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A Tentative Discussion of New
Directions in the Study of

Chinese Characters

Li Hsiao-ting

When Hsii Shen of the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220A.D.) compiled the
Shuo-wen chieh-tzu (an etymological dictionary), he became the forerunner of a
long Chinese tradition of the study of Chinese characters that continued into
the Ch’ien-lung and Chia-ch’ing reigns of the Ch’ing dynasty. Both Shuo-wen
chieh-tu scholarship and bronze inscription (Chin-wen) scholarship were
unrivalled until the end of the Ch’ing dynasty. When the Shang dynasty oracle
bones were discovered in large numbers, scholars built on the achievements of
Shuo-wen and bronze inscription scholars of previous dynasties, creating a new
synthesis and yielding outstanding results that can be said to have been without
precedent. In the 2,000 years since Hsi Shen, almost all scholars of Chinese
characters have learned from his methods. Through detailed and careful analysis
of the structure of character radicals it has been possible to read and explicate
most characters in oracle bones, bronze inscriptions, and "small seal" (hsiao-chuan)
characters. Today, if scholars continue to tread along this path, there is little
room for further development. When, in 1968, the author planned to discuss
the origin and development of Chinese characters he tried to delineate the
detailed and careful achievements of previous scholars. Taking a panoramic

approach and employing materials on Chinese characters from different dynasties,
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he systematically described the development of Chinese characters. Certain
specialized articles written in the past twenty years have been collected in a
small volume entitled Collected Writings on the Origin and Development of
Chinese Characters (Han-tzu de yuan-shih yii yen-pien lun-ts’ung). The purpose of
this paper is to briefly describe the contents and thought processes behind each
of these articles. The author’s new approach to the study of Chinese characters

is thus also an introduction to the Collected Writings.
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