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Abstract Concept Formation Exemplified through the
Componential Analysis of Archaic Script Forms

& To show how the Chinese script has, as
Humboldt suggests, “embraced philosophical
work within itself,”” in what follows we will focus
on some exemplary characters that exhibit
different degrees of abstraction in meaning:
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Duan Yucal (ExE# 1735—1815): “[Wan] was the name of an insect, but was borrowed
(or loaned) as the name for the number ‘ten thousand,’ because ‘ten thousand’ has
no proper graph of its own. Since this loan remained for long unreturned, the
scholarly world eventually lost track of its original meaning.”
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Xu Shen (&1, 58-147 CE) Shuowen () : “E is a snake [...]. In antiquity, people
used to live on grassland and worried about snakes. Therefore they greeted one

another by asking the question ‘no snakes (T_E) ?2¢”
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mge, Speech, and Meaning Visualized as

“Expressions” from the Tongue

(7 tongue)

(= language, speech)

(& Speech sound)

(U= meaning, intention)
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The Sources of “Calamities*

¢ \ / \ /
|
KK il £% %, . k. #
without phonetic components with @ as phonetic components
"Water" K+ HD.
Red for sources of calamities ——> ::&zi';are" Eﬂéiizz\g -

their combination  (k+X+F=2%k)
_ Sent from Heaven CR+4 2> #) —
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2, JEIZEEEE - | (XU Shen: “3& means goodness (in the
sense of Iucklness) Itis made up of 33 andﬂz It shares its

meaning with appropnateness () and ‘beauty’ (3£).”

& ﬁﬁ%d\’%wﬁé@ o FHET—E ) (B i
El JF zﬁﬁ%gﬁﬁt—-[ LED = == %U <<}_%@E\‘%
Jﬁﬁlgﬁﬁ’] o HERER=FHY -

b N [HCAHAH ?MF?TT&%EEW* o B ESERE o mfE A
BTE%{%E El/j 7%%%5% <<§£f §+> EDE : F_l:[
= MHEZZE (L|n Yiguang: “Two yan (&) pe ertains to

mutual kindness.”)

& we can justifiably argue that, since antiquity, = as “goodness” has
been understood not as a person’s quality per se, but is always
interpersonal in conception.
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ren is gentleness rooted in one’s heart

FE < %g

()@ ()M (x) = wifom

o () ¢ T He S HEE o

& (EN0) TR CEER o R -

& (FERER - ffT) ¢ T 2T () 0 ()27 .
“Strength is the way of yi; softness is the way of ren (:2).”
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Fx originally referred to a kind of saw-edged weapon, as has been proven
by recent archaeological findings. "
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Xiong Zhong (#&:&, 13.3h) (ESHEHRE - ) 1| HXEL > AKHEAEL - |
“From the fontanel to the heart, thoughts are inter-penetrating continuously like threads of silk.”
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Fﬁﬁm the “inverted Mouth” (/\)

% Drinking (8%) und Eating (&)
% Sighing (& = 15)

& Giving order (talking downward) (5 /

& ...In the character nian: “thoughts”
—  One talking to oneself (Mouth to Heart)

Platon: “[...] a dialogue which the soul has with itself about the objects under its
consideration. [...] It seems to me that the soul when it thinks is simply engaging

in dialectic with itself in which it asks itself questions and answers them itself.”
(Theaitetos, 189e-190a. )




A Statue of the Zhi before the Thirteen Imperial
Tombs of the Ming Dynasty , Beijing

W3 (F) - AL+ =%

A Relief of the Zhi over the entrance to the Cangjie
Temple, Baishui County, Shanxi Province, China
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Xu Shen’s Definition for JE: “Fa (/)z%;)
means punishment, which is as
horizontal as water, hence the
component ‘water’; [the legendary
animal] zhi & uses its horn to butt the
crooked [person] to remove him, hence
the component ‘remove’ (£).”
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Xu Shen (ZFE

>

58-147 uZ) : " & > ¥4Ht |, “Lu means uniform promulgation.”

It might be worthwhile to note in passing that it was during the Qin dynasty that it
was both for the first time that an established law code was promulgated throughout
China, and that the breadth of roads across the Chinese imperium was unified.
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— The legendary animal Zhi as
mysterious source of justice!
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Root character + class tag(s) = annotative derivative(s)

gy + 8y > BEET
Examples: 77 + 2 = 3% 18
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http://humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Lexis/lexi-can2/search.php?q=%C3h
http://humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Lexis/lexi-can2/search.php?q=%EBv
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g m Cognates derived from £
A

£ = original meaning: wearing a round-shaped amulet, first made of bronze, then jade

= + [ (big circle) = [E (rounded terrace); [F| [T, #EE].

=+ & (crossroad) = & (return: round trip); [EE, EE

=+~ (ceiling of house) = B (world under heaven’s coverage); ©iF

= + A (man) = {® (a cunning and slick-and-sly person) : £+

= + Y (feather) - ## (flying in circles); EJ7

=+ 7K (water) = i= (swirl or whorl in water); JEi%. 1877, 2%
=+ (heart) = R (a heart upset and confused); [B{E. 1=

=+ B (hair) - & (coiled up bun of hair); $#52, =%

=+ (silk, string) - #2 (strangle with a rounded loop): 25, &iE

& + # (cart) —> i (severe punishment inflicted by tearing a person

e e e apart with 5 horses tied around the victim’s head and
=, B H = R Y )BT = o
TH TR BFAURMRG extremities):Exf, BRER
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R] YHMETEST T’ T BEE ) ER T B Zj{{ﬂ °
Hiz > "IE FEL (_ﬁ[l AR ) o T ER-huan ) RELENE & 5 H#
FEEL ¥ [ AS T iﬁfi}%tﬂ =, T, TE s &y s TER
R, >~ TR, - TE s Tag ) s TER L FHHEE S o
a2 g TR e 5EET o EEH - SRR T
FEE > WhFE 0 - MERAEIER > & BRAYEEER W 1]

8 TSI T

E ) FIFEERFEE  BES5CEEY - ' B2 dREES - TR
SHAFESEY (ER) - HEEREFE > RUFFRYIIR > 25E
fielE VR, 0 & T HRguan, 2 WIS (N T R IEFEIE TSR
ZE - TR FrRANNEERE (OfF ) BfeRarERey TE, - I
EEE CERN i ' =) FHE -
it Ed TR TR R BRI BN T AER | R
FeHL R R o
Sapir: “unfortunately, or luckily, no language is tyrannically consistent. All grammars
leak.” 24
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Xu Shen: “4& means small; it means danger. It is made up of (two threads of silk) and fi;
(garrison), which means to keep watch with troops. What is as small as two threads of silk
but needs to be guarded, is something dangerous.”




2% in the Book of Changes
(5 WEREL) 1 TR M FILEETTEE , (“As with the

Book of Changes, it is that with which the sages exhaust the deepest and
study the signs of the minutes.”

(A% BEF) ¢ L FH D CRISHEE ? BT EXAH ) TR
B HRIZSF o 28BS e R A BT RAINE - MR
H o | (“The Master said: ‘Does not he who knows the minutest signs
possess divine wisdom? The exemplary person, in his intercourse with the
high, uses no flattery, and, in his intercourse with the low, no coarse
freedom: does not this show that he knows the minutest signs? Minutest
signs are the slight beginnings of movement, and the earliest indications of
good (or bad) fortune. The exemplary person sees the minutest signs, and
acts accordingly without waiting for a single day.” )

(ER3C)y V& futh > Jat o TE44tErk o Fo RS 44 TsEEE
ERIAEE

(% - KB TR O e BT %
HEE T FNT0ME

(R - MRl= ) HEATRERNEmAL © | dx (EEE) H @ " AbZ
@ BLZ 0 B %% ERHE FIMEREERZ - 5 (Xunzi:
“Therefore, the Learned Book said, the danger of the human mind, the

minuteness of the rational mind, and the signs of such danger and
minuteness, all these can only be known by the enlightened superior man.” )
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"“Ehalogﬂ Chinese according to Humboldt

& Analogy of Script

— “A deficiency of sound change impedes recognition, from the
sounds, of the concepts designated, a difficulty that would be still
more palpable in Chinese, if sound-analogy were not very often
replaced there, in deriving and compounding, by analogy from the
written character (Analogie der Schrift). (69/447)

- EEESMbiVE = g H B A NG S ARSI -
WMRA BN EESET TeEEIVELE 5 (Analogie des Lautes)
W T SrEAsERE 5 (Analogie der Schrift) U&7 HYEE o
b AICR EE A VR AR BE HH A - ffﬁé% FEE S TEEY

( Ableitung , derlvatlon) A T4 5 (Zusammensetzung,
compounding) I ZEfTHY | © 27
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“Philosophy”—gE N E A E k

D

& Philosophy—z8]2iK B 7 il . prtAocopia
— Philein piAeiv— love
— Sophia copia— wisdom
— SR love of wisdom By = &

& IRAE

14

Y SAVIN - Elavifte Jiyy

— Weltweisheit (worldly wisdom)

& HARESDL TV #E | FlJEE Philosophy
AT Al &5 HIEERE AT E ?
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— Primacy of practical philosophy (Kant)
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