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ABSTRACT 

Many misconceptions and misunderstandings about what writing is pervade in 

the field of literacy research and practice, and often school children fi-om almost 

every household bear the brunt of misguided literacy research and inappropriate 

literacy practice. This dissertation examined the nature of written language 

generally and the nature of Chinese writing specifically fi'om historical, linguistic, 

and social literacies perspectives. 

The problems with the evolutionary concept of writing development are 

discussed in depth. Several possible explanations for this evolutionary account of 

writing are discussed, and these are followed by some alternative ways to 

understand the historical change of writing. The Chinese writing system is 

examined in detail in order to present a prime example of a non-alphabetic writing 

system that has been in use and serving its language users effectively for thousands 

of years. The unique strategies of character formation and word formation of 

Chinese writing make it possible to create new vocabulary without increasing the 

number of signs. The use of phonetic component in semantic-phonetic compound 

characters builds the connection between oral and written Chinese. Chinese 

writing is a modem logograph that works, and it is a proof that the alphabet is not 

necessarily the final stage towards which all written languages must proceed. The 

choice of a writing system has to be understood firom the linguistic and socio-

cultural background of the language community. 
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Every written language is ambiguous as it is redundant, and every written 

language has both phonographic and logographic elements. There is no pure 

written language. Different writing systems represent different linguistic levels, 

but all written languages of different writing principles are semiotic system in which 

symbols are used to communicate meaning. 

A distinction between word or character recognition and reading whole real 

text is made, and it is argued that using the experimental results of the former to 

suggest the process and teaching of the latter which resembles the reading in real life 

is misleading and very inappropriate. When researchers focus on the word or 

character level of reading, there are more dissimilarities than similarities among 

different written languages. However, when the reading of whole text in real life 

situation is studied, the process of making sense of print is similar across all 

different writings. At the end of this study, research on Chinese word recognition 

and reading process is reviewed, and some suggestions for literacy practice are made. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND DISCUSSION OF PROBLEMS 

Chinese writing is not the earliest writing of the world, but it is the oldest 

continually used writing system. With some modification, it has been in use for 

several thousand years by the Chinese people. More recently in history, the 

neighboring countries like Japan, Korea and Vietnam borrowed Chinese writing and 

kept it in their societies for several hundred years. Today, the Japanese still use 

Chinese characters in their writing. 

For a writing system this old, the Chinese writing system appears to be 

different things for different people: exotic, aesthetic, mysterious, old-fashioned, 

antique, backward, difficult to read and write, picture-like, and so on. Some 

Westerners hold a romantic feeling towards the Chinese writing, which is almost as 

old as China itself [)eFrancis (1990) explains that "the idea that Chinese 

characters constitute Ma langue Internationale par excellence' derives part of its 

support from a sort of Exotic East Syndrome characterized by the belief that in the 

Orient things strange and mysterious replace the mundane truths applicable to the 

West" (p. 37). 

Many people seem to be unaware of other writing systems except the Roman 

alphabet that they use. Karlgren (1926) observes. 

It is therefore not surprising that in the nineteenth century, when attention was 
directed for the first time to linguistic families and their characteristics, Chinese 
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was taken as the type of the primitive, underdeveloped languages—those which 
had not yet attained the same wealth of inflections, derivatives, and 
polysyllabic words as the European languages, (p. 16) 

In a conference on literacy education that I attended, someone asked me "In Taiwan, 

is phonics also very controversial in the teaching of Chinese reading and writing?" 

She did not know that Chinese is not written by the alphabetic principle. Still there 

are some people who have a little knowledge about what Chinese writing is, but 

unfortunately this knowledge is often loaded with misunderstandings. For example, 

an American fnend of mine asked me "How do you write my English name. Bill, in 

Chinese ideographic writing? What is the 'idea' of Bill?" Bill knew that Chinese 

is not an alphabetic language, but he mistakenly thought that all Chinese characters 

are iconic or pictorial representations of abstract ideas and concrete objects. 

Bill probably does not fully understand how the Chinese writing system works, 

but he is not a linguist. Even linguists, however, do not fully understand the 

Chinese writing system either. Some linguists, and non-linguists as well, make 

comments about the Chinese writing that confuse people. For example, at the 42°^ 

annual convention of the International Reading Association at Atlanta, Georgia, 

1997, Edward Fry said, in front of thousands of school teachers, educators and 

researchers, that literacy rate in China was very low because Chinese was not an 

alphabetically written language. He said that since Chinese characters are not 

phonetic units like English letters, learning Chinese is far more difficult than 

learning English. I was in the audience, and I knew this was simply not true. The 
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reason for low literacy rates in China has to do with the availability of educational 

resources, not the writing system itself. Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore all use 

the same Chinese writing system, but literacy rate is not a problem in these three 

places. Did other in the audience know that? How many in the audience believed 

him? 

In this chapter, I first list issues about Chinese writing that have concerned me 

in my developing knowledge of the Chinese writing system. I present them in the 

form of misconceptions, myths, and fantasies. These myths also serve to show the 

scope of the cunent study. It will be indicated where in this study each of the 

myths will be dealt with and critiqued. Then I list problems in literacy research 

and education. The purpose, again, is to show what important issues about written 

language will be discussed in this study. Finally, I propose a study of writing from 

historical, linguistic, and social literacies perspectives, and explain why such a study 

is necessary. 

Misconceptions, Myths, and Fantasies About Chinese Writing 

In this study, I explore what writing is and more specifically what Chinese 

writing is. My motivation for doing this study comes from several encounters, 

through reading and conversations, of comments about the Chinese writing system 

and learning to read and write Chinese. Some comments reveal ignorance of how 

writing works in general and specifically how it works in Chinese. In the more 

complicated cases, some comments show an ethnocentrism that is subtle and elusive. 
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The following are some of the statements I have encountered about Chinese writing 

that upset me, make me think, and then push me to do this study. 

Chinese Characters Are fcnnic and Pictorial 

The impression that Chuiese characters are iconic and pictorial persists in the 

Western world. This is one of the reasons why the term "ideographic" is used quite 

widely to describe the Chinese writing system.' This is also exactly why Bill, as 

mentioned earlier, asked me "How do you write my English name, Bill, in Chinese 

ideographic writing? What is the 'idea' of Bill?" His question actually reveals 

two things. First, Bill does not know how foreign alphabetic names are translated 

into Chinese. Second, he has a false idea that Chinese written graphs are iconic 

indications of abstract ideas or pictorial representations of concrete objects. He 

probably thought the ideas and meanings characters represent are readily transparent 

to readers. 

These myths come from the lack of knowledge about how Chinese characters 

and words are formed. I argue that although Chinese and English use different 

symbol systems, English words represent ideas and meaning just like Chinese 

characters represent ideas and meaning. The English word "book" represents the 

' In Chapter 3,1 discuss various popular and professional terms used to label and describe the 
Chinese writing system. I point out the inappropriateness of terms like "pictograph" and 
"ideograph," and suggest th^ DeFrancis' term of'^orphosyllabic" would be a better choice. With 
its own drawbacks as will be discussed in Chapter 3, "logograph" is used in this study hereafter as a 
convenient choice. 
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meamngof"bookness"inthesame way that Chinese character ^ does. 

Only S percent of contemporary Chinese characters are pictographs (Martin, 

1972). These characters are highly stylized and the meanings are not transparent 

anymore. Furthermore, this category of character formation had ceased to be 

productive a long time ago. It is no longer appropriate to call Chinese writing 

pictographic or iconic. The section about Chinese character formation in Chapter 3 

demystifies these comments. 

Too Manv Characters to Memorize 

Many people think written Chinese is very difficult to learn because, they 

assume, there are so many characters to memorize. Whereas written English uses 

only twenty-six letters to write all the words, each Chinese character is distinctively 

different from another and has to be learned and memorized one by one. Gleitman 

(1985) talks about how Chinese scholars with long years of schooling still needed to 

read with a dictionary beside them because they failed to memorize all characters 

they needed to know. Calling written Chinese the most conservative of 

contemporary writing systems. Goody (1987) says that "The nature of the Chinese 

script meant that 'full literacy,' a complete knowledge of the system of characters, 

could be acquired only by the few" (p. 37). He also says that "the complexity of 

the script clearly limits access to knowledge, and for this reason there have been 

attempts to introduce alphabetic systems (e.g. pinyin in 1958) in recent years" (ibid.). 

These tnisconceptions, again, come firom the lack of knowledge about Chinese 
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orthography and morphology. A closer look at the Chinese character formation 

will reveal that characters are composed of components, which are further composed 

of strokes. Many components are characters on their own. It is estimated that 

modem written Chinese has about 190 semantic components and 1,100 phonetic 

components (Shu & Anderson, 1999). In Chapter 3,1 discuss Chinese character 

and word formation and provide examples. I also discuss how the logographic 

Chinese has been working for the Chinese speakers over thousands of years. 

Chinese Is Very Difficult to Write 

This is a very common impression of Chinese writing. It is not uncommon to 

fmd American college students who are learning Chinese to be taught in the first 

year to write Pinyin, the Roman alphabetic spelling. The rationale behind such 

practice is the fear that real characters might be too difficult for them to write. This 

impression is closely related to the misconception that Chinese characters are 

pictorial and iconic. Most of all, people feel daunted thinking that each character is 

distinctively different from the next, and writers of Chinese have to memorize the 

arrangement and configuration of strokes in every character. My non-Chinese 

friends are often amazed to know that on average a literate Chinese speaker knows 

around three to four thousand characters. What they do not know is that characters 

are composed of components and there are only a few hundred components, as I 

already mentioned above. Furthermore, components are composed of strokes, and 

there are only eight basic types of strokes. Chapter 3 explains the orthographic 
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features of Chinese writing. I also discuss the effects of character romanization 

and simplification m that chapter. 

Chinese Is Unable to Kxpress New Ideas in Writing 

There is an assumption that Chinese is unable to express new ideas because 

there are no new characters for them. The truth is that the Chinese writing system 

has developed many systemic ways of representing and translating new words in 

oral Chinese and from other languages. For example, logographic characters can 

be used phonetically. In other words, characters are used for their sound value only. 

When necessary, new characters are invented to represent new things and ideas. 

For example, two new characters, er2 miao2,' were invented to represent 

the kind of bird called emu. 

This misconception also results firom not knowing how Chinese words are 

formed. Modem Chinese words are usually composed of two or more characters. 

If a different character is needed for every idea and meaning, written Chinese would 

be very tedious and difficult to learn. By combining different characters to form 

words, written Chinese has strong vocabulary-forming power to express new ideas. 

Actually, compounding is the most productive method of word formation in modem 

Chinese. This is also discussed in Chapter 3. 

^ Alphabetic spelling of Chinese characters used in this study will be explained at the end of this 
chapter. 
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r ogographic Chinese Should Re Replaced hy the Alphabet 

Because of Difficulty in Word Processing 

This argument simply has no place to stand. Chinese characters can certainly 

be typed by being translated into Roman alphabet letters, but this is only one, a very 

clumsy one, of many Chinese word processing methods available today. Most 

Chinese word processing softwares take characters apart into components and 

strokes in order to input commands through limited keys on a keyboard. A 

recently designed method recognizes commands and prints Chinese characters by 

detecting the sequence of strokes in a character written with the attached pen and 

pad. 

A professional Chinese typist types as fast as an English typist; however, it is 

also true that the majority of Chinese writers type Chinese slower than English. 

The romanization method is easy for almost everyone, but it is clumsy and slow. It 

takes longer to master a Chinese word processing program. Once a program is 

mastered, however, Chinese typing is as easy as English typing. Chinese writing 

system is not incompatible with modem technology. The case of Taiwan is a proof. 

Taiwan is one of the top computer manufacturers in the world, and people in Taiwan 

exchange messages and information on line in Chinese. 

Problems in Literacy Research and Education 

The above listed myths and misconceptions are about the Chinese writing 



19 

specifically. What about misconceptions about written language in general? 

There are unfortunately wide-held misunderstandings about the nature of writing 

and how it works. The following are some problems in literacy research and 

education 1 observed that result firom misunderstandings about what writing really is 

and how it works. As this study will show later, some of the misconceptions about 

Chinese writing can be traced to such general misunderstandings about writing. It 

is only natural that Chinese writing will be judged according to what people think 

written language is. This study tries to rectify and demystify untruthful statements 

about the nature of written language. 

Confijsion About the Relationships Between Written and Oral l anguage 

If written language is considered a representation of oral language, it follows 

that writing that has a closer and more systemic relationship with the oral form of 

the language will be considered better than writings in which such relatiomhips are 

more complex. This is exactly what happened with Chinese writing. What is not 

well understood is that although written and oral language share some fimctions and 

purposes, they each also have their own functions and purposes. Writing can be 

used to transcribe oral language, but this is not why writing came to be invented or 

how writing is or should be used today. When people ask for a writing that has 

precise one-to-one relationship between written and oral symbols, they are limiting 

the flmction of writing to transcription only. As I show in Chapter 5, the 

relationships between written and oral language can be understood firom the 
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perspective of what advantages such relationships bring to language users. 

Evolutionary View of Writing 

The writing systems that people use today are quite different from those used 

thousands of years ago. Chinese is probably the only exception. I discuss 

Chinese writing in detail in Chapter 3. Some changes in writing systems happened 

gradually over a long period of time; some happened quite rapidly due to the 

government's deliberate efforts. No one would argue whether there are changes in 

writing systems. The question is how people are going to interpret these changes. 

One of the ways of interpretation is the evolutionary view of writing development. 

This evolutionary view believes that picture writing is the earliest form of writing 

and from there writing systems go through a long process of evolution. The newer 

forms are always better and more advanced than the old forms, and the old systems 

should be replaced by the new systems. The alphabet with detailed phonetization 

is the pinnacle of writing evolution, the highest form of writing system. Non-

alphabetic systems are then considered less advanced. The evolutionary concept of 

writing is discussed in next chapter. The following problems are all directly or 

indirectly related to this evolutionary view of writing development. 

Ethnocentric Attimde Towards Writing 

The ethnocentric attitude towards writing represents the belief that the alphabet, 

especially the Roman alphabet, is better than all other writing systems. This is 
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partly because today the superpower languages like English and French are written 

with the Roman alphabet, and partly because traditional writing systems like 

Chinese are not well understood in the West. What Harris (1986) calls "alphabetic 

tyranny" and Sampson (1985) calls "alphabetic supremacy" both reflect 

ethnocentrism among Western scholars and researchers. Non-European non-

alphabetic writings are judged by Western scholars who wear "alphabetically tinted 

glasses" (Coulmas, 1989), which further reinforces misconceptions about non-

alphabetic writing. The problems of European ethnocentric attitude towards 

writing are discussed and critiqued in Chapter 2. 

Biases Against Nnn-Alphahetic Writing Systems 

As a result of the evolutionary view of writing and Western ethnocentrism, 

non-alphabetic systems are often considered inferior, insufflcient, and ineffective. 

On the least extreme, insigniflcant end of the biases, many Westerners do not know 

about other writing systems beside the alphabet that they use. On the more 

extreme end of the biases, scholars talk about cognitive advantages of being literate 

in alphabetic languages. One good example is Logan's 1986 book The Alphabet 

Effect. Logan writes: 

Using the alphabet... entails the ability to: 1) code and decode, 2) convert 
auditory signals or sounds into visual signs, 3) think deductively, 4) classify 
information, and 5) order words through the process of alphabetization. These 
are the hidden lessons of the alphabet that are not contained (or at least not 
contained to the same degree) in learning the Chinese writing system, (p. 21) 
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He also describes that influenced by the non-alphabetic Chinese writing system, 

Chinese culture is right-brain oriented, nonlinear, intuitive, traditional, analogical, 

and inductive. When Western missionaries try to translate and introduce religious 

texts to communities that do not use writing, they always write the alphabet, 

regardless of the socio-cultural contexts and the linguistic features of the oral 

language spoken in the community. Even China itself tried to replace the 

logographic writing with an alphabetic system. These all reflect biases towards the 

alphabetic writing systems. 

Problems in Literacy Research 

Western alphabetic writings are usually the target of linguistic research. 

When the science of linguistics was introduced to other parts of the world, it 

happened that the science of linguistics, which was based on European languages, 

was used to study non-alphabetic writing systems. One example about the study of 

Chinese linguistics will illustrate this point. Li and Thompson (1976,1981) argue 

that the subject-predicate construction, which has long been considered a basic 

sentential structure, does not provide a good description of the Chinese language. 

The description of Chinese must include the structure of "topic." They suggest a 

topic-comment structure that better describes Chinese grammar. The noun phrase 

at the begiiming of the following Chinese sentence serves as the topic that 

sets up the theme of the sentence. In other words, the topic indicates what the 
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sentence is about. 

a * » ffla' « 
zhe4 benS shul jia4qian2 tai4 gui4 
this (classifier) book price too expensive 
'This book is too expensive' 

It is also not unconunon that research on Chinese reading and writing is based 

on results and findings from research on alphabetic reading and writing. For 

example, the role of phonological information in word recognition has been quite 

extensively discussed in psycholinguistic study. The hypothesis that visual 

information needs to be transformed into sound in the process of meaning activation 

has been supported and denied repeatedly, and there is no conclusive resolution to 

this controversy (Shen, 1996). Yet there are many research involving Chinese 

character recognition. (See Chapter S for a review.) The purpose is probably to 

test models and theories of phonological recoding in a different writing system or to 

prove that they are universal and applicable to other languages. 

Each oral language and writing system is different. A description of one 

language does not always fit others. Literacy research findings based on one 

language are not always true of other languages. While it is important to 

understand how writing in general works, it is also necessary to study each writing 

without comparing to others. 

^ This is a two-syllable word. 
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Problems in Literacy Rducation 

Misconceptions of written language bring about misconceptions of learning and 

teaching written language. If written language is considered only a representation 

of oral language and phonemic awareness is the key to learning to read, children are 

then trained to hear individual sounds in words before they are allowed to read and 

write for meaningful purposes. When the logographic Chinese writing system is 

considered very difficult to write, children are required to read texts written in 

phonetic symbols or Roman letters instead of real Chinese characters in the first few 

months of school. Problems in literacy research lead to problems in literacy 

education. While the effects of the problems mentioned earlier are mostly limited 

in academic circles, it is this problem in literacy education that has an impact on 

children in every household. 

Why Is a Historical, Linguistic, and Social Literacies Study Necessary? 

Whatever the cause for the above mentioned problems, I believe it is important 

for everyone involved in literacy research and education to re-examine what they 

know and what they think they know about writing. How can educators be 

expected to teach children reading and writing effectively if written language is 

considered only a set of sound marks? How do people stop biases against the 

Chinese writing system and other non-alphabetic writings? How can we expect 

useful research findings and conclusions if the researcher's knowledge about written 
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language is full of myths and misconceptions? This is when a study about the 

nature of writing is called for. In this dissertation, I study writing from the 

following perspectives: historical, linguistic, and social literacies. 

Historical Perspective 

It is one of my hypotheses that the evolutionary view of writing development 

evolves from the kind of study that looks at the past through the present. Since the 

alphabet is believed to be the pmnacle of writing according to the evolutionary view, 

the changes in writing through time are considered attempts at achieving the 

alphabetic system used at present time. The problem with this type of study is 

obvious. Robins (1997) says it quite well: 

Brief historical sketches of a subject, such as are often included in 
introductory textbooks, inevitably look at the past through the eyes 
of the present, concentrating on those aspects of earlier work that 
seem either peculiarly relevant or, on the other side, shockingly 
inelevant, to present-day approaches. This is quite proper, indeed 
it is almost inevitable, in such limitations; but it carries with it the 
danger of evaluating all past work in a subject from the point of 
view in favor at the present, and of envisaging the history of a 
science as an advance, now steady, now temporarily interrupted or 
diverted, towards the predetermined goal of the present state of the 
science, (pp. 3-4) 

I believe that a historical perspective is needed in the study of writing, but the 

kind of historical study that Robins describes is only counter-productive and can 

obscure a deep understanding of writing. What is needed is an attempt to 

understand the changes from the past into the present "in its changing cultural 
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environments" (Robins, 1997, p. 4). "One should strive to avoid the deliberate 

selection of only those parts of earlier work that can be brought to a special 

relationship with present-day interests" (ibid.). 

To reiterate Robins' point, the key is to discern historical changes in their 

changing cultural environments. The social cultural contexts and environments 

would reveal reasons for writing changes. As 1 will discuss in Chapter 2, the 

invention of the alphabet resulted from a process of borrowing and adapting. 

When the Sumerian logographic writing was borrowed to write Akkadian, a Semitic 

language, the Sumerian logographic signs were used to represent Akkadian syllables. 

When the Greeks, who spoke an Indo-European language, borrowed Phoenician, a 

Semitic writing, vowels were heard for the first time and the alphabet was created. 

Vowels were brought to the Greeks' awareness when they tried to write with a 

borrowed Semitic system. This analysis helps to show that the history of writing is 

not a series of attempts at writing the smallest unit of sounds. 

1 have to explain that this is not a historical study; this is a study about writing 

that takes a historical perspective. I do not intend to achieve a reconstruction of the 

past with regard to writing development. We are not completely sure of what 

happened in the past, and it is the historian's job to figure that out. My task is to 

provide historical background for this study of writing. Is it possible that I might 

select only the aspects of writing m the past that are relevant to my study, a mistake 

I warned of earlier? I have to be honest and admit that I might. Therefore, in this 

study, I provide and review historical writing research that helps to refute myths and 
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misconceptions about writing. 

Linguistic Perspective 

A linguistic study of writing is needed for several reasons. It reveals the 

relationships between oral and written language. In the case of Chinese writing, a 

linguistic perspective is especially called for to clarify myths and misconceptions. 

As I examine the graphophonic and morphological structure of Chinese writing in 

Chapter 3,1 show that it is as efficient and effective as any other alphabetic writing 

systems. Chinese writing is capable of expressing meanings of all kinds: modem 

technology, foreign names, new ideas, and so forth. A linguistic study of the 

Chinese writing system will also reveal that phonetic components in semantic-

phonetic compound characters are not an indication of a transition to a phonographic 

system but rather a special device to decrease the number of morphemes in a 

logographic writing system. 

I argue that although linguistic signs in different writing systems (alphabetic, 

syllabic, and logographic) represent different language levels (phoneme, syllable, 

and morpheme, respectively), it is very important to bear in mind that written signs, 

in all forms, are used for meaning communication. From this perspective, there 

seems to be more similarities than differences among writing systems. 

Since most people teach reading and writing according to what they know 

about how written language works, a linguistic study of writing is especially 

necessary to help to guide literacy education in and outside classroom. 



28 

Social l iteracies Perspective 

I believe that language is a cultural product, and any discussion and study of 

language should be conducted within a specific social context. This is when a 

social literacies perspective comes in. 1 do not claim that all writing systems serve 

the same functions and purposes in all cultures, and I do not think that writing is a 

neutral skill that is the same in all languages. It is the cultural social context that 

gives all reading and writing practices and events meanings. In this part of 

discussion, 1 rely heavily on Street's work (1984, 1995) on social literacies. 

About this Study 

The purposes of this study are to discuss what writing is generally and 

specifically what Chinese writing is. In the discussion of alphabetic systems, I use 

English for examples and analyses because it has a large pool of language 

population and also because it is the only alphabetic language that I can read and 

write. Most studies about reading and writing have probably been done on the 

English language. In the discussion of Chinese, I use modem Mandarin (more 

specifically, modem Mandarin used in Taiwan) for examples and analyses. 

It might be a good idea to explain some terms used in this study. "Writing" 

and "written language" are two umbrella terms, and "writing system" has a more 

specific denotation. To use Coulmas' definitions (1989), "every writing system 

makes a selection of the linguistic units to be graphically represented (not language 
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specific)" (p. 38). So there are logographic writing systems, syllabic writing 

systems, and alphabetic writing systems. My use of "script" and "orthography" are 

even more specific and quite compatible with Coulmas' definitions. According to 

Coulmas (ibid.), scripts are the graphical instantiations of writing systems. With 

alphabetic writing system, there are the Roman alphabet, the Greek alphabet, or the 

Russian alphabet that may be used to represent different languages. Orthography is 

language specific, subject to historical change and geographical variation. 

Therefore, we have a British English orthography and an American English 

orthography. 

A final note concerns about the phonetic translation of Chinese characters and 

words. Pinyin system is used in this study, and a numeral will be added to indicate 

tones: 1 is the high even tone, 2 is the rising tone, 3 is the dip tone (falling and then 

rising), and 4 is the falling tone. When no numeral is added, the syllable has a 

neutral tone. For example, "language" is translated into yu3 yuan2. 

In Chapter 2,1 discuss what the evolutionary view of writing is, the problems 

with it, how it came to exist, and how it should be reconsidered. Chapter 3 will be 

a long chapter. By means of examining various terms for describing Chinese 

writing, 1 discuss some key properties of Chinese orthography. Then I explore the 

function and formation of Chinese characters. This is followed by a section about 

semantic-phonetic compound characters, the most representative of the 

contemporary Chinese characters. At the end of the chapter, 1 discuss Chinese 

word formation and explain how this writing system with a long history works in 
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modem times. In Chapter 4,1 discuss what writing is and is not, what makes 

writing possible, and the relationship between oral and written language. Then I 

list some properties that run through all writing systems. The last chapter is 

concerned with the reading and writing of Chinese. I also explore orthographic 

implications on the process of reading and writing different orthographies. Finally, 

1 discuss implications of this study for literacy practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE EVOLUTIONARY PROBLEM 

In Chapter 1,1 said that many problems in literacy research and education are 

directly or indirectly related to an evolutionary account of writing development. 

This chapter examines closely what this evolutionary view of writing is, how it came 

to exist, and what are the problems with it. 

What Is the Evolutionary View of Writing? 

What we write today is quite different from what our ancestors wrote thousands 

of years ago. How did the changes in writing happen? How are we going to 

explain the changes in writing that took place over the course of time? One of the 

ways is to view the changes as the results of a process of writing evolution. 

According to this evolutionary concept, changes in writing are improvements that 

result from constant attempts at making writing a better representation of oral 

language. From pictorial and iconic signs to word signs, syllabaries, consonantal 

writing, and fmally to the alphabetic system, writing succeeded in using fewer and 

fewer signs and representing the smallest unit of oral speech, phonemes. This 

provides a rather straightforward, if not over-simplified, account of writing history. 

As Coulmas (1989) observes, "The historical development from pictogram to 

alphabet has been described as a process of increasing abstractions of graphical 

signs concurrent with an advance in the analytic penetration of language" (p. 40). 
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The evolutionary view of writing development has the following three 

assumptions. 

1. The history of writing is a process of writing development that 
attempts to represent the smallest unit of sounds in oral speech. 

2. Each writing system is better than the system used before. 
3. Alphabetic writing is the pinnacle of writing evolution. 

These assumptions are quite evident in the literature and professional 

discussions about writing systems. The following is an example of comments that 

reflect an evolutionary attitude towards writing development. 

The symbols have changed over the past five thousand years; the images 
of objects (object symbols) have taken on an increasingly abstract form. 
The first step was the use of symbols to denote ideas as well as objects; they 
then came to represent a whole series of sounds (syllabic symbols) and, lastly, 
three thousand years ago, a single sound. 

This was the decisive stage, for it meant that the number of symbols 
could be drastically reduced to little more than twenty. Our modem writing 
can be traced back to this brilliant invention of the Phoenicians. (Sandberg, 
1965, Preface) 

Common in such comments is the idea of "Greek genius." The Greeks are 

given the credit for inventing the alphabetic system, with one written sign 

representing one sound, and then bringing down the number of written signs to a 

few dozens. Such invention is achieved only once in history, and the result is the 

highest cultural evolution. Alphabetic writing is considered such a breakthrough in 

writing evolution that the Greek inventors are worthy of the title of genius. 

In this evolutionary concept of writing, earlier changes and development of 
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different writings are considered attempts at representing the smallest unit of sound. 

This line of thinking explains why some changes are considered more important and 

significant than others. Changes that make writing closer to an alphabetic system 

are given more attention. For example, as I said in the last paragraph, the Greeks 

who invented the system of using one written sign to represent one phoneme are 

called genius. 

I will give one more example. The rebus principle of writing that is used in 

many early writings is also considered an important step in writing development. 

When a sign is used to write another word that has the same pronunciation but 

unrelated meaning, that is called rebus writing.'* It is like writing son, a more 

abstract idea, by writing the pictorial sign for sun- Rebus signs are then not 

pictorial or ideographic representations of the words, but phonological 

representations. This step of getting away from pictorial and ideographic writing 

attracts a lot of attention. The rebus principle is considered a big invention because 

it marks the beginning of phonological writing. 

In Harris' book (1986) The Origin of Writing, he discusses how historians of 

the development of writing distinguish between true writing and precursors of 

writing. He summarizes theories provided by Cohen, Gelb, Bloomfleld, Fevrier, 

and Diringer. These scholars use different names and criteria to characterize 

'' The same term '^bus" is also used to refer to the kind of early literacy instruction where new or 
unfamiliar words are replaced by pictures for the purpose of helping beginning readers to read. For 
example, the word scissors is replaced by the rebus in this sentence ''I use my new >s. to cut 
paper." 
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pictography and true writing, but unanimously they all say that rebus writing is the 

essential step to a phonological system. The rebus principle, they believe, is a 

special device that marks the initial separation between pictography and true writing. 

This emphasis on rebus writing is basic to the belief that true writing must represent 

oral language and the belief that the alphabet is the most advanced form of writing. 

With this in mind, it is not a coincidence that classical theories of the origin of 

writing by Cohen (1958), Gelb (1963), and Diringer (1968) all treat the history of 

writing as a process towards the achievement of a detailed representation of the oral 

language (Olson, 1994). 

On the contrary, another principle of writing called determinative does not 

receive the same degree of attention. Determinative is a an unpronounced mark 

that suggests the semantic field of words. For example, in Egyptian writing, the 

words for "thirst" and "little goat" are written the same. To distinguish them, the 

first word is supplemented with a determinative sign which shows a man holding a 

hand to his mouth, and the second word with the sign of a little goat (Coulmas, 

1989). The ancient Egyptian writing system uses both rebus signs and 

determinatives along with word signs. While the rebus principle is considered an 

advancement in writing development, the use of determinative signs is interpreted as 

a regression. 

In written Chinese, phonetic components in semantic-phonetic compound 

characters function like a rebus. They suggest that the compound character can be 

pronounced just like the phonetic itself. The other component in semantic-phonetic 
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compound characters, the semantic component, has the function of a determinative. 

They provide a clue to the meaning. In the case of Chinese characters, it is also the 

phonetics that attract the most attention in Chinese reading process research. The 

existence of pronunciation-suggesting elements (i.e., phonetic components) in 

Chinese characters is even taken as an evidence to support the idea that Chinese 

writing is on its way to becoming a phonographic writing. 

The influence of this evolutionary view of writing is widespread. First of all, 

the alphabet is considered the best and most efficient system towards which all 

writing systems must progress. Non-alphabetic writing systems are seen as less 

advanced than alphabetic systems. At the end of the Second World War, General 

MacArthur, commander of the allied forces, was advised by a panel of American 

educators to revise the educational system in Japan. "They called especially for the 

abolition of the 'Chinese-derived ideograms,' since otherwise Japan could never 

hope to achieve technological parity with the West" (Gaur, 1995, p. 24). The fact 

is that Japan still uses Chinese characters in their mixed writing system, and Japan 

has obviously reached this parity with the West. 

Moreover, there have been theories that claim cognitive advantages of being 

literate in the alphabet. For example. Goody and Watt (1963) first suggest that 

logic is a by-product of the Greek invention of the alphabet (Olson, 1996). They 

argue that the written representation of oral speech provide a means for readers to 

think about the linguistic and logical features of the speech. "The invention of 

logic was an important step in the evolution of that formal mode of thought we 
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dignify by the term scientific" Olson explains (1996, p. 141). Although this line of 

argument has been widely criticized, the point is that the perception of the alphabet 

as the best form of writing and a representation of speech has triggered biases and 

unjustified accounts of literacy. 

The impact of the evolutionary concept of writing development on literacy 

pracfrce is fe/f a/most all over die globe. Alphabetic superiority associated with 

this evolutionary view is evident in both the West and East. Harris (1986) observes 

that "The alphabetic bias is, unfortunately, virtually endemic in Western education, 

where children are taught 'correct pronunciation' by being presented with alphabetic 

writing and required to 'read it aloud'" (p. 40). In China and Taiwan, school 

children learn the alphabetic spelling of Chinese characters (Pinyin and Zhuyin 

Fuhao, respectively) before reading and writing real characters. The simplicity 

(arguable simplicity, to be sure) of the alphabet with one written graph representing 

one sound has fascinated so many that literacy practice is led by this notion. Truth 

about how all languages, oral and written, work and how children leam languages 

has been overwhelmed by this evolutionary view of writing. 

In what follows, I first address some possible factors explaining the existence 

of the evolutionary account of writing. Then I try to challenge this evolutionary 

account of writing from both linguistic and historical perspectives. 

How Did the Evolutionary View of Writing Come to Exist? 

Some of the problems I described about the evolutionary view of writing 
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simply come &om ignorance about non-alphabetic writing systems and have nothing 

to do with reality. Others come from an ethnocentric attitude that sees non-

alphabetic writings as mferior. I explain this in several ways. 

Ignorance About How Written Chinese and 

Other Non-Alphabetic Writings Work 

It is not a coincidence that the few people who make objective and non-

evolutionary accounts of Chinese writing are linguists who did linguistic studies of 

the Chinese language. Both Michael Halliday and Geof&ey Sampson, two of the 

best examples, studied Chinese linguistics. Many scholars who commented on the 

Chinese writing system did not study the Chinese language themselves. In 

research reports, many comments about Chinese literacy do not indicate sources of 

reference, and there is no telling where these comments come from. In her 

discussion about the orthographic effects on reading acquisition, Gleitman (1983) 

writes ''Thus we should expect, as some commentators hold to be the fact, that even 

adult Chinese scholars read with a dictionary beside them, for they have failed to 

acquire many needed characters despite long years of schooling" (p. 31). I would 

like to know who these commentators are! What evidence did Edward Fry have 

when he reported at the IRA conference that Chinese non-alphabetic writing was 

responsible for the low literacy rates in China? At the least, this repeating of 

misconceptions without support constitutes bad scholarship. 

What sometimes happened was that Western researchers consulted native 
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Chinese speakers to collect data, test or confirm their hypotheses. This is 

problematic in many ways. First of all, not all native Chinese speakers are 

knowledgeable about every aspect of the language (e.g., the writing system, the 

history of Chinese, the uses of Chinese writing, the relationship between spoken and 

oral Chinese, and so on). Native speakers speak the language, but that is not the 

same as speaking about the language metalinguistically. Furthermore, it is not 

unusual that there are myths and misconceptions about the Chinese written language 

among native Chinese speakers. Myths beget myths, and reports about the Chinese 

written language by native Chinese speakers often fall into the Western researchers' 

own interpretation. 

Ruropean Fthnocentrism 

In the introduction of his book Writing Systems: A Linguistic Introduction 

(1986), Sampson writes that many books about writing still concentrate on the 

physical appearances of the scripts instead of the formal linguistic relationships and 

structures. These books are also "ethnocentric, in that they place our own writing 

system and those related to it firmly in the focus of their view, allotting to relatively 

'alien' systems a treatment which is at best cursory and, in some cases, full of 

factual errors" (p. 12). The evolutionary view of writing is a product of this 

ethnocentric approach to language study, which has placed the alphabet at the center 

and judged other languages accordingly. 

Harris (1986) also has a succinct account of this problem with regard to 
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classifications of different writing systems. Harris writes that Semitic script, which 

has signs for consonants only, is seen as a kind of "graphological freak" (p. 36) 

because it is neither alphabetic nor syllabic. A true alphabetic system contains 

letters for vowels as well as letters for consonants; a true syllabic system is 

understood on the analogy of a true alphabet and must somehow accommodate 

vowels. Harris explains that this account fails totally to take into consideration the 

fact that to include signs for vowels or not depends on the phonological structure of 

the language concerned. The reason why Semitic writing does not have signs for 

vowels is the same as the reason why some alphabets do not have different signs 

for voiced and voiceless consonants. Harris adds: 

More important still for our present purpose is the fact that the distinction 
between alphabetic and syllabic writing is drawn in such a way as to define the 
latter in terms of the former, thus reversing the actual historical sequence of 
development. This reversal akeady prejudges in various subtie ways a number 
of questions about the origin of writing. It is as if, retrospectively, evolution 
could be seen to have been gradually woiking towards the creation of an 'ideal' 
alphabet as its long-term goal. (p. 37) 

This European ethnocentric approach to writing fails to consider how non-

alphabetic systems, like written Chinese, have served the functions and purposes of 

language users in the same ways the alphabetic systems do. In its three to four 

thousand years of use, written Chinese has undergone only minor adjustments, and 

there is no sign that it will be replaced by the alphabet. 



40 

Over-Fmphasis on Oral Language 

Linguists before the twentieth century used to pay more attention to written 

language than oral language. It is probably because the written records could be 

used for more formal purposes like divinity, administration, education, and business, 

and written records could be preserved ahnost permanently. Then early in the 

twentieth century, structural linguists like Bloomfield and Saussure shifted the 

emphasis of the study of linguistics from written to oral language. Bloomfield 

(1933) argues that speech is language and writing should be seen as "a way of 

recording speech" (p. 21). Saussure (1983) also writes, 

A language and its written form constitute two separate systems of signs. The 
sole reason for the existence of the latter is to represent the former. The object 
of study in linguistics is not a combination of the written word and the spoken 
word. The spoken word alone constitutes that object, (pp. 24-5) 

As a result, in most of the twentieth century, linguistics almost wholly ignored 

writing (Sampson, 1986). 

Why did this shift from a focus on written language to making oral language 

prominent happen? Sampson (1986) provides two explanations. First, before the 

twentieth century and even more so before the nineteenth century, scholars tended to 

approach the questions of language with an evaluative attitude, trying to identify 

good usage and eliminate errors. Naturally written langtiage would be the focus of 

study because it is in writing that people present their best knowledge of language, 

often after some editing and revising. Second, until the introduction of synchronic 
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linguistic analysis that occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century, scholars 

studied contemporary language forms with a view of their historical etymology. 

This again shifted the attention to written language because writing tends to be more 

stable and conservative than oral language (p. 12). 

The shift of language study from writing to speech can also be explained by 

some other factors. From a biological perspective, speech differentiates humans 

from animals. Writing, on the other hand, is a cultural product. Speech is innate, 

and writing is acquired. This line of thought, still popular today, elevates speech to 

the center of linguistics study. From a phylogenic perspective, it is observed that 

all human societies have oral language(s), but even today there are still some 

societies that do not use writing, hi other words, writing appears later than speech 

in human history. From an ontogenic perspective, it is observed that children in 

literate societies generally learn to speak first before they are able to use written 

language, and some people never learn to read and write. In other words, writing 

appears later than speech in an individual's history. Therefore, oral language 

assumes its primacy and written language is considered secondary and peripheral. 

Another evidence to the alleged supremacy of speech over writing is subtly 

hidden in the choice of linguistic terms. Linguists often reserve the term 

"language" for oral speech only, and written language is called 'Svriting." Does it 

suggest writing is not language? In his book The Writing Systems of the World 

(1989), Coulmas says the neglect of writing is utterly unsatisfactory and 

counterproductive. Then he writes that in his book he would describe major 
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options of writing systems so that people would understand how language and 

writing relate to each other. His use of language is ironically reserved for oral 

language only! 

Goodman (1996a) has a similar observation. The example he gives is "sound-

symbol correspondence" (p. 11). This term implies that oral sounds are not 

symbols while written letters are. The assumption behind this term is that written 

language is only a way of recording speech, which is the ''real language." 

An extreme form of over-emphasis on oral language has been the argument that 

when reading, readers have to transform visual information into phonological 

information because human brains process sound better, which is the primary form 

of human communication. The process of transforming visual input into 

phonological information in reading is called phonological recoding, and there is 

plenty of literature on the role of phonological recoding in reading. (See, for 

example, Perfetti, 1985; Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989.) Within the phonological 

recoding framework, writing systems that have simple graph-sound relationships are 

considered better than those in which such relationships are more complex. 

Alphabetic writing systems with greater correspondence between oral and written 

symbols are then considered easier to read and write. This is exactly the message 

Edward Fry sent to his audience when he made the comment about the low literacy 

rates in China. 

When writing is considered secondary and a representation of oral language, it 

follows that people would want writing to have an accurate representation of oral 
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language. With regard to teaching children to read and write, phonics based 

curriculum is, therefore, favored. The over-emphasis on oral language over written 

language explains why the phonics approach in literacy education is supported by 

educators and researchers. 

This line of argiunent can not account for the wide divergences between the 

oral and written expressions in ancient Chinese and contemporary Arabic. As for 

English, Sampson (1986) says written English and oral English are "closely-related 

dialects" (p. 27). The truth is that the relationships between written and oral 

language are complex. 1 discuss this in greater depth in Chapter 4. 

A Posteriori Mistake 

Another factor that causes biases against Chinese and other non-alphabetic 

writings has to do with how some people define written language. Problems result 

when people define written language as what written language is today, instead of 

looking at how written language came to be what it is today. I call this a 

"posteriori mistake." 

It is true that today there are more alphabetic than non-alphabetic writing 

systems. It is also true that in history there are only instances of non-alphabetic 

writings becoming alphabetic but not the other way around. Drawn fh)m these 

facts, an over-simplified conclusion is made: the alphabet is the ideal system that all 

writing systems must progress toward. Gaur (1984) calls this a "Platonic idea" (p. 

7). Earlier in this chapter I discussed the problems of classifying and evaluating 
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the Semitic consonantal writing system according to the parameters of an alphabet. 

Harris (1986) calls this a problem of reversing the actual historical sequence of 

writing development. In other words, it is a problem of defining the syllabic 

writing according to the alphabetic writing. This is an example of a posteriori 

mistake. 

For another example, writings of some non-European traditional cultures are 

often not considered writing. Picture-writing of the Native Americans is a case in 

point. Such a view involves a definition of writing that is based on writing systems 

of today. For some linguists and scholars, writing, by definition, has to represent 

oral speech at a certain linguistic level (word, syllable, or phoneme), and they use 

this definition to judge earlier writings. Picture-writing, according to this 

definition, is not to be considered writing. However, picture-writing is an effective 

communicational tool in some cultures just like modem writing is for us today. 

Even today picture writing has its place in human communication. In certain 

circumstances (e.g., road signs), icons and pictures work better than words and 

sentences. Why do some linguists insist on a representational relationship between 

speech and writing as part of the definition of writing? Again, this can be 

explained by the over-emphasis on and primacy of oral language over written 

language. The way some scholars interpret earlier writings by the standards of 

modem writing is the kind of mistake that I warn of in historical study. 
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Belief in the Superiority of the Internal 

Linguistic Structure of the Alphabet 

On the Darwinian evolution framework, later inventions are always viewed as 

better and more fitting for survival. In the case of writing evolution, alphabetic 

writings are the best and most efficient systems. With only a little more than 

twenty signs (26, in English), all sounds can be represented. The alphabet makes 

possible the complete representation of speech, and this representation is based on a 

one-sound-one-graph basis. Whatever is said can be written down. Syllabaries 

do not have such "basic" representation like the alphabet. In syllabic writings, the 

number of signs is much higher. In logographic writings like Chinese, there could 

be tens of thousands of signs. Therefore, it is said that the alphabet has the best 

structure for representing oral language. 

A direct descendant of this belief in the superiority of the internal linguistic 

structure of the alphabet is the line of thought represented by Goody and Watt (1963) 

as I described earlier. They claim that logic and the mode of thought that is called 

scientific are a by-product of the Greek invention of the alphabet. 

Another work representing this line of thought is Logan's book The Alphabet 

Effect (1986). He discusses how alphabetic writing has an impact on modem 

science. He explains that 'Rising the alphabet... entails the ability to: 1) code and 

decode, 2) convert auditory signals or sounds into visual signs, 3) think deductively, 

4) classify information, and 5) order words through the process of alphabetization" 

(p. 21). "The alphabetic writing system consists of standardized, repeatable 
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elements from which words are composed. The system therefore provides a model 

for standardized components and hence the standardized weights and measures that 

contributed to the development of Western science" (p. 57). Logan apparently 

does not know that the Chinese had standard weight and measures about two 

thousands years ago at the Qin period. Logan continues with his line of reasoning: 

"The linking together of standardized repeatable elements to form words also 

enables the alphabet to serve as a paradigm for deductive logic in which ideas or 

statements are linked together to form arguments" (p. 57). He also believes that the 

alphabetic writing system promotes abstract thinking because the use of the alphabet 

Involves a double level of abstraction. Spoken words are first broken into 

phonemes and then the phonemes are represented by the letters of the alphabet (p. 

104). 

Scribner and Cole's (1981) study of the influences of Vai literacy in Liberia has 

been widely cited as a criticism of this line of thought in question. They found that 

being literate in Vai has less influence on cognitive performances than schooling. 

Their study shows that cognitive processes are so complex that no one single 

technology could cause the presence or absence of them. 

Harris' (1986) argument is that just because the alphabet provides a readily 

available model to account for the representation problem between oral and written 

language (i.e., one-on-one representation) does not make the alphabet a better 

writing system. "To assume straightaway that an English spoken word such as bat 

consists of just three 'individual sounds' because its written form comprises just 
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three letters is simply to put the alphabet cart before the phonetic horse" (p. 38). 

The fact is that we have yet to find a writing with straightforward one-on-one 

representation between sounds and letters. 

In summary, the evolutionary view holds that alphabetic writing systems are 

better than logographic or syllabic writing systems. With only a little more than 

twenty signs, according to this view, the alphabet can write all the sounds of the 

spoken language. It is easier to use and learn. As a result, non-alphabetic writing 

systems should be replaced by the more advanced alphabetic systems. 

Reconsidering the Evolutionary View of Writing 

Several scholars have addressed the problems with the evolutionary view of 

writing development and the ethnocentric attitude towards writing. They argue 

from both historical and linguistic perspectives. 1 list arguments and research that 

point to the fallacy of the evolutionary view of writing. 

There Are All Types of Signs at the Beginning of Writing 

The evolutionary view of writing believes that writing started with pictorial 

drawings. Then the rebus principle was invented and phonetic signs were used. 

Finally Greek geniuses invented the alphabet with detailed phonetization, with signs 

for vowels and consonants. The concept of writing evolution from picture to 

mixed writing of picture and phonetic signs and finally to alphabetic system can be 

challenged by the notion that in early writings there existed phonetic signs akeady. 
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Michalowski's work on early Mesopotamian writings represents this line of 

argument. He believes that human writing was invented only four times in history: 

in Sumer, in Egypt, in China, and in Mesoamerica (Michalowski, 1994). All other 

writing systems were derived and developed from these four writings through 

borrowing, adapting, or influence. There are, he argues, many features that these 

four writings share, 'in brief: they all consist of a combination of word signs 

(logograms), syllable signs, and ideograms, that is, 'silent,' unpronounced semantic 

Classifiers" (p. 53). In the example of writing in Sumer, he states. 

It must be stressed, however, that the system never went through a purely 
pictographic stage, that the rebus principle played no part at all in the structural 
development of cuneiform. Moreover, the earliest Mesopotamian writings 
include phonetic elements, so one cannot conclude that this was a later 
development, (p. 55) 

Michalowski also references the research of the Soviet archaeologist and 

specialist on language decipherment Yuri Knorozov. Michalowski writes that 

"what he [Yuri Knorozov] called the hieroglyphic writing of the Egyptians, 

Sumerians, Chinese, Hittites, and other peoples contained phonetic elements almost 

from the moment of origin" (p, 52). 

This is where the historical study of writing plays a part in examining the 

evolutionary concept of writing development. There are probably disagreements 

among historians and archaeologists on whether there are prehistory or precursors to 

the four early writings and how the early signs are deciphered. Therefore, I admit 

that I risk the danger of choosing the aspects of writing that are relevant to my 
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argument, a mistake I warn of and accuse the evolutionary followers. However, 

the work of Michalowski is solid and robust and should not be ignored. 

[.anguage Development as a Process of Borrowing and Adapting 

In David Olson's (1994) work on the cognitive implications of literacy, he has 

an illuminating account of the history of writing. His main argument is that writing 

is never initially an attempt at linguistic representation. On the contrary, through 

writing, people begin to hear the sounds in oral speech. When the Sumerian 

logographic writing was borrowed to write Akkadian, a Semitic language, the 

Sumerian logographic signs were used to represent Akkadian syllables, and the 

original Sumerian meanings were ignored. This, Olson argues, is probably the first 

time speech is heard as a string of separable syllables. 

The direct precursor of the Greek alphabet is generally believed to be 

Phoenician writing, which is a Semitic writing system. In Semitic writing systems 

(like today's Arabic and Hebrew), vowels give only granmiatical information, and 

are generally not written. Greek, however, is an Indo-European language, and 

vowels in Greek carry morphemic information. When Phoenician was borrowed to 

write Greek, new signs had to be set aside to represent vowel sounds. At this point 

Greek had signs for both consonants and vowels, and an alphabet was bom. Olson 

puts it quite well: 

Subsequent developments which gave rise, eventually, to the alphabet may be 
traced in large part to the consequences of borrowing. A shift in what a 
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script "represents" is a consequence of adapting a script to a language other 
than that for which it was originally developed, an activity that led logographs 
to be taken as representations of syllables and later for syllables to be taken as 
representations of phonemes, (p. 80) 

In summary, writing was not initially designed to represent oral speech, 

because to do that the inventor had to have a sense of the phonological structure of 

speech. Early evidence of writing does not show this knowledge. For example, 

"thiee sheep" is represented by three tokens, one for each sheep, not two tokens, one 

for each word (Olson, 1996). The development of writing is not an attempt to 

write the smallest unit of speech, but a process of borrowing and adapting. From 

this perspective, we can say that the belief of the alphabet as the fmal product of the 

writing evolution is not justified. 

The Choice of a Writing Svstem Has to Do With the 

Internal Structural Features of Oral l anguage 

The alphabetic system works fine for English that has comparatively more 

complex syllables beyond the simple C-V structure. There can be as many as three 

consonants at the beginning of a syllable, like in the word street. Consonant 

clusters at the end of the syllable are also very common in English, like in the word 

asked. The syllabic system will not work out for English, because too many 

different syllabic signs are needed to represent the large number of different possible 

syllables in oral English. Another problem concerns the separation of syllables in 

English words. For example, it is not clear whether the word symptom should be 
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represented by symp syllable plus torn syllable, or sym syllable plus ptom syllable. 

However, the syllabic system works well for Japanese, which has only open 

syllables. The logographic system is a good fit for oral Chinese that has a large 

number of homophones. If Chinese is written alphabetically or syllabically, there 

will be no visual distinctiveness cues to resolve homophone ambigiuties. 

Any oral language can be represented by all different writing systems and 

scripts, but only some of them are optimal choices. The internal structure of the 

oral language is one of the many factors in the choice of a writing system. Other 

important factors include the political, historical, ideological, and socio-cultural 

forces in the language conununity. Both the Vietnamese and the Korean borrowed 

Chinese writing to represent the languages they spoke. This is because China at 

that time was the economy, culture, and civilization center in the Orient. Later 

Chinese writing was abandoned in favor of the alphabet because the languages the 

Vietnamese and the Korean spoke were linguistically quite different from oral 

Chinese. The alphabetic writing principle is good for some oral languages, but not 

all. The Chinese writing system has remained the same in principle for thousands 

of years because it works well for the Chinese speaking people. Any writing 

system is good as long as it meets the langtiage users' needs for having a written 

language. 

What Is Next in the Fvolution Line? 

An evolutionary account implies an ever-changing state. Newer and better 
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developments will replace the less efficient and ill-fitting old-timers. In the case of 

writing, what would be the next system in the evolution? Earliest documents of 

Sumerian cuneiform writing are reported to have existed about 3000 BC (Couimas, 

1989). Around the midpoint of that earliest evidence of Sumerian writing and the 

writing of today came the Greek alphabetic writing. "The "final' transition from 

consonantal to alphabetic writing occurred, uniquely in the history of the world, 

when the Semitic script was adapted to a non-Semitic language, Greek. The 

application ... occurred about 750 BC," writes Olson (1994, p. 84). It indeed is 

the final development of writing. The alphabetic system has been in use since then. 

In other words, there is no reform beyond the alphabet in almost three thousand 

years, and we are unable to answer the question of what the next development in 

writing will be. 

Jenson (1969) says there are only two possible directions of writing 

development. One is greater accuracy in the representation of oral sound, and the 

other is further simplification of letter-signs. Neither of these two possible 

developments is a reform in the principle of writing. 

The evolutionary account cannot explain why the Chinese logographic system 

is still in use today. The Chinese people have been using the Chinese writing 

system for more than three thousand years. It is the longest continually used 

writing. Although ancient Chinese writing is slightly different from modem 

written Chinese, with some training people today can read ancient Chinese texts. 

In the early twentieth century, China tried to replace the Chinese writing with an 
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alphabetic system, but it never succeeded. Why should the logographic writing be 

replaced when it has worked so well for thousands of years? 

The evolutionary concept of writing development cannot explain why a 

logographic system works better than the alphabet for the Chinese people. Neither 

can it explain why there is no further development after the invention of the alphabet 

almost three thousand years ago. I suggest that people think from the perspective 

that the choice of a writing system has to do with the linguistic structure of oral 

language, along with political, socio-cultural, ideological, historical, and economical 

considerations. The Chinese logographic writing system is a good choice for oral 

Chinese just like the alphabetic writing system is a good choice for Indo-European 

languages. This perspective explains why Chinese writing is continually used and 

why there is no change in writing principle beyond the alphabet. 

In this chapter I discuss what the evolutionary view of writing is, factors that 

contribute to its existence, the problems with it, and some ways to reconsider the 

writing evolution concept. In Chapter 4 I will discuss what writing is and is not, 

but before that, in Chapter 3,1 describe how Chinese writing works. A study of 

Chinese writing enhances and supports the arguments I make against the 

evolutionary view of writing, and provides the background knowledge needed in the 

discussion in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE CHINESE WRITING SYSTEM 

This chapter focuses specifically on how the Chinese writing system works for 

Chinese speakers. In order to achieve this purpose, I describe Chinese orthography 

in detail. However, I do not intend to explore all aspects of the Chinese written 

language. For example, it is beyond the scope of the current study to discuss 

Chinese syntax or semantics, except as they shape the writing system. 

It is generally believed that the first evidence of Chinese writing dates back to 

the Shang dynasty (1766-1122 BC). However, it is possible that writing was 

practiced long before Shang because early writing materials, possibly wood and 

bamboo plates, simply did not survive (Coulmas, 1989). By late Shang dynasty, 

the Chinese script was already a fully developed writing system G^orman, 1988; 

Gaur, 1984). Inscriptions for divinity purposes were made on oracle bones or 

tortoise shell. Ample physical examples still exist, but many are not completely 

deciphered yet. 

Over the next three to four thousand years, the same writing system has been in 

use with slight modification and some stylization. With a little training (which is 

provided in the secondary school Chinese class), Chinese people can read texts 

written thousands of years ago. Pronunciations of characters and words have 

changed during the long history of China, and so do many other aspects of the 

written language. For example, punctuation marks were not used until the late 
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nineteenth century. Ancient texts are written vertically from right to left, but 

currently Chinese texts are written either vertically from right to left or horizontally 

from right to left or left to right. On the computer and word processor, there are 

many different Chinese fonts to choose, just like English has many different fonts. 

The Chinese language (more specifically, oral Chinese) is better understood as 

a language family that includes many dialects that are mutually unintelligible. 

More than two-thirds of the population in China speak some variation of Mandarin 

(Wang, 1973). Besides Mandarin, there are six other major dialect groups: Wu, 

Yue, Gan, Min, Xiang, and Kejia. There is only one version of written Chinese, 

which can be read across all different dialects. However, in mainland China, 

simplified characters are used. Traditional full-form characters are still used in 

Taiwan. 

What's All in a Name 

Before 1 get into the discussion of the Chinese orthography, it is worthwhile to 

first investigate how the Chinese written language has been labeled differently by 

different scholars. DeFrancis (1984) has a similar discussion in his book The 

Chinese Language: Facts and Fantasy (pp. 71 -73, 87-88). I rely on his analysis 

and add my own synthesis. Figure 1 is a list of different terms used to label 

Chinese writing or Chinese characters. 
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1. Sinograph Rogers, 1979 
2. Pictograph / Pictogram 
3. Ideograph / Ideogram Saussure, 1983 
4. Logograph / Logogram Sampson, 1985; Taylor & Olson, 1995; 

Goody, 1987; Halliday, 1985; Henderson, 
1982 

5. Lexigraphic DuPonceau, 1838; Boodberg, 1937 
6. Morphemic Kratochvil, 1968 
7. Morphographic Cheng, 1980 
8. Logo-syllabic Gelb, 1963; Goody, 1987 
9. Word-syllabic Bloomfield, 1944; Gelb, 1973 
10. Morphosyllabic DeFrancis, 1984 
11. Morpheme-syllable Hoosain, 1991; Chao, 1968a 
12. Morphophonological Perfetti & Zhang, 1995b 
13. Phonosemantic Pelliot, 1936; Cohen, 1958 
14. Ideophonographic Bunakov, 1940; Cohen, 1958 
15. Phonoideogram Krykov, 1980 
16. Syllabogram Cohen, 1958 
17. Syllabo-phonogram Cohen, 1958 
18. Syllabic Phonogram Cohen, 1958 

Figure 1. Different Terms for the Chinese Writing System 

Rogers' "sinograph" (1) is used as a synonym to "Chinese character." Both 

"pictograph/pictogram" (2) and "ideograph/ideogram" (3) are widely used, and later 

I explain why they are not appropriate terms. "Logograph" (4) is also widely used, 

but among scholars who choose to use this term, there are differences in what they 

believe that a Chinese character represents. To some, a Chinese character 

represents a word. In Greek, logos means "word." In this sense, "lexigraphic" (5) 

is a synonym to logographic, DeFrancis explains. To others, a Chinese character 

represents a morpheme, the smallest meaning unit. In this sense, "morphemic" (6) 

and "morphographic" (7) are synonyms to logographic. However, no matter what 
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these scholars believe a Chinese character represents, "the supporters of 

'logographic,' iexigraphic,' 'morphemic,' and 'morphographic' are united in 

opposition to the 'ideographic' interpretation" (p. 73). The five terms from (8) to 

(12) (logo-syllabic, word-syllabic, morphosyllabic, morpheme-syllable, and 

morphophonological) all emphasize the word/morpheme concept plus the fact that 

each Chinese character is always one syllable. The three terms from (13) to (15) 

(phonosemantic, ideophonographic, and phonoideogram) emphasize both the 

phonetic and the semantic components in the semantic-phonetic compound 

characters which account for about 90% of modem Chinese characters. The three 

terms used by Cohen from (16) to (18) (syllabogram, syllabo-phonogram, and 

syllabic phonogram) are also based on the large group of semantic-phonetic 

compound characters, but with a little emphasis on the phonetic aspect. 

I do not intend to discuss these terms one by one and explain whether they are 

appropriate or not. The purpose of listing these terms here is to show, first, that 

Chinese writing is so unique that different terms have been suggested and used to try 

to capture the essence of it. Second, scholars are far from achieving at an agreed-

upon term for Chinese writing. Finally, I want to show that some of the terms (like 

picture writing and ideograph) are not appropriate at all. They reflect the influence 

of an ethnocentric attitude towards non-alphabetic writing. I will explain why this 

is so. 

Many of the earliest Chinese characters are pictographs. These pictographs 

account for about 5% of modem Chinese characters (Martin, 1972). This system 
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of production ended a long time ago. Moreover, these pictographs are already so 

conventionalized and stylized that only those who have learned these pictographs 

1 once showed this character (the modem version) to my American classmates and 

asked them to guess what animal it represented. Nobody could guess correctly. I 

can also confidently say that to Chinese-speaking children who do not know this 

character, it does not look like a tiger either. The meaning of is not transparent, 

and only looks like a tiger, with the help of some imagination, to those who 

pictograph. It is, therefore, no longer appropriate to call Chinese writing a 

pictographic system. 

The term "ideograph" is quite widely used to describe Chinese writing, 

particularly by the Japanese. Some people use it because they do not have a better 

term; some use it out of habit; still some others use it because that is what other 

people use. Sometimes "ideograph" is intentionally used in order to avoid the term 

"logograph" because the latter could lead to the misconception of Chinese characters 

as logos, like business logos. I would argue here that the term "ideograph" is not 

appropriate either. To call Chinese writing ideographic is wrong for two reasons. 

I will call the first reason factual, and the second conceptual. 

For the factual reason, I need to point out that 90% of the characters used today 

are formed on the semantic-phonetic compound principle (Karlgren, 1923). That 

before know what they represent. For example. 'tiger' is now written 

know that it was written like before, or to those who know that is a 
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means a maximum of 10% of total Chinese characters are true ideographs—written 

signs that represent meaning directly without any connection with speech sounds— 

according to the common dictionary definition of ideograph or ideogram. For 

example, in Webster's Third International Dictionary of the English Language, 

ideogram is detined as "a picture, a conventionalized picture, or a symbol that 

symbolizes a thing or an idea but not a particular word or phrase for it." The 

second defmition speaks directly to the use of the word ideogram in a written 

language: "a symbol or group of symbols that as used in the writing of a particular 

language represents usu. a particular morpheme, word, or phrase but without 

providing separate phonetic representation of the individual phonemes or syllables 

composing the morpheme, word, or phrase." 

Since pictographic characters are conventionalized and stylized, as I discuss 

earlier, and ideographic characters are often culturally specific, their meanings are 

not really transparent. The point 1 want to emphasize is that the majority of 

Chinese characters are not formed simply on an ideographic principle. The use of 

a semantic component plus a phonetic component is the most productive way of 

character formation, and this principle is a special technique that Chinese speaking 

people invented and continue to use to write Chinese. 

Halliday (198Sb) also makes a clear point that Chinese characters are 

logograms, not ideographic units. Characters that look alike do not necessarily 

have close meanings, and synonyms do not necessarily have graphic similarities 

among themselves either. Sampson (198S) makes a similar point by explaining 
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that Chinese characters do not signify thoughts more directly than English or any 

other writings. Characters are not representations of'ihings." There are 

characters of different pronunciations and etymological origins but the same 

meaning. For example, Chinese has four characters for "red": |lE hong2, # chi4, 

danl, and ^ zhul. If Chinese characters are ideographic signs, all the 

characters for "red" would look similar. 

1 have just discussed the first reason (the factual reason) why ideograph is not a 

suitable term to describe the Chinese writing system. For the second reason (the 

conceptual reason), ideograph is not a proper term because it reflects a dominant 

ethnocentric conceptual structure that puts the alphabet at the center. In this 

conceptual structure, writing systems are either alphabet or non-alphabet. The term 

ideograph is used as opposed to alphabet, based on a simple dichotomy: scripts that 

do not represent sound must represent meaning directly. This line of thought is 

questionable because all writing systems are representations of meaning. Both 

Chinese characters and English words have what Goodman calls "meaning 

potential" (1996a). 

Japanese writing is a mixed system. It utilizes both syllabic signs and Chinese 

characters. Japanese linguists tend to call Chinese characters ideographic, and this, 

1 think, is quite explainable. In comparison to syllabic kana, Chinese characters are 

considered ideographs because they represent meanings without encoding sound. 

Besides, the same Chinese character can be used to represent different words of 

same or similar meaning, no matter whether these words are borrowed from Chinese 
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or of native Japanese origin. They can also be read orally as Japanese words or 

modified Chinese words. Chinese characters, then, stand for meaning. Therefore, 

the term ideograph is quite popular because it is a good contrast to syllabic kana 

which is a phonetic system. 

I am not particularly concerned with the exact use of terminology for 

describing Chinese. What concerns me is the perspective behind the use of 

ideograph. Harris (1986) points out that if we look carefully at the terminology 

used to describe different writing systems, we will find that distinctions among 

languages are recognized and based on an opposition between alphabetic and non-

alphabetic signs. He says this "conceptual structure reflects the ethnocentric bias 

of a European approach to non-European languages" (p. 37). Categorizing writing 

systems as either alphabetic or non-alphabetic biases our ability to study and 

appreciate the similarities and differences of different writing systems. 

No matter what I have to say about the term ideograph, its use in connection 

with Chinese writing is actually quite widespread. 1 have no control over how 

people are going to call the Chinese writing system, and there is not much that I can 

do to correct them. What I want to react to are the biases against non-alphabetic 

languages that many people are not even aware of. A study about the nature of 

writing and Chinese writing in specific is needed to correct the biases. 

For the current study, I use the term logograph. This term has also been 

rejected for various reasons. First, the prefix logo in logograph means "word," 

from Greek logos. This might cause a misconception that a Chinese character is a 
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word. Therefore I need to explain here that a Chinese character usually comes 

close to a morpheme, not a word, as I will discuss in more detail later. Another 

reason why the term logograph is avoided by some scholars is because of the 

confusion with the usual understanding of the term logo, as in business logo. 

Chinese characters are not like business logos at all. There is a system to character 

formation, and this system is an innovative invention of the Chinese people. This 

is what 1 discuss in the following section. 

The Chinese Orthography—What Is a Character 

Chinese texts are composed of characters, but what is a character? First of all, 

"character" is not a linguistic term. It is a conventional way of calling the Chinese 

written unit of which words, phrases, and sentences are composed. It is one of the 

concepts about Chinese writing that confuse many people. For non-Chinese 

readers, character is a concept that is not so easy to grasp at first. English does not 

have anything equivalent to Chinese character. 

Zi (^) is the Chinese translation of "character." I explain what a character is 

in two ways: function and formation. 

Function of Character 

As for the function of character, I discuss the relationship between character 

and morpheme, the relationship between character and syllable, and the relationship 
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between character and word. 

The Relationship Between Character and Morpheme 

A Chinese character generally conies close to a morpheme, the minimal 

meaning unit of language, although in some rare and marginal cases a morpheme 

can be composed of more than one character. For example, in polysyllabic 

morphemes like 'grape,' 'spider,'and 'lump,'each character 

within these items does not have a meaning of its own. Two characters together 

comprise a meaning. 

The Relationship Between Character and Syllable 

A character always represents one and only one syllable. This is why Chinese 

is described as a mono-syllabic language. Li and Thompson (1982) estimate that 

oral Chinese (more specifically, modem Mandarin) has about four hundred 

segmentally distinct syllables (or thirteen hundred, including tones). However, the 

number of characters in written Chinese is much higher than thirteen hundred. 

Therefore, the same syllable can be represented by different characters. The 

difference between Chinese and syllabic writing systems like Japanese kana is that 

in Chinese, the same syllable can be represented by different characters of different 

meanings (i.e., homophones). A syllable in Japanese, on the other hand, always 

corresponds to a specific graph, if it is written in their syllabaries, Hiragana or 

Katakana. 
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The Relationship Between Character and Word 

In classical Chinese, a character usually corresponds to a word. In modem 

Chinese, however, a word is usually composed of two or more characters. This is 

why modem Chinese words are described as getting more and more bi- and multi

syllabic (remember that a character always consists of only one syllable). This 

change is out of necessity. Since the sound system of Chinese has changed 

extensively from classical to modem Chinese, the use of more than one character in 

a word is to ensure the meaning. Also, by combining different characters to form 

words, speakers of Chinese have much more word-forming power to indicate things 

and concepts of the modem, fast-changing world. For example, what was called 

'pen' is now called 'hair pen' (brush pen) in order to differentiate from 

'atom pen' (ball-point-pen), "steel pen (pen), and 'lead pen' 

(pencil). 

In summary, "character" is a conventional term to refer to the individual 

Chinese graphs. It is not a sound unit, but a character is always equal to a syllable 

in oral Chinese. This is why several scholars in Figure 1 emphasize the syllabic 

nature of Chinese writing. A character is not a word, either. A word in modem 

Chinese is usually represented by two or more characters, each representing a 

syllable. Characters come close to morphemes, which are generally monosyllabic 

and homosyllabic, and should be better understood as a writing unit. To the 
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common literate Chinese people, however, character is a much more familiar term 

and easier concept than word or morpheme. That is because each character is 

visually independent and complete. They are separable elements in words and 

sentences. Furthermore, each character is always one syllable, which is the most 

salient Chinese oral language unit. 

Formation of Character 

As for the formation of character, 1 discuss six character formation principles 

and the recursive nature of characters. Many people think written Chinese is very 

difficult to leam because there are thousands of characters to memorize, but what 

they do not know is the fact that Chinese characters are composed of components 

which are further composed of strokes. There are only eight basic types of strokes. 

There can be one to several components in a character, and one to several sttokes in 

a component. In average, there are thirteen strokes in a full-form traditional 

Chinese character (Cheng & Chen, 1991). 

The formation of characters is principled. That means the way Chinese 

writers put components in a character follows certain principles. There are six 

ways to form a character. It is necessary to discuss those six principles here briefly 

in order to make some of the points that I bring up later clearer. 

PictQgraph 

These characters are derived from iconic representations of the objects they 
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stand for: 0 for 'sun,' for 'water,' for 'mountain.' It has to be 

understood that the few pictographs that are still in use today are highly stylized. 

The above three examples are now written 0, 7jc, and [ij, respectively. To a 

non-Chinese eye, they are not direct pictorial representations of the objects they 

depict, as many Western people falsely believe. 

Ideograph 

These are abstract representations of ideas which are difficult to be depicted by 

pictographs. For example, a dot above a line, -1- , signals the idea of'up.' A 

dot below a line, -7- , signals the idea of "down.' A pointer placed at the top of 

a tree, 5^, suggests the idea of 'top' or 'end.' A pointer placed at the bottom of a 

tree, suggests 'bottom' or 'root.' 

Cof^oined-Meaning 

Two components are put together, and they together suggest a new meaning for 

the composite character. For example, 0 'sun'and ^ 'moon'together suggest 

the meaning of 'bright' for the character Tfv means 'tree.' # with two trees 

becomes 'grove.' ^ with three trees means 'forest.' 

Semantic-Phonetic Compound 

A semantic-phonetic compound character usually has two components. One 
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is the semantic component, also called radical or signific, which suggests the 

semantic category of the character. Characters with the same radical often have 

related meanings. The other is the phonetic component, also called phonetic, 

which gives a clue to the possible pronunciation of the character. For example, ^ 

mal is the character meaning 'mother.' The left part, tc., is also a character by 

itself which means 'female.' It functions as a semantic radical and occurs in many 

characters, suggesting the semantic category of female. The right part, 0j, is the 

phonetic, which is also a character by itself with the pronunciation of ma3. The 

meaning of which is horse, is irrelevant here because only the phonological 

information is used in this character formation. The phonetic, however, is an 

integral part of the graphic information that is important in perceiving and reading 

Chinese. About 90% of the modem Chinese characters are of this compound 

category (Karlgren, 1923). 

Phonetic Borrowing 

The problem of representing abstract ideas and grammatical elements are 

overcome by borrowing a graph that is a homophone. This homophone works like 

a rebus, suggesting the pronunciation of the character in mind. For example, the 

syllable lai2 'to come' resembles in sound the syllable for a kind of wheat. The 

pictograph for the wheat was then used to represent the character for 'to come.' 
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Mutually Tnterpretive Symbols 

DeFrancis (1990) calls them "derived characters" (p. 79). A character is used 

to represent another of same or similar meaning. For example, the character for 

"music" yue4) is also used to represent the character for "pleasure" le-f) .  

The pronunciations are different. This principle is called "obscure" by Chao 

(1968b, p. 103), and "often ambiguous" by Gaur (1984, p. 81). 

Principle 5 and 6 are types of character construction based on character use; 1 

to 4 are based on the formation and composition of strokes and components. 

Principle 5 and 6 are involved in a very small number of characters. Principle 1 

constitutes only about 5% of the Chinese characters (Martin, 1972). The majority 

of the Chinese characters are semantic-phonetic compound characters. They are 

the most representative of the Chinese characters and the special invention of the 

Chinese-speaking people. 

The more significant and probably less understood concepts about the 

construction of Chinese characters are: (1) very often the semantic and phonetic 

components in semantic-phonetic compound characters are further composed of 

components, (2) the same component can appear repeatedly in different characters, 

and (3) components can be characters on their own. For example, shai4 'to 

expose in the sun' is composed of 0 ri4 'sun' and ® li4 'beautiful,' both of 

v/hich happen to be characters on their own. Q ri4 is also a component (a 
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semantic component, or radical) in many other characters: M xinl 'star,' ^ dan4, 

'dawn,' ^ zau2 'morning; early,' mmg2 'bright,' and # chunl 'spring,' to 

name just a few. Note that all these characters are semantically related to Q 

'sun.' Also note that B appears in different places within these characters: top, 

bottom, and left. M /'V is a component (a phonetic component) in M sha3 'to 

splash,' M 'a pair,' H li2 'black horse,' H li2 'Chinese oriole,' and //•/, 

a Chinese place and family name. Note that these characters are not all 

pronounced the same. They are different in tones. This phonetic component M 

(which is a character on its own) is further composed of and is 

composed of and ^ ^ is composed of ifa and ttl tt is 

composed of and . This is the recursive nature of Chinese characters 

(Huang & Wang, 1992). In Halliday's terms, Chinese is rich in textual meaning, 

by which he means the structure of the text gives meaning (1985a). In written 

Chinese, the composition of characters gives many meaning cues. 

A Close-Up Look at the Semantic-Phonetic Compound Characters 

There are usually two major components in a semantic-phonetic compound 

character. One is the phonetic component (called phonetic) which suggests the 

pronunciation of the character; the other is the semantic component (called radical or 

signific) which suggests the semantic category of the character. For example, all 
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the characters in Figure 2 are fish names. Each of them has this radical Tish,' 

which is also a character by itself. The other component in each character is 

the phonetic suggesting how the whole character can be pronounced. 

lis jingl "whale' = yu2 'fish' + jingl 'capital' 
M guil 'salmon' = yu2 'fish' + ^ guil "jade tablet' 

wei3 'tuna' = fe yu2 "fish' + ^ you3 'to have; to exist' 
shal 'shark' = shal 'sand' + yu2 "fish' 
man2 'eel' = & yu2 'fish' + ^ man4 'graceful' 

Figure 2. Fish Names Written in Chinese Characters 

Many misconceptions about the Chinese writing system are related to the lack 

of knowledge about this group of characters. In what follows, I discuss some of 

the features of the Chinese semantic-phonetic compound characters and try to clear 

some misconceptions. 

About the Radicals 

The number of radicals is limited. In Xu Shen's etymological dictionary 

Shuowen Jiezi which was complied about 120 AD, there are 540 radicals. In Kang 

xi dictionary which was compiled in 1716 AD, there are 214 radicals. The former 

is the first Chinese dictionary; the latter is considered the most comprehensive 

dictionary on which many modem dictionaries are based. Both still exist today. 

Radicals provide a principle for dictionary organization. Characters with the 

same radical are put together, and radicals are arranged according to the number of 
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strokes in them. Radicals suggest the semantic category of the character. 

Characters that have the same radicals are often related in meaning. As the 

examples in Figure 2 show, those characters with the fish radical are all fish names. 

What is tricky here is that although radicals mostly appear on the left side or top of 

the character, they can also appear on the bottom, right side or the periphery of the 

character. In the five fish names in Figure 2, four have their radicals on the left 

side, but one 'shark') has the radical on the bottom. 

Earlier I explain that the Chinese writing system is inappropriately called an 

ideographic system because it does not encode sound like alphabetic writings do. 

Another reason why Chinese writing appears ideographic is because of the semantic 

components in semantic-phonetic compound characters. Compared to alphabetic 

and syllabic writings, Chinese writing appears to represent meaning more directly 

because of the existence of the semantic components. 

There are several ways to reject this argument. First, many semantic 

components, or radicals, are characters on their own. In fact, every Chinese 

character is "either a radical or is composed of two to four radicals" (Coulmas, 1996, 

p. 428). Calling the Chinese writing ideographic because of the semantic 

components, many of which are characters themselves, makes the argument circular. 

That is, Chinese characters are ideographic because of the semantic components, but 

many of the semantic components are characters themselves. For reasons akeady 

discussed above, Chinese characters are not ideographic signs. The use of 

semantic components does not make Chinese writing an ideographic system. 
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Second, the relation between the semantic component and the meaning of the 

character is sometimes not self-evident. In other words, the information that the 

semantic component provides may not seem to be related to the specific character. 

For example, ^ nu3 'woman; female' is a character and also a semantic 

component in more than two hundred characters. However, many of these 

characters are not related semanticaily to tC- For example, jiani 'selfish; 

disloyal; villainous' has a ^ component. So do ^ wang-f "absurd; ignorant; 

reckless' and xian2 'to detest; to suspect; to complain,' to give some examples. 

There are etymological explanations for the existence of tC in those characters, but 

for the common readers the semantic relation is not self-evident. I have to stress 

that 1 do not imply that reading is a process of identifying each component in each 

character, character by character. Only when a reader encounters an unfamiliar 

character or word will he or she try to look at the components inside characters. 

This will be discussed further later. 

Third, the principle of putting a meaning indicator in a character (or word) is 

not unique to the Chinese writing system. English also utilizes this principle. 

Words like airplane, weekend, cupcake are some examples. These words are 

composed of meaning-indicating components. Moreover, bound morphemes like 

prefixes and suffixes in written English are ail meaning indicators. In the sentence 

I like the books that George wrote, we know that George wrote more than one book 

because there is an <s> in books. A single <s> carries a lot of meaning. Every 
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writing system uses both logographic and phonetic elements to various degrees, and 

Chinese writing is no exception. This is a good cue now to turn to the other part in 

the Chinese semantic-phonetic compound characters—the phonetic component. 

About the Phonetics 

The phonetic components in semantic-phonetic compound characters draw a lot 

of attention when scholars study Chinese reading process and Chinese character 

recognition. In this section, I discuss the functions and features of the Chinese 

phonetic components in order to prepare a background for later discussions on the 

process of reading Chinese. 

Phonetic components provide a clue for the possible pronunciations of the 

semantic-phonetic compound characters. They flmction like a rebus, indicating 

how the character can be pronounced. These pronunciation-indicating elements 

have received a lot of attention in literacy research where the traditional emphasis 

has been on alphabetic writing systems. It has been suggested that Chinese readers 

use the phonetic components to recode written Chinese symbols into a phonological 

form in order to get to meaning (i.e., phonological recoding). To better judge such 

claims, I stress some features of the phonetic components below. 

(1) Phonetic components cannot tell the reader how exactly the character 

should be pronounced. The phonological information provided by the phonetic 

components is inconsistent. For example, St we/i 'tuna' in Figure 2 does not 

resemble its phonetic ^ you3 phonologically at all. According to different 
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estimations, about a quarter to a third of Chinese semantic-phonetic compound 

characters have the identical onsets (the initial consonant of a syllable), rimes (the 

vowel plus any following consonant in a syllable), and tones as those of their 

phonetics (Hoosain, 1991; Yin, 1991). Yin's study (1991) also shows that 48% of 

Chinese phonetic components provide only partial information about a character's 

pronunciation, and 16% provide no useful information at all. 

Moreover, in the instances when the semantic-phonetic compound characters 

do not resemble their phonetics phonologically, there are various types of relations 

between the two pronunciations. They may have the same onset but different rimes, 

the same rime but different onsets, or the same onset and rime but different tones. 

When different dialects are considered, there is a even more complicated scenario. 

The relation between the two pronunciations of the semantic-phonetic compound 

character and its phonetic component does not carry across all dialects. In other 

words, the two pronunciations have different relations in different dialects. 

(2) Although most of the time phonetic components appear to the right of the 

semantic-phonetic compound characters, they can also appear on top, bottom, left 

side or the inside of the characters. In Figure 2, all the fish names have dieir 

phonetic elements on the right side except ^ 'shark,' which has its phonetic, 

on the top. In this character 0 shal 'cholera; measles,' the same phonetic ^ is 

in the inside of the character. In this character ^ shal 'a kind of insect,' the 

same phonetic ^ is at the bottom. To less experienced Chinese readers, there are 
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no graphic cues to tell them which part is the semantic component and which part is 

the phonetic cue to the sound. In such cases, when inexperienced readers are asked 

to read orally an unfamiliar character, they might read out whichever component in 

the character that they know, whether it be the semantic or phonetic component. 

(3) Phonetic components are mostly characters in their own right. How do 

readers know the pronunciation of the phonetic (also a character) first of all? For 

example, Jt# kao3 'to roast' is a phonetic-semantic compound character and it has 

the same pronunciation as its phonetic # kao3 'test,' which is also a character by 

itself. When readers see 'jS|, how do they know the pronunciation of the phonetic 

#? 

The way Chinese phonetic components provide sound information is not the 

same as the way letters do in alphabetic writings. Chinese phonetic components 

cannot be decomposed into smaller sound-indicating units. Chinese readers learn 

the pronunciation of kao3 of the phonetic (also a character) # as a whole, and then 

this phonetic functions like a rebus suggesting the category of the possible 

pronunciation of the character (Henderson, 1982). This is why Hoosain (1991) 

suggests that access to the pronunciations of Chinese characters relies heavily on 

lexical information. Phonetic components are characters on their own, and their 

pronunciations must be learned on a character-as-a-whole-to-sound-as-a-whole basis. 

In summary, the phonetic elements may help in oral reading, but the 

phonological information they provide is not very consistent. There is no graphic 
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cue to tell which component is radical and which is phonetic, and the pronunciations 

of components and characters have to be learned as a whole. 

A Modem Logograph That Works 

I have alluded a few times earlier that the construction of the semantic-phonetic 

compound character is a special design of a logographic writing system. The 

existence of the phonetic components might cause a speculation that Chinese writing 

is on its way to becoming phonographic. The fact is that the semantic-phonetic 

compounding principle of character formation is a unique way to maintain a 

logographic writing system. I explain why this is so. 

By combining components which often are characters themselves, the Chinese 

writing system has a strong character forming power. New characters are not 

really "new." They are composed of components which are already in use. It has 

to be so. If a new character (i.e., new component with new arrangement and 

configuration of strokes) is needed for every morpheme and word, the number of 

characters would be very large and Chinese writing would be tedious and difficult to 

read and write. The phonetic component builds up the connection with oral 

Chinese, and the semantic component suggests the meaning category. This 

construction helps to bring down the number of components and characters in 

Chinese writing. 

Harris (1986) writes that "The rebus was never the begirming of phonography 

but merely the dead end of logography" (p. 68). He says this to refute the popular 
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assumption among historians that progress in writing development ultimately leads 

to the alphabet and writing is a representation of speech. In the case of Chinese 

writing, the semantic-phonetic compounding construction works so well that 

Chinese writing remains a logographic system. Comparatively new characters are 

mostly of this semantic-phonetic compound category. This explains why the most 

frequent Chinese characters are least "regular" in terms of semantic-phonetic 

compounding construction (Shu & Anderson, 1996,1999). 

The same strategy is used to represent Chinese words. Contemporary Chinese 

words are usually composed of more than one character. New words are created by 

combining different characters that are already in use. Such word forming strategy 

allows the Chinese writing system to express new ideas without inventing new 

characters. For example, library is ® iu2 shul guanS 'atlas book building,' 

computer is dian4 nao3 'electric brain,' and cellular phone is 

shouSj'il 'hand machine.' 

I also need to explain that there are principles for Chinese word formation. 

The most productive method of Chinese word formation is compounding. Like 

compound character formation, there is a system to Chinese compound word 

formation. Figure 3 shows five types of compound words in Chinese discussed 

by Anderson (1985). 
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1. Modifier-Modified: The first character in the compound word serves as the 
modifier of the second character. 
Example: (1) # 7jc (2) In 

firagrant water lead pen 
'fragrance' 'pencil' 

2. Verb-Object; The first character is a verb; the second is the object of the 
verb. 
Example: (1) fr (2) ^ 

cultivate conduct supervise affair 
'to become a Buddhist' 'member of the board' 

3. Subject-Predicate: The first character is the subject of the verb, which is the 
second character. 
Example: (1) gg m (2) 3^ ^ 

head ache day brighten 
'headache' 'dawn' 

4. Coordinate: The elements within the word have a parallel structure; neither 
is the center of meaning. 
Example: (1) :K /Jn (2) qS 

big small exhale inhale 
'size' 'breath' 

5. Resultative Verb: The whole word is a verb; the first character is usually an 
intransitive verb. 
Example: (1) ^ ^ (2) fife ^ 

write incorrectly do finish 
'make a mistake in writing' 'finish' 

Figure 3. Five Types of Compound Word in Chinese 

As the examples in Figure 3 show, compound word formation is rule-governed. 

The relationships between the elements within compound words (i.e., 

modifier-modified, verb-object, subject-predicate, and so forth) provide many cues 

for Chinese readers. 

Another type of word formation that also provides cues for Chinese readers is 
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affixation. Figure 4 shows examples of words with a semantic category affix 

morpheme at the end. All the words in (1) end with an affix morpheme ^ guo3 

'fruit,' and these words are all fhiit names. Words in (2) are flower names with 

affix huaJ 'flower.' (3) is a list of vehicle names with chil 'chariot; 

vehicle' at their end. 

Figure 4. Fruit, Flower, and Vehicle Names in Chinese 

If a reader does not understand the stem X but knows the affix morpheme after 

it, he or she will have a hunch of what the whole word means because the afllx 

morpheme indicates the semantic category of the word. 

I want to point out that in People's Republic of China, Chinese characters are 

simplified for the purpose of making writing easier. In the simplified Chinese 

script, there are one to twenty-five strokes in a character (Coulmas, 1989); in the 

traditional Chinese script, there are one to thirty-six strokes in a character (Cheng & 

( l ) X ^ :  ' a p p l e '  
'mango' 
'kiwi' 
'passion fhiit' 

(2)X 'plum blossom' 
'cherry blossom' 
'peach blossom' 
'lily' 

(3)X 'motorcycle' 
'train' 
'tank' 

mmM 'bike' 
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Chen, 1991). 

In Cheng and Chen's 1991 study about the effect of character simplification on 

reading and writing Chinese, they report their analysis of the Chinese New 

Dictionary which was published in 1980. According to this 

dictionary, 2,294 characters are simplified in mainland China. In comparison with 

these characters' counterparts in the traditional script, the average number of strokes 

is down from 16.01 to 10.10. However, when the other 8,466 non-simplified 

characters in the dictionary enter into the scene, the stroke difference is only 

between 12.9 and 11.4. When character frequency is taken into consideration, the 

difference is only 1.8 strokes, because about a quarter of the simplified characters 

are low frequency characters. 

The difference between the two average numbers of strokes before and after 

simplification is minimal, and there is no further simplification beyond the 2,294 

characters. Then people might ask how character simplification affects Chinese 

reading process. This can be explained in several ways. First, after simplification, 

there are more characters with high graphic similarity that might confuse 

inexperienced readers. For example, {bei2, 'seashell; conch') and 

(Jiang4, 'to see') might be a lot more visually confusing for inexperienced readers 

than their traditional counterparts: M and receptively. 

Second, when the same component is not simplified consistently m different 

characters, confusion might result. For example, ?s is the simplified version 
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for ^ (yang2 'the sun; male; positive'), and for (chang2 'an area or 

space, an act of play'). The same component ^ is simplified as 0 in the 

former, but ^ in the latter. 

Third, sometimes in the simplified script, a complex character or component is 

replaced by a homophone with simple graphic outlook, regardless of semantic value. 

This is especially a source of confusion for readers. For example, in the simplified 

script, M (/w/an^ "flour; noodle') is replaced by ®, a homophonous character with 

an unrelated meaning of'face.' Therefore, while "wheat flour" is and 

"facial power" is in the traditional script, there is no graphical differentiation 

between them in the simplified version. Both are written Furthermore, if 

dialect variations are taken into consideration, M and @ might not be always 

homophonous across all dialects. Then the choice of M in the simplification 

script is even less justified. 

Sampson (1985) makes the following statement about the problems of character 

simplification reform in China: 

This reform seems misguided; it depends for its justification on the implausible 
judgement that the most important factor determining the efficiency of Chinese 
script is the number of strokes involved in the graphs. In reality an at least 
equally important consideration is the visual distinctiveness of the elements ... 
and in that respect many (though not all) of the reformed graphs are inferior to 
their predecessor, (p. 160) 

It is not impossible to reduce a few strokes in a character. M ^d ^ both 
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mean'horse.' ^ , the simplified character for the old pictogram ^ , is just 

as stylized as the traditional Both are semiotic symbols. However, when the 

logic of character formation is violated, confusion may result. When the semantic 

component is simplified or complex characters are replaced by homophones of 

unrelated meanings, reading is more difficult. It is probably possible to reach a 

balance between easy to read and easy to write Chinese, but my premise is that 

Chinese is really not difficult to write. 

In summary, the Chinese logographic writing system has strong character and 

word forming power, and the principles for character and word formation provide 

many cues, textual cues in Halliday's term (1985a), for readers. When 

inexperienced readers of Chinese encounter unfamiliar characters, they may try to 

guess the meaning firom the components of the characters. If asked to give a 

character a pronunciation, they may read from the components of the character. 

More experienced readers of Chinese will do likewise when they encounter 

unfamiliar characters. The difference is that experienced readers are more efficient 

at referring the sound and meaning indicating elements of the character. 

However, in normal reading, readers of Chinese usually do not even think 

about which part is the radical and which part is the phonetic. The question of how 

Chinese readers read has intrigued many. Is the process of reading logographic 

Chinese different from that of reading the alphabet? Before I discuss the 

implications of the logographic writing system on reading and writmg Chinese, I 

first address a more general question: what is writing? In next chapter I explore the 
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nature and features of written language. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WHAT IS WRITING 

I have talked about the problems in literacy research and education, the fallacy 

of the evolutionary view of writing development, and how the Chinese writing 

system works. With that in mind, in this chapter I go back to a more flmdamental 

question: what is writing? The question of "what is writing" sounds like a 

simpleton's question, as Harris (1986) has said in his book about the history of 

writing. Straightforward answers are readily available: writing is what we learn 

when we are taught to write. Yet a serious attempt to answer this question, says 

Harris, requires accounts of different writing systems, literacies, psychology of 

literacy, and sociology of literacy. The scope of this study, let alone this chapter, is 

not able to cover all these topics. I limit my discussion to the following questions: 

What makes writing possible? What is the nature of writing? What are the 

relationships between written and oral language? What are some similarities that 

are universal in all writing systems? 

What Makes Writing Possible 

Many literate cultures, if not all, have legends and folklore about the invention 

of writing. In a Chinese classic called Huainanzi there is this passage: 

i a  ^ ( I n  a n t i q u i t y  w h e n  C a n g - J i e  i n v e n t e d  w r i t i n g .  
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millet fell from the sky like rain, and ghosts cried at night). The invention of 

writing, according to this message, was such an achievement that phenomenal things 

happened. In some other cultures, deities are credited with the invention of writing. 

In India, Ganesh, the elephant-faced god of wisdom, is said to break one of his tusks 

to use as a pencil and invent writing. In Egypt, the god Thoth is believed to be the 

inventor of writing (Coulmas, 1989). 

The existence of these myths and legends is partly explained by the difficulty of 

tracing the origin of writing and partly explained by the belief of writing as a feat 

quite beyond the human capacities (ibid.). There are, I think, at least two ways to 

address the question of what makes writing possible. The first is to look at the 

social and functional needs of a community that started using writing. The second 

is to study why humans have the ability to use writing. 

A look at the early history of China sheds some light on the invention of 

Chinese writing. China first became a united kingdom under the rule of Emperor 

Qin in 221 BC. The Emperor set up new rules and policies to help to govern a 

kingdom so large. Among these policies were the standardization of measurements 

and writing. Although Chinese writing was already a well established system in the 

Shang period (1766-1122 BC) way before Emperor Qin, there were many 

unsystematic variations of characters as they developed, and standardization was 

impeded by the political disunity at this period (Coulmas, 1989). The political, 

social, clerical, and economic needs of a united kingdom paved the way for writing 

unification and development 
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In Egypt, the earliest hieroglyphic writing was used for decorating purpose on 

buildings and constructions. As for the Sumerian's cuneiform writing, Schmandt-

Besserat (1992) makes the argument that the clay tokens found in Sumer were used 

for counting and record keeping. The use of these tokens began at the time when 

the Sumerians were changing from a hunting-and-gathering way of living to a more 

stable agricultural society. The need for keeping records of livestock and trade 

prompted the use of different shapes of clay tokens to stand for different animals, 

crops, and numbers. The tokens were kept in a container. The top of the container 

was impressed with the tokens and later sealed to remind the owner of the contents 

inside the container. Then it occurred to them that the impressions themselves, not 

the tokens, would fulfili the purpose of record keeping. 

When there is a need for writing, people invent writing. It explains the 

invention of writing in China, Sumer, and Egypt. It also explains why in some 

communities there is still no writing. 

Another question that comes to mind at this point is why only humans have 

writing. Why are we able to invent, use, and reinvent language, in both oral and 

written forms? Why are we able to use words and phrases and put them in different 

order to communicate different meaning? According to Goodman (1996a), what 

makes language possible is the human ability to think symbolically. Words, in oral 

or written form, are symbols. What people do when they speak and write is use oral 

and written symbols to represent meaning. The relationship between symbol and 

meaning is arbitrary, decided by the language community together. When people 
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hear a language that is foreign to them, ail they hear is strings of sounds; when they 

see a written text in a language that they do not know, all they see is written marks. 

When they know the oral or written symbols, the string of sounds and written marks 

become language that has meaning. 

There are, however, symbols in both spoken and written language that represent 

meaning through physical resemblance. In oral language, they are called 

onomatopoeic words. Sounds that animals make provide probably the best 

examples. One of the interesting topics in language study is how animal sounds are 

represented differently in different languages. In Chinese, a dog does not bark 

"bow wow" or''woof woof." H baiks wangl wangl. I assume that all 

languages have words that mimic animal sounds in one way or another. In such 

cases, however, the meanings are still social conventions, constructed by the 

language community as a whole. 

In written language, there are pictorial symbols like some early Chinese 

characters. Icons and signs are also used widely today. Computers use many 

icons (e.g., trash can, hourglass, a pointing hand, to name just a few), and trafRc 

signs rely heavily on pictorial and iconic symbols. I will come back to discuss the 

place of such signs later in this chapter. 

To simmiarize, it is our flmctional needs and our ability to think symbolically 

that allow us to use oral and written symbols to think, reflect, and express meaning. 

When children learn a language, they learn the socially constructed meaning of the 

symbols and the conventional ways to use them. Even the meaning of a word that 
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mimics animal sound or a written sign with an explicit picture has to be learned 

socially. 

What Writing Really Is 

The definition of writing varies depending on who is speaking. Gelb's 

defmition of writing in A Study of Writing {\96y) is "a system of human 

intercommunication by means of conventional visible marks" (p. 12). Gelb makes 

a distinction between forerunners of writing in which written signs express meaning 

directly without an intervening linguistic form, and full writing in which written 

signs represent certain linguistic units. Although Gelb agrees with the linguists' 

definition of writing as "a device for expressing linguistic elements by means of 

visible marks" (p. 13), he is against the idea of writing as a recording or 

representation of speech. He emphasizes the concept that what our ancestors 

understood as writing is not the same as what we do now, and the basis for writing, 

and human intercommunication, is the same for all different writings of the past and 

present. 

This concept is quite encompassing and applies to all writings of today. It also 

applies to many types of writings what are normally not considered writing 

according to some narrow definitions. For example, picture writing of both past 

and some present cultures, icons and symbols that usually accompany instructions 

and manuals of all sorts, and traffic signs are all types of writing that serves the 

functions of human intercommunication through visible signs. Figure 5 shows a 
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road ahead. 
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Its meaning is conventionally understood as slippery 

Figure 5. A Pictorial Road Sign 

Coulmas (1989) lists three characteristics of writing: (I) it consists of artificial 

graphical marks on a durable surface, (2) its purpose is to communicate something, 

and (3) this purpose is achieved by virtue of the marks' conventional relation to 

language (p. 17). Characteristics I and 2 are quite compatible with Gelb's 

definition of writing, but the part about "on a durable surface" in characteristic 1 

could probably be replaced by "on a two dimensional surface." This suggestion 

also applies to the definition of writing discussed by Jensen (1969) who thinks that 

writing is for the purpose of communication and it is produced by drawing or 

scratching on a hard surface. 

It is the third characteristic of Coulmas' definition of writing that marks the 

difference. To him, a true writing achieves the function of communication through 

its conventional relation to oral language. This leads to another property of writing; 
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a representational relationship between written language and oral language. 

According to this definition, the sign in Figure S would not be considered writing, 

because it does not represent oral language. In other words, it can be read 

differently in oral language. This sign can even be read in different oral languages. 

This narrower deHnition of writing is what most people understand of writing. 

Coulmas also explains that "phonetization is generally considered a critical criterion 

for recognizing a system as a writing proper" (p. 35). 

This criterion raises an important question: is it necessary to require 

phonetization as part of the definition of writing proper? Put in another way, what 

is the purpose of drawing a line between writing and non-writing? Maybe the 

distinction between semasiographic and glottographic systems is useful in the 

discussion of what writing is. In Sampson's definition (1985), both systems use 

visible signs for meaning communication. The difference is that a semasiographic 

system indicates ideas directly, independent of oral speech. Figure 5 is an example 

of semasiographic writing. As I just said, this sign can be read differently. 

Some possibilities, in English and Chinese, include: 

(1) Slippery Road Ahead 
(2) Slippery When Wet 
(3) 
(4) 

Semasiographic signs can be highly motivated or arbitrary. In motivated signs, 

there is some natiiral relationship between the written signs and the ideas they 
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represent. They can be compared to the onomatopoeic words in oral language. 

The pictorial sign in Figure S belongs to this category. Semasiographic systems 

also have arbitrary signs where the meanings are arbitrarily and socially assigned. 

Mathematical statements are good examples. While the statement = 2 can be 

understood and read in different languages, the meaning is attributed arbitrarily. 

Giottographic systems, on the other hand, have a closer relationship with oral 

language. They represent speech at different levels: morpheme, syllable, or 

phoneme (more accurately, sound patterns). Sampson (1985) emphasizes that 

"writing systems as the term is ordinarily understood are all giottographic" (p. 29). 

1 agree with Sampson when he says that it is a personal choice whether to 

consider semasiographic systems as writing or not. However, 1 want to add that this 

is not enough. It is also important to understand why semasiographic systems are, 

from sometimes to many times, not considered writing. The nature of writing that 

runs through both systems needs to be studied, and the use and hmctions of 

semasiographic writing in modem time need to be understood. Semasiographic 

systems are often not considered writing simply because contemporary writing 

systems are predominately giottographic. The issue of semasiographic versus 

giottographic system is another proof of the posteriori mistake (i.e., defming writing 

according to what writing is today) of the evolutionary view of writing development 

that I discuss in Chapter 2. 

This does not mean that semasiographic writings are not suitable in today's 

literate societies. On the contrary, semasiographic systems are active at the present 
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time, and in some cases they work better than glottographic systems. Signs used in 

airports are intended for people of all linguistic backgrounds. Traffic and road 

signs can be understood easier in semasiographic form when people are moving at a 

high speed. It is important to keep in mind that although semasiographic writing is 

language-independent, it is not culture-independent. The meaning that 

semasiographic signs communicate is learned culturally and socially. As Goodman 

(1996a) says in his discussion about non-alphabetic features of writing, a sign with 

an explicit icon like a cup has meaning only to those who have learned that this sign 

means "beverages available." 

After explaining the distinction between semasiographic and glottographic 

writing systems, now I shift the focus to glottographic systems because they are what 

most writing systems of today are. Writing systems are usually grouped into three 

categories: logographic, syllabic, and alphabetic. Chinese writing is the prime 

example of a logographic writing system, and I have discussed it to some extent in 

the previous chapter. A written graph in Chinese is usually a morpheme, the 

smallest meaning unit. In a syllabic writing system, a written symbol represents a 

syllable in the oral language. In an alphabetic system, written signs represent 

phonemes. No alphabetic writing, however, has a simple one to one relationship 

between oral and written symbols. English with its multiple origins is more 

complex in this relationship than other alphabetic writings. Goodman (1993,1996a) 

explains that instead of speaking about grapheme-phoneme correspondence, it is 

better to think of written English as letter patterns that represent or suggest sound 
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patterns. Moreover, the relationships between oral and written forms of English are 

different in different dialects and individuals. 

Now I have presented a picture of different writing systems that represent 

different linguistic levels: logographic system representing morphemes, syllabic 

system representing syllables, and alphabetic system representing letter-sound 

patterns. Such a distinction is rather straightforward, but in reality no writing 

system is purely logographic, syllabic, or alphabetic. For example, each Chinese 

character is always equal to a syllable in oral Chinese. Does this make Chinese 

writing a syllabic system? hi the English word cats, the first three letters represent 

phonemes Dd, /as/, and /t/, respectively. The last letter <s> represents the phoneme 

/s/, and it is also a morpheme that indicates plurality. In the noun phrase iLCal, the 

first <a> represents the schwa /a/, and it is also a word on its own. Such 

complexities are caused by the fact that linguistic units usually belong to more than 

one level, as Couhnas observes (1989). It also often happens that logographic signs 

are used phonographically, and alphabetic words act logographically. I now 

explore another important issue—the relationships between oral language and written 

language. 

The Relationships Between Oral and Written Language 

I said earlier that semasiographic writings are invariably replaced by 

glottographic writing systems. This is not because writing development is a 

progression towards a best representation of oral language, as I have discussed in 
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Chapter 2. In that chapter, I explain that writing was not initially an attempt at 

putting speech down, because such claim assumes the writer already had knowledge 

of the phonological structure of oral language. I also argue that defining writing 

according to how writing is viewed today is a posteriori mistake. Overemphasis on 

oral language leads to biases against non-alphabetic writing systems. What might 

be a better way to understand the relationships between oral language and written 

language? 

I think the fact that contemporary writings are mostly glottographic can be 

better understood by considering what advantages a correspondence between written 

and oral language will bring to language users. Except for the deaf population, 

people who use written language also use oral language, and they have the need to 

read written language aloud (Ken Goodman, 1999, personal communication). This 

need is met when the written and oral forms of a language have similar vocabulary, 

syntactic, and semantic structures. Therefore, when necessary, it is possible for the 

written message to be rendered into the same oral language by different readers. 

The relationship between written and oral language can also be understood from 

another perspective. Written languages do not need to be created anew if they share 

the same vocabulary, syntactic, and semantic structures of oral languages. Sampson 

(1985) makes a similar point by saying that people do not need to leam two separate 

and unrelated languages, one for speaking and the other for writing, when there is an 

option of developing a writing system that is in correspondence with the oral 

language. Coulmas (1989) also explains that it is unlikely that people would want 
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to engage in an uneconomical endeavor of developing a written language from 

scratch. "Sooner or later any system of visible signs that grows into a writing 

system must therefore be assumed to be provided with a linguistic interpretation: that 

is, with a conventional, structurally motivated link with a [oral] language" (p. 27). 

The above two paragraphs address and explicate the advantages of replacing 

semasiographic writings with glottographic writings. It is probably true that writing 

ultimately has a link with speech, but writing by no means has to represent speech to 

be called writing. Ancient Chinese and Arabic are two best examples. In both 

cases, people do not write in the way they speak. The written and oral forms of 

ancient Chinese and Arabic diverge to such a degree that they can be considered two 

separate languages. Coulmas (1986) is quite right when he says that "most written 

signs that are elements of full-blown writing systems are surrogates of spoken signs, 

but this does not imply that written language is a surrogate of spoken language" (p. 

35). There are functions of written language that spoken language cannot achieve, 

and the opposite is also true. Oral language is usually for face to face, here and now 

communication. When people need to communicate beyond the here and now 

immediate situation, they invent written language. In the second chapter of 

Goodman's book. On Reading il996ai), he has a very illuminating discussion about 

the nature, functions, and purposes of oral and written language. To give a few 

examples, written language is preferred in legal transactions because it is written into 

law. It is also easier to remember and read lists in written language. 

To call a written language a representation of an oral language, that written 
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language must represent all aspects of the oral language including pronunciation, 

tone, intonation, and stress, but no written language constitutes a complete phonetic 

transcription of speech. The International Phonetic Association (IPA) alphabet is a 

system of representing oral sounds, but it cannot represent the intonation and prosody 

of whole sentences and texts. IPA is mainly used to transcribe oral words; people 

do not write in IPA. Usually written language does not represent all aspects of oral 

language. In English, stress and intonation are not written. Even the way written 

English represents sounds is complex. Letter patterns give information about sound 

patterns, and such relationships between writing and speech are different in different 

dialects and speakers. 

On the other hand, there are aspects that are unique to written language. 

Punctuation is one example. Punctuation helps the writer and reader to organize 

and present ideas in the written form. In written Chinese, semantic components 

provide many textual cues to meaning. This is an aspect that oral Chinese does not 

possess. Moreover, since written language is more fixed and oral language changes 

faster, Chinese characters with their long history index important cultural and 

historical information. For example, seashell and conch were once the currency for 

trade in ancient China. A large number of Chinese characters in the semantic 

category of trade or money have M (bei4, 'seashell') as their semantic radical: M 

(maii,'to buy'), # (ma/W,'to sell'), (cai2,'wealth'), {hui4,'to bnhe'), ^ 

(ciu3, 'gamble'), ^ {pin2, 'poverty'), ^ (Jian4, 'cheap'), ^ (dai-f, 'to loan'), M 
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imao4, 'to trade'), # {kui4, 'high-priced'), ^ {zhuan4, 'to earn money'), in 

ipei2, 'to lose money'), ^ (shel, 'to buy or sell on credit'), and so forth. Cultural 

information is indexed and coded in these Chinese characters, and this is one aspect 

that only exists in written Chinese. 

I want to summarize this discussion about the relationships between written and 

oral language by quoting Strauss and Altwerger (1983) who write: "Neither written 

nor spoken language requires a relationship with the other in order to be able to work 

as a sign system" (p. 7). There are written languages that are not spoken, and 

spoken languages that are not written. Ancient Chinese writing and classic Arabic 

are two examples of writings that are not spoken. 

Written languages do not represent all aspects of oral languages. In other 

words, written languages are not primarily transcription systems; they are meaning-

representing, semiotic systems just like oral languages. "Speech and writing are 

variants or alternative forms of the same language," says Smith (1975, p. 348). In 

Halliday's term, written language and oral language are the two parallel expressions 

of the language (1985b). They are both language. Vachek, a great linguist, writes: 

"The written norm is not just a reflection of the spoken norm in some other material 

medium. Each of the two norms constitutes, in fact, a system by itself (1982, p. 

38). 
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Properties of Written Language 

I have discussed what makes writing possible, the nature of writing, and the 

relationships between written and oral language. Now is a good time to wrap up 

this chapter by exploring some properties of written language that are universal to all 

writing systems. I explore four properties of written language: semiotics, ambiguity, 

redundancy, and lack of purity. 

All Writings Are Semiotic Svstems 

All writings are semiotic systems—systems of signs. Written signs in different 

writing systems may represent morphemes or correspond to syllables or phonemes in 

the spoken language. Writing is not just a collection of written symbols; there is 

always a system to it. Every written language has a syntactic and a semantic 

structure that work together with the graphophonic level for the communication of 

meaning. Although the current study deals mainly with the graphophonic level of 

writing, it has to be emphasized that in every writing, the graphophonic level will be 

shaped by both syntactic and semantic levels. For example, Chinese characters do 

not have affixation that carries grammatical and semantic information as in 

alphabetic writings. In Chinese, a lot of grammatical notions such as aspect, 

passiveness, and plurality are represented by word order or the use of particles. 

Moreover, every written language has a limited number of signs. In English, 

there are only twenty six letters. Japanese kana is composed of two isomorphic 

syllabaries, Katakana and Hiragana, each of which has 48 signs. An average 
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Chinese dictionary contains around fifty thousand characters, but many of the entries 

are rarely used characters or derivatives of other characters with the same meaning. 

Since it is not practical, although not impossible, to learn and use fifty thousand 

characters, Chinese writing uses components and combines them to form characters. 

Chapter 3 has a detailed discussion about the formation of semantic-phonetic 

compound characters. I recap a little here. 

By combining components to form characters, each character is not totally 

distinctively different from another. In modem Chinese dictionaries, there are 214 

semantic components. As 1 have already stressed several times throughout this 

study, the use of one radical plus one phonetic component is a unique strategy to 

write Chinese. It reduces a great deal the need to invent new components or 

characters with new configurations. Modem Chinese characters, compared to 

ancient characters, are mostly of this semantic-phonetic compound character 

category. The use of phonetic components is out of necessity in order to reduce the 

number of characters, not a transition to a phonographic system. New Chinese 

words are created with the same strategy. Modem Chinese words are usually 

composed of two or more characters. By putting together different characters, 

Chinese writing has a strong word-forming power. The number of Chinese word 

increases while that of character remains the same. 

Why is it that every written language uses only a limited number of signs? On 

the one hand, it can be hypothesized that human brains are not capable of 

remembering a large number of different symbols. In other words, it is awkward 
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and uneconomical to use a large number of symbols in a semiotic system. On the 

other hand, and more likely, there is no need to have a distinctively different symbol 

for each word or sound we hear. If Chinese writing had a different symbol for each 

word (instead of combining characters that are already in use), the meaning of each 

written sign would be unequivocally determined. However, the high number of 

signs will make it a very uneconomical system. Written English does not have 

different signs for variations of the same phonemes (i.e., allophones). The 

unaspirated /p/ in speak and the aspirated /p/ in peak are both represented by the 

same letter <p>. There is no need to have a difterent sign for each word or sound 

because, as Goodman explains (1996a), human brains have the remarkable ability of 

sorting out ambiguities. This is what I discuss in the next section. 

All Written f^anguages Are Ambiguous 

Writing systems are ambiguous because they do not have to be exact. 

Goodman (1996a) says that language is ambiguous because humans have the 

remarkable ability of resolving ambiguities. If languages (oral or written) have to 

be exact, they will be very difficult to learn and use. In Goodman's discussion, he 

lists five types of ambiguities in English. (1) Letter and sound ambiguity: The same 

sound can be represented by different letters or letter combinations, and the same 

letter can represent different sounds. (2) Pattern ambiguity: Ambiguities that exist 

between the sound patterns and letter patterns of English. (3) Schwa and stress 

ambiguity: When a syllable becomes a schwa, the spelling remains the same. 
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Therefore, schwa can be represented by all different vowel letters. When a word, 

often Latin-based word, changes its part of speech from noun to verb, the spelling 

remains the same but the stress shifts. For example, record (with stress in the 

second syllable) and record (with stress in the first syllable). (4) Morphophonemic 

ambiguity: Spellings and pronunciations change when affixes cause certain sound 

sequences. For example: situate, situation. (5) Dialect and rule ambiguity: The 

relationships between oral and written English are different in different dialects and 

speakers. 

In modem Chinese, a word is usually composed of two or more monosyllabic 

characters. Since there is equal space between characters, there is no spacing cue 

to suggest where a word finishes and another word begins and this causes 

ambiguities. Young readers might have difficulty segmenting words, as Tzeng 

(1995) and Chang et al. (1992) have observed. Word boundary, however, is not 

ambiguous to experienced Chinese readers because reading is not just sequential 

character or word identification. In the process of reading Chinese text, syntactic 

and semantic cues are helpful to disambiguate word boundary. For example, the 

Chinese morpheme ^ baS is a function word indicating the completion or 

handling of something. The general JE construction looks like this: 

subject + }E + noun phrase + verb + le (perfective aspect particle) 
Example; M ^ T 

wo3 ba3 cha2 hel le 
'I akeady drank the tea' 
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The character before JE is the subject who is doing the action of drinking. The 

noun after is the object of the verb 'drink,' which is followed by the 

perfective aspect particle. If, for example, an inexperienced reader does not 

understand the character ^ 'tea,' he or she would still know that it is something 

that the subject of the sentence drinks. The syntactic construction of provides 

a strong clue for the reader to attend to the boundaries of words. 

Another type of ambiguity in Chinese is homophones. In my discussion about 

the relationship between character and syllable in Chapter 3,1 say that in modem 

written Chinese, there are more characters than syllables. The same syllable can be 

represented by different characters, and therefore there is a large number of 

homophones which could create ambiguity in oral Chinese. It is estimated that 

60% of Chinese syllables have homophones, and a quarter of this 60% has 6 or more 

homophones. The syllable yil has 131 homophones; yi4 has 69 (as cited in 

Hoosain, 1991). A Chinese linguist once wrote a story to show how the Chinese 

language is replete with homophones. The story goes like this: 

shil shi2 shi4 shil shi4 shi2 shil shil shi4 shi3 
pick stone city Shi clan eat lion lose affair record 
'This is a story about how Mr. Shi of Pick Stone city ate lion 
and failed his business' 

When this story is told in oral Chinese, all we hear is shi shi shi shi shi... in 

different tones; however, when it is written down in Chinese logographic writing. 
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the ambiguity disappears! So this homophone ambiguity exists at the oral language 

level. This homophone phenomenon also helps to explain why modem Chinese 

words are becoming more bi- and multi-syllabic. The adding of one or more 

syllables helps to decrease homophone ambiguity. 

All Written Languages Are Redundant 

Writing systems are also redundant in order to make sure that meaning is 

presented. Goodman's (1996a) examples of redundancy include this English 

sentence The boys are eating their sandwiches now (p. 83). This sentence has four 

cues that mark the plurality; the <s> on boys, the copula ate, the determiner their, 

and the <es> on sandwiches. I also present an example of redundancy in Chinese. 

In Chapter 3 when I discuss the formation of semantic-phonetic compound characters, 

I show a figure of different Chinese fish names. I show this figure again here. In 

Figure 6, each of the fish names has a fish component which is also a character, 

to suggest the meaning of fish. 

jingl 'whale' = yu2 'fish' + jingl 'capital' 
M guil 'salmon' = yu2 'fish' + ^ guil 'jade tablet' 
St vve/i 'tuna' = yu2 'fish' + M you3 'to have; to exist' 

shal 'shark' = ^ shal 'sand' + yu2 'fish' 
^ man2 'eel' = yu2 'fish' + § man4 'graceful' 

Figure 6. Fish Names Written in Chinese Characters 
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Modem Chinese is getting more and more bi- and multi-syllabic. That means 

a word is usually composed of two or more characters. Today when the Chinese 

say or write fish names, at the end of the word there is usually this fish morpheme 

which functions like a semantic suffix. Therefore, there are two cues to suggest 

the meaning of fish: one is the semantic component and the other is the semantic 

suffix, as shown in Figure 7. 

jingl 'whale' + ft yu2 'fish' = flife 'whale' 
M guil 'salmon' + yu2 'fish' = 'salmon' 
St vve/i 'tuna' + yu2 'fish' = 'tuna' 

shal 'shark' + yu2 'fish' = 'shark' 
SS nian2 'eel' + yu2 'fish' = MM "eel' 

Figure 7. Bi-Syllabic Chinese Fish Names 

In these words, the semantic component & 'fish' in the stem characters 

already suggests the semantic category of fish, but the suffix character, which is also 

M, once again provides that information. Isn't this redundant? The answer is 

yes in written Chinese but no in oral Chinese. In oral Chinese where a large 

number of homophones exist, the adding of a suffix morpheme will ensure the 

meaning. In the logographic written form, however, the use of a suffix is 

redundant. 

There Is No Pure Writing System 

Each written language has logographic and phonographic elements. English 
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also has several logographic features. I list three types here. First, English uses 

Arabic numerals and mathematics notations, among many other logographic signs, 

which are international. Here are some examples: 1,2, %,&,$, =, x, @ 

(representing, respectively, the words; one, two, percent, and, dollar, equal to, 

multiply, at). Abbreviations and acronyms are also logographic elements in English. 

Some examples are: Mr., Mrs., Dr., MD, Ph.D., UNESCO, PBS, and so on. 

The second type of logographic feature in English is drawn from Suauss and 

Altwerger's (1983) example. They explain that what helps the reader to 

differentiate among English homophones is how they are written (i.e., their spelling), 

and this is a logographic element of written English. For example, write. ni£, and 

right have the same pronunciation. The letters distinguish one word from another 

without distinguishing pronunciation. The spelling itself represents meaning. 

Therefore, these words are more logographic than phonographic. 

The third type of logographic feature in English has to do with English 

compound words. When words (more exactly, morphemes) are put together to 

form compound words, each element in the compound word bears a meaning. For 

example, the word book appears in many compound words: bookcase, bookend, 

booklet, books, bookworm. In each of them, book contributes to the meaning, and 

therefore functions like a logographic sign. 

In Chinese, logographic characters can be used phonographically. In other 

words, characters are used for their sound value only. The most obvious example is 

the translation of foreign names. Characters that sound alike are chosen to write 
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foreign names, and their semantic value is ignored, although most of the time 

characters of neutral or appropriate meanings are preferred. The best translation, of 

course, resembles the original both phonologically and semantically. For example, 

the English name "Chris" for the male name Christopher can be translated, among 

many possible choices, into sil. ^ means "overcome,' j:} means 

'strength,' and M means 'this' or 'such.' The meanings of these characters are 

ignored in the translation. However, when the female name "Chris" for Christina is 

translated, Chinese people may, again among many possible choices, want to write 

ke-f M sil. The difference is the second character ?ij, which is part of the 

bi-syllabic morpheme 'jasmine.' The choice of gives a feminine touch 

to the translation for the female Chris. In summary, Chinese characters can be used 

like phonographic signs, although semantic value is considered when possible. 

Strauss and Altwerger (1983) propose a concept for understanding the 

differences among writing systems. They suggest that all written languages fall 

somewhere on a continutun of sound-based systems on one end and meaning-based 

systems on the other, and there is no pure sound-based or pure meaning-based 

system. I agree with their idea of continuimi, although 1 want to suggest the term 

"meaning-based system" be changed to "logographic system." That is because, I 

think, all written languages are meaning-based semiotic systems. Although some 

signs are morphemes (like in logographic systems) and some are sound units (like in 

syllabic and alphabet systems), all signs in all written languages ultimately represent 
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meaning. 

There is, of course, some usefulness in comparing, contrasting, and categorizing 

different writing systems, but we have to remember that all writings are used for 

meaning communication, and they all relate to both oral language and reading. 

Strict categorizing and emphasizing the differences among writing systems or 

treating all written languages as all the same or different will only cloud our 

understanding of writing and bias our ability to study and appreciate the similarities 

and differences of various languages. The effectiveness of a writing system has to 

be understood from the perspective of how it serves its users. 

In this chapter, I address the more general question of what writing is. I 

explore the issues of what makes writing possible and the relationships between 

written and oral language. I also discuss the nature and some properties of written 

language what are universal in all writing systems. In next chapter, I discuss issues 

of reading and writing Chinese. 
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CHAPTER 5 

READING AND WRITING CHINESE 

I start this study by saying that many problems in literacy research and 

education are either directly or indirectly related to the evolutionary concept of 

writing development. In the previous chapters, I discuss the fallacy of this 

evolutionary concept, explain how the Chinese non-alphabetic writing system works, 

and explore the nature of written language. My purpose in doing this study is to 

discuss what written language is and how it works in order for educational 

professionals to make appropriate and careful decisions about reading and writing 

education. In order to achieve this purpose and understand the implications of this 

study about writing, I need to address issues about reading and writing Chinese. I 

especially hope this study will have influence on literacy instruction of Chinese and 

other writing systems as well. 

In this chapter, 1 first discuss the distinction between word recognition and text 

reading and warn of the inappropriateness of using the experimental research results 

of the former to suggest the process and teaching of the latter. Then I discuss and 

review studies about Chinese reading process in two sections: character recognition 

and real text reading. After that, I discuss the implications of orthographical 

differences in reading and writing processes. I provide evidence from empirical 

studies and also from the rational and theoretical understandings that have been 

presented in the previous chapters. Finally, in conclusion, I discuss the 
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implications of this study for Chinese literacy instruction. 

Word Recognition Versus Text Reading 

This part of discussion centers on the question of whether the reading process is 

different or the same in Chinese as compared to other types of writing systems. 

Before I come to any conclusions on this issue, 1 need to explain how the term 

"reading" has been used. Since researchers have different things in mind when 

they talk about reading, naturally what they say about reading and learning to read 

are different. 

In a lot of the reading research reports that I examined, reading comprehension 

is equated with word recognition or identiflcation. Some other studies define 

reading as consisting of two parts, word recognition and comprehension, the former 

being the basis of the later. Such studies try to explain how the meanings of 

individual words are activated, because it is assumed that comprehension comes 

with recognition of each word in the text. One example is Henderson's (1982) 

comment about the study of word. He writes, 

Moreover, the ability to arrive at the name of isolated words turns out to be a 
surprisingly powerful diagnostic test of backwardness in learning to read, as 
well as in various types of acquired dyslexia consequent on brain damage. 
Finally, decisions at the word level play a fundamental role in almost all 
theoretical models of reading and of speech perception. "Words," in the 
memorably unlovely phrase used by Cole and Jakanik (1978), "are where the 
action is." (p. 107) 

Within this line of research, the focus of study has been on the role of phonological 
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information and visual-orthographic information in word identification, the locus of 

phonological recoding (i.e., pre- or post-lexical), the time course of phonological 

recoding, the orthographic effect on word recognition, and so on. 

There is nothing wrong with such studies. How words are recognized is a 

genuine research question. However, these studies for the most part examine the 

reading of words that appear in isolation without a context. For example, to 

understand the phonological process in word recognition, sometimes pseudo-words 

and non-words are used in the experiment. It cannot be assumed that the process of 

recognizing or identifying single words or non-words in such experiments is the 

same as that in reading a whole real text. It is when the findings of these isolated 

and out-of-context word recognition research are used to suggest the practice and 

teaching of reading that problems begin. 

Murphy (1991) talks about such problems. She says research on word 

recognition only represents a partial model of reading, and to draw inferences about 

the full model of reading from such research is fraught with theoretical problems. 

She writes. 

First of all, inferences derived from studies of words with specific properties 
cannot be applied to the reading of connected discourse. The processes are not 
the same because the tasks are different. A word-based model of reading 
forces attention on either lexical elements, morphological elements, or sub-
morphological elements such as letters. In reading connected discourse... 
other knowledge sources are available and are used in an interactive manner. 
An omission of these other knowledge sources results in an undue emphasis on 
lexical or sub-lexical elements, not because these elements reflect the reading 
process but because the use of a partial model has predetermined them. For 
instance, sentential and textual syntax, semantics, and phonology, as marked by 
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prosody and intonation, are ignored in a word-based model, (p. 200) 

Goodman also talks about such problems in On Reading (1996). He quotes 

neurobiologist Steven Rose (1992) on the problems of reductionist studies: 

. . .  t o  a d o p t  a  r e d u c t i o n i s t  m e t h o d o l o g y  i n  r e s e a r c h  s t r a t e g y — t h a t  i s  t o  s t a b i l i z e  
the world that one is studying by manipulating one variable at a time, holding 
everything else as constant as possible—is generally the only way to do 
experiments from which one can draw clear conclusions. Error comes in if 
one over-interprets the relevance to these conclusions, by forgetting the artificial 
constraints of the experiment and instead assuming that in real life, outside the 
laboratory... such changes involving a single variable can actually take place; 
that it is a simple matter to extrapolate back from the artificiality of laboratory 
isolation to the complex, rich interconnectedness of the real world, (p. 210) 

Word recognition experiments are examples of reductionist research that asks 

subjects to read isolated words in a constrained, artificial laboratory situation. It 

ignores the influences from the syntactic and semantic levels in the process of 

reading, the active role the readers play in making sense of the print, and the social 

cultural meaning of the reading act. Conclusions from word recognition 

experiments hardly inform the reading field about how people read real texts in real 

life. Goodman (1996a) explains. 

Reductionist research in reading has inevitably focussed on recognition of bits 
and pieces of language rather than on comprehension of real texts. But we 
can't assume that perception of letters and words in the process of making 
sense of real meaningfiU texts is the same as recognizing letters and words in 
isolation or in highly reduced contexts. And we can't assume that 
comprehension follows successive recognition of words, (p. 5) 



112 

With this in mind, I turn to the discussion of Chinese reading process, a 

research area that is dominated by word recognition (comparably, character 

recognition) methodology. 

The Chinese Reading Process: Character Recognition 

The fact that the majority of research on Chinese reading process adopts a 

character recognition approach can be explained by considering, first, the 

logographic features of the Chinese writing system and, second, the traditional 

linguistic interests among Chinese scholars. 

As I discuss in Chapter 3, every written Chinese symbol (i.e., character) is 

visually complete and independent. Characters serve as the basis to form words, 

phrases, clauses, and sentences. A character always represents a syllable, which is 

the most salient unit in oral Chinese. Also, a character usually comes close to a 

morpheme, the minimal meaningful unit of Chinese language. The concept of 

character is stronger than that of morpheme or word among the Chinese people, and 

it is possible that character recognition is therefore viewed as the basis of reading 

Chinese. This notion is evidenced by the Chinese term for learning to reading, 

^ shi4 zi4, which literally means "to know the character." 

The traditional linguistic interests of the Chinese scholars also reveal why 

character recognition has taken such centrality in Chinese reading research. 

Characters have long been the focus of traditional Chinese linguistic study, which 
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includes (phonology—the system of the representation of sounds of 

character), (lexical semantics—the meaning that character represents), and 

(orthography and etymology—the graphic structure of character). All 

these three branches of study are concerned with the language unit no greater than 

the character (Tang, 1989). It is quite possible that this Chinese linguistic tradition 

has an impact on the contemporary interest and study of the process of reading 

Chinese. 

Let's dwell for a moment on Chinese character recognition and decoding 

research and see what conclusions such research has made. The researchers, who 

are mostly psychologists, are interested in understanding the psychological process 

in Chinese word recognition. Of special concern are the phonological and visual 

process in meaning activation. What follows is a brief review of some 

controversies and experimental studies in this topic. 

In 1964 when Conrad first reported the phenomenon of phonological receding, 

this receding process has been pursued and studied quite extensively in the West. 

About twenty years ago, the phonological process was examined in the context of 

Chinese character recognition. The orthographical structure of Chinese provides a 

test ground for scholars who argue that phonological receding is a universal process 

of reading. 

Intuitively speaking, there could be no pre-lexical receding (assembled 

phonological information) because Chinese is not an alphabetic language. 
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Although there are sound-indicating elements (phonetics) in the majority of modem 

characters, they provide only inconsistent phonological clues. Most important of 

all, the phonetics are not atomistic in nature (see Chapter 3). Only when the 

meaning of the character is activated in the mental lexicon through visual-

orthographic information will the reader know how to pronounce it. Therefore, it 

has been hypothesized that visual information is probably more important in reading 

Chinese characters, and recoding takes place at the post-lexical level. For example, 

Perfetti and Zhang (1991) argue that Chinese character recognition is not mediated 

through phonological process. Wu et al. (1993) reinforce this argument and state 

that recoding is a post-lexical process. 

This argument is not without challenge. Cheng and Shih (1988) argue that 

phonological recoding maybe automatic in nature, independent of orthographic 

variation. They provide research evidence in support of pre-lexical phonological 

processes in reading Chinese characters. Tan et al. (1995) claim that pre-lexical 

phonological recoding before semantic activation is possible in Chinese character 

recognition. They explain this possibility in two ways. First, the meaning of a 

character is fuzzy. They quote Cheng's analysis (1982), reporting that only 2,460 

characters are needed to amount to 99% of a 1,177,984-character Chinese corpus, 

whereas 40,000 English words are needed to account for the same percentage in a 

one-million-word English corpus (p. 49). In a more recent analysis, Tan et al. 

report, 4,574 characters make up 99.99% of a 1,310,000-word Chinese corpus. 

The inference, according to Tang et al., is that the meaning of a character is fuzzy, 
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because each character conveys dense information and contains different meanings. 

Therefore, phonological information might be a more economical method for 

meaning activation. 

Second, how is this presemantic recoding possible? Tan et al. (1995) argue 

that readers of Chinese have formed direct associations between characters and their 

pronunciations, 'it is quite easy for an adult reader to memorize the pronunciations 

of no more than 4,000 commonly used characters. Because some characters have 

vague meanings, whereas their phonology can be easy to retrieve, especially for 

familiar characters, we have grounds to expect that the phonology of this type of 

character can be activated before access to meaning" (pp. 49-50). 

1 fmd their argument for a pre-semantic phonological code flawed in several 

respects. First, characters might be fuzzy, as they believe, because they are used to 

form different words to represent various meanings, but words are not fuzzy at all. 

A notion basic to their argument of character fuzziness as a factor for pre-le.\ical 

recoding is that reading is a process of successive character recognition, which is 

questionable. Their argument is weakened for not considering the morphological, 

syntactic, and semantic roles in reading. 

Second, while modem written Chinese uses around 4,000 characters, modem 

oral Chinese uses only around 400 different syllables (or 1,300, including tones). 

As 1 discuss in Chapter 3, Chinese is replete with homophones. It is doubtful that 

phonological information is more effective in lexical processing than visual-

orthographic information (1 in 400 or 1,300 compared to 1 in 4,000). 
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Finally, with characters that have more than one possible pronunciation, 

information from other linguistic levels of the text has to be used to decide what 

pronunciation to choose, when the reader is required to read aloud. This is also 

true in reading English (for example, lead and lead, tear and tear, and so on). Pre-

lexical recoding, in Chinese or English, is never a simple and automatic process. It 

is influenced by many other processes of reading. 

Although the explanations provided by Tan et al. are weak, I do not deny the 

possibility of pre-lexical phonological recoding in Chinese character recognition. 

What I question is the notion that recoding is compulsory at the pre-lexical level in 

reading Chinese characters. As a matter of fact, 1 have yet to fmd a study that 

claims pre-lexical phonological recoding is compulsory for meaning activation in 

reading Chinese characters. In that respect, it is less controversial. 

Another less controversial issue in Chinese character recognition research is the 

belief that phonological information is generally activated (either pre- or post-

lexically) for the purpose of information processing. The main point is that the 

phonological information is activated and kept in working memory in support of 

comprehension. This argument has been supported by many researchers who 

conduct experimental studies (see Tzeng, Hung & Wang, 1977; Tzeng & Hung, 

1980; Perfetti & Zhang, 1991, 1995; Xu, 1991; Hu & Catts, 1993; Ko, 1998). 

The role of phonological code in information processing can be understood 

from another perspective: the relationship between oral and written language. 

Since oral and written language are the two channels of meaning expressions, people 
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often use one to support the other. Reading out loud is one of the reading strategies 

used by both adults and children when they encounter something they do not know 

or when they want to memorize, sort out, or highlight something in the head. This 

does not mean phonological information must be activated in reading. Profoundly 

deaf readers read well without relying on sound cues. My Taiwanese-speaking 

father reads Chinese newspapers which are based on Mandarin. Proficient readers 

read much faster than they speak. If phonological codes are activated, they are 

most likely in an incomplete form. 

Another often discussed topic in Chinese character recognition is the role of 

visual-orthographic (or graphic) information in lexical processing. Based on the 

writing system perspective, it has been hypothesized that Chinese readers use the 

visual route for meaning activation more often than the phonological codes. In 

Huang and Hanley's study (1994), they found the test of visual skills was 

significantly related to reading ability of their Hong Kong and Taiwanese children 

who read Chinese characters, while performance in phonological awareness tests 

was significantly related to reading ability of their British children. 

Ko (1986) studied how first graders in Taiwan read Chinese through an 

investigation of their misunderstood characters. She asked 6,200 first graders in 

Taiwan to read 96 different characters presented to them one by one. Each student 

was asked to first write down the pronunciation of the target character in Zhuyin 

Fuhao, a phonetic system used in Taiwan, and then write a word using this character. 

It was found that 67% of the misunderstood characters resulted fix)m graphic 
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similarity. While phonological, morphological, and textual cues were all used, 

these children relied more heavily on graphic information to read Chinese characters. 

Also based on the writing system perspective is the argument that reading 

Chinese is faster than reading English. While English uses only twenty six letters 

to write all the words, Chinese characters have higher visual distinctiveness that 

makes visual processing easier. However, the information processing perspective 

reveals another scenario. People can read no faster than they can process the 

information, if they want to understand the text they read, and this should be 

considered an evidence against the differential reading speed argument. Moreover, 

the issue of reading speed may be related to how the speed is calculated. The usual 

method is counting the number of words or characters read per minute. This 

method will not be valid in a comparison between Chinese and English texts 

because the former usually takes less space and uses fewer number of characters 

compared to the same text written in English. In short, this argument still needs 

further experimental investigation. 

The Chinese Reading Process: Reading Real Texts 

The above section about Chinese character recognition is long, and research 

findings on that topic are mixed. Now I turn to research that study the reading of 

whole and real Chinese texts to answer questions about reading process in different 

orthographies. This discussion is shorter than the previous one because there is 

comparatively less research of this nature than studies of character recognition. 1 
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rely on miscue analysis research to discuss reading of whole texts. 

Miscue analysis was first used by Ken Goodman in 1962. His intent was to 

understand the process of reading as it hapi)ened. He asked children to read aloud 

a whole real text that they had not read before. He piuposely did not interrupt 

when his subjects came to something they did not understand. Their reading 

"mistakes" were signs of use and misuse of language cues and attempts at making 

sense. Therefore, the term "miscue" is used because it better describes what goes 

on when children read something different from what is expected in the text. 

Reading miscues provide information about the reading process; they are like a 

"window on the reading process" (Goodman, 1973, p. 5). Since then, miscue 

analysis procedures have gone through only minor modification while the analysis is 

getting more complex and sophisticated (Goodman, 1996b). The current and more 

widely used version of miscue analysis was developed by Y. Goodman, Watson, and 

Burke, as represented in their book Reading Miscue Inventory (1987). Over time 

miscue analysis has been used on readers of various ages, reading abilities, and 

language backgrounds for diagnostic, evaluative, and instructional purposes. 

Studies in Miscue Analysis (Brown et al., 1996) is a good source of miscue analysis 

research. 

The results firom miscue analysis research on different languages show that the 

reading process is more similar than dissimilar in different orthographies. Readers 

of all writing systems make miscues, and their miscues show that they use cues fi'om 

graphophonic, lexico-grammar, and semantic levels to construct meaning. Readers 
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sample, predict, confinn, and correct. The reading process is the same. Proficient 

readers are better at using the reading strategies; inexperienced readers are not as 

good. 

What do Chinese miscue analysis studies reveal about the Chinese reading 

process? In Xu's dissertation (1998), he did a replica of Gollasch's study (1980) 

done in English. Xu asked 200 students in Shanghai (100 college students and 100 

middle school students) to read a Chinese text that was imbedded with errors. Half 

of the students in each group were asked to read for meaning, and the other half for 

errors, within a time limit. After reporting the errors and contents of the story and 

answering a questionnaire, they were asked to search for errors, without time limit. 

Xu found that with time limit, no student could detect even half of the errors. Even 

when the time limit was removed, none of the students could fmd all the errors. 

The results suggest that Chinese readers do not read character by character linearly, 

and reading strategies like sampling and predicting are used in the process of 

reading Chinese. 

Learning to Read Chinese 

Based on the writing system perspective, several hypotheses about Chinese 

children's early reading development have been made. For example, it is argued 

by Gleitment in several of her works (Gleitman, 1985; Gleitman & Rozin, 1977; 

Rozin & Gleitman, 1977) that Chinese is easy to start learning because every 

Chinese symbol maps onto a syllable, which is a concept children can easily grasp. 
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Alphabetic writings, on the other hand, according to Gleitman, is more difficult to 

start learning because the alphabetic principle is abstract. Letters map onto 

phonemes, which are difficult to hear in isolation in speech. Once the alphabetic 

principle is understood, however, alphabetic writings are easier to finish learning 

than Chinese writing, which is composed of thousands of characters, each of them 

distinctively different. Is this an objective account of Chinese literacy development? 

As I have discussed in Chapter 3, the morphological structure of Chinese 

writing suggests that learning Chinese is not just a matter of learning characters one 

by one by rote. It is not appropriate to say that Chinese is more difficult to finish 

leaming, as if anyone ever finishes learning to read in any language. As for 

alphabetic systems, children usually go through a syllabic stage where they write a 

letter for each syllable they hear as they come to understand how the written 

language relates to oral language (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982). I believe it is 

more appropriate to say that different orthographies post different types of 

understanding for beginning learners to various degrees. To say which is easier 

and which is more difficult based on cross orthography comparison is not objective 

and sometimes misleading. While comparative studies of the reading process in 

different orthographies inform us about the universal aspects in the reading process, 

they should not be used for talks about better or best writing systems. 

Without comparing to other writing systems, I review briefly what research has 

informed us about how children learn to read Chinese. Growing up in a literate 

society where environmental print is everywhere, Taiwanese children develop 
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knowledge about Chinese print very early on. Lee's study (1989) shows that 

Taiwanese three- to six-year-olds who had not received formal written language 

instruction were developing concepts about Chinese writing and the representational 

relationships between oral and written Chinese. 

Many other studies have investigated the nature of this beginning 

understanding of Chinese writing and how preschoolers and early graders read 

Chinese characters. Initially, characters are learned and recognized as a whole. 

This is a logographical stage of learning to read. Beyond this logographical stage, 

Chinese children begin to discover the morphological structure and the functions of 

components inside the characters, just like children who are learning alphabetic 

systems begin to understand the alphabetic rules. 

Shu and Anderson's research (1996, 1997,1999) found that while first graders 

in Beijing in their studies treat characters as unanalyzed wholes, most third graders 

are functionally aware that radicals in semantic-phonetic compound characters 

contain information about meaning. Most first graders and almost all second 

graders in their study understand the basic configuration of semantic-phonetic 

compound characters. Awareness of the function of the phonetics develops 

gradually over the elementary grades. Ho and Bryant (1997) found that first and 

second graders in Hong Kong rely on phonetics for sound cues in naming Chinese 

characters. They further suggest that awareness of the functions of phonetics is 

important in learning Chinese. 

Huang (1993) did a similar study with Taiwanese children. She asked 
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children from the second to the sixth grade to judge the orthographic acceptability of 

non-characters and pseudo-characters (i.e., non-characters that were constructed by 

following Chinese character formation rules). Her results suggest that the second 

to fourth graders in this study were able to reject characters that violated the 

constraints of component position. Conscious awareness of components and their 

legal positions in semantic-phonetic compound characters was stabilized in the fifth 

grade. 

Chan and Nunes (1998) asked 60 children in Hong Kong (age 4 to 9) to judge 

the acceptability of invented characters, half of which were peudo-characters and the 

other half were non-characters. The first experiment tried to understand these 

children's knowledge of the formal characteristics of Chinese characters. These 

children were asked to create new characters, using a sample of selected components, 

to name things from a different planet. The second experiment tried to understand 

these children's knowledge of the functional characteristics of Chinese characters. 

The authors found that, in the first experiment, there was a clear difference in 

acceptability between pseudo-characters and non-characters. By nine years old, 

children systemically rejected non-characters. In the second experiment, while the 

four-year-olds showed no tendency to choose the correct radicals to create names, 

50% of the selections of the six-year-olds were correct. The nine-year-olds 

performed close to ceiling. It was also found that these children had a growing 

awareness of the functions of the phonetics. Gradually they understood that 

radicals cannot give phonological information, and it is possible to obtain 
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approximate sound from phonetics. 

These studies and many others together suggest that when learning to read 

Chinese, children are aware and gradually learn about the position and functions of 

components in semantic-phonetic compound characters. Instead of insights into 

the alphabetic principle, morphological knowledge seems to play a bigger role in the 

process of learning to read and write Chinese, as ahready suggested by Nagy and 

Anderson (1995), Fang (1996), and Hung (1997). 

Research on the process of learning to read a writing system extends our 

knowledge of the reading process of that writing system. When studying 

children's reading, researchers need to answer the question concerned with what it is 

that the children are learning? Comparing with other writing systems in terms of 

ease or difficulty does not lead the field far. 

Reading Different Orthographies 

I now discuss another popular comparison, the comparison of the reading 

process itself in different orthographies. Writing systems are usually categorized 

into three groups: logographic, syllabic, and alphabetic. The distinctiveness and 

uniqueness of each system have stimulated the research on how orthographic 

variations influence the reading process. It has been hypothesized that the 

psychological process of reading varies from one orthography to another, and the 

cognitive process and strategies involved in word recognition are not the same in 

different orthographies. 
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The orthography depth hypothesis, proposed by Forst and Katz (1989) and Katz 

and Frost (1992), is one example. Within this theory, a distinction is made 

between shallow and deep orthography. Shallow orthographies have more 

consistent letter-sound relationships whereas in deep orthographies, such 

relationships are more complex. Serbo-Croatian and Spanish, both of which have 

quite consistent letter-sound relationships, are two examples of shallow orthography. 

English writing, in which the graphophonic system is complex due to its multiple 

historical backgrounds, is considered a deep orthography. 

Put in simple words, the orthography depth hypothesis proposes that the 

psycholinguistic process of reading is constrained by the depth of an orthography. 

"Shallow orthographies are more easily able to support a word recognition process 

that involves the language's phonology. In contrast, deep orthographies encourage 

a reader to process printed words by referring to their morphology via the printed 

word's visual-orthographic structure" (Katz & Frost, 1992, p. 71). 

The orthographic depth hypothesis, I believe, is based on two assumptions. 

First, phonology is more easily available to the reader prelexically in shallow 

orthographies. Second, the easier prelexical phonology is obtained, the more likely 

it is used for lexical decision and pronunciation. The whole notion of the 

orthographic depth hypothesis is driven &om analysis of orthographic variations and 

their relations with morphology and phonology. What is missing is the 

consideration of the reader's role m reading and the social cultural aspects of the 

literacy act. Reading is a much more complex act than word recognition or 
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identification. Reading also involves syntactic and seniantic processing, and it 

always happens in a cultural context. The reader brings his or her prior knowledge, 

background, and experience to the act of reading to make sense of print. The 

meaning is never in the text. What the text has is meaning potential (Goodman, 

1994, 1996a). The reader will transact with the text, and the author, to construct 

his or her own meaning. Word recognition is only a part of the reading process. 

Taylor and Olson (1995) suggest that the reading process in different 

orthographies seems more dissimilar at the word level, but scriptal differences tend 

to disappear in the reading of whole text. There is some truth to this statement. 

When we consider reading at the text level, reading is a universal process of 

meaning construction across different writing systems. Readers use cues from all 

language levels plus their predictions based on their background, past experience, 

and knowledge to make sense of the text. Every writing system has a 

graphophonic structure, a lexico-grammar structure, and a semantic pragmatic 

structure. Reading is a transactional, socio-cultural, and psycholinguistic process 

in all writing systems (Goodman, 1994,1996a). 

When, however, people start to study reading by investigating the process of 

word recognition, there seems to be more differences in various writing systems. 

Word recognition research is usually conducted by using constrained experimental 

study designs where most variables are controlled and manipulated. Subjects are 

put in very artificial situations where they read isolated, out-of-context words and 

non-words. The process of perceiving words in such contexts is very different 
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from that of perceiving words in reading real text in real life. 

1 do not intend to say that there are no differences in reading different 

orthographies. However, I believe that the reading process is the same in all 

writing systems in the sense that it is a socio-cultural, psycholinguistic, and 

transactional process. On the one hand, writing systems are different, but human 

brains are the same. We all want to make sense when we read. On the other hand, 

human brains are the same but writing systems are different. Different writing 

systems require different types of tasks to various degrees in reading. The 

selection of different linguistic cues and the use of reading strategies are influenced 

by the writing system. 

The current study makes it clear that there is no pure writing system. Every 

writing system is mixed; therefore, more than one aspect of metalinguistic 

awareness is needed to contribute to learning to read (Nagy & Anderson, 1995). 

To say that one orthography is easier or more difficult to read than another is an 

over-simplified statement. Treating the reading of different orthographies as all the 

same or all different only blurs our understanding and decreases an appreciation of 

the process of reading. Moreover, orthographic variations are not the only factor 

that shapes the process of reading and writing. Among many different factors, a 

sound theory of reading and writing has to be based on the understanding of how 

children learn (e.g., motivation for learning, how learners interpret and transact with 

text and author) and social psycholinguistic theories (e.g., how the contexts of 

classroom, student background, instructional background, and social values of 
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literacy affect literacy practices and events). 

Writing Different Orthographies 

There are several parallels in my discussion of reading and writing different 

orthographies. I state my conclusion first: treating the process of writing different 

orthographies as all the same or different blurs understanding, increases biases, and 

decreases an appreciation of the process of writing in different orthographies. 

Different writing systems in different cultures are able to serve the purposes and 

functions that each language conununity needs from a written language, although 

various cultures have different views and uses of writing. Children of different 

cultures and linguistic backgrounds learn to write in a similar way, although 

orthography variations require different types of tasks to various degrees. 

From the time they are bom, children are learning everyday. Children 

growing up in a literate society learn to pay attention to what written language is, 

what it is used for, and how people use it. Children as young as two and three 

years old produce written marks that reflect cultural influence. In Pine's study 

(1993), graphical marks of two- and three-year-old preliterate children from China 

and the United States were analyzed and compared. She found that the marks of 

the Chinese children consisted (1) more small line segments characterized by angles 

or hooks, (2) more short and curved line segments, (3) less lines of two or more 

centimeters that were either irregular, curved, or looped, and (4) less lines that had at 

least three curves. The prewriting of the children in her study reflected different 
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graphical conventions in their cultural environments. These children were not 

intentionally taught to read and write. They learned the conventions of writing in 

their culture from being part of the community, paying attention to the 

environmental print, and actively making sense of writing and its roles and functions 

in the society. 

When learning a writing system that uses the Roman alphabet, like Spanish or 

English, most children's scribbles will look like continuous m's or horizontal wavy 

lines. Figure 8 is an example from Ferreiro and Teberosky's study of Argentinean 

children's literacy learning in Spanish (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982, p. 181). 

Figure 8. A Writing Sample of a Four-Year-Old Argentinean Child Learning 
Spanish 
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This four-year-old child's writing represents the first level of writing development 

that is characterized by the reproductions of the typical features of the print that the 

child sees in the environment. 

What does Chinese children's early writing look alike? Figure 9 is my niece's 

drawing and Chinese writing when she was four years old. Her writing is 

combinations of strokes grouped vertically on the page. She wrote a line of music 

notes horizontally across the top and a line of writing which was combinations of 

strokes groups vertically on the page. 

Figure 9. A Writing Sample of a Four-Year-Old Taiwanese Child Learning 
Chinese 
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As children have more and more experiences with oral and written language, 

they form hypotheses and construct knowledge about how the written language 

works (Y. Goodman, 1983). When learning Chinese, children come to the 

understanding that characters are composed of components, components are 

sometimes characters on their own, and a component can appear repeatedly in 

different components or characters. They also become aware of the functions of 

phonetic and semantic components, as shown from many studies I review earlier. 

There are differences in what children learn when they learn to write different 

orthographies. Children learn different directionalities and character formations. 

When learning to read and write an alphabetic language, children come to 

understand the alphabetic principle that exists between the oral and written forms of 

the language they use. When learning a logographic writing like Chinese, children 

come to the realization that each written symbol is a syllable. They also start to 

understand the iimer logic of character formation. 

I explain in earlier chapters that all different writing systems are equally 

ambiguous and redundant. Every written language is complete and yet incomplete. 

Although different writing systems use different types of symbols, they are all 

effective and efficient to communicate meaning and serve the purposes that a 

language community needs a writing system for. It they are not effective, they 

would have been replaced long ago. Contemplating orthographic differences 

cannot quiet down the disputes about whether some orthographies are easier to learn 

than others. 
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Another way to answer the question about the writing process in different 

orthographies is to understand the process of children learning to read and write 

different orthographies. Like the study of children's learning to read, a better way 

to study children's writing is to ask what it is that children learn when they learn to 

write. How easy or difficult is it for children to learn to write in different 

orthographies? 

I rely on the psychogenetic view of literacy development to support my 

discussion in this section. From a psychogenetic view, the process of learning to 

read and write seems to be more similar than dissimilar across different 

orthographies. This Piagetian view of child development proposes that children 

actively try to understand the environment and the world. Ferreiro and Teberosky 

state in Literacy Before Schooling {\9%2) that "An active learner compares, excludes, 

orders, categorizes, reformulates, confirms, forms hypotheses, and reorganizes 

through internalized action (thought) or through effective action (according to the 

level of development)" (p. 15). 

The psychogenetic process of children's literacy learning is well illustrated in 

Ferreiro and Teberosky's work. They did a study in Argentina to understand the 

process of literacy development of children firom both low and middle social 

economic classes, aged four to six. They found that when learning a written 

language (Spanish, in this case), these children first needed to figure out the 

differences between writing and drawing. Then they tried to understand what 

writing was. First, these children hypothesized that print represented the name of 
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the object in the picture. This is what Ferreiro and Teberosky called name 

hypothesis. When children started to pay attention to the linguistic elements in the 

written text, they had other hypotheses. One is the minimum-quantity hypothesis, 

which means a word has to have at least three letters to be readable. The other is 

the qualitative hypothesis, which means letters in a word must be varied for it to be 

readable. A word of all same letters like AAA is not readable according to the 

children in the study. 

No one has taught these children these hypotheses. They develop their own 

hypotheses. Based on their observations of and personal experiences with written 

language, children construct hypotheses about what writing is and how it works. 

Later, they construct a syllabic hypothesis, assuming that every symbol in written 

Spanish stands for a syllable in oral Spanish. With more experience with Spanish, 

they abandon this hypothesis and come to the discovery and understanding of the 

alphabetic principle. 

This is just one example of learning to read and write. Chinese children leam 

the Chinese linguistic systems and structures, but the psychogenetic process remains 

the same. Based on their observation and personal experience, Chinese children 

make hypotheses about how Chinese writing works. They abandon, modify, or 

change their hypotheses. Their initial use of language may be different from what 

is used by the language community, but as experiences with language grow, their 

use of language conforms to the traditional form and looks more and more 

conventional. 
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In conclusion, when the linguistic differences among writing systems of 

different principles are examined, it seems the process of reading and writing would 

vary in different orthographies. When the psycholinguistic process of the reader 

and writer is considered, however, there seems to be more similarities than 

dissimilarities in reading and writing different scripts. It is inappropriate to treat 

the literacy process in different orthographies as either all the same or all different. 

There are linguistic variations in different writing systems, but there are similarities 

in how the human brains function. 

Implications for Literacy Education 

Although this study is not about literacy instruction, I wish to relate my 

discussion about written language to literacy education. I believe that sound 

literacy education is based on a thorough understanding and appreciation of how 

written language works. Language teachers teach reading and writing according to 

what they know about language (oral and written) and about how children learn 

language. Sometimes it happens that teachers' and parents' literacy instructions 

are based on an unexamined belief about what written language is. This study 

serves as a tool for anyone involved in literacy education to reflect on what they 

know about written language. 

The purpose of this study, to reiterate, is to dispel myths and misconceptions 

about non-alphabetic writing systems, explain how Chinese writing works, and 

discuss what makes writing possible. I argue that reading and writing the Chinese 
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writing alphabetic systems. All writing systems have meaning potential. Readers 

bring their knowledge, experience, background, and predictions to make sense of 

print. What does this suggest with regard to literacy education? 

Traditional wisdom says that first children leam to read and then they read to 

leam. However, when reading and writing programs are focused only on learning 

to read and write first, they are often not very effective. The truth is that people 

always read and write to leam, and children leam to read and write from reading and 

writing. Children read the environmental print that makes them start to think about 

what writing is and how it works. They also discover the principle of writing from 

drawing, scribbling, and their invented writing. 

At home and in school, children should be given plenty of opportunities to read 

and write. We cannot leam how to drive a car when we do not have access to a car. 

When children have a lot of experiences with reading and writing, it is important to 

make sure that they read and write for genuine purposes—for meaning 

communication and any other purposes that are signiflcant to the learners. A lot of 

times parents and teachers are so eager to teach and show children how to read and 

write that learning to read and write often becomes an end in itself. That is when 

children are loaded with bits and pieces of language that are meaningless. 

We all practice what we know, hi the case of literacy education, teachers and 

parents approach children and instruct them in the way they believe language and 

language learning work. My study shows that some literacy instructional practices 
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are inappropriate. 

For example, 1 explain that the alphabetic principle is actually the set of 

relationships between the oral and the written language systems of an individual. 

Letter patterns correspond to sound patterns, and such correspondence varies in 

different persons. In English, one letter does not just stand for one sound. The 

same letter can represent different sounds, and the same sound can be represented by 

different letters or letter combinations. Teaching children simple letter-sound 

correspondence as a prerequisite to reading is inappropriate because that makes 

reading more difficult to learn. 

Several studies show that the relationship between phonemic awareness and 

reading ability is reciprocal (Nagy & Anderson, 1995). Contact and experience 

with print contribute to children's awareness and understanding of the writing 

principle, be it iogographic or alphabetic. Several studies show that phonological 

awareness and the ability to manipulate phonemic units are a result of instruction in 

an alphabetic system (see, for example. Read et al, 1986; Huang & Hanley, 1994; 

Ko & Lee, 1996). In other words, the ability to hear and segment individual 

phonemes in syllables is a result of using and learning an alphabetic writing system. 

This suggests that teaching children phonemic awareness as the prerequisite of 

reading may be counterproductive. 

In their psychogenetic research of Argentinean children's writing development, 

Ferreiro and Teberosky (1982) stress that reading is not decoding and writing is not 

modeling. Whatever writing system a child is learning, he or she actively tries to 
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understand the writing system. Schools and teachers need to respect and value 

what children know and learn before entering school, and build their teaching on this 

basis. 

Another thing that educators and parents can do is provide opportunities for 

children to come in contact with writing systems that they do not use. This will 

help to decrease ignorance, and therefore biases, about other writing systems. This 

also increases children's metalinguistic knowledge of the written language that they 

use. Just like when second language learners understand more about how the 

second language works, they start to see how their first language works similarly or 

differently. 

Based on the explorations of the Chinese writing system and reading and 

writing processes presented in this study, I now discuss three suggestions for 

Chinese literacy education. I present the key facts about reading and writing 

Chinese first, and then follow with implications for Chinese learning and teaching. 

The Teaching of Zhuvin Fuhao and Pinvin 

In Taiwan, first graders spend their first ten weeks in school learning ?£#^^5^ 

zhu4yml fu2 hao-f, a phonetic system used to indicate the pronunciations of 

characters. Unlike the more commonly known Pinyin system (which uses the 

Roman alphabet) used in mainland China and in the teaching of Chinese outside the 

Chinese world, the thirty seven symbols in Zhuyin Fuhao are created from elements 

of characters. They look more like partial Chinese character components. This 
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system is usually only used in children's literature, elementary textbooks, and a few 

publications for children. The 21 consonants of Mandarin Chinese represented in 

Figure 10 show what the Zhuyin Fuhao symbols look like. The manner of 

articulation is listed horizontally across the chart, and place of articulation is down 

the chart. PY stands for the Pinyin system; ZY stands for the Zhuyin Fuhao 

system. 

Manner 

Place 

Unaspirated 
Stops 

Aspirated 
Stops 

Unaspirated 
Affncates 

Aspirated 
Affricates 

Nasals Fricatives Voiced 
Continuals 

Manner 

Place PY ZY PY ZY PY ZY PY ZY PY ZY PY ZY PY ZY 
Bilabials b 1 P ^ m n 

Labio-
Dentals 

f C 

Dental-
Alveolars 

d f] t ii z V c n ^ s U 1 ti 

Retroflexes zh m ch 4 sh ? r • 

Palatals j M q < X T 

Velars g « k "7 h r 

Figure 10. Chinese Consonants Represented in Pinyin and Zhuyin Fuhao 

The Chinese people do just fine without an alphabetic phonetic system, 

as I discuss in Chapter 1. Phonological analysis and study in China before the 

twentieth century was mainly for the purpose of poetry and song writing. Before 

the introduction of phonetic system in 1958, children learned to read and write 

without Pinyin or Zhuyin Fuhao. The invention of Zhuyin Fuhao and Pinyin is 

basically an instructional influence from Western alphabetic culture. There is 

nothing inherently wrong with the Zhuyin Fuhao system itself. What is 
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questionable is the way it is taught in schools. First, Zhuyin Fuhao is abstract. It 

divides a character (which is always a syllable) into initials and rimes that the 

character does not show graphically. In other words, children do not see the initials 

and rimes in characters. This makes learning Zhuyin Fuhao difficult. Second, 

there is no Zhuyin Fuhao in the environmental print. While children have learned 

many characters from the environment before entering school (Lee, 1989), they are 

taught Zhuyin Fuhao and not real characters when they enter school. This shows 

disrespect for what children know and bring to the classroom. Third, Zhuyin 

Fuhao is only transitional. Children often forget Zhuyin Fuhao after elementary 

school years because it is not used anymore. Adults do not see Zhuyin Fuhao in 

newspapers; people do not write in Zhuyin Fuhao. The teaching of Zhuyin Fuhao 

is questionable, considering the fact that it is abstract and difficult, that children 

already read and use real characters before entering school, and that they often 

forget and abandon this system. 

As I have already said, the teaching of Zhuyin Fuhao in Taiwan (and the 

teaching of Pinyin in mainland China) is an influence from alphabetic culture. 

Teachers want the children to learn Zhuyin Fuhao in order to be able to read by 

sounding out characters. Sometimes, the whole text is written in Zlhuyin Fuhao 

(and Pinyin, in China), and that is very difficult to read. This serves as an example 

of literacy practice that emphasizes learning to read and write as an end in itself that 

I question earlier. A better way to teach Zhuyin Fuhao is to learn the system 

together with characters that children read for authentic purposes. 
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The Teaching of rhinese rharacter Fnitnatinn 

I have emphasized throughout this study that Chinese character formation is 

based on six interrelated principles. I also explain in Chapter 3 the function and 

formation of phonetic and semantic components in Chinese semantic-phonetic 

compound characters, which constitute about ninety percent of modem Chinese 

characters. This does not mean that children should be explicitly taught the 

principles of character formation. 

Just like phonemic awareness develops as children learn alphabetic writing 

systems, morphological awareness grows as children learn to read and write 

logographic Chinese. Beginning readers of Chinese also use their morphological 

knowledge of Chinese writing to learn new characters, predict meanings, and sound 

out characters. The relationship between reading ability and morphological 

awareness in Chinese is reciprocal, as in the case of reading ability and phonemic 

awareness in English. There is place for metalinguistic and metacognitive 

conversations on character formation in Chinese reading and writing instruction, but 

teaching character formation as an end is abstract and difficult for beginning learners. 

Another reason why teaching Chinese character formation by itself is not 

appropriate is the observation that the most frequent Chinese characters are most 

irregxilar with respect to the semantic-phonetic compound principle (Shu & 

Anderson, 1996,1999). Before semantic-phonetic compounding was stabilized as 

the main character formation principle, many characters were already in use and 
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they represented the most important and needed words in ancient Chinese culture. 

That is why many frequent characters are not semantic-phonetic compound 

characters. English has a parallel phenomenon. Consider these English words: of, 

love, do, have, you, said. They are words of high frequency, and their 

pronunciations are special for their spellings. 

This observation suggests that it is better for beginning Chinese readers to learn 

these old frequent characters from seeing them in their reading. Instruction on 

character formation does not serve the readers well because character formation 

principles do not describe these old characters well. 

Re-Evaluating Children's Farlv Writing 

In Chapter 3,1 discuss Chinese character formation and stress these concepts; 

characters are composed of components, components are sometimes characters 

themselves, and the same component (or character) appears in different characters. 

Chinese children growing up in a rich literate society grasp these concepts very early 

on and their writing or attempts of writing show this knowledge. 

One example is children's experiments with writing. Elementary school 

children in Taiwan routinely do copywriting as their language arts homework. 

They are asked to copywrite each new character introduced during the school day 

ten or twenty times, as specified by the teacher. At home children start 

experiments to find out the easiest and quickest way to finish the tedious 

copywriting. One thing that many children do is writing one component in all the 
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characters at a time and then go back to the first character to finish writing. For 

example, when writing 'lamp,' they first write the radical 'X on the left side of 

the character ten or twenty times down the page, and then go back to the first 

character to fill in the other component Maybe some children like to fill in ^ 

starting fi:om the last character and back to the first character. Such experiment 

shows children's knowledge of character formation. They know how to take a 

character apart into components properly. 

I studied how America-bom Chinese students in Tucson Arizona invented 

Chinese characters in their writing (Hung, 1997). Their inventions reveal what 

they know about Chinese character formation. For example, {zhunS, 'norm; 

exact') is written like (a non-character) because they know this character 

{zhunS, 'grant; permit'). Similarly, a student puts {tai4, 'excessively') in 

(a non-character) when trying to write (kul, 'cry'). These writing experiments 

and inventions tell the teachers and parents a lot about what children know about 

Chinese writing. Children should be encouraged to explore language. Their 

inventions show their writing process and what they know about written language. 

This chapter explores issues about Chinese reading and writing processes. I 

argue that studies that focus on word or character recognition provide only a partial 

account of the reading process. Experimental studies that focus on Chinese 

character recognition yield mixed results and there is no conclusive resolution 

regarding the roles of visual and phonological information in Chinese character 
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recognition. Studies that emphasize reading whole texts, like miscue analysis 

studies, reveal that Chinese readers do not read character by character and they use 

language cues and reading strategies like prediction in a similar way to the reading 

of English. After that I discuss the implications of orthographic variations in 

literacy process. I suggest that treating the process of reading and writing in 

different orthographies as all the same or different blurs understanding and increases 

biases of the literacy process. Social and cultural contexts also have an impact on 

how people view and use written language, and different writing systems require 

different tasks of the reader to various degrees. Finally, I discuss implications for 

Chinese literacy instruction with respect to the teaching of Zhuyin Fuhao, the 

teaching of semantic and phonetic components, and a re-evaluation of Chinese 

children's invented writing. 

Conclusion 

This is a study about written language and Chinese writing. My motivation 

for doing this study comes firom several personal encounters of comments and 

arguments that reflect misconceptions about written language generally and Chinese 

writing specifically that are subtle and elusive but yet quite widespread in the field 

of literacy research and education. I believe that sound literacy instruction is based 

on an understanding and appreciation of how written and oral language work. The 

purpose of this study is to, first, dispel myths and misconceptions about written 

language and Chinese writing and, second, provide a knowledge base in the nature 
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of writing and Chinese writing for professionals to make more appropriate decisions 

on teaching of reading and writing. 

1 approach this study of written language from the following perspectives: 

historical, linguistic, and social literacies. The historical perspective is particularly 

important in the scrutiny of the fallacy of the writing evolution theory that considers 

the alphabet as the pinnacle of writing development. I argue that the evolutionary 

account of writing development is problematic because writings of the past, 

according to this evolutionary concept, are judged with the standard of writings of 

the present. It fails to consider how early writings came to be invented and the 

social historical contexts of writing changes. 

It is argued in this study that the choice of a writing system is closely related to 

the linguistic features of the oral language, among many other factors from the 

social, cultural, religious, ideological, and political spheres. The alphabetic system 

works fine for many European languages that have comple.x syllabic structure, but it 

does not work as well for a mono-syllabic Chinese language that has rather simple 

syllabic structure and is replete with homophones. A logographic system in which 

written symbols are meaning units and at the same time represent syllables in the 

oral language is a good fit for the Chinese language. 

A careful linguistic study of the Chinese written system reveals that Chinese 

writing has strong character and word forming power. The formation principle of 

semantic-phonetic compound character is a unique invention of the Chinese people. 

It builds up the connection between oral and written Chinese and makes it possible 
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to create new characters with akeady existing components and characters. The 

formation principle of compound word makes it possible to represent new things and 

ideas by combining ah^ady existing characters and without inventing new characters. 

The fact that Chinese writing has been serving the Chinese speaking people for 

almost four thousand years is a strong proof that it is an effective and efficient 

writing system. If it were not, it would have been replaced. 

I also explore the relationships between written and oral language in this study. 

I emphasize the concept that neither written nor oral language requires a relationship 

with the other to be called a system. They are two parallel systems of the same 

language. There is overlap of what they can do, but their features also allow 

language users to accomplish different purposes. Written language was not 

initially invented to represent oral speech. The relationships between written and 

oral language in most contemporary writing systems can be explained by 

considering what advantages such relationships bring to language users. By 

sharing the same vocabulary, syntactic, and semantic structures with the oral 

language, written language does not need to be created anew, and written texts can, 

when necessary, be rendered into the same oral message by different readers of the 

language. 

All written languages are ambiguous and redundant at the same time. They 

can be ambiguous because human brains have the remarkable ability to resolve 

ambiguities. They are redundant because they want to make sure that meaning is 

represented. There is no pure writing system. Every written language has 
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logographic and phonographic elements. English has many logographic features, 

and Chinese characters can function phonographically. All writing systems fall 

into a continuum of logography based and phonography based system. Surict 

categorization of writing system underestimates the complexity and vitality of 

written language. 

1 also discuss the implications of orthographic variations in reading and writing 

process. It is argued that when the focus of research is on word and character level, 

there seems more dissimilarities than similarities in how word and characters are 

recognized in different types of writing systems. However, when the focus of 

research is on text level, there are more similarities than dissimilarities in the reading 

of different orthographies. I argue that research on word and character recognition 

provides only a partial account of the reading process, and it is very inappropriate to 

use the experiment results from word and character recognition research to suggest 

the process of reading and practice of reading instruction. 

Research on Chinese character recognition yields mixed results, especially with 

regard to the flmction of phonetic components in the process of reading Chinese 

characters. It has to be pointed out that such character recognition studies are 

conducted in highly constrained experimental design, and people cannot assume that 

the process of character recognition in such experimental context is the same as that 

in reading whole real text in real life. For friture study, there are at least two 

directions that I believe will bring useful information on Chinese writing and 

literacy process: Chinese reading miscue analysis and psychogenetic study of 
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Chinese children's early writing development. Chinese miscue analysis helps to 

understand the Chinese reading process as it happens; psychogenetic study of 

Chinese children's early writing reveals the interplay between orthography and the 

psychological process of learning to write. 
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