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4. Sound-meaning Relations in Phonetic Compounds —~ 4~ X 5 s

The connections between sounds and meanings of Chinese words manifest
primarily in two stages:

(1) Since the creation of language, sounds have been associated with
meanings. Before the advent of characters, language (sounds) initially
appeared to convey ideas (meanings).

Although the combinations of sounds and meanings might seem random in
the origin of language, we cannot entirely rule out the possibility that
certain sounds were used to depict specific meanings.
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For example, many words for large things are pronounced as hong, such as hang
(big gate), hdhg = (big house), hang i (flood), hdng#g (wild swan) and hdng74 (big
bow).

Words with the initial consonant [m-] are often related the sense of blurring and
confusion. This can be seen in words such as midoi#y (vague), mang i (boundless),

midoi#t (remote), meng% (dream), and ma £ (sleep).
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As language evolved, the combinations of sounds and meanings gradually became
fixed and accepted through common usage. As communication became more complex,
words began to diversify from their root meanings.

The derived words are often cognates, resembling descendants originating from the
same ancestor. Their shared features, reflected in both sounds and meanings, serve as
the bond that connects them to each other.

Phonetic compounds with the same phonetic element are often pronounced similarly,
they frequently share a common meaning. The words they represent are typically
cognates derived from the same root.
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4.1 The Relationship between the Phonetic Element and the Phonetic Compound

During the process of word differentiation, many characters were derived by adding

classifiers to the phonetic element. This method proved to be an effective way of
creating new characters.

Many phonetic elements are proto-forms, preserving the sources of the meanings of
their derived phonetic compounds.
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Example:

Qiﬁiﬁﬁ{ IS composed of hu (a single-panel door) and yau _ (hand). It is the original
script for the concept of ‘opening’.

Oi BT Eﬁ , With kou @ (mouth) added, means ‘to Instruct or to open’.

=
)13 Eﬂ , with r' 18 (sun) added, means ‘rain ceasing’.
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Example:

Zhi ik t? means ‘foot, toe, stopping, resting, foundation’.

Zhihk, with the classifier zOZ (foot) added, means ‘toe’.

Zhi fk, with the classifier fu% (mound) added, means ‘foundation’.

Zhihk |, with the classifier #7 £ (earth) added, means ‘dwelling place’.
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Examples:
Tae CZB originally denoted ‘serpent’. Since ‘& was borrowed to signify the third-

person pronoun, the phonetic compound %g, with the classifier ui % (snake) attached
on the left side, was created to convey the meaning of ‘snake’.

Zhou M M originally denoted ‘a land surrounded by water’. Since J was later

extended to signify jitizhou 7.9 (the Nine Provinces of China), #, with the classifier
shui 7k (water) added, specifically denotes ‘a place which is habitable in the midst of
water’.




Examples:
Rén & jﬁ originally denoted ‘to burn’. Since it was later borrowed

as a function word, the phonetic compound X, with the addition of

the classifier huo X (fire), was created to denote the original
meaning of ‘burning’.

Y . . : :
Mo%ﬁ: originally meant ‘evening’. Later, it was borrowed to

mean ‘do not’, mUE&, with the classifier ri B (sun) added, was
formed to specifically signify ‘evening’.
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Examples:

Béi b M originally meant ‘back, to reverse’. Since it was later
borrowed to represent ‘the north direction’, the phonetic compound be
4, with the classifier rcurg (meat) attached, was subsequently formed
to signify ‘back, rebelling against’.

Jie R ﬁi originally denoted ‘to divide’. It is comprised of ddao 7]
(knife), nid¥F (ox), and jido & (horn), denoting ‘to split a horn by a
knife’. Its extended meaning is ‘to loosen or to be relaxed’. Later, with
the addition of the classifier xin~s (heart-mind), xie# was formed to
convey the extended meaning of ‘being relaxed, loose, idle’.

10
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4.2 Some Phonetic Compounds Are Concurrently Associative Compounds
The phonetic elements of some phonetic compounds also convey meaning.

For example: gan3 (liquorice)
semantic classifier: cdo® (grass);
phonetic element: gan+ (sweet)

4+ not only denotes the pronunciation but also conveys the meaning of sweetness.

11
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Example: jia# (to drive a horse)

semantic classifier: mad % (horse);
phonetic element: jia#e (to add, attach)

#m not only denotes the sound but also contributes to the meaning of 7.

12



Example: zhég # (to govern, politics)

semantic classifier: pu & (to tap);

AL i'" s :
phonetic element: zheng.E (proper, upright) F’f\‘/"

iE represents both sound and meaning.

Analects: ‘He who stands rightly himself will inspire an action even before he gives the order; he who
does not stand rightly himself will not have an order obeyed even when he gives one.’
(w38 7% [AFE, XemiT; B FRE, BERK, | )

The Great Learning: ‘To govern a country, one must first regulate the family; to regulate the family, one
must first cultivate oneself; to cultivate oneself, one must first rectify the heart.” ( « X£>» : [44

ABH, ABEE BB RLTE, AT A Y5, A EHC. | ) ,
1
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Example: ca 3 (the edible plants)

semantic classifier: cdo® (grass);
phonetic element: cadi R (to pluck)

K concurrently serves a semantic function in addition to denoting sound.
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Example: zhuG® (sprouts appearing above the ground)

semantic classifier: cdo® (grass);
phonetic element: chi i (to go out)

Both the sound and meaning of % derive from .
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Example: gu 3% (to explicate the old words)

semantic classifier: yanz (speech);
phonetic element: ¢u 3 (old, ancient)

The component ¥ serves as the phonetic element of 2£. It also fulfils a semantic
function.
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Example: dunig (to flee and hide)

semantic classifier: chuog (to walk);
phonetic element: dunJ§ (shield)

The component /& represents both sound and meaning.

The story of ‘the Spear and the Shield’
(zixiang m&duin g 48 77 /§)
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4.3 Characters Sharing a Given Phonetic Element Often Share a Given Meaning
Many characters with the same phonetic element are interconnected in meaning.

We can represent these relationships using ax, bx, cx, and dx, where X represents the
shared semanteme— the phonetic element.

X serves as the common gloss or core meaning for this series of phonetic compounds.
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Example: phonetic compounds with the phonetic element =%.

Form: jian 3 :L is composed of two ‘geX%,” (dagger-axe), indicating
that combat between two dagger-axes result in mutual diminishment or
Injury. Consequently, 2 represents the concept of diminishing each other,
which implies ‘smallness’.

Sound: the sound jian, featuring a dental sibilant, reinforcing the
association with ‘smallness’.

19
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_ qiani® . shallow

. jilani : chea
phonetic element JienRR, P
jian & = .
zhaniR: shed
smallness R

| JjianE : pad

’,_,_
’\// . \’A:,
N
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phonetic element _

bao &,
wrapping

DD
baod,:
bao i :

baoig,:

yd

0= 0k

h&E :

bubble

bud

foetal membrane

to embrace

gown

hall
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- pajk: branched water

phonetic element  _ mafi : branched blood vessels

paiJik 5 |
branched pa g separated silk

22
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~ Xtn3|: toinstruct
phonetic element xCn®l - tamed
chuan ) 7

smoothly flowing |  shonpg: to go along with

—

yifan fengshun — )& )IE (smooth sailing)
yigie shunl 1—+7)ig #] (everything goes
smoothly)

23
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_ XMNgf&: mountain gorge

Jjing8A: neck

phOﬂGEiC element | 554 the stem of plants
jing®

(straightand long) | jjng4g: small path, diameter

L jing#@: warp, to pass through
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— gou4s) . hook

phonetic element ] gou? : bent bamboo basket

gou @)
curved

_ gou#: hunchback

25
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phonetic element & _
ging ¥ giens: beautiful

green

_ giendk: redsilk

The phonetic element # contains the sense of ‘nice or wonderful’

-
N
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The meaning conveyed by the phonetic element Is not necessarily related to the

character’s graphic form but is determined by its sound.

For example, antg (dark, dim, unclear), anF (dark, muddled), and an%; (dark,
black, gloomy) all of these characters carry the meaning of ‘dim or dark’, but

their shared phonetic component, yin<5 (sound), is not semantically related to

‘dim’.

27
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— shendf: feotal movement

phonetic element zhen & . thunder

ché & (early morning)

—

zhenifk: to shake

—

it

The phonetic element /& contains the sense of ‘movement’
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nang ik : thick dew
nagak . heavy-flavoured wine
phonetic element nang#ik: thick clothes

nng & (farming)
NAONgRR.: pus

_ nang#k: thick growth

The phonetic element & contains the sense of ‘thick, dense’
29
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__ biao4%: point of a knife

phonetic element _J biaod%: tip of a branch
pido &

(blazing fire) _ biaoE: tip of a blade of gras

The phonetic element Z contains
the sense of ‘tip or ending’
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phonetic element —

_ piaoi%: tofloat, drift
piao¥& ;. whirlwind
biao¥%E: flying flame

pido &
(blazing fire)

pieo4%: rash, frivolous

—

phonetic element Z contains
the sense of ‘lightness’

31
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What kinds of phonetic components have semantic functions?

To clarify this issue, one must first trace the origins of such characters and investigate
their derivation. This requires uncovering the causes behind the creation of phonetic
compounds and examining the development of these characters.

There are three conditions in which phonetic elements convey meanings:

P

32
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(1) Words derive extended meanings from their original meanings. As a result, a
single character can have multiple meanings. To distinguish these meanings,
additional semantic classifiers are added.

For example, the original meaning of the character zAi 1k Is ‘foot’. Later, it extended
to include the meanings of ‘to reside, stop, and prohibit’. As a result, zAiak came to
represent the original meaning of ‘foot’, while )k was used to mean ‘to stop or
prohibit’.

Since the foot Is at the lowest part of the body, the bases of walls, the foot of
mountains, and foundations were also written as #k. To differentiate these meanings,
semantic classifiers were altered, giving rise to characters like zAifhE (foundation)
and zhrk (site or location). 33
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(2) In language, some words originally had no corresponding characters. Characters
with similar sounds were used as substitutes, a practice known as phonetic
borrowing. As a result, a single character have multiple meanings. To clarify their
functions, semantic classifiers were added to differentiate meanings.

.. : N/ ) k- -
For example, the original meaning of moOx ﬁ: was ‘evening’. Later, X was
borrowed to serve as a negation word, so the component r 15 (sun) was added to
create muez (evening).
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(3) Due to the evolution of character forms, the meanings expressed by their shapes
became ambiguous. To make the character forms more clearly express their
meanings, semantic classifiers were added to enhance clarity.

For example,

déif\ —da (to catch): To grasp the tail with a hand, implying ‘to chase
closely’.

g & ﬁg ———qgaQuts (to build): Represents the appearance of overlapping timber,
Implying ‘to construct’, or two fish meeting, symbolising ‘connection’.

péi}[’%(ﬁ;——péiy‘)’& (to distribute): Represents a river branching into tributaries,
Implying ‘to distribute’.

35
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These phonetic compounds, which add semantic classifiers to clarify or distinguish
meanings, generally retain the original pronunciation of the character. In fact, the
original character, often serves as the phonetic component, while the newly added

element provides semantic distinction. From the perspective of character evolution,
most early phonetic compounds were derived in this way.

36
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4.4 Exceptions in Which Phonetic Elements Are Not Semantic

The principle that ‘many phonetic compounds are concurrently associative
compounds’ suggests that phonetic elements often contribute to the meaning of
phonetic compounds. The semantic function of phonetic elements can help address
many Issues related to word glosses.

However, it Is important to note that there are exceptions where phonetic elements are
not, or not directly, semantic. The following are examples.

fi

aBmMeRT @

Ok el 3 ik \an il

] 37
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4.4.1 Onomatopoeia Words Representing Animal Sounds

For instance, the phonetic compound &ig[*ngar] (goose) is comprised of nido 5
(bird) with wo#, (I) as the phonetic. The component #[*ngarx] has no semantic
function but serves purely as a phonetic element, mimicking the sound of a goose.

The same applies to the phonetic compounds like ;7% (chicken), ya7e (duck), and jia
% (a kind of wild goose), whose phonetic elements do not convey meaning but
Instead Imitate the calls of birds. This type of phonetic compound often denotes bird
names and includes nido & (bird) as its classifier.

£

£

- <L
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4.4.1 Onomatopoeia Words Representing Animal Sounds

Another category of phonetic compounds also mimics animal sounds. Most of these
are used as adverbs and feature kouw (mouth) as their classifier. Their phonetic

elements do not convey meaning either.

For Instance, the phonetic compound mido=s (mewing) is comprised of & (mouth)
with mi&o % [*mjagw] (sprouts) as the phonetic element, which imitates the sound of
a cat mewing. Similarly, phonetic compounds such as gua”A (croaking) and yingv
(twittering) have phonetic elements gua )N [*kwrag] and ying #[*-Jing], which imitate
the croaking of frogs and the chirping of birds, respectively.
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4.4.2 The Phonetic Compounds Created by Transliteration

Before Buddhism was introduced to China, there were no Chinese words for ‘buddha’
or ‘monk.’ Since the character Uy [pjuat] (not) had a pronunciation similar to the
Sanskrit word buddha, it was used as the phonetic component in fOfi: [bjuat] (buddha),
which was created through transliteration.

The same principle applies to the phonetic compound séng/% [song] (monk), whose
phonetic element céng & [tsang] (a sign of the past) has a similar pronunciation to the
Sanskrit word sangha (monk). % was used solely to represent the sound of 1%,
meaning there is no semantic link between % and 4%.

40
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4.4.2 The Phonetic Compounds Created by Transliteration

In addition, the phonetic compounds for certain chemical elements, such as /742, jid
27, naéh, and mengsh, were transliterated from the Latin words lithium, kalium,
natrium, and manganese, respectively. The phonetic elements /i ¥, jid ¥, n@ ¥, and
meng % serve only as phonetic markers.

1 2
H He
3| a s e 7 [ 8] 2 |10
Li | Be B | € M [+] F Me
11 |12 12014 | 15 16 | 17 | 18
Ma | Mg all S [P S| | Ar
19 (20|21 | 22 (23 |24 |25 [ 26|27 |28 | 29|30 | 31|32 |33 | 34| 35| 36
K |Cals Ti v Cr | M Fe | C HilCu|Znl G Ge | As | Se | B Kr
37 |38 | 39 | 40 | 41 |42 [ 43 | 44 | 45 | 46 |47 | 48 | 49 | 50 [ 51 | 52 | 53 | 54
Rb | S Y 2 Mb | Mo | T il Rh | Pd L A8 | Cd | In | Sn | Sb | Ti | Xe
55|56 | 57|72 (73|74 |75 |76 |77 |78 | 79|80 | 81| B2 |83 | 84 ) B5 | 86
C Ba | -71 | Hf [ Ta | W |Re | Os | | Pt | Au|Hg| Tl |Pb|Bi |Po| At |R
87 | 88 | 89 | 104 105|106 107 | 108[ 109|110 111 112113 | 114115 116} 117]| 118
Fr | Ra |-103| Rf | Db | Sg [ Bh | Hs | Mt | Ds [ Rg | Cn [ Nh | FI |Mc| Lv | Ts | Og

57 |58 | 59 |60 |61 |62 |63 |64 | 65 | 66| 67 | 6B (69 |70 | 71

la |Ce | Pr |Nd |Pm|Sm|Fu | Gd | Tb | D¥| Ho| Er [Tm | ¥b | Lu

89 (90 | 91 (92 | 93 | 94 |95 |96 | 97 | 98 | 99 [ 100|107 102|103

* Ac|Th [Pa | U [Np|PufAm|cm| Bk | cf | Es | Fm|Md| Ne| L

[ kv i antigguity [ ] akow Seaborg published his periodic table (1945} 4 1
Elalsa ke wihan (akw) Lavaisier published his list of elements (1789 } EI also known [ak} up to 2000
I e e his periodic B6 [ ae

W e
I:Ialcw Derning published his periodic talbda (1923)
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4.4.3 Phonetic Borrowing of Phonetic Elements

The phonetic compound Itk (good fortune) has no semantic relation with
Its phonetic element % (to carve wood). It could be suggested that ez
[*luk] is borrowed for [Uze[*luk] (deer). In ancient times, deer were often
reared as livestock and regarded as human property because they are tame
and harmless. Thus, deer symbolised good fortune (#k).

The same applies to the phonetic compound huGi (misfortune, disaster),

which bears no relation to its phonetic element gud & (Jaw). &[*khar] is

borrowed for /uijZ[*hag] (tiger), which was considered dangerous and

harmful to both people and livestock. Therefore, #% means misfortune and
, disaster.
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4.4.4 Altering One Part of a Graphic Form into the Phonetic Element

During the evolution from ancient scripts to small seal script, some associative
compounds were converted into phonetic compounds by altering one part of its
graphic form into a phonetic element. In this case, the phonetic element bears no
semantic relationship to the phonetic compound.

43
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4.4.4 Altering One Part of a Graphic Form into the Phonetic Element

For example, the ancient script of the character bén 7+ (running fast) was written as /9

£y
which originally combined the intentions of zou i‘b (to run, to walk) and three z4i -\
(foot).

Later, in the small seal script of #, the ‘three feet’ indicating ‘running fast” was altered
to ‘three chet lP(sprouting)’, which is similar to ‘three feet’ in graphic form.

According to the Shuowen, 7+ is comprised of yao % (to bend) with b B (decoration) as
the abbreviated phonetic element. However, the phonetic element # bears no semantic
relation to the phonetic compound %+ (running fast).

44
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4.4.5 The Phonetic Element Is Later Added

Some phonetic compounds were created by adding a phonetic element to a proto-form.
The phonetic element only denotes pronunciation and bears no meaning.

For instance, the oracle bone inscriptions of feag &l [*bjom] (phoenix) and jiZ:
[*kig] (chicken) are pictographs that resemble each other closely. Their phonetic
elements fan JLU[*bjam] and x7 2= [*gig] were later added to differentiate them.

All the above examples represent cases in the section 4.4 where the phonetic element
has no semantic link with the phonetic compound. These cases should be
distinguished from the phonetic compounds whose phonetic elements do convey
meaning.

45
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5.1 A Hierarchical Structure of Simplifying Complexity

Chinese characters are structured In layers, with simplicity governing complexity. The
vast majority of Chinese characters have a ‘compound structure’, meaning they are
formed by combining two or more components.

When broken down into their smallest meaningful writing units, known as ‘single
graphs’, there are only about 300 of them.

From these 300 base characters, we can arrange and combine them to create
4,000~5,000 compound characters. These compound characters can then be further
combined to form over one hundred thousand polysyllabic words and phrases.

NG 46
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dian ndo

: K computer

dian

& lightening
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l[Cn&
an associative compound made up of j ¥\ (gathering)
and ceft (book)

cém}mﬂ

an ancient book made of bamboo slips

Since books made of bamboo slips followed the order of
the texts, the character 4 was extended to denote ‘order’.




distinct
responsibilities

the order that people should o

follow when interacting

with one another

T Five Cardinal

Relationships

zw . proper and logical words

ICny 24 2& (Analects); tdolun T3 (to discuss)

49
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The liquid consonant I’ requires the rolling of our tongue. Thus, phonetic compounds
with 4 as the phonetic element are also related to ‘round and circular’.

ICn#& . wheel,
nianltn ;5 : the concentric rings of trees
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lin/ hin#
(proper and logical words)

<

/ The classifier yan = (speech) :
tan3k (to talk) huaes (words) dUef (to read)

l l l

tanlcn3k 3 (to talk about) shuochuaztzE (to speak)  dushizgk & (to read books)
tantuzk =+ (sSpeech manner) huayuzEzE (words) disang3#k 38 (to recite)
tantianzk X_(to chat) bahua& 3 (vernacular) yued 3% (to read)

\ The phonetic element |Cn#&- (order, round) :
lCn#s (wheel), IKn# (ripple), IUn4& (human relationships), [Cnss (to discuss)

l l l

cheliin % 35 (wheel) lLunlifé 22 (ethics) |Cnzhéngz2& (to demonstrate)
Zb?ntdi%}}ié‘ (tire) - ICnchéng4& % (moral principles) [/ilun#2 % (theory)
nianlCns-%& (tree rings)  sianlin %45 (familial bonds) taolunstz (to discuss)
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* Hangzhou
WU

XIANG  GAN

" MIN Taipei
.

HAKKA

» Shanghai

5.2 Transcending Time and Space

Chinese characters, as a visual symbol system, exhibit a
significant degree of independence from time. Regardless of how
spoken language evolves over centuries or millennia, the written
form of Chinese characters remains relatively stable.

In terms of spatial factors, Chinese characters are also less
constrained by geography. Despite the numerous dialects spoken
across China, each with varying pronunciations, people can
communicate seamlessly through the same written characters.
'‘Wepyng and waylyng, care and oother sorwe
| knowe ynogh, on even and a-morwe,’

Quod the Marchant, 'and so doon oother mo
That wedded been.

Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales
(14™ Century, Middle English)
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5.3 Easy to Recognise, High Information Density
Chinese characters are highly recognisable due to their intricate and complex strokes.
From the perspective of visual recognition, the more complex a character, the easier it

IS to distinguish.

Additionally, Chinese characters are a form of planar writing that conveys a substantial
amount of information. Each monosyllabic character is a compact block containing
three integral elements: form, sound, and meaning. This creates a multidimensional
‘plane’ of information within a single character.

o RS
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5.4 A Dual Pathway of Visual and Auditory Recognition
Swedish sinologist Bernhard Karlgren pointed out that Chinese
characters are a symbol system that combines visual and
auditory recognition. Unlike phonetic scripts, which rely solely
on auditory recognition, Chinese characters enable dual-channel
cognition.

Approximately 90% of Chinese characters are phonetic
compounds, where the semantic component provides visual
recognition of the meaning category, while the phonetic
component offers auditory recognition of the sound. Therefore,
we can grasp the information contained in a character through
both pathways simultaneously.
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Chinese characters are symbols of people’s thoughts,

behaviours, and
communication, evolving alongside cultural changes.

As society advances, civilisation progresses and culture diversifies, all of these
are reflected in Chinese characters.
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~ 6. Conclusion g

Chinese characters carry five thousand years of Chinese culture, transcending the
limits of time and space. They enable us to draw wisdom from the classics left by
ancient sages for self-cultivation and governance.

Chinese characters are not only carriers of culture; each character is a symbol of
wisdom. The philosophies embedded in each character can enhance our self-
cultivation, refine our character, illuminate our wisdom, and elevate our
spirituality.
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N - 7. Topics of Essay ) ;';.f

Chinese characters with a roof component;
Chinese characters related to plants/sky/clothes;
Chinese characters related to virtues

The sound and meaning relations of Chinese characters

The derivation of Chinese characters
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Thanks for your kind attention !




