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On the Evolution of Chinese Character

Formation in Oracle Bone Inscriptions
Hsu, Fu-chang’

Abstract

The analysis of Chinese character construction consists of two main aspects:
the formation of Chinese characters and the types of their construction. The
former is the way in which the signs of characters are generated; the latter is the
result of analyzing, simultaneously and statically, the different formations of the
characters constructed. Basically, the formation of characters is a system that
evolves dynamically; it evolves along with the development of the Chinese
character system. That is, the way characters are formed develops and adjusts
over time. This is reflected in the growth and decline of characters with different
constructions. Analyzed in terms of morphology, oracle bone inscriptions
constitute a relatively mature character system. Therefore, being the most
ancient characters that form a system, the development and changes in the
formative system of oracle bone inscriptions have a close and correlative
connection with the formation of the characters that evolved afterward. Hence,
focusing on certain phenomena of oracle bone inscriptions—such as their
morphs, formation, creation of meanings, the reduction of signifiers, the
interchangeability of different shape parts with similar meanings, the
dissimilation of their construction, and the tendency to replace shape parts with
sound parts—this article explores the relationship between oracle bone
inscriptions and the evolution and development of Chinese characters.

Keywords: oracle bone inscriptions, formation, semantics, creation of meanings,
radicals, Chinese characters
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