Introduction to Chinese characters (Appendix 1 )

Appendix I: Introduction to Chinese Characters 
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2 –New Classification requires by computer needs: 

- (1) Brief Introduction the CangJie Input Method

- (2) Other computer input methods: phonetic systems

IV. Conclusion: Concision & Symbolism, the power of Chinese characters: 


Chinese is the only language in the world
 that uses graphic-semantic signs, named characters, instead of alphabets or other phonetic script, for its written form. Chinese characters are at the foundation of Chinese civilization and culture, and it seems they are here to stay. 

I .Origins:


Chinese tradition attributes the invention of Chinese characters to the legendary statesman Cang Jie 蒼 頡, who reportedly lived 4700 years ago. At that time, Europe was still a wild forest ruled by the law of the jungle and dominated by beasts. Cang Jie observed the traces left by various birds on the snow and saw that they could be differentiated. The idea of a “writing” system grew in his mind.   He looked the world around and sketched the things he saw into simplified pictures (the 文wen2)  which captured the essence of reality; he and his followers engraved this glyphs in bones and tortoise shells for the posterity and they became the Chinese characters. The sun, moon, water, fire, trees, mountains, utensils, etc., all the common place –yet significant things of life were thus embodied in what we now call pictograms to form one of the first written languages. There was no phonetic alphabet attached to them. To read them, one should know to which word of the spoken language they referred to.  Remarkably, present characters often resemble their ancient initial shapes, even after several millennia have past since their conception. Each character, individually but also in its interrelation with others, carry a part of the essence of Chinese culture. 




II. Evolution and Early Classifications: the Shuowen jiezi.


But the pictograms, pressured by the necessities of a more complex society and the influence of environmental changes, also evolved, like everything else, into different kinds and types, and increased to approximately 50,000 graphs. The original group of basic characters remained but also combined to form others. The centuries passed bringing more and more need for organizing the characters so that they could be retrieved in a practical way and their form and meaning restored.  There was no functional listing and it was very difficult to find a character’s definition. 



In 100 A.D., a scholar Xu Shen (許慎) unrivaled in his knowledge of the Chinese classics, was concerned by the danger posed by the increasing number of writing and interpretation mistakes
. He decided to improve this state of affairs. He wanted to refer to the ancient forms of the characters (called the gu3wen2  古文) so as to be closer of the original and subtle meanings on which the ancient sages had composed the sacred classics and the tradition left to China.  Based on character usage in the classics, he produced the first comprehensive dictionary, the Shuowen Jiezi   (說文解字 -herein abbreviated as Shuowen) which can be considered as the ancestor of present day dictionaries. It was composed in 15 chapters and had 10,000 entries. The last chapter was in fact the post-face
 where Xu Shen explained the method he will use for the clarification and explanation of the formation and meaning of the characters. This method is, still up to today, the backbone for etymological analysis of Chinese characters. It is called “the six principles” ( 六書)  because it shows that how all the characters belong to one of six categories of graphs. We will briefly present below (1) the six types of graphs defined by the method; we will also describe, in section (2) below, the manner Xu Shen had classified all the characters, on the face of their semantic value, in 540 semantic categories. This system inaugurated in fact the modern way of classification of characters, known as the “radical” classification.

(1) The Six Principles, or the definition of the six types of Chinese characters defined in the Shuowen.  

-First category (像形): pictograms are schematic graphs representing the object they designate.

Examples: 曰 for the sun; 月 for the moon, 火, for the fire, etc. There are 364 in number.
-Second category (指示): ideograms, also called symbols, epitomize an idea, often that of a movement. 

Example:  (一) means one; (二) means two; (三) means three; (上)symbolizes the drawing of an idea of ascension while (下) represents the idea of descent. There are 125 of them.

-Third category (會意): logical aggregates: they are composed of two or more simple meaning components which, together, create the meaning of the resulting character. 

Example: 明which combines (曰) for the sun; (月) for the moon to mean “bright”. There are1,167 reported in the Shuowen. 

-Fourth category (形聲): semantic-phonetic compounds: they are also made of several basic characters among which some give the meaning, other gives the pronunciation. 

Example:  疓meaning “pain” see its meaning represented by the component 疒 “bing4” which means “disease”; it is pronounced “nai3”, because the second compound it contains is 乃, which has the sound “nai3”, but no relation whatsoever with disease or pain. It’s meaning is “mother” and it is there only for as a sound indicator. 

There were 7,697 listed in the Shuowen, but in the next important dictionary described below, they increased to 21,810 characters. 

- Fifth category (轉注): extended meaning, comprises characters the meaning of which is the extension, by one way or another, of their original meaning. 
Example: 网 “wang3” was originally the graph of a “fishing net” and is now used in conjunction with any thing connected to this concept.  For example: network, web, to catch, to envelop, etc. Initially, nearly all characters referred to concrete objects; present abstract terms mainly derive from them, by extended meaning.


- Sixth category (假借): false borrowing or sound loans, the meaning of these characters has no or very little relation with its graphic composition; scribes and scholars when writing them down in records and dictionaries, arbitrarily assigned the meaning to these characters or sometimes they were the result of a copying mistake. This type of character, by its lack of logic in its composition provides some of the greatest difficulties for students of Chinese.

Example: The character萬 originally meant scorpion, the pictogram itself resembling the insect; it was “borrowed” to mean “10,000” its homonym, which had no character to represent it.  It’s graph does not correspond to its meaning. The word “scorpion was assigned to another character: 蠍.


Anyone hoping to have a deeper understanding of characters should become acquainted with 

the character composition principles described above. The Nine Discourses uses these “six principles” as a basis for the explanations presented in the “Chinese Character Analysis” (the CCAs) for all the important terms of the book. 

We need now to review the second paramount “invention” of Xu Shen:  the way the Shuowen classified the characters 


(2) The semantic classification system of the Shuowen Jiezi.  

Xu Shen created the first semantic classification with the Shuowen Jiezi:  this simply means that, among the set of all the characters considered, he chose 540, now called “radicals”, to represent the same number of categories where the rest of the characters will be allocated according to their meaning. In other words, as the main meaning of a character emanates from the graph of its radical, all the entries of a category will, in principle, contain all the characters that have the radical of that category as one of its components. For example: the first radical is yi 一 meaning “one”, but also has the extended symbolic meaning of  “ultimate summit”, “the origin”. Therefore, this category will include all characters which have the graph yi1 一 and the extended meanings related to it, like: 

元 yuan meaning “origin;  

天 tian meaning “the higher place” “from where every other principle proceeds”; 丕 , meaning : vast, huge; 
史 li  “the one that governs men”. 

However, the characters that have the graph yi1一but do not contain the essential meaning of this radical as defined above, will be placed in other categories: example: 不 bu4  (originally a pictogram of a bird flying to the sky and not coming back) has the graph yi1一but it represent “negation”, which is not in accord with the defined meaning of yi1一as radical.  In summary, the graphic aspect of the “radical” gives an indication of the category where the character might be located, but its meaning will be the real criteria to determine its actual category. 


This system of this classification established about 20 centuries ago is still used today, albeit in an adapted form that we will examine below. 

But first, because of its importance for understanding the subtle meaning of Chinese characters as well as the overall thought of Chu Bang Foo, we would like to note an aspect related to the principles on how the whole Shuowen was conceived.  From the sequence that the “radicals” themselves are organized, it appears that Xu Shen wanted his work to be a reflection of the philosophical perception of the cosmic order of his era. He writes in his post-preface:

“I have decided to start by yi1一 the one, because it represents the origin. (… ) The “radical” are organized in such a way that by derivation (on the model of the Book of Changes that from eight hexagrams arrives to sixty four which encompass all the reality) we arrive at the ten thousand essences. Finally, I end by the radical 亥  (which represents the bottom of a cycle that will commence again. In this way,” continues Xu Shen, “knowing all the changes of all things we can penetrate to the depth of the universe.”
 

The Shuowen contains many other indications that Xu Shen wanted it to represent the cosmic order as well as the wisdom and vision of the ancient sages. This an extremely important point because it shows the depth of Xu Shen’s vision
.  And if we have brought up this point is that, it’ is not only because it constitutes the fundamental background logic of structure of the Shuowen, but also because, when looking at the structure
 of the Nine Discourses on Wisdom Study and some of its main goals, we cannot but conclude that its author Chu Bang Foo had similar concerns as those of Xu Shen, only transposed in modern times: both are intent on preserving the treasures of Chinese culture by defending its characters (the foundation) and taking inspiration from the Classics (as the source of tradition and wisdom) especially the Book of Changes, the Yin Yang, and the Five Agents “theories”; like Xu Shen who had placed Heaven (yi一) in his first chapter, Earth symbolized by the number 2 (er  二 ) at the almost last chapter (chapter thirteen, precisely) because it is the “ground” and considered inferior, and Man (ren 人) in the middle, Chu also analyzes everything in terms of the san1cai2 theory (三才) of the three active entities of the universe (Heaven, Earth, Man). The parallel could be continued on many other points, but this will be the object of an other study; however, for a last additional example, please consult the below table showing the characters Chu chose as index or “radicals” (the Table of the Main signs) for the computer input method he had designed twenty-five years ago; like Xu Shen with his dictionary, Chu Bang Foo with his input method has saved the Chinese characters from imminent dangers, but this time around it was not only from the lack of real philosophers, but also from the assault of new technology, as we will see in a later paragraph.
III. Chinese characters in modern times:

1--The Kangxi dictionary. 


The principles of graphic-semantic classification of the characters of the Shuowen jiezi  is kept, with some modifications, up to the present. Specifically, it influenced the dictionary which is now at the base of all dictionaries, the  Kangxi  zidian ( 康熙字典).  It was compiled at the end of the Qing dynasty between 1710 and 1716 by a great scholar named Zhang Yushu, commissioned by the enlightened emperor Kangxi, hence the name of the dictionary. Like the Shuowen, the Kangxi dictionary classifies the characters into a set of semantic “radicals”, only using the “six principles” method; the difference is in the number of “radical: instead of the 540  “radical” categories, the Kangxi has reduced them to 214.  Another important change in the Kangxi is that both the order of the radicals and of the characters inside each radical is based on the number of strokes forming the characters: the fundamental concern to reflect the comic order has been left aside by the need of convenience and practicality: we are in modern times
.


The Kangxi Zidian presented two great advantages: first, is the most complete dictionary covering 47,000 characters; secondly, its authority has been asserted as producing the most accurate definitions. This is why, as the author of the Nine Discourses remarks in his Introduction of his book, the  Kangxi Zidian has been his major reference for the explanation of his terminology.

The Kangxi zidan is the model for all present day dictionaries based on graphic-semantic radical classification.
2--Classification dictated by computer needs


The system of classification of characters by radical and number of strokes was a good step forward for the convenience of scholars and students and users of the Chinese language in the modern era. Yet, Chinese characters faced another challenge due to the arrival of the computer. 


Anyone can perceive how important it is for a nation to have a language that is completely workable on computers for the manipulation of records, data, culture, business and administration
. At the very time the computers became common tools in all western countries endowed with alphabetical languages, contributing to efficiency, power, and convenience, the computer manufacturers could not, in spite of their efforts, figure out how to use Chinese characters on a computer. After much research efforts and huge investments, they declared Chinese and computer incompatible. This threatened to be a death sentence for the Chinese language, if it had not been for Chu’s invention of the Cang Jie method to input characters. He, together with the company now named “Acer Computers”, created the first Chinese computer.   Chinese characters were restored for the modern age, and latter Chu continued to work to make them completely functional for computers. 

-Brief Introduction the CangJie Input Method: 


The main idea behind this computer input system was the new criteria of classification of the characters that allowed touse all the functions of the computer of the Chinese language as conveniently as in alphabetical languages.
 

The characters are coded based on 25 main keys (also called signs), which are basic Chinese characters. A letter of the roman alphabet from A to X plus Z represents each of these keys. They are full fledge characters which combine graphic symbols and meaning. They correspond to the 540 “radicals” of the Shuowen, but are much more condensed in order to satisfy computer requirements.


Table of the main classification “radial” of the CangJie method

The relation of these criteria with some of the main concepts of Chinese culture is obvious. Besides, the first group (cosmology) can be said to correspond to Heaven. The second, representing the most important Chinese writing strokes, can be related to Earth, and the third concerned with human affairs, stand for Man, the three operative symbols of the ternary structure.

In the keyboard, they will appear in the following manner:
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CangJie computer keyboard

As an illustration of the method we gives a few examples of codes based on the above graphs:

A(日      
; B(月 ;      AB (明
;        CII(錢 ;        MGWG( 理


However, to be able to represent all the shapes forming Chinese characters, each main sign itself represents several other character shapes derived from the shape of the main key. There are a total of 111 main keys and auxiliary keys. The auxiliary signs are easily recognizable because their shape is most often derived form the shape of their corresponding main sign.  The following table shows an example of the “first” seven groups of signs:
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A maximum of five keys can represent the code for each character, or one to five code-letters. As each character has its own code, Chinese can then be sorted like any alphabetical language.


The rules for decoding, i.e.: finding out the code of a character, are simple in principle: the main point involves spotting in the character the shapes corresponding to the predetermined Cang Jie signs. This first step resembles solving an image puzzle, and for learners of Chinese it helps in recalling the characters’ structure. The next step is too choose, among the spotted shapes, those that, according to the Cang Jie rules of selection of signs, should “spell”, so to speak, the code of the desired character. These rules have the minimum degree of complexity necessary to achieve the classification functions referred to above, but in any case, they are certainly far less complex than the orthographic rules of most alphabetical languages. Their main goal is to define the shapes that are part of the code of the character (never more than five) and “skip” the others. For the character below, only the first and bottom shape of its left part, and the first, second and last shape of its right part, have to be retained for composing its code.

The following is an example of how to look at a character through the eyes of the CangJie Method.
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Note: the code for this character will not include the signs in black. Only five signs maximum are needed to make up the code. Here the code will be: JJNAU. Important also to note is that the two first codes (JJ) designate the “radical” of the character as classified in the Kangxi dictionary mentioned above and in all modern dictionaries based on semantic classification. This is often the case with the Cang Jie codes, and shows that nature of the system is graphic and semantic, as in the Shuowen, but with very different modalities in compliance with the computer laws.

The complete rules of character input of the Cang Jie method can be reviewed from many sources. There are countless books explaining the CJ method in Chinese published in Taiwan and Hong Kong where the method was adopted as the prime choice for professional typists, in schools, and by several institutes teaching Chinese to foreigners. For the most accurate and complete account in Chinese please refer to the book by Michelle Shen who is the right hand of the inventor and the leading authority on the CangJie input method:  The CangJie Input Method  Handbook Culturecom press, Hong Kong; for up dates on the method please refer also to the Chinese website of the inventor: http:// www.cbflabs.com, and for complementary information and download of utility programs to use Cang Jie on each and every possible computer platform, see: http://www. chinesecj.com. For a complete explanation of the Cang Jie method in English, refer to the website http//: www.cjmember.com and to the “Cang Jie Method book” available from the same website. 

-Other computer input methods: phonetic systems.

When in 1979 Chu Bang Foo, invented Cang Jie input, the method was considered so convenient that it became the standard for input of traditional Chinese characters, especially in Taiwan and Hong Kong. Today, the Cang Jie method is the primary model for hybrid methods of Chinese character input in the world.  After the Cang Jie method allowed the input of Chinese characters on the computer, other input methods were created.  Systems based on the phonetic transliteration of characters appeared. Because students of Chinese (foreigners as well as natives) have to learn the pronunciation of the characters at the same time as the characters, many adopted these methods, which unlike the CangJie method did not require further study. 


 However, if these methods present certain advantages for input, they are laden with serious flaws in terms of classification requirements:  as there are only about 400 sounds in the Chinese language rendered by tens of thousands of characters, each sound entry represents many characters, forbidding efficient indexation and search functions.  Therefore, their role for the full utilization of the characters in the computers is very limited.


IV.  Conclusion: Concision & Symbolism, the power of Chinese characters:

If Chinese characters have survived over the millennia, it is because extreme concision (making their translation so difficult) and their powers of evocation (a nature akin to emblems and symbols
.) Well explained, characters will release the energy they condensed at the simple level of a static sign to transmute it into a higher level energy which will inspire the dynamic realm of the mind; thus they can help us perceive a reality that is beyond the words and concepts they represent. Doesn’t common sense wisdom claim that an image is worth a thousands words? The Nine Discourses on Wisdom Study has made a great contribution to reveal this hidden treasure.  
� This simple Appendix has been prepared by the translators to assist the readers not familiar with Chinese characters. For further study, it is recommended to refer to the specialized works listed below which have been used as an inspiration for part of this section:


See Dr. L. Wieger, S.J.:  Chinese characters, Their Origin, Etymology, History, Classification and Significationn, page 10. 


John DeFrancis: The Chinese Language, University of Hawaii Press. 


Wm. C. Hannas: Asia orthographic dilemma. University of Hawaii Press, 1997


G.D. Wilder and & J.H Ingram: Analysis of Chinese Characters, North China Language School, Peping, 1922. 


� The other famous graphic language was the Egyptian hieroglyphs, which supported an astounding civilization for 3600 years, but vanished about 1800 years ago.  The Japanese and Koreans still use some Chinese characters in their script.


� This section is inspired by the luminous explanation provided d by Françoise Bottéro in her book Sémantisme et classification de l’écriture chinoise 1996, Paris, (ISBN 2-857-055-4).


� Xu Shen writes: “… the characters are the foundation of the Classics and the Arts. … The “figures” (文 wen, created by Cang Jie)  represent the essential aspects of things…. If the foundation is well established the way can flourish.  …The  文 wen allow that the teachings of the ancients be propagated at the king’s court….” .


� Extract adapted  from Bottéro quoted above, page 58.


� On this question, see Françoise Bottéro quoted above and the works she mentions by: Atsuji Tetsuji, Kanjigaku  -- A Study of Chinese Characters in the Shuowen, Tokyo, 1985. One additional point to notice in favor of this thesis is that the character entries within in ‘radical” category are also listed according to the a specific order: the higher matters as extolled by the Classics (like filial pity, unselfishness, etc) that could be related to the “summit” are naturally at the top of the list; the middle of the list is occupied by human affairs, while the end concerns less noble matters. 


� The “nine palace formation” which dictates the order of the Nine Discourses and their association in smaller groups of three according to the three agents or symbols, as explained in the Introduction of the book, owes to the ancient methods of analysis and research. 


� However, this point will also require further checking. Indeed, the number of 214 radicals of the Kangxi dictionary comes probably from an anterior dictionary, the Zihui of Mai Yinguo who was known to be since his childhood, a fervent student of the Book of Changes and of the Chinese traditional science of numerology. This number of 214, like the number of 540 radicals of the Shuowen, might also have resulted from a similar, yet unknown, numerological combination, witnessing then that, even in modern times, Chinese still take into account their genuine philosophical roots.


� See also, for this question and for the subject of this whole section, the Foreword and Preface of the “CangJie Method” book available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.cjmenber.com" ��www.cjmenber.com�. 


� See for example the symbol of the Taiji [ ( ] : at a glance, it can evoke for the one who has been informed, the idea of the two forces (yin and yang) at play in the “circle” of the universe, their opposition and their complementary, the way they transform into one another when they arrive at their climax, and even their profound unity when seen  melted in the entirety represented by the surrounding circle. Books will be written on this symbol that will not exhaust its meaning. Chinese characters have the same nature. Cf, among others :. R. Guénon: Symboles fondamentaux de la science sacrée; and La grande Triade chapter IV. See also : La pensée chinoise of Marcel Granet.





PAGE  
9

