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What is phonology?
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What is phonology?
Phonology is the scientific study of sound structure and 
evolution in Chinese. 
◼ Chinese phonological system

- the pronunciation of Chinese characters in a range 
of historical periods 

- Evolution
◼ A traditional subject
◼ More than a thousand years of history
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The knowledge of phonetics 

01
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Sound

Abstract

https://th.bing.com/th?id=OSK.HEROd13C7wZhXtexy8sj9CWbhel2N15Xm6lphbXmZcwv3XI&w=472&h=280&c=1&rs=2&o=6&dpr=1.5&pid=SANGAM
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In ancient time
1. Indicated the pronunciation of one character by another character, the formula 

like X=Y.

A : the initial consonant of the syllable 
B : the final and the tone of the syllable

It is obvious that Chinese characters are not the accurate phonetic symbols. 

For example, 
character 東dong =德de + 紅hong
德de indicates the initial consonant of 東dong
紅 hong indicates its final and its tone

2.   A method of notation called fanqie反切was invented. The formula like C=A + B.
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The study of phonetics
how to use IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet)
what rules of phonetic evolution
how to form phonetical system ……

Place of articulation

The 
way of 
pronun
ciation

Chinese pinyin [b] 

https://th.bing.com/th/id/R.a78a8c6dab864ce8f0420308b3a2e012?rik=ucNJcUh7F%2fuN5w&riu=http%3a%2f%2fwww.internationalphoneticassociation.org%2fsites%2fdefault%2ffiles%2fIPA2005_2000px.png&ehk=gkd6XRdFbyBgkBs1v3cdaR5EZhaTWh88QM2HNcxnzpQ%3d&risl=&pid=ImgRaw&r=0 7



The study of phonetics

• Having the knowledge of phonetics, we can 
accurately transcribe and compare pronunciations. 

• Today, it is thanks to the phonetics that we can 
reconstructing Old Chinese and Middle Chinese. 

how to use IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet)
what rules of phonetic evolution
how to form phonetical system ……
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Understanding is more 
important than cramming

02
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In China, people have been emphasizing on learning by memorization
since ancient time.

Cramming

Just memorize a pair of nouns and terms, but do not
understand how to use it.

✓ Good for leaning literature or classics
X Not that good to learn phonology

X Spend lots of time
X Lose confidence for learning phonology.
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Phonology is a scientific study
other than literature. It needs
more rational thinking instead
of sensibility.

Understanding
✓ Memorize the stuff effortlessly
✓ Increase interests

https://img.freepik.com/free-vector/woman-with-magnifier-analyzing-question-marks_74855-

18156.jpg?t=st=1727602943~exp=1727606543~hmac=6c35ace1cba977b1025abdc4a7139cf

55440e53c4576250059c46e94f035fc9c&w=1380
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Exact historical perspective

03
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phonology is the study of the pronunciation in 
various period of Chinese history

PresentHan 
dynasty

Old Chinese Middle Chinese Modern Chinese 
Zhou dynasty

The pronunciation would change over time. 

A same Chinese character 
have different pronunciation

https://img.freepik.com/free-vector/colorful-speech-bubble-collection_1034-751.jpg?t=st=1727605858~exp=1727609458~hmac=e9b45f7a1fb094b0801ca5b78baebd47b52db4f221bf30b593dfe43fe6fd0bfc&w=900

Wei Jin 
dynasties

Song 
dynasty

Yuan 
dynasty
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Character Fanqie

Xing 行 Hu胡 Meng孟 fan 反

Examples
Fanqie反切was a product of Middle Chinese period, we 

cannot use the modern pronunciation to read it.

Vowel raising

Modern pronunciation: ‘Heng’ 

Palatalization
h x

eng ing

H eng

x

ing
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Which period should we 

start with while learning 

Phonology? 
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Which period should we start with while learning 
Phonology? 

Middle 
Chinese

Middle Chinese is the 

key to learn phonology.

Abundant 
materials 

books, dialects ……

Old 
Chinese 

the evolution of 
Modern Chinese
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Conclusion

Having a solid 
background of phonetics Being 

curious

Having an exact 
historical perspective 

Middle Chinese 
phonology

01 02

03 04
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hope you study well and happily
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Thank you for 
listening
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