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Writing Chinese Characters

Six Etymological Principles of Chinese Character

1. Principle of imitating the form, %% xiangxing
Pictographic characters are originated from pictures of objects.

For instance:
H ri ‘sun’

A yué ‘moon’
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2. Principle of pointing at the thing, 35 ¥ zhishi
Indicative characters indicate the idea or ideas that are related to an
action, situation, quality, event, and so forth. For instance:

b shan ‘mountain’

2 — L shang ‘above’
® — T xia ‘below’

U

=
—
3. Principle of Compound ideographs, logical aggregates, € & huiyi
These are implicative or suggestive compounds consisting of two or
more signifiers. For instance:
K mu ‘tree’ + K mu ‘tree’ — #& lin ‘grove’
(If there are two trees, there is a grove.)
A rén ‘person’ + A rén ‘person’ — 4 cong ‘follow’(One person walks
after another one, which means to follow.)
4. Principle of harmonizing the phonetic compounds, #; & xingshéng
There are characters with one part indicating the meaning and the
other part indicating the sound of the compound. For instance:
3% ma ‘mother’ is a compound of % nii ‘woman’ and the phonetic %
md ‘horse.’
¥ kao ‘to bake’ is a compound of X hud ‘fire’ and the phonetic %

kio ‘exam.’
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Borrowed characters are used arbitrarily and their meaning are
often different from the originals. They were ‘borrowed’ to represent a
phonetically identical or similar word. For example, # wan ‘ten thousand’
is originally a pictographic character, was ‘borrowed’ to represent 10,000.

6. Principle of borrowing the sound, ¥%’% zhuinzhu
This category is the most controversial of the six principles inviting
debate for centuries. The general consensus now is that these characters
are used and based on a derivative principle. This category is very useful
when students are learning literary language.

Of the six principles discussed above, there is no doubt that the
majority of Chinese characters falls to the fourth one, the harmonizing of
the phonetic compounds.

Chinese Radicals

The semantic significance of radicals is definitely not an absolute rule
followed in the written Chinese, but rather a dominant pattern for beginners to
observe closely. There are 214 radicals available in most of the dictionaries.

Radicals often provide a key to the general meaning of the character it
belongs to. For example: 3% ‘to speak,” 3 ‘saying,” 35 ‘language,’” 3% ‘to talk,’
=1 ‘to beg,” 3 ‘to discuss,” all use ‘speech’ as a radical because they are all
related to language activities; and 7 ‘river,” 7% ‘flow,” ’= ‘large river,” # ‘lake,’
/& ‘sea,” contain the ‘water’ radical because their relationship with water. If
characters share the same radical, they will generally have the same semantic
associations. However, there are some exceptions, as ‘private’ in the character
% ‘go’ and ‘bamboo’ in the character % ‘to wait.’
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Ways of Tackling Chinese Characters

If a character is not itself a radical, the first step is to break the whole
character into two or three parts. In most of the cases there will be one part on
the right hand and another on the left, examples are as follows, 1%, 4, %, #,
v, 3R, %], 38, . The division also can be done horizontally, one half being
above, the other beneath, for example, %, &, &, %, &, &, %, &. However,
some cases are not quite simple, for example, one half may enclose the other
on two or more sides as exemplified by %, &, F], J&, M, &, &, i5, /. There
are still other cases which are harder to divide.

In order to solve this problem, the learner can analyze the square-shaped
construction of Chinese characters in the following 12 ways. It is easy for the
student to visualize and memorize the characters he is studying.

1. One lexical-part occupies the full square, as in
A ‘people’ tb ‘mountain’ B ‘sun’ A ‘moon’ K ‘tree’ ¥ ‘middle’

2. Two lexical-parts balance horizontally, as in
% xiang ‘perfume’— K + B
# yao ‘towant’ — @ + %

3. Two lexical-parts balance vertically, as in
#F hao ‘good’ — % + F
f ta ‘he’ — A + &

4. [ ] Two lexical-parts with the left and bottom part surrounding the
upper right part, as in

# qi ‘to getup’ — &£ + T

i& dao ‘way’ — i_ + &

5. Two lexical-parts with the upper and right part surrounding the
L1 | lower left, as in

3] sT ‘to govern’ — ]+ &
T k&€ ‘may’ — T + @
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6. Two lexical-parts with the left and upper part surrounding the lower
[] right, as in

A chuang ‘bed’ — /= + &K

B fang ‘house’ — P + %

7. B Two lexical-parts with the outside part surrounding the inside, as in
© hui ‘to return’ — O + o

yin ‘cause’ — O + K

8. Three lexical-parts in a tripartite horizontal form, as in
% cha ‘to check’ > K + B + —

% déng ‘to wait’ — # + + +

9. Three lexical-parts in a tripartite vertical form, as in
#t xie ‘to give thanks’— & + &% +
#r jie ‘street’ — f+ £ + T

10. One or more lexical-parts surrounded on three sides with only the
[ 1] bottom open, as in

F5 wén ‘toask’ — F] + ©
4 zhou ‘oneround’ — 1+ &

I11. ] One or more lexical-parts surrounded on three sides with only the
right side open, as in

T pi ‘abolt’ — T + U

& jiang ‘craftsman’ — [ + JT

12. [[J] One or more lexical-parts surrounded on three sides with only the
upper side open, as in

& han ‘letters’ — 11 + %

%)

xiong ‘fearsome’ — 14 + X

Some characters are constructed by using the above lexical-parts, one
added to another, as in
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— #r yi ‘chair’ ] 3¢ bu ‘section’
| v 3 . 2 X - b
& xiang ‘to think™ [] # gl ‘mushroom
_| 24 1= 3 s | | 22u - ¢ >
% bang “to help “2' wan to bend
I: A e ) E = ’ 13 s
' sui ‘to follow yuan ‘round

By this way, the lexical-parts in a character and their relationships are
getting clearer.

Basic Strokes and Stroke Order

Chinese characters are composed by strokes. In order to learn how to
write Chinese characters, or try to look them up in a dictionary, one has to
learn the number of strokes in a radical or in a character.

To learn the exact number of strokes in a character is very important. If
one does not know the pronunciation of a character, one must know how many
strokes it contains before one look it up in a dictionary.

The following 20 different strokes can be considered as the “alphabet”
of Chinese language.

1. One direction
@ ~asind+ ® -asin= © Jasin ¥

@ 7 asin A (©® ~asin X @ -asin X

2. Two directions

@) asinZ ® \lasin X, (© —asint @ < asin X
e 7asinX & 7asinH#H ® sasin & G L asint

3. Three directions
@ 7JasinZ] ® *asin® © Lasin3 @ Vasin &

4. Four directions

@ Zasin#% ® “7asin 4
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In Indo-European languages, letters of the alphabet are written
horizontally from left to right, but Chinese characters are written in a square
form following definite stroke orders. They can be grouped as follows:

. Left first, then right as in A rén.

. Top first, then bottom, as in = san.

. A horizontal line before a line crossing it, as in + shi.

. A right-slanting line first, then an intersecting left-slanting line, as in
fu.

. A central part before symmetrical sides, as in 7K shui.

. Outside before inside, as in A yue, except that if the surrounding is
complete on four sides, the last stroke is the bottom one, as in B yin.

AW N =

AN W

For writing each stroke, there is also a conventional direction, according

to the four following principles.

1. Horizontal lines are written from left to right.

2. Vertical lines are written from top to bottom.

3. The forms (slant lines) are written from upper left to lower right.

4. The forms (slant lines) are written from top right to lower left.
For example:

nAa R R

When a student tries to learn a character, he or she has to observe the
structure of the character by radicals. Next, one should pay attention to the
number of strokes, as well as their positions. Finally, one should follow
carefully the stroke order with its length and direction.
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