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Indian Influence on the Study of Chinese Phonology”

I . INTRODUCTION

The Chinese scholar Cheng Ts’iao (¥3# 1104 — 1162 A.D. ) of the
Song dynasty, while discussing the various characteristics of the Chinese and
Sanskrit languages in his “Outline of Six Orders” ({7 F88)) in T'ung-che
(&) )says: “What counts with the Indians is the sound of a word; it is
the discrimination of sound that is emphasised. With the Chinese it is the
characters that count and the student is concerned with the discrimination of
characters. So the Indian writing is simple in form, consisting only of the
turns and the twists of a single line. There is little variety and no intricate
arabesques and yet a great range of sounds is rendered thereby. The Chinese
writing is much cramped for want of discrimination in sounds . Before the Han
dynasty few knew any sort of spelling. The knowledge of spelling came to
China later from the Western countries. So rimetables can usually be read by
most Buddhist monks while the Chinese scholars can hardly make head and
tail of them as they are derived from India. ... So the Indians have a vast

@®© This paper was read in Vi§va-Bharafi Cheena-Bhavana, Santiniketan, Bengal, on the 23rd
November, 1944
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number of sounds but the Chinese have as many characters. The Indians
excel in hearing and they acquire their knowledge mainly through the ear;the
Chinese excel in sight and they rely more upon the eye.”

Cheng Ts’iao has thus fairly succeeded in representing the difference
between the two languages. For though the Chinese characters may be
divided into six orders according to the old usages, the so-called liu-shu (75
#45) such as: (1) Siang-hing (527 ) or hieroglyphs, (2) Hui-yi (& &) or
ideograms, (3) Che-she ( $£% ) or emblematic characters, (4) Sie-sheng( &
7 )or phonetic compounds, (5) Chuan-chu (5% ) or homonymic synonyms
and (6)Kia-tsie(f&ff) or derivatives, to judge by their general traits, hinge
upon the structure of the characters and their sense and not upon their
sounds. In the square pattern of a Chinese character, the image and sense it
represents can often be perceived, but there is no indication in it as to how it
is to be pronounced. In the phonetic compounds, the part of sound symbol is
indeed purported to be phonogram, but the phonogram itself does not show
the sound for it is still character and not a letier and does not represent any
phonetic element. Every character, as it has its own structure, has also its
own sound. Yet every character having its own sound and the sound not being
indicated by its structure, there is of course a chaos which it is hard to
reduce to order. Even if some phonetic system could be educed, the symbols
that represent the phonetic elements have yet to be found. This is the main
obstacle with which the student of Chinese phonology is faced. For
illustrations let us consider four sets of Chinese characters:

a. b :¥Y “cow” Ancient Chinese [ .ngou], Mandarin [ niu, ]

b.2:%T “goat” Ancient Chinese [ Jfang],Mandarin [ iang,]

c. KR 3 “dog” Ancient Chinese[ °ktwen | , Madarin [ K'iien; ]
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d.5: 5% “horse” Ancient Chinese[ “ma], Madarin[ ma; ]
Even if we had known little Chinese, we could guess what these
characters represent. We shall consider another set of characters:
e.fY“HEF”  a sort of salute by holding up the two loosely clenched
fists as high as the nose. Ancient Chinese [“k‘l'wang], Mandarin
[kung; |

£3¢“%7 8 “4”  pull down with two hands. Ancient [ .pwan ],
Mandarin[panl}

g.R“BFHY” 1o lift or raise with many hands. Ancient[ Iwo ],
Mandarin] i,

h.E3“PIFEXT2"  to hold in both hands. Ancient[ kiuk, ], Mandarin
[ il ]

We can infer the idea which these characters convey from their
structure, but can either foreigners or the Chinese find any shadow of a hint
as to their phonetic value? The Chinese characters are thus peculiarly
unsuited to indicate sound. So the study of Chinese phonology cannot
successfully progress without the help of phonetic languages.

With the languages of India however the case is altogether different.
Since they, along with other languages of the Indo-European family , belong to
the order of phonetic languages. They have besides a well-developed
phonology . The study of phonology was pursued in ancient India with an
interest that has few parallels in antiquity. The origin of this interest may be
traced in the Rgveda which dedicates two entire hymns to speech. Besides
the first of the six Vedangas called Sikga and the applied phonetics viz. the



