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A Brief Introduction 1x

A Brief Introduction to
(An Outline of the History of the
Development of the Chinese Characters)

This is a book on the history of the development of the Chinese
characters. _

Many books about the history of the Chinese characters have been
published. Among them some have discussed the topic in detail and
some in roughness. Though they are different, they all regard the
change of the scripts of the Chinese characters------ from the inscrip-
tions on bones or tortoise shells to the inscriptions on ancient bronze
objects, the lesser seal characters, the official scripts, and to the regular
scriptse e - as the standard for dividing the stages of the development
of the Chinese characters. There were only Mr Shen Jianshi and Mr
Tang l.an who intended to start a new way in their research different
from the traditional ones. But they did not have {inished a complete
work.

Forty years ago the author of this book using the comparative ap-
proach of philology sketched the framework of the three stages of the
development of the Chinese characters. After dozens of years’ repeated
explorations and examinations, the author finally has finished this
book. The author has made use of, and absorbed, the experiences and
lessons of the older generation from the angle of the development of
the written languages in the world, and compared the Chinese charac-
ters with different written languages, thus a unique way of the devel-
opment of the Chinese characters has been discovered. Henceforth, a

scientific criterion for the posithon and assessment of the Chinese
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character is established.

The author of this book has expressed his new views of some im-

portant problems in the following:

1. The three stages of the development of the Chinese character
has been advanced. From the Chinese character’s coming into
being to the early period of the Shang Dynasty, Chinese char-
acter belongs to the pictographic period; from the Shang Dy-
nasty to the time when the First Emperor of Qin unified Chi-
na, in this period, phonetic loan characters were mainly used
with the pictographic characters as the basis;and from the Qin
and Han Dynasties till today, the pictophonetic characters have
formed the main part of the Chinese characters. This is the
thread of the whole book. '

2. Comparing the characters of the Naxi{ Nahsi]nationality with
the inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells of the Shang Dy-
nasty, we may work out the features of the Chinese characters
before the inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells of the Shang
Dynasty. ( The same result may also be obtained by comparing
the ancient Greek and the ancient Sumerian with the ancient
Chinese characters. ) Comparing the alphabetic writings with
the Chinese characters in modern times, we may draw a conclu-
sion that the way of the development of the Chinese characters
is a unique one. Thus we correct some traditional wrong idea
that the Chinese character is of a backward writing.

3.There are various opinions about the essence and influence of
Li Si’s policy, “standardization of the written script in form”,

and there is no unanimous conclusion as well. The author of
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this book has analyzed the essence of the policy from the way
of the developmet of the pictophonetic characters and that of
the variant forms of the Chinese characters. Thus, it is more
convincing .

. The characteristics and functions of the phonetic loan charac-
ters have been regarded as a hard nut to crack in the critical in-
terpretation of ancient scripts. About this the author has al-
ready discussed in his {An Introduction to the Interchange-
ability of Characters), {Some New Opinions About the Criti-
cal Interpretation of Ancient Text) , and also in some of his ar-
ticles. After comparing with the“rebus”, which was advanced
by the French scholars in their study of the ancient Egyptian
pictograph, the author in this book has further explained the
main position of the phonetic loan characters in the characters
of the Yin and Zhou Dynasties. And thus the conception of
“phonetic loan character”is liberated from the old view of the
six categories of Chinese characters, and it also has got its new
connotation.

. The teaching of modern Chinese characters must be improved.
It must break free from the conventional idea that it is difficult
to learn the Chinese characters. The author considers that the
Chinese character basically belongs to the system of rational
written languages and symbols. Learners must grasp the struc-
tural theoretical foundation of the Chinese character. Once they
have grasped this, they may get twice result with half effort.

.From the rule of the development of the Chinese character in

modern times, the author has discovered the rule of the devel-
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opment of form symbol and sound symbol of the pictophonetic
characters. And from which the trend of the development of
the Chinese character is deduced. This is of a certain reference
value for the standardization of the Chinese character in the fu-
ture.

In a word, this book is about the history of the Chinese character
and it is of special characteristics. The author has inherited the fore-
sight and sagacity in the research of the seniors and he has also applied
the historical comparative approach in linguistics to the domain of re-
searching the history of the written languages. Therefore, he has com-

pleted such a new book.
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