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Introduction

This PowerPoint examines the chronological development of the graphic form
and meaning of the Chinese character wu, and addresses the gap in its

interpretation by illustrating the development of wu’s explanation.

Section One presents a diachronic study of wu'’s graphic form and meaning,
covering three main stages: the Oracle Bone Inscription, Bronze Script
Inscription, and Small Seal Script. However, an interpretative gap exists
between the second and third graphical stages. Section Two closes this gap by
tracing the development of wu’s interpretation from the Eastern Han (25-220

BCE) period to contemporary times.



Section One: A Diachronic Study of wu’s Graphic Form and
Meaning

In this section, each stage involves analysing wu’s form and its meaning.
For meanings, as many interpretations exist in academia, this study
selects only representative ones due to word limitations. And please
refer to Appendix One for all original statements.



1.1 Oracle bone inscription

1.1.1 Graphic form one: As many 20 and 215t century
scholars stated, when traced to the graphic origins of the
character wu, it has an orthograph which was composed by a
walking radical (xing 1T), an axe (ge %)), and a foot (zhi [})
(Figure 1).

1.1.2 Meaning one: According to Yu Yongliang =7k 22
(modern scholar, dates unknown), this orthograph assembles a

soldier holding an axe, walking on a road to fight bravely.

Later, this form was abbreviated by abridging the walking
radical, leaving only an axe and a foot (Figure 2). The
abbreviated form of wu was dominant in all graphical stages

since the oracle bone inscription.
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1.1.3 Graphic form two: Following the graphic
evolution, after the walking radical was
abbreviated, wu’'s form was maintained with a
top-down construction in the oracle bone
inscription: an axe above a foot (Figure 2).

Moreover, as the Collection of Ancient
Characters in China (guwenzi gulin 5 X ZFE5HK)
demonstrates, during this time, in most cases,
the graph which represents an axe was drafted
in its independent form, ge (%), and is
transmitted in this form until modern ages
(Figure 3).



1.1.4 Meaning two: Yu Xingwu T-& & (1896—1984) stated, as wu’s

graphic form was composed by an axe and a foot, it means demonstrating
power through armed force. As a conqueror must walk, a foot indicates

walking; as a conqueror must hold a weapon, an axe represents a weapon.



1.2 Bronze script inscription

1.2.1 Graphic form one: Two main features can be observed during
this stage.

First, compared to the relatively fixed top-down structure in oracle
bone inscriptions, the bronze script inscriptions evolved into a semi-
enclosed structure, with the foot located in the lower-right corner
and partly surrounded by an elongated axe (Figure 4). According to
the Collection of Ancient Characters in China, this evolved form
appeared in two-thirds of character examples in this period.

However, the top-down structure still existed in a minority (Figure 5).

Second, the graph representing the foot evolved into its
independent form, which is the character zhi (1) in regular script.

(Figure 4)
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1.2.2 Graphic form two: Notably, in some Western Zhou

bronze vessels, such as the Li ritual food basin (/i gui X&) and ‘.
Yu ritual cauldron (yu ding F:%), character wu in the name of vl
King Wu of Zhou it (c. r. 1056-1043 BCE) features |

written with a ‘king’ (wang ) component. This was done to

(Figure 6)

honour the king and express the inscriber’s respect.

Typically, this component is added to the left side of the i’t

character, with the foot and axe portions either semi-enclosed

(Figures 6) or arranged from top to bottom (Figure 7). (Figure 7)



1.2.3 Meaning: The interpretation of the bronze script inscription form is

largely consistent with the abbreviated oracle bone inscription. According

to Zhu Fangpu 275 (1895-1973), the axe is a weapon for combat, and

the foot means walking. The entire character represents a soldier

brandishing his weapon to press ahead.



1.3 Small seal script

1.3.1 Graphic form: According to the Explaining Simple Graphs and Analysing
Compound Characters (shuowen jiezi 5 X fi#57), the small seal script has a fixed top-
down structure, placing “axe (ge )" at the top and “foot (zhi [[)” at the bottom
(Figure 8).

1.3.2 Meaning: The Shuowen explains this character by quoting King Zhuang of Chu’s
24T (613-591 BCE) statement. His explanation sheds light on both the meaning
and the graphic form of this character. King Chu states, “As for military power, it is to
establish achievements and lay aside arms. Therefore, to stop brandishing axes is the

meaning of wu.” The latter part also could be read as “’stop” and ‘axe’
forming the character wu.” l

(Figure 8)



As we observe in Section One, from the oracle bone inscription to the small seal
script, the form of wu remains relatively stable, as every stage possesses a form that
is composed of an axe and a foot; evolution only alters its structure and facilitates
components’ transit from a graph to a proper independent character.

However, the meaning is a different picture. A significant meaning conversion lay
between the second and third stages. In the first two stages, wu means a soldier
holds a weapon to advance, forming a pattern that is both active and dynamic. But in
the last stage, the interpretation for the small seal script suddenly changed into a
conservative and static one, as the character zhi no longer represents foot to express
the meaning of walking, but means stop; to stop wielding the axe is the meaning of
wu. Since the form did not experience a significant change, how could this seemingly
illogical meaning conversion happen?
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Section Two: The Development of wu'’s Interpretation

As an interpretation gap exists between the second and third stages, this section
addresses it by examining the developmental trait of wu’s interpretation.

Although we have chronologically divided the evolution of the wu’s form into three
stages—Oracle Bone Inscription, Bronze Script Inscription, and Small Seal Script—their
scholarly interpretation emerged in reverse order. This is due to the distinction
between the period when a writing system was actively used, and the later periods
when it was deciphered and analysed by scholars.
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Oracle bone inscriptions were discovered in the late Qing dynasty (1899), and
their systematic decipherment took place in the early 20th century. As for bronze
script, although bronze vessels began to be unearthed as early as the Qin (221-
207 BCE) and Han (202 BCE—220 CE) dynasties, large-scale research and
interpretation only flourished during the late Qing dynasty. In contrast, small seal
script, which was preserved and annotated in the Shuowen, was the earliest to be

systematically interpreted, dating back to the Western Han dynasty (25-220).

Thus, the sequence of interpretative development can be reconstructed as
follows: Small Seal Script (Eastern Han), followed by Bronze Script Inscription and

Oracle Bone Inscription (both in the late Qing dynasty).

12



With this chronological framework established, a key question remains: how did
later scholars come to challenge, and in some cases overturn, the widely

accepted interpretations found in the Shuowen?

To answer this question, | systematically analyse interpretations from 29 scholars
from the Eastern Han to modern days (See Appendix Two for their names and
works). After that, | summarised this gradual interpretation conversion into three
stages: agree, supplement the Shuowen’s interpretation, and disagree. However,
due to word limitations, the following examination will only reference
representative explanations. For the original statements, please reference

Appendix One.
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2.1 Agreement with the Shuowen’s interpretation

Most scholars supported the Shuowen’s interpretation before the late Qing

dynasty, when the oracle bone inscription had not been unearthed and deciphered.

This attitude could be corroborated by most of the scholars who did annotations

and interpretations of the Shuowen, such as Xu Kai’'s 558 (920-974) work, Filiation

of and Commentary on the Explaining Simple Graphs and Analysing Compound

Characters (shuowen jiezi xizhuan 557 X fE=F Zf#), and the “Four Great Scholars of

the Shuowen (shuowen sida jia £

JL

K5Z)”, including Duan Yucai B 3 (1735-

1815), Gui Fu ££E (1736—1805), Wang Yun %5 (1784-1854), and Zhu Junsheng
JREREE (1788—-1858), who agree and proffer a detailed explanation of Xu Shen’s =5

1H (c. 58—-147) interpretation.
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2.2 Supplement the Shuowen’s interpretation

Interestingly, besides agreeing with Xu Shen, the Four Great Scholars of the

Shuowen also supplemented the meaning of wu by incorporating different
interpretations from other character dictionaries and classics.

For instance, Duan Yucai in his Annotation to the Explaining Simple Graphs and
Analysing Compound Characters (shuowen jiezi zhu £ Y fi#=~27F), introduces an
alternative meaning of wu by citing a line in the Book of Odes (shijing £54%), where

it means “footprint” or “trace” (ji #I). Coincidentally, Zhu Junsheng also referred to
this supplemented meaning in his work.
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Further evidence emerges in the works of the other two prominent Shuowen
scholars, Gui Fu and Wang Yun. Both cite the Western Han dictionary Explanations
of Names (shi ming ¥£24), which employs phonetic gloss (sheng xun Z3l[) to

link wu with “to dance (wu £%)”. This connection suggests that wu resembles the
movement and action of expenditure, evoking a sense of things being “stirred” and
“aroused”.

These supplementary interpretations do more than just expand upon Xu Shen’s
definition; they also highlight the room for improvement in the Shuowen’s original
explanation. Furthermore, as most of these scholarly additions carry a sense of
motion and action, they indicate that the character wu likely embodies a more
dynamic and active meaning than the passive connotation of “stop fighting”.
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2.3 Disagreement with the Shuowen’s interpretation

Following the era of the Four Great Scholars of the Shuowen, supplementing Xu Shen’s
interpretation of wu became more frequent within academia, fueled by recurrent
references to its “fighting” meaning in various classics. However, it was the discovery
and subsequent decipherment of oracle bone inscriptions in the late Qing dynasty that
made the supplemented meaning supersede the Shuowen’s explanation. This shift was
substantiated by two key findings: an earlier orthograph of wu found in excavated
scripts, and a revised understanding of the character zhi (foot; stop [I).

Luo Zhenyu 2z (1866—1940), a pioneering scholar in oracle bone inscription
studies, was the first to propose that the ancient form of wu consisted of a walking
radical (17), an axe (%), and a foot () (See Figure 1, page 3). Yu Yongliang later
elaborated on this interpretation, describing it as a soldier marching courageously

down a road while holding an axe.
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Furthermore, many researchers recognised that the core divergence between

the Shuowen’s explanation and the meaning conveyed by the newly discovered

script lay in the interpretation of zhi. While Xu Shen, citing King Zhuang of Chu,

defined zhi as “to stop,” a detailed analysis of oracle bone inscriptions reveals W
that zhi is itself a pictograph depicting the outline of a foot, conveying the V

meaning “to walk”.

The original meaning of zhi is revealed through its function as a semantic (Figure 9)

component in other oracle bone characters. For instance, the character for

“walking slowly” (bu 2I*) consists of two mirrored zhi graphs, depicting left feet

positioned in front of the right feet (Figure 9). Another example is the character

for “arrive” (ge %), which combines a foot oriented toward a representation of L—}
a dwelling, conveying the image of someone reaching a destination (Figure 10). (Figure 10)
Since both characters use zhi to convey the notion of walking or movement,

scholars conclude that zhi within the character wu must likewise carry the

meaning of “to walk” rather than “to stop”.
18



In the analysis of Section Two, we can trace the supplement of, and the
disagreement with, the Shuowen explanation.

This evolution progresses from general acceptance by pre-imperial scholars, to a
more meticulous referencing of the explanations and usages of wu within received
character dictionaries and classics, and culminates in decisive disagreement
following the discovery of earlier scripts and the subsequent reinterpretation of a
key component.

Therefore, the seemingly illogical semantic shift in Section One can be resolved by
introducing a temporal dimension. The conversion becomes logical when we
carefully situate the divergent interpretations of scholars within their specific
historical contexts and the evidence available to them.
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3. Conclusion

This study has illustrated the evolution of the character wu, providing a
foundational overview of its graphic development and meaning evolution.
Furthermore, the analysis underscores the critical importance of a diachronic
perspective in tracing a character’s meaning.

Despite these insights, key questions regarding wu’s explanation in

the Shuowen persist. First, under what specific circumstances did King Zhuang
of Chu initially assert this explanation? Second, why did Xu Shen adopt King
Chu’s words to explain wu? A detailed investigation into these questions will be
presented in the subsequent assessment.
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Appendix One: Original statements of scholars

(In the sequence of birth date, and quoted interpretations with colour.)

1.
2.

SPE (SR T) ¢ AR EE: [RK, 2k, b AK. |

A

St GRRFZE)Y + T#iEre:. [R&, 298E, REXAX], L
WA |

bR Gy + T##fFa., &, L#b, Tg A, FHEMER, &
BlBGEIEER M, BE. BEF R, . FEIR. . BaEig, £. AmiE
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FAMRAREL . BT =, HAR. TElEi. TFAMEK. HHEAMEH,

BT ER AHFE. RAEDERE, HEXRAERX. ST FAEZL. WEZBEREIE

AR Z. HEH, AL ERAHX, REEMEL L, MBZHEREH . UE
AEXRZEZEL, LZeECH, MATNHRER. XHW. B3, (i) [ aw

KA, e TR, dd, | kXA —EL, |
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FERE (BT Ess) ©+ T AT & &H, s, UKW, XEAL,
() a: [ BEE, Anzddb, | #

FEIx: [XRA, 25, E KK 22, R, =8, ¥o5db, | (B - A AT

%) : [RUAEBEHEE, LXAK. BAAXBREIL, LEEX, FLBRALHZ

., | CAREI) : [BHEIAG: [SbzgH, FHFIE, R, THEEA,

RAFHEBILTT? | AMERE, Rz8: [4SZ#l, HILFFHIR? | £9:

[ Az, FFBEFHF? 1 58 [FERBRUSL, BNy, EIER, FATZ,

ITFHEEM A wWE L, BIEHFELRE, MAEZRAZIN? L AFIEXEHKX, R

EhZ, mBhE ZH_BNIZH, BN TMFIRAL, 2RI LRI

7?7 0
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5 (EhiraEE) - TRAERLE, ARE—F, 2OMARE, REPLLE X,
H eI XA, AR A, AP, M. AL H#, BERARZITF, TLRZ,
B8, 7 Bk,

|
(iscrepy - [ XFum, SHe3RmF R —% B, LEAREG, UBRNE, &
kA, AREEFHEE, FRIL, HEMZBREE, & EIXFAHEZ TR,

KB (GRYfRTFmI|EE) @ T {ARAK) et 2F%, ##FEE8: [ X
L, EXAHX. ] X8: XK, 2R, &E. KK, 29, 2Kk, =5, ¥
H, | LAk, KiEX, &, (AHkrad) : [XF, Kb, | (&
e ) : [X, Fb, | X [t, ] (BB : [XABTLKE. ]
Ma&HE) : [HXTL. | (F&kE): [XKE#HH, | (&) : [HE. ]
CRAE « kal4) : TREKRK, | (B RH%R) : [H#RXTTAER. ]
E: [RmEE, X, ad. | (@ Be) : [ZRIAKX. |
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XA « k) : [mEmEe X, LamilaX, ARERBEX, 2&E55aXK, |
X ERRE) « [FX, ]z [#LZ. ] A&

By « TR, #gd, | e3m M ML X B, «%-Tﬁ»:FTﬂﬁﬁ,%ﬁﬁ
o ] (R WXz, ] (g 4048) -

[ XA 8., | (W4t42) : [TTHELRARX, | (E-wig): [TLrEX, %
THRX. | XF8: [—2hkK. | (R : [AWMEZ2EX, ] X (AZE) : [~
BYARTZH, J3E: [FIAHK. | AR (EE) : [=Z=RaX. &8: FEH
H . ABHt. MR- A, | 55, BE A, (e E) : [RAnEmiEzR, |
i [£K, B4, FAE, FraX., (2%) LK. |3 [EHL, |
THEAEHKRRE, mEFAAEM., XAk, | (FBZE): [BHA 7] XEHEEE,
NS, B [XREkZIR, [ T BEL, FHMEKK. ] X (PLE)
[H &2, BXBEZ, |32: [ALb, LebzkxT, | (BEY . [BEEX, |
(EARY tE8E, (EE) TARG], (@) F&E, Fa: (BL) : L, 2R
PiT, dethEEL, | F8 (TR . ]
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BIRE (RmdEErE) FEERERF AL, AEFA

%, |

AT (BT ER) FZ A,
AR A&, TR, eXkasHG: (B RA GEx) A [, Ak, #fzi6E
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CRNIIEES S

THE (R TR T (L) R, £ [KRAXARIHRE, R EXAHKX. |
BASTZF%: [£F89: kL, EXAHX. ]| (EF - XE2T4%&) : [RUBHMES,
X AHKX. | #H\EXAHEXAZR, AREFSZEEE, ol (LEE) =: [AABEFHF,
Afe il R LT, ma R Z Kb, ﬁaﬁ%Mi%mikzg,imﬁ$&% S
A XFAEZFEM, B: X, HERF, AFFFL EaRAREXZI, ZALLHK, IE
KEHE, UMEFARAFTHRE, TP IETF, &2 1FHK.
V.o mERI K. &

B B B . s BB X XK adTm Rk, EIT AT . HiT AR,

HFRKREELE, (ARER—EW) . 26



SHHE BT, BTN o R LY, RREAZBTRE . LA ERE R LS
BEAE&R, MBATEZ E. AKX, AR AR T . AERA LA AT, LR
ﬁ& TEEE LV, R E B, FRURBBEIRAZIEETRALZZI AL,

B A 5’}\%0 a

10, $kR (BE Ty T o (FTRE 2+ =38) SR KL, AT
xu B i b A, B, BV, ABFML, £AHIA
frdu, TFVAAE, SELRE, m@ﬁ&ﬁzﬁﬁﬁzﬁﬂo&ﬁﬁﬁﬂﬂﬁm;%
%fiz‘i&%/wﬂ’ﬁédo CANE PR KA EE, EXEE . MR F L
Bt bt 2, AR TETFE: AL ERAX], BLEAX, ULEWH
hEE, BB, EHAEL, |
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Appendix Two: Scholars’ names and titles of analysed works

(In the sequence of birth date, and cited scholars with colour)
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