is suggested that Chinese is affiliated with the
Tibetan-Burman languages, which are rich in agglutinative affixes (Norman

4. The use of the term ideographic in this article needs to be distinguished from the term used for one
of the six categories (7513 lisishir) noted in An Explanatory Dictionary of Chinese Characters (¥ 37
Shuowénjiézi; see Yong and Peng 2008, 41). I use ideographic as an umbrella term for describing the
general feature of Chinese characters, as distinct from phonographic writing systems.
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1988, 12; LaPolla 2019; Sagart et al. 2019; Zhang et al. 2019). The difference be-
tween Modern Mandarin and the Tibetan-Burman languages leads linguists
to speculate about the derivational morphology in Old Chinese. Some com-
monly discussed operations include the *s- prefix, the *-s suffix, the *m- prefix,
and the *p- (b-) prefix (e.g., Sagart 1999; Pulleyblank 2000; Schuessler 2007;
Sagart and Baxter 2012). For example, as shown by Schuessler (2007, 18-19):

(2)  The *s-prefix:
a.Feed 1 si[*s-lokh] 'to feed’ < causative of #& shi [*m-lok] ‘to eat’
b. Frost 4 shudng [*srap] ‘hoarfrost’ < i lidng [*rap] "cold’

Due to the lack of historical materials, little consistency can be observed regard-
ing the functions of the speculated affixes, which causes some scholars to ques-
tion whether these affixes existed or not (e.g., Li 2003; Wang 2006; Sun 2007b,
2007¢).

More reliable evidence of morphology in Classical Chinese is drawn from
philological works pertaining mainly to Old Chinese (a relatively late stratum)
and Middle Chinese. Confucianism was the official ideology of imperial China
from the Han dynasty (206 BCE-226 CE) through the Qing dynasty (1644
1911; Hucker 1975, 194). To decipher the Confucian classics (and some other
great works) from the pre-Qin period, there is an abundance of literature ded-
icated to the study of the graphic forms, pronunciations, and meanings of the
characters appearing in those works. Systematic phonetic studies emerged
around the late Han dynasty, under the apparent influence of Sanskrit, which
was imported with Buddhism. The fangie (1] fangié) spelling system, which
employs the pronunciations of two characters to annotate the pronunciation of
the target character, was developed: the first character represents the initial (typ-
ically the syllable-initial) consonant, while the second character represents the
rhyme (with the tone) of the target character. This system makes possible rela-
tively accurate representations of pronunciations that are able to reveal subtle
differences including tonal/consonantal contrasts. One of the most influential
works employing the fangie method is Annotations of Classics (% #LFE 3L Jing-
didn shiwén), comprising 30 volumes annotating over 680,000 characters (over
8,000 different types of characters) of classics, written by Lu Deming (i ##5 L
Déming, 556-630 CE). Putting together Lu Deming’s annotations for the same
character in different contexts, about 50 percent of the characters (over 4,000
types of characters) have more than one pronunciation. It is commonly observed
that the same character has different but related meanings when pronounced
differently. This phenomenon is taken as evidence of derivational morphology
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(&2 Hq yinbian gouci).” The most widely recognized operations include
tonal alternation and voicing alternation.

As a tonal language, Chinese uses tones to differentiate meanings. Since tone
is crucial for rhyming literature, which was highly regarded in imperial China,
philological works were especially precise in the representation of tones, with
four tones recognized: flat (*V- ping), rising (I~ shang), departing (% qu1), and
entering (A ru). Tonal alternations, especially the contrast between the depart-
ing tone and other tones, are captured in the pronunciations of many charac-
ters. For example, the pictograph /i yii/ytt < Middle Chinese (MC) hju (n_ll in
the oracle bone script) indicated ‘rain (nominal)’ when pronounced with the
rising tone (default pronunciation) but with the derived meaning ‘to fall (from
the heavens)” when pronounced with the departing tone, as shown in (3).°

(3) a. Original text from Classic of Poetry (¥ Shi-/INife xidoyd- K datian):
Ao\ FEE O W oy, B Ok W% Kk OEOF,
You yan qigi, xing yi gqigi. Y4 wo gong tidn, sul  ji  wo  si.
SIP clouds gather rise rain slowly fall my public field then reach my private
“Dark clouds were gathering, bringing the drizzling light rain. The rain fell on our
public fields, and then reached my own private fields.”
b. Lu Deming’s annotation (£ L8t Jingdidn shiwén):

MW, o Mk TH R
Xing yii, rd zi. .. yu wo, yu fu fan.

rise rain as character fall me yd fu FAN

“The i yi in % xing yii is read by the default pronunciation (rising tone); as for the
W yu in F§$ yd wo, the syllable-initial consonant is the same as T yu < MC hju, while
the rhyme is the same as £} fu < MC pju (departing tone).”

Besides tonal alternation, another commonly discussed operation is voicing al-
ternation: a character might have different meanings when the syllable-initial
consonant is voiced versus voiceless. For example, the character ¥ zhu meant
‘pillar (nominal)” when pronounced as drju with a voiced syllable-initial con-
sonant but with the derived meaning ‘to pillar, to support (verbal)’ when pro-
nounced as trju with a voiceless syllable-initial consonant.

New characters were sometimes created for specific variants in some alter-
nations. For example, the character 47 you < MC hjuw meant ‘right (the oppo-
site of left)” when pronounced with the rising tone, with the derived meaning
‘to support, to help” when pronounced with the departing tone; later, the char-
acter #i you < MC hjuw, which took over the verbal variant with the departing

5. See, e.g., Downer (1959); Mei (1980); Branner (2002); Sun (2007a); Wang (2014); Jacques (2022).

6. As Lu Deming lived in the Tang dynasty (618-906 CE), when Middle Chinese was used, this article
presents MC reconstructed pronunciations based on Baxter and Sagart (2014), which echoes the fangie spell-
ings in Annotations of Classics.
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tone, was created. However, not all derivations involve newly created charac-
ters, such as Fy yu/yi and ¥ zhii mentioned before.

In spite of the rich philological resources, derivational morphology is not
without controversy. In fact, disagreements are frequently captured in philo-
logical works per se, between Lu Deming and other philologists, and among
Lu Deming’s own annotations. Therefore, confusions regarding the functions
of different operations, especially for those operations involving a great variety
of cases, naturally arise. For example, the tonal alternation is suggested to be
related to the perfective aspect, causativization, and nominalization (e.g., Downer
1959; Zhou [1966] 2004, 81-119; Mei 1980), while the voicing alternation is be-
lieved to be valency changing (Mei 1991; Xie 2015). Regarding the origins of the
tonal alternation and the voicing alternation, some scholars suggest that they
are descendants of the affixes in the Proto-Sino-Tibetan languages (Haudricourt
1954; Pulleyblank 1962, 1973; Mei 1980; Sagart 1999, 131-33), while those af-
fixes have been debated themselves.

It must be noted that the characters used in the fangie method were not full-
time phonographic signs. Instead, they were still used in literature with their
own meanings: the ideographic nature was not changed. Working in tandem
with the fact that the essential purpose of philology was to help literati to de-
cipher classics, the annotations in philological works were unable to affect the
language of laypeople. In fact, the pronunciations of the characters used to an-
notate other characters were not stable themselves. For example, the character
JE ding < MC deng ‘to fix, to pacify’ was used to represent the voiced syllable-
initial consonant d in philological works of the Tang dynasty, but it became the
voiceless ¢ no later than the fourteenth century. Without an effective stabilizing
tool, only a small part of derivational morphology leaves remnants in Modern
Mandarin. It was previously mentioned that about 50 percent of characters had
more than one pronunciation in Annotations of Classics, but when it comes to
Modern Mandarin, only 10 percent of characters have more than one pronun-
ciation (Zhang and Qin 2016), and Chinese is thus known as an analytic lan-
guage by modern linguists.

Case Studies of & Y7 and % Zuo/FE Zuo

Materials and Methodology

According to philologists’ annotations, derivational morphology surely existed
in Classical Chinese, as was discussed briefly in the preceding section. Taking
two case studies of &K yi and 44 zuo/J# zuo as examples, this section delves into
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the mechanisms underlying the disappearance of morphology and discusses
the role of ideographic writing therein.

4K Yi < MC ji (flat tone) was originally a noun indicating ‘clothes’ and de-
rived the verbal meaning ‘to wear, to dress’ when pronounced with the depart-
ing tone: the same character was used in both ways. In contrast, 44 zuo < MC
dzwa (rising tone) was originally a verb indicating ‘to sit’, and derived the nom-
inal sense ‘seat” when pronounced with the departing tone, for which the char-
acter J zuo was specifically created: 4 zuo/JH# zuo represents a case in which
distinct characters are used in the derivation. Moreover, the meanings of & y7
and 4 zuo/ J# zuo are relatively basic, reflected as stable and high frequencies in
diachronic corpora, bringing us a fair number of tokens for analysis. Further-
more, the original sense and the derived sense in both cases are nominal-verbal
pairs, making them comparable to the greatest extent.

It was previously mentioned that disagreements are not rare in philologists’
annotations, and the pronunciations of the characters used in the fangie method
were not stable themselves. Therefore, philological works can provide only lim-
ited materials for the investigation of the disappearance of morphology. Con-
fronted with the difficulty of diachronic phonetic reconstruction, we choose to
turn to the meanings/functions of the targets as shown by their usage in dia-
chronic corpora: in addition to philology, China also had a long tradition of
vernacular literature, with many works from different historical periods. For the
present study, the diachronic corpora are made up of Zuo’s Commentary (%if%
Zuozhuan, about 197,000 characters, fourth century BCE), the bianwen texts (about
280,000 characters, 700-900 CE) in the book A New Collection of Dunhuang
Bianwen (30278 C4# 1) Dianhudng Bianwénji Xinshii) edited by Pan (1994),
The Plum in the Golden Vase (%l Jin Ping Méi, about 762,000 characters, circa
1600 CE), and six novels (about 500,000 characters, 1988-93 CE) written by
Wang Shuo (E#] Wdng Shuo), a contemporary Chinese writer.” The selected
texts are narrative and rich in dialogue, representing the vernacular styles of dif-
ferent eras, distinct from the classical literary style.

By definition, derivational morphology derives words with new meanings
and/or grammatical functions. Therefore, to investigate the disappearance of deri-
vational morphology, we can simply look at the preservation of the derived mean-
ing/function in the literature of later historical periods. Although it is impossible
to know the exact pronunciation of the target character in every specific context of

7. The novels are Playing for Thrills (Jtitili /& 0Bk Wadn de jiushi xintido), Wild Beasts (Z)#1X15f Dongwi
xiongméng), Die Satisfied (LN AE Guo ba yin jiu si), 'm Your Dad (FSVREE W0 shi ni baba), You Are
Not a Vulgarian (1R E—AMEN NI biishi yi gé siirén), and Nobody’s Applauding (o NW% Wik rén hécdi).
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different eras, we are always able to tell the meaning/function of the linguistic unit
represented by the target character from the context. Along this line, I searched
for the target characters 4 y7 and 44 zuo/F# zuo in the diachronic corpora and
analyze the role of the corresponding linguistic units for every token to identify
their meanings and grammatical functions.

The Diachronic Usage of & Y7

K Yi<MCji (1/)\— in the oracle bone script) is a pictograph for ‘upper garment,
clothes’. The default pronunciation had a flat tone. Based on its original mean-
ing and pronunciation, & yi derived a verbal meaning ‘to wear, to dress’ when
pronounced with the departing tone, as shown in the following examples:

(4) a. Original text from Classic of Poetry (# Shi-¥8)X\ zhéngfeng-# feng):
Yr Jin jiong yi.
clothes/wear brocade outerwear (made of hemp) clothes
“In terms of the clothes, it is brocade with hemp outerwear” or “Wear brocade with
hemp outerwear.”
b. Lu Deming’s annotation (44§32 Jingdidan shiwén):
E |, w5, B B A BE R,
Yr jin, ra  z, huo yr yin ya ji fan.
clothes/wear brocade as character or one pronunciation yu ji FAN
“[For one interpretation] the 4 y7in 4 4% yi jin is read by the default pronunciation
(flat pronunciation); or (for the other interpretation) the syllable-initial consonant is
the same as ji4 yi < MC ju, and the rhyme is the same as I¥ ji < MC kji (departing tone).”

There are two ways to interpret (4a): the first 4 yi can be perceived as a topic that
is nominal, pronounced with the flat tone; it can also be understood as a verb that
takes an object, pronounced with the departing tone.

A total of 37 tokens of 4 yi are collected from Zuo’s Commentary, among
which 4% y7 is nominal in 25 tokens (67.57 percent) and verbal in 12 tokens
(32.43 percent). In our diachronic corpora, the verbal use of 7K yi has been
steadily shrinking, as shown in table 1.

It can be observed from table 1 that by the time of the Tang dynasty, when
bianwen was popular, the verbal use of & y7 was basically obsolescent. Instead,
there began to be other verbs frequently used to indicate ‘to wear, to put on’, such
as % zhud and % chuan, as in the following examples:

B % ® OB Kz xX 5 BN fh
Chéng zhué lu pi zhi yi, yi ladwéi ban.
often wear deer skin ZHI clothes with deer be friend
“Often wear deerskin clothes, and be friends with deer.”
(Bianwen)

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 08 May 2025 at 06:18:44, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.


https://www.cambridge.org/core

244 o Signs and Society

Table 1. Diachronic Usage of & Y7 (%)

K yi < MC ji

Nominal (MC flat tone) Verbal (MC departing tone)

Zuo’s Commentary 67.57 32.43
Bianwen 97.01 3.00
The Plum in the Golden Vase 99.76 0.24
Wang Shuo’s novels 100 0

(6) ViR ROk, B &x T,
Ximén Qing qi  ai, chuan yr Jjing shou.
Ximen Qing rise come wear clothes clean hand
“Ximen Qing got up, put on his clothes, and washed his hands.”
(The Plum in the Golden Vase)

In (5) and (6), 4% yi is used as the object of both # zhué and % chuan. When
it comes to Modern Mandarin, the nominal use of & y7 became standard. Dic-
tionaries list only one pronunciation, that is, the one with the flat tone, for this
character. Its use as a verb, pronounced with the departing tone, is no longer
considered correct.

In addition, for nominal X yi, there has been a tendency toward compound-
ing in the diachronic corpora: its syntactic freedom has been constantly decreas-
ing. In The Plum in the Golden Vase and Wang Shuo’s novels, 4 y7 rarely stands
alone as a noun. Instead, it compounds with other elements in the majority of
tokens. Some high-frequency compounds are &KJRyifu ‘clothes + clothes =
clothes’, &¢%¢ yishang ‘clothes + skirt = clothes’, and &K #F yizhud ‘clothes +
wear = clothes’.

The Diachronic Usage of 4 () Zuo

The character 4 zuo < MC dzwa depicts two people (\) sitting on the earth
(1), originally meant ‘to sit’. In the rhyming literature until the Han dynasty, 44
zuo was invariably used in the rhyme of the rising tone (Sun 2007a, 289), in-
dicating that its original pronunciation undoubtedly had a rising tone. Based on
its original meaning and pronunciation, # zuo derived a nominal sense ‘seat’
when pronounced with the departing tone, as shown in the following examples:

e

(7) a.  Original text from Classic of Poetry (i Shi-/INie xicoyd- 4 ¥ chiici):
Pl = L,
Yi tuo yi you.
to seat  to feed
“[In ancestor worship practices] to seat [ancestors] and to feed [ancestors]
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b. Mao’s Commentaries to Classic of Poetry (&i% Méoshi:
Tus, an 2uo yeé.
tuo peacefully sit SFP

“The character % tué means 'to sit peacefully’.”
c. Zheng Xuan's Interpretations of Mao's Commentaries (%5 Médoshi zhuanjian):

B oo b w8 a2,
Ji you ying shi, shi chii shén zuo, ér shi zhi.

then again welcome body make place god seat then eat it
“[In ancestor worship practices] then welcome the person who acts as the dead
ancestor again. Place him in the god’s seat and make him enjoy the sacrifices.”

d. Lu Deming’s annotation for Zheng Xuan's interpretation (£ 4B 3C Jingdidan shiwén):
CCH - M I
Shén zuo, cai wo fan.
god seat cai wo FAN
“For the 4 zuo in ¥4 shén zuo, the syllable-initial consonant is the same as 4'cdi <
MC dzoj, while the rhyme is the same as i wo < MC ngwa (departing tone).”

MA Zuo in (7b) is used as a verb, for which Lu Deming did not provide an an-
notation in Annotations of Classics, suggesting that this A% zuo should be read
by its default pronunciation of the rising tone. In contrast, 4 zuo in (7c) is used
as a noun, distinct from its common usage, making it necessary to specifically
provide an annotation, as shown in (7d).

A total of 19 tokens of 4 zuo are collected from Zuo’s Commentary, among
which 4% zuo is used as a noun in only 1 token (5.26 percent): in all the other
tokens it is used alone as a verb. When it comes to Bianwen, the percentage of
tokens in which 4% zuo is used as a noun increases to 12.90 percent, while the
verbal usage remains dominant.

The character J# zuo appeared around the Han dynasty (Sun 2007a, 290), so
it is not seen in Zuo’s Commentary. Although its initial distinction from 4% zuo
was not clear-cut, it gradually took over the nominal usage of 44 zuo. In Bianwen,
J# zuod is nominal, indicating ‘seat, pedestal’, in 78.46 percent of its tokens, as
shown in the following examples:

8 BEF M| W e L B B R
Bixia  dan zhao Jingnéng shang dian ¢ zuo.
majesty just call-in Jingneng enter palace offer seat
“Your majesty just called in Jingneng, asked him to enter the palace, and offered him a seat.”
(Bianwen)
9) % HE & A 5l i A4
Lian zuo xi qi bié you ming.
lotus seat rare strange particularly have name
“The rare and strange things on the lotus seat [of the Buddha] are particularly famous.”
(Bianwen)
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The division of labor between 4% zuo and Ji# zuo is clearer in The Plum in the
Golden Vase: A zuo is verbal in 98.79 percent of its tokens, while B zuo is
100 percent nominal and sometimes used as a classifier based on its nominal
sense. When it comes to Modern Mandarin, it is the official standard that A2
zuo is verbal and Ji# zuo is nominal (including the usage as a nominal classifier),
and other usages are thus no longer acceptable. The diachronic usages of 44 zuo
and J# zuo are summarized in table 2.

The tendency toward compounding is also observed from the diachronic us-
ages of 44 zuo and P zuo. In fact, the nominal J# zuo compounds with other el-
ements more often than standing alone as a noun in The Plum in the Golden Vase
and Wang Shuo’s novels. Some high-frequency compounds include Ji47. zuowei
‘seat + position = seat’, FEFF zuoyi ‘seat + chair = seat’, and Ak jitizuo ‘to ap-
proach + seat = to sit (formal)’. Compared to J& zuo, the verbal A4 zuo has a
higher degree of freedom in Modern Mandarin: it stands alone in 62.07 percent
of tokens, although it can indeed occur in compounds such as 24 5& zuoding ‘to
sit + stable = to be seated’ and 44 T zuoxia ‘to sit + down = to sit down’.

It is particularly worth mentioning that although the verbal 4 zuo6 and the
nominal A4/ zuo initially had different tones, their pronunciations converged
after the Tang dynasty, under the influence of a systematic change of Chinese
phonology whereby the rising tone turned into the departing tone when the
syllable-initial consonant was voiced (i E48 2% zhud shdang bian qui; see Wang
[1980] 1996, 193). Notably, the functional division initially associated with
tonal alternation has been preserved with distinct characters, even if the pho-
netic forms have converged.

Summary

The divergent paths of 4 y7 and 44 zud/ ¥ zuo are summarized in figure 1. In both
cases, a new word is derived from the original word (a combination of the pho-
netic form and the meaning illustrated in its usage) through tonal alternation,

Table 2. The Diachronic Usages of 4 Zuo and £ Zué (%)

A5 Zud < MC Dzwa JE Zud < MC Dzwa
(rising tone) (departing tone)
Nominal Verbal Nominal Verbal
Zuo’'s Commentary 5.26 94.74
Bianwen 12.90 87.10 78.46 21.54
The Plum in the Golden Vase 1.21 98.79 100 0
Wang Shuo’s novels 0 100 100 0
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« 1 character,
ing P 1 pronunciation,

1 usage

1 character,
2 pronunciations,
2 usages

1 character,
1 pronunciation,
1 usage

morphology
2 characters,

> 1 pronunciation,

g 2 usages

Figure 1. Comparison of the paths represented by 4 yi and 4% zuo/J zuo

resulting in two form-meaning pairs represented by the same character. Diver-
gence occurred when a new character, that is, J4# zuo, was specifically created that
took over one form-meaning pair initially represented by the character 4 zuo,
while no new character was created for 4% yi. In consequence, the verbal use of
K yi was dropped in language evolution, leaving the character with the original
form-meaning pair; while 4 zuo and J# zuo developed a clear division of labor
even though their pronunciations have converged. In this process, there is a no-
table tendency that one character corresponds to one form-meaning pair, indic-
ative of a growing association between language and writing: as previously men-
tioned, about 50 percent of characters had more than one pronunciation in
Classical Chinese (according to Annotations of Classics), and this number has
dropped to 10 percent in Modern Mandarin. The function of each character
has been increasingly specific. It is also demonstrated that the association is closer
between the character and the meaning than between the character and the pro-
nunciation: the derived meaning can be preserved by a new character even if the
derived phonetic form is eliminated. In this sense, ideographic characters stabilize
the basic units, that is, form-meaning pairs, but not the phonological system for
the language.

Additionally, given the tendency toward compounding shown in the dia-
chronic usages of & yi and 44 zuo/# zuo, the linguistic units stabilized by these
characters are evidently not words, but root morphemes. Chinese characters
did represent words in the very beginning and could even represent multiple
words with derivational morphology. However, multifunctional characters might
lead to ambiguity in the written language. For example, Annotations of Classics
provides two interpretations for example (4a), KEFA yi jin jiong yi, but in
the spoken language, the tone of X yi could help to disambiguate, as shown in
(4b). For a clearer written representation, on the one hand, the function of each
character became more specific by dropping additional form-meaning pairs; on
the other hand, the linguistic units represented by characters began to compound
with each other to denote the subtle semantic differences originally expressed by
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derivational morphology: when 4 yi compounds with JIit fii ‘clothes’, &/}t yifu
‘clothes’ is clearly nominal without any ambiguity. The increasing probability
of compounding is correlated with the decreasing syntactic freedom. Represented
by characters, many words in Old Chinese have been changing in the direction of
bound morphemes, such as Ji# zuo and 4 yi. In this sense, the ideographic nature
of Chinese characters pushed the language to choose compounding instead of
derivational morphology, as phonological alternations could not be represented
by ideographic characters. While the association between language and writing
grows, the ideographic writing has been wielding a profound influence on the
evolution of the Chinese language.

The cases of F zud and 4 yi represent two common situations of deriva-
tional morphology. We studied the preservation of 100 pairs of tonal alterna-
tion collected by Sun (2007a) and 70 pairs of voicing alternation collected by
Zhang (2013) and found that about 70 percent of additional form-meaning
pairs were eliminated if no new character was created for the derivation. Other

examples are summarized in table 3.

Table 3. Effects of Writing on the Preservation of the Derived Form-Meaning Pairs

All Form-Meaning Pairs Additional Form-Meaning Pairs

Preserved Eliminated

New About 80 percent About 20 percent
character 45 you/fti you < MC hjuw (rising/ 7K shuif¥k shui < MC sywij (rising/
created departing), & yan/vs yan < MC departing), and some other cases

ngjon (flat/departing), 5. ri/i% involving obsolete characters.

ri < MC nyu (rising/departing),

% dif % tido < MC dilk) (enter-

ing/departing), 5t jing/# ying <

MC kjaeng/ jaeng (voiceless/

voiced), ¥t shua/tii yué < MC

syet/ywet (voiceless/voiced),

etc.
No About 30 percent About 70 percent
character %% shi/shd < MC srju (rising/ Jiit jidgo < MC kaew (flat/departing), &
created departing), & chdéng/zhong < zht < MC drjuwl(k] (entering/departing),

MC drjowng (flat/rising), %
guan/guan < MC kwan (flat/
departing), # gi/ji < MC gje/kje
(voiced/voiceless), etc.

E méo < MC maw (flat/departing), =
gao < MC kaw (flat/departing), J& hou <
MC huw (rising/departing), ¥ kit < MC
khu (rising/departing), ¥t zhu < MC drju/
trju (voiced/voiceless), ifi shi < MC sye/
yie (voiceless/voiced), % tido < MC dew/
thew (voiced/voiceless), etc.
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The Ideograph-Based Linguistic Ideology of Chineseness

In the European context, language is conventionally depicted as the cornerstone
of national identity,® but importantly, sound is momentary: the spoken language
is not able to maintain a common identity across time and space without the help
of writing. In fact, without writing systems, language can change so fast that a
person may have difficulty communicating with people three or four generations
older (Gelb [1952] 1963, 223-24). The stabilizing effect of writing on language is
also observed in the history of English: with written standards spread through
media and education, English has changed relatively little over the past four to
five centuries, compared with the dramatic changes before that time (Milroy
and Milroy 2012, 25). However, since it is assumed that the written language ex-
ists for the sole purpose of representing the spoken language (see “Terminology
and Taxonomy”), the contribution of writing to the formation of national iden-
tity is naturally recognized under (the spoken) language. A precondition has
been ignored by this mindset that European nations inherited a writing system
that is able to record every single phoneme in the spoken language, with which
morphology can be clearly represented and stabilized. In contrast, due largely to
its isolated geographical condition, Chinese writing has been evolving uninter-
ruptedly from drawing that apparently lacks a consistent association with the
phonetic forms of the spoken language. This difference crucially excludes Chi-
nese from the European model of linguistic ideology.

As a key measure to consolidate the centralized power, rulers of imperial
China made active efforts to standardize the writing system of Chinese charac-
ters. In 221 BCE, the first Qin emperor (Z41 £ Qin Shi Hudng) conquered the
other warring states and established the first unified empire of China. Among
the first few things he accomplished was the standardization of the written lan-
guage. In the years that followed, orthography was institutionalized periodically
by rulers of almost all dynasties. In contrast, up until the twentieth century, very
little effort, if any, was made to standardize spoken Chinese. Indeed, rulers of dif-
ferent dynasties claimed the spoken form employed in the capital area as stan-
dard (TEF yd ydn or 181 tong yir), which became the object of philology (see
“Case Studies of X Y7 and 4 Zuo/J# Zud”), but it was also taken for granted that
laypeople living in different areas could not communicate orally. In fact, even af-
ter compulsory education was promoted in the twentieth century, the promotion
of standard Modern Mandarin has still been more challenging than the promo-
tion of character-based literacy. According to the official report published by the

8. Cobarrubias (1982); Urla (1988); Blommaert and Verschueren (1992); Posner (1993); Woolard (1994).
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Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (2022), the illiteracy rate
declined to just 2.67 percent in 2022, while 19.28 percent of people could still not
communicate in Mandarin. Evidently, the spoken language was barely involved
in establishing a Chinese national identity. It is the unified written language that
maintained the cultural commonality of China (cf. Hucker 1975, 9; Norman
1988, 2; Tu 1994, 3-4). Unlike the European pattern, the Chinese pattern can
be represented as “written language—national identity—spoken language.”

In fact, scholars frequently cast doubt on whether the European mindset of
“nation-state” and “national language” fits China at all (e.g., Pye 1992; Jacques
2012; Xia 2014). Pye (1992, 235) pointed out China is a “civilization pretending
to be a state,” that is, a “civilization-state” in which the written language served as
a culture carrier and a major unifying force (Hucker 1975, 9). Norman (1988,
187) compared the Chinese language to Romance languages:

(10) To the historical linguist Chinese is rather more like a language family
than a single language made up of a number of regional forms. The Chi-
nese dialectal complex is in many ways analogous to the Romance lan-
guage family in Europe: both have their roots in a large-scale imperial ex-
pansion that took place in the centuries just preceding and just following
the birth of Christ, the Qin-Han empire in the case of China and the Ro-
man empire in the case of Europe; in both instances the imperial lan-
guage was carried by armies and settlers to areas previously occupied
by speakers of different languages; in the course of their development
both were affected by these “substratum languages”; in both cases, the
newly developing vernaculars existed alongside an antiquated written
language and were profoundly influenced by it. In view of these parallels,
it would not be surprising if we found about the same degree of diversity
among the Chinese dialects as we do among the Romance languages, and
in fact I believe this to be the case. To take an extreme example, there is
probably as much difference between the dialects of Peking and Chao-
zhou as there is between Italian and French; the Hainan Min dialects
are as different from the Xi'an dialect as Spanish is from Rumanian.

A question hereby arises as to what has been unified by ideographic characters
for the Chinese language. To answer this question, we need to turn to the origin
of writing. There is nearly unanimous agreement that writing started from pic-
tures (e.g., DeFrancis 1984, 151; Gelb [1952] 1963, 11-12): when pictures devel-
oped an association with the spoken language, commonly instantiated by rebuses
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(see “Morphology in Classical Chinese”), they could be called writing. Therefore,
for a self-originated writing system such as Chinese characters, the graphic forms
are inherently associated with ideas, while the association with the spoken lan-
guage was gradually developed. This process is illustrated in figure 2.

The initial association between the graphic form and the phonetic form was
rather loose. As presented in the preceding sections, one character might have
multiple pronunciations contingent on the context. Even if a new phonetic form
was derived through tonal/voicing alternations, it could still be represented by
the original character in writing. Faced with insufficient written representation,
Europeans might typically think about orthographic reformation to align writing
with the spoken language, but this is absolutely not the Chinese mindset, as the
stable graphic-semantic association is essential to the common identity. Ideo-
graphic characters are never expected to change with the spoken language. In-
stead, the structure of the language could be adjusted to the ideographic nature
of characters: those phonological alternations that could not be accurately rep-
resented by ideographic characters were mostly eliminated, including tonal/voic-
ing alternations; while as a means to disambiguate, compounding can be clearly
represented by ideographic characters and is thus preferred in the evolution of
the Chinese language. By definition, compounding is different from derivational
morphology in that it happens between root morphemes. In this sense, ideo-
graphic characters stabilize root morphemes for the language, which anchor
the evolution of the Chinese language, although their phonetic forms and syntac-
tic freedom may open to change. Meanwhile, Chinese words have been having
fluid boundaries, changing with the conventionality of compounds, and it is thus
infelicitous to conceive of Chinese writing as “logographic” or “word/mor-
phosyllabic” (introduced above in “Morphology in Classical Chinese”).

Visual
Form
Picture q
%
Phonetic Phonetic Momentary,
Idea Form M : F reletively
Spoken Language fanng  — orm  ynstable

Figure 2. The emergence of writing
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Conclusion and Implications

The article analyzes the part that the ideographic writing played in the disappear-
ance of derivational morphology, and thus challenges the traditional belief that
writing is secondary to the spoken language. In the first place, the notion of “the
Chinese language” is precisely defined by the use of ideographic Chinese charac-
ters. By virtue of being “ideographic,” characters have been stabilizing the root
morphemes for the language. Derivational morphology such as tonal/voicing al-
ternations could be applied to those root morphemes in Classical Chinese, but
the phonological alternations mostly disappeared that were not represented in
writing. As a remedy, root morphemes began to compound with each other to
help disambiguate. Therefore, in the evolution of the Chinese language, phonol-
ogy, morphology, and words are not so stable as the root morphemes stabilized
by ideographic characters, which radically distinguishes the Chinese language
from European languages.

The present finding also sheds light on the overlooked contribution of writ-
ing to national identity. Without writing, the spoken language cannot possibly
maintain a common identity across time and space. The reason why (the spo-
ken) language receives the undeserved recognition resides in the nature of Eu-
ropean writing systems: an alphabet is able to represent every single phoneme
in the language, thereby creating a false impression that writing exists for the sole
purpose of representing the spoken language. In contrast, when the association
between language and writing is loose, as in the case of Classical Chinese, the
contribution of writing becomes crystalized, no longer overshadowed by the spo-
ken language.

Finally, there are a few points that await further investigation: I wrote about a
“stable” graphic-semantic association intrinsic to ideographic writing, but the
word stable needs to be understood in a relative sense. In addition to the rebuses
introduced in “Morphology in Classical Chinese,” exceptions can also be seen in
loanwords whereby foreign concepts were imposed onto pre-existing Chinese
characters. For example, the pictograph >k mi ‘rice’ (4 in the oracle bone script)
has been used to transliterate the length unit meter. The percentage of loanwords
in the Chinese lexicon is not high (see Wiebusch 2009; Zhang 2024), but it is in-
creasing noticeably in the current era of globalization. It is worth determining to
what extent modern loanwords can affect the original graphic-semantic associ-
ation. Second, this essay deals mainly with the diachronic stabilizing effect of
ideographic characters—we have been focusing on the change of the “standard”
used in the political centers of different eras—but dialectal variations are barely
discussed. In fact, more remnants of derivational morphology can be found in

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 08 May 2025 at 06:18:44, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.


https://www.cambridge.org/core

The Ideograph-Based Linguistic Chineseness o 253

dialects (Sun 2007a, 366; Jacques 2022), so it will be extremely meaningful to
systematically study the preservation of derivational morphology in dialects and,
further, to compare the synchronic perspective and the diachronic perspec-
tive. In addition, this study hypothesizes a relationship between the type of
writing and the evolutionary path of the language, so it should be able to predict
divergent evolutionary paths of genetically affiliated languages when different
types of writing are employed, such as Chinese and Tibetan. Along this line, more
cross-linguistic data are called for to test this hypothesis. Finally, built on linguis-
tic Chineseness (as distinct from the European model), the implications of this
essay extend to the formation of national identity in general, but the situations
of other societies are conspicuously lacking. Future studies that investigate the
relationship between language, writing, and national identity in various contexts
are thus warranted.
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