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New Interpretation of “xing sheng xiang yi” and the Relation of

e

“wen” and “zi

Li Yunfu

Research Center for the Civilization of Chinese Characters Zhengzhou University

Zhengzhou He’ nan 450001

Abstract Since “wen”( ) and “zi”( ) were differentiated in the preface of Shuowen Jiezi subse-
quent scholars began to misunderstand the meaning of “xing sheng xiang yi” ( ) therefore the rela—
tion between “wen” and “zi” were taken as the same as the relation between the independent form and the
combining form. In fact ‘xing sheng xiang yi” did not mean simply adding semantic complement with pho—
netic complement because it runs counter to the principles of traditional Chinese exegetics. On the basis of the
verb-object construction of “xing sheng” ( ) and the mutual confirmation with “qu pi xiang cheng” (

) we hold that “xing sheng xiang yi” should be interpreted as formalizing the voice to benefit picto—
graph. More precisely ‘xing sheng xiang yi” is the way to create a new Chinese character by adding semantic
or phonetic elements on the basis of pictograph. In this way numerous Chinese characters can be produced af-
ter the breakthrough of the limitation of objectivity. Consequently the differences between “wen” and “zi”
are not those between independent form and combining form but between the process and method of character—
formation.

Keywords “wen” and “zi”; independent form and combining forni ‘“xing sheng xiang yi'; “qu pi

xiang cheng”; the development of configuration
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