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1. Introduction

Generally speaking, scholars of Tai languages do not usually associate the
transcription of Tai languages with the logographic Chinese characters, because the
majority of Tai languages have typically been written with their own alphabetic
writing systems. After coming under the historical influence of Indian civilization in
Southeast Asia, the Thai, Lao, and Shan languages, for example, each developed
their own alphabetic orthographies which are derived from the Brahmi script (Court
1996:444). The Thai alphabet of Thailand dates from the late 13th century (Diller
1996:458).

On the other hand, various languages of East Asia have been profoundly
influenced by the written Chinese language and historically adopted the Chinese
characters as their writing system. Such languages as Japanese, Vietnamese, and
Korean which are not genetically related to Chinese are three of the well-known, so-
called Sinoxenic languages which are or have been written with the Chinese
characters. In the process of adapting the Chinese characters to the transcription of
these languages, literate speakers were able to exploit the principles of Chinese-
character formation (which are listed and described below) for the creation of their
own unique characters, e.g. the kokuji [%] ¢ of Japanese, the chiiném in
Vietnamese, and the kukja ¥ in Korean. Therefore, from the linguistic,
historical, geographical, and sociocultural perspectives, Zhuang, a northern Tai
language spoken in the Guangxi Autonomous Region of southern China, presents a
particularly interesting case of a Tai language which has been written with standard
Chinese characters and non-standard but Chinese-like — i.e.. uniquely-Zhuang —
characters (Zhuang has not been the only Tai language with this kind of writing
system, either now or in the past; Prof. Wu Wenyi, vice-director of the Guizhou
Province Nationalities Research Institute, in a personal communication in July 1998
to the author stated that the Buyi language is being written with Chinese characters
and uniquely Buyi characters). In the Zhuang language the Zhuang characters are
called [sawl ¢up6), [sawl dip7], or [sawl taru6] (Wei, Tan 1980:97)
[throughout this paper the phonemic transcription of Zhuang words is enclosed
within square brackets, and the number following the syllable indicates the tone
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category]; although Zhuang writing borrows standard Chinese characters to
represent Zhuang words, it has also created uniquely Zhuang characters by
borrowing components from standard Chinese characters and then recombining
them as semantic and phonetic elements. Zhuang writing pushed the principles of
character formation to the extreme, however, so that the number of these indigenous
Zhuang characters constituted the larger proportion of graphic units in relation to the
regular Chinese characters (cf. the discussion of the so-called demotic characters
used in Vietnamese by Nguyen 1997:7). Interestingly, a literate Chinese speaker
who does not know how to speak or read Zhuang language may still be able to guess
the pronunciation of many and the meanings of a few Zhuang characters.

Of the 55 ethnic groups officially recognized by the Chinese government, the
Zhuang are the second largest population after the majority Han Chinese and
number a little over 13 million according to 1982 figures (Ramsey 1987:165). The
Zhuang people are concentrated mainly in the Guangxi Autonomous Region of
southern China but are also found in eastern Yunnan and western Guangdong
Provinces. The Zhuang people have referred to themselves by a number of different
ethnonyms, e.g., [poud tsumb6, poud ¢umn6, pud jaid, pud nop2, bub dai,
phot6 thai2, kum? tho3, pud to3, poud ma:n2, poud ban3, poud lau2];today
the officially-designated Zhuang name for the Zhuang people is [poud ¢u:p6] (Wei,
Tan 1980:1). According to Ramsey (1987:235), there was a time when the Zhuang
people denied their Zhuang ethnicity and insisted they were ethnic Chinese. This
attitude of self-denigration was the result of the racial prejudice that the majority
Han Chinese population has traditionally felt toward the Zhuang (as well as to other
non-Han ethnic groups).

2. Sources for the study of the Zhuang writing system

The present study of the Chinese-based Zhuang writing system is based
primarily upon two sources. The first is an article written by 5% JG A= Zhang
Yuansheng and entitled JH & A B # C 1k 8 B — 7 P it 57 [the cultural
legacy of the Zhuang people — the square Zhuang characters] which was published
in a volume of papers concerned with research on the ancient writing systems of
China's minority languages; this volume is entitled <</b ] B ji& & 3 F #f %
>> [research on the ancient writing of the nationalities of China] and was edited by
the B i & SC W 97 & [research group on the ancient writing of the
nationalities of China]. In this article Zhang has listed 1,008 Zhuang characters
which have been in use in the Wuming area of Guangxi along with their
pronunciations according to the Wuming dialect and their equivalent meanings in
standard Chinese. Also listed are about 100 Zhuang characters whose meanings and
pronunciations have not been determined.
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The second main source on the Zhuang writing system is the <<ty i 5 ¢
ML >> [ancient Zhuang-character dictionary] and published by the & 78 4t % 85 14
> 8 B 28 k3 R B#E| 45 2 /)N 4H [leadership group with the
program for arranging the publication of ancient books of ethnic minorities of
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region], g B : & 74 B i H R %1 [Nanning:
Guangxi Nationalities Press] (in the following citations of references for which the
dictionary is the source it is abbreviated as GZZZD). This dictionary which was
published in 1989 has made an invaluable contribution to our research of the
Zhuang characters by listing and defining about 10,700 Zhuang characters which
have been in popular use in areas inhabited by the Zhuang people. This dictionary
has tried to reflect how Zhuang characters have been used by speakers of various
Zhuang dialects and so is not based on any one particular geographical area. In a
personal communication of July 1998 by Mrs. Margaret E. Milliken who has been
teaching in the Guangxi Zhuang Language School in Wuming, the Zhuang
dictionary has been helping to revive and encourage the use of Zhuang writing
among the Zhuang people.

In its introduction the Zhuang dictionary has stated that the earliest attested
text of Zhuang characters is an inscription on a stone tablet that is dated 682 AD
during the early Tang Dynasty (GZZZD 1989:5). According to this introduction, the
Zhuang writing system has been used for the transcription of a wide range of literary
materials, including folk myths and fairytales, stories, legends, folk songs, proverbs,
play scripts, fables, couplets on walls, stele inscriptions, medical prescriptions,
family genealogies, contracts, etc. (GZZZD 1989:1). Holm (1998) has analyzed and
interpreted a ritual text written by Zhuang-speaking vernacular priests; his
description of this task gives some indication of the complex nature of Zhuang
writing. According to Wei and Tan (1980:97), Daoist priests wrote classical texts in
Zhuang characters and business people used them for keeping accounts. After the
1949 liberation of China, revolutionary folk songs and communist party propaganda
were transcribed in Zhuang characters in the revolutionary guerrilla areas of
Guangxi.

Because the Chinese-based writing system of Zhuang has never been
standardized, the usage of Zhuang characters seems to have varied considerably
from one area to another; indeed, the same word has been written with two or more
different characters. In perusing the dictionary, we observe that one morphosyllable
may have a half-dozen or even more variant forms or allographs associated with it.
The proliferation of variant graphs obviously made the writing system very
complicated and placed a heavy burden on the memories of the people who used it;
this situation apparently reached the point where it was so unwieldy that some
people (Chinese linguists among them) felt it was better to abandon the system
altogether and replace it with romanization. At any rate, the Zhuang characters were
not adopted for use in official documents or in standard education (Wei, Tan
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1980:97). Today the Zhuang language is transcribed with a romanization system that
was developed by Chinese linguists in the 1950's; however, according to Mrs.
Milliken (1995), this romanization has not been well-received by some Zhuang
speakers.

2.1 Principles underlying the creation of Zhuang characters

The Chinese-character-based writing system of Zhuang has used both
Chinese characters and specially-created Zhuang characters whose composition was
based on principles that are similar or even identical to those that underlie the
formation of the standard Chinese characters. Our study of Zhuang graphs reveals
four or five main principles from the traditional study of the graphic structure and
usage of the Chinese characters that also underlie the structure and usage of the
Zhuang graphs. These traditional principles of formation and usage of the Chinese
characters are listed below in Table 1 (English translations of the Chinese terms are
based on Boltz 1996:197; for the convenience of the reader who is not literate in
standard Chinese, the phonemic transcription of the Mandarin pronunciation of the
Chinese characters is enclosed within square brackets, and the diacritics over the
vowels as in 4, 4, 4, a4 indicate the level, rising, dipping, and falling tone contours
of Mandarin, respectively):

Table 1. Traditional principles of formation and usage of the Chinese characters.

(1) B JE “F [¢1ay ¢ip ts]] representing the form': the graph resembles the object
it is intended to represent.

(2) 38 95 ¥ [ts7 57 ts]] 'indicating the matter': the graph attempts to represent the
idea of the word.

(3) & & " [xuer 1 ts]) 'conjoining the sense': the graph combines two other
glaphs whose meanings together equal the meaning of the intended graph.

(4) JE 8“7 [¢in sdp ts]] 'forming the sound': the graph combines a phonetic
component which indicates the graph's pronunciation and a semantic
component which bears some relationship to the graph's meaning.

(5) 1B =7 [teid tere ts]] 'false borrowing': a standard graph is borrowed for its
homophonous or nearly homophonous pronunciation to write another word.

Altogether there were actually six traditional principles, i.e., the so-called 7+
= [fiou si] 'six (classes of) scripts', which were first recognized by ZF {8 [¢V sdn]
Xu Shen, the author of the dictionary <<gii 3L f# ¢ >> [suo waon (i€ (5]
(explaining the characters) from the first century A.D. Although most of these
principles still apply to the structure of the Chinese characters today, we should note
that the vast majority of Chinese characters have followed the fourth principle of JZ
B8 (the alternate term 7 3} ¢/€ s9y 'harmonizing the sound' is also sometimes
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used), even down to the present day. The sixth principle was the so-called ## 73
[tsudn tsu] 'redirected characters' but its meaning is not well understood.

On the basis of discussions in the introduction to the dictionary and in Wei
and Tan (1980:97), we can recognize two main categories of Zhuang characters: (1)
uniquely Zhuang characters that have been created by Zhuang speakers, and (2)
Chinese characters that have been borrowed from the standard written Chinese
language. In addition, some Zhuang characters are also used in the written form of
Cantonese, the most prestigious member of the Yue dialect family of Chinese
spoken in Guangdong and Hong Kong, but which language was the borrower or
donor is a question that awaits further research. With regard to these two broad
categories of Zhuang graphs, we can identify at least nine principles of formation
and usage of the Zhuang graphs as listed below in Table 2. The use of Chinese and
Chinese-like characters by Zhuang speakers to write their language clearly indicates
that they have had extensive knowledge of both written and spoken Chinese.
Furthermore, down through its long history the Zhuang language has been in close
contact with different varieties of Chinese speech and its development has been very
much influenced by this contact. Cantonese has been the major Chinese dialect
spoken in Guangdong and eastern Guangxi, while Mandarin is widely spoken in the
rest of Guangxi. A number of loanwords from these two Chinese varieties or
dialects (and very likely other Chinese dialects) have been borrowed into Zhuang.
According to my study of colloquial Cantonese vocabulary (Bauer 1996), Cantonese
has very likely borrowed words directly from Zhuang or from other languages
belonging to the Tai language family.

Table 2. Principles of formation and usage of Zhuang graphs.

1. Graphs which do not resemble Chinese characters and very likely have come
from some other source than Chinese.

2. Graphs created by combining standard Chinese characters as semantic
components.

3. Graphs created by combining a semantic component with a phonetic component,
both of which are standard Chinese characters.

4. Graphs which are actually standard Chinese characters and have been borrowed
solely for their pronunciations which are similar to the pronunciations of the Zhuang
words they represent.

5. Graphs which vaguely resemble standard Chinese characters but which are not
actually used in standard written Chinese.

6. Graphs which are actually standard Chinese chraracters and have been borrowed
to represent Chinese loanwords. In the process of borrowing the standard Chinese
characters, Zhuang may also have borrowed their Chinese pronunciations which
may vary according to the donor Chinese dialect (such as Cantonese) and which
have been adapted to the phonological systems of the borrowing Zhuang dialects.
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7. Graphs which are also found in written Cantonese and which may or may not be
related in meaning and sound to the Cantonese graphs.

8. Graphs which are standard Chinese characters but have been borrowed for their
meanings; the Chinese characters are read with the semantically-equivalent Zhuang
morphosyllable (that is, the character is read for its meaning and not its sound).

9. Graphs which are created by combining other (typically standard Chinese)
characters whose Zhuang readings represent the initial consonants and rhymes for
"spelling" the pronunciation of the graphs.

In the discussion below we will discover remarkable parallels between the
way Zhuang speakers have written Zhuang and the way Cantonese speakers write
Cantonese. In both cases neither written language has ever been standardized, yet
this has not prevented writers from developing graphical conventions that have been
understood by other writers and their readers. According to Prof. David Holm and
Mrs. Milliken who both have first-hand experience observing the use of Zhuang
writing among Zhuang speakers in Guangxi (personal communications, July 1998),
the Zhuang writing system continues to be used, although it is not officially taught
in school. In Hong Kong schoolchildren have been traditionally taught to read the
standard Chinese characters with Cantonese pronunciation; this knowledge helps
them learn how to read Cantonese writing which is widely used in a number of
different domains of written language, such as comic books, advertisements, the
entertainment pages of newspapers, graffiti, etc., but not in textbooks read in the
classroom (cf. Bauer and Cheung 1998).

In the following discussion each of these nine characterizations of Zhuang
writing is analyzed in detail and illustrated with example characters from the
Zhuang writing system.

3.1 Graphs which do not resemble Chinese characters

The number of graphs belonging to this category appears to be relatively
small in comparison to the larger numbers of graphs based on principles associated
with Chinese and Chinese-like characters. A graph examplifying this category is 3
[am5] which is defined as '#¥ [carry on the back]. [am5 [wik8] 75 /)N $% [carry child
on back]' (GZZZD:1). It comprises two components: the first component looks like
the numeral 3 but is very likely ultimately derived from the same source script as the
Dai Le 4% 1/ letter 3 [da 155] (Luo 1981:361) and the Burmese letter 3 da.dwei
with similar pronunciation; the second element is a small dot placed to the right and
at mid-height of the first. One can draw a pictographic parallel between the position
of the dot with respect to the 3 and the meaning of the graph, that is, the dot is
placed at the back of the larger graph. It is interesting to note that the dictionary lists
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ten Chinese-like characters that occur as allographs in variation with 3-; that is,
these variant forms have the same pronunciation and meaning as 3-.

The introduction to the dictionary lists at least three other graphs which are
formed with this same symbol plus a second smaller element as follows:

1. 3 [dwnl] 'to stand' (3} ). In this graph the dot is positioned just above 3. I
hesitate to say there is some kind of iconic relationship between the shape of
the graph and its meaning, yet there very well may be. The dictionary lists
six variant Chinese-like characters that are associated with this
morphosyllable.

2. 3 [nan6] 'to sit' (A2 ). Here we observe 3 positioned just above a horizontal line
that apparently acts as a base. If 3 is sitting on the base or floor, then I think
we can identify an iconic relationship between the graph's shape and its
meaning 'to sit'. The dictionary (pp. 342-343) lists 13 allographs in
association with this morphosyllable; four of these are also formed with 3,
and the remainder are Chinese and Chinese-like characters.

3. 3 [um3] 'to hold or carry in the arms' (#{,). In this graph a small stroke (which
very much resembles a particular type of stroke used in writing the Chinese
characters) is placed inside the lower portion of the figure 3. In association
with this morphosyllable, the dictionary lists four allographs which are
Chinese-like characters.

3.2 Combination of Chinese characters as semantic components

This category of graph can be aptly illustrated with 77 [yuri4] 'not good'
(A~ U 455 38 ) (GZZZD: 435); in analyzing the graph we divide it into its upper
half which is the standard Chinese character A~ (Mandarin [pu]) 'no, not' and its
lower half which is the standard Chinese character #f (Mandarin [x4u]) 'good'. In
the creation of this type of graph the main concern is in the selection of two Chinese
characters whose Chinese meanings when combined together will match the
meaning of the target word in Zhuang. We should note here that the principle of
combining two Chinese characters as semantic elements to create a third character is
modelled on the same principle of standard Chinese; e.g. standard Chinese 7
(Mandarin [ wai]) 'askew, crooked' is a combination of A~ [pl] 'no, not' as the upper
half of the character and I (Mandarin [£saz]) 'straight, upright, correct' as its lower
half. Written Cantonese employs the nonstandard character = (Cantonese [zn])
'thin and small or small and weak' (Rao et al 1997:138), as in Z= {F Cantonese
[ en-tsgy] 'thin, small child'; the upper half of the graph is the standard character A~
(Cantonese [pef]) and means 'no, not' just as in standard Chinese, and the lower half
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is the standard character & (Cantonese [74;]) and means 'large, big' (this paper has
followed the phonetic transcription of Cantonese presented in Bauer and Benedict
1997 which marks allophonic vowel length with the colon ":"). Adding the two
semantic elements together yields the meaning 'not big' which is near to the meaning
of the Cantonese morphosyllable.

3.3 Graphs which combine standard Chinese characters as semantic and phonetic
components

In terms of the number of graphs listed in the dictionary, there appear to be
more graphs belonging to this subcategory in which semantic and phonetic elements
are joined together into one graph than any other. In this respect, the same
characterization can be applied to the standard Chinese characters in general: a
typical standard Chinese dictionary includes more characters formed on the
principle of combining semantic and phonetic components than any other type of
character (i.e. JE 8 57 [¢ip sop ts]) or 75 % ¥ [¢ic sap ts]).

This subcategory is illustrated with two Zhuang graphs:

(1) ~E [yok8] 'bird' (&) (GZZZD: 425-426). This graph comprises a
phonetic element on the left, namely, the standard Chinese character 7~ which
means 'six' in Chinese and is pronounced [/ok] in Cantonese; and a semantic
element on the right, namely, the standard Chinese character & which means 'bird'
in Chinese and is pronounced [7i:w] in Cantonese.

(2) ¥ [wanl) 'seed' (Ff ) (GZZZD: 479). In this graph the phonetic
element is on the right, viz., the standard Chinese character X which is pronounced
[wan] in standard Mandarin and [men] in Cantonese and has the meaning 'writing,
script'’; on the left is the semantic element, the standard Chinese character >
(Mandarin [ 1], Cantonese [mgj]) which means 'rice'. Here the semantic element in
the Zhuang graph does not exactly correspond to its meaning but comes close to it,
that is, individual grains of rice are seeds. The Chinese graph with the meaning of
seed, i.e. f# (Mandarin [zsup)) 'species; race; seed’, is made up of the two standard
characters & Mandarin [x3] 'standing grain, especially rice' and B Mandarin
[¢shup] 'repeat, duplicate'.

In creating characters by combining standard Chinese characters as their
semantic and phonetic components, Zhuang speakers have made frequent use of the
standard Chinese character [] (Mandarin [&”0u]) 'mouth’ which serves as a semantic
element in combination with some phonetic element; for example, }] represents five
different Zhuang morphosyllables as follows:
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(1) [/ak8] 'extort; blackmail; steal, pilfer' (¥ Z=; a7 €5 ).
(2) [{aur2] 'where; what' (B ; & J85).
(3) [/utk8] 'son, daughter; child' (+ 4; % ).

(4) [y22] 'to lick' (#%).
(5) [ yuzk8] '(reduplicated final particle that combines with stative verbs)'.

This same practice is also observed in written Cantonese where the use of []
(Cantonese [ A2w]) often (but not always) signifies to the reader that the character is
a colloquial Cantonese character to be read for its sound and not for its meaning. For
example, the Zhuang character Ifj is also found in written Cantonese and is
pronounced [/€:k] and means 'smart, clever'; colloquial Cantonese [/€7] 'thing' is
written with the Cantonese character I} which is a combination of [ 'mouth' and
B 'wild'; the semantic element [ tells the reader to read #} only as the phonetic
element and to ignore its usual meaning.

3.4 Graphs which are standard Chinese characters borrowed solely for their
homophonous or nearly homophonous pronunciations with the Zhuang
morphosyllables they represent

On pages 342-343 of the dictionary we observe that the standard Chinese
character fig (Mandarin [n3p], Cantonese [n2p]) which means 'to be able' has been
borrowed to transcribe the following three different Zhuang morphosyllables:

(1) fE [nap!] 'to make a sound' (#85).
(2) fig [napI] 'skin’' (E).
(3) fiE [nap6] 'to sit' (A12).

As we can see, the meanings of these Zhuang morphosyllables have nothing
to do with the Chinese meaning of the standard Chinese character; the Chinese
character has been borrowed solely for its Chinese pronunciation which is almost
the same as the Zhuang morphosyllables which are homophonous or nearly so with
each other (the tone differs for the third item). One presumes that the Zhuang reader
and writer relied on context to distinguish among the three different meanings
assoctlated with the same Chinese character. Another example of this category is

listed below:
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22 [0:n5] 'to snuggle up to (of children)' ({K 1 : F8 /N I% ¥ B & B A2 1
Bl) (GZZZD: 402); cf. standard Chinese % (Mandarin [4n),
Cantonese [0:n]) 'peace’.

3.5 Graphs which vaguely resemble standard Chinese characters but are not
actually found in standard written Chinese

This category includes graphs which look a bit like standard Chinese
characters but they do not have any identifiable phonetic or semantic element; there
is simply the one graph which is not found in either standard Chinese or Cantonese.
The following two items exemplify this category:

(1) 3 [6i:t7] 'snow' (F5.) (GZZZD:459); the Zhuang graph resembles the
lower part of standard Chinese Z5 (Mandarin [¢y€], Cantonese

[ey:A]) 'snow'.

(2) [ [nip5] 'penis' (& % ) (GZZZD:383); the Zhuang graph resembles
standard Chinese H.(Mandarin [#¢hi€]) 'moreover' minus the two
horizontal lines.

3.6 Graphs which are standard Chinese characters representing Chinese
loanwords

Through its contact with different varieties of Chinese Zhuang has borrowed
many Chinese loanwords. A few of these will be listed here to illustrate this
subcategory. For example, the dictionary includes the following graphs and glosses:

(1) V5 [uS5] 'dirty' (851 B 18E) (GZZZD: 477); cf. standard Chinese J5
(Mandarin [ 4], Cantonese [ wz] 'dirty' (i 18 ).

(2) £% [ap6] 'basin, pot' (73 ) (GZZZD:4); cf. standard Chinese Fx
(Mandarin [4z], Cantonese [2:7] 'basin, pot' (£ T°).

(3) & [na2] 'teeth of cow or horse' (4 & ) S ¥ ) (GZZZD:394); cf.
standard Chinese 2§ (Mandarin [ /4], Cantonese [ 54.] 'tooth'.
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3.7 Graphs which are also found in written Cantonese and which may or may
not be related in meaning and sound to the Cantonese graphs

We observe that a few Zhuang characters are identical to those used in
written Cantonese; however, given the fact that the Cantonese lexical items belong
to the colloquial layer and may have been borrowed from Zhuang or some other Tai
variety, it is difficult to decide at this point whether Zhuang has borrowed these
characters from Cantonese or Cantonese has borrowed them from Zhuang. As
mentioned earlier, the written form of Cantonese has never been officially
standardized, and there are many words in Cantonese which are etymologically
unrelated to their semantic equivalents in standard Chinese and are probably
loanwords from non-Han languages which have been in contact with Cantonese. As
a consequence, Cantonese speakers have had to create graphs to transcribe many of
these colloquial Cantonese words, and so the borrowing could have been in either
direction. At any rate, the Cantonese graphs are considered non-standard or dialectal
characters.

(1) B [ga:m5] 'just now' ([ ; [ [ ) (GZZZD:371); cf. Cantonese [pa:m]
'just now; suitable; luckily; just right' (| ; A8 BRI, i) (Rao
et al 1997:195). This graph has the same meaning and almost
identical pronunciations in the two languages (the syllables are the
same but the tone contours differ). The Cantonese word is not
etymologically related to any standard Chinese morphosyllable, but
whether both the word and the character were borrowed from
Cantonese into Zhuang or vice versa is difficult to determine.

(2) %F [ yum3] 'plentiful, well-developed, full-grown; crowd around; cover,
overspread' (2 Vi ;[ #; UK #5) (GZZZD:433); cf. Cantonese [ /zm]
'bud of flower' (£ &) and [/em) 'collapse' (3 35 ).

(3) #7 [duril] 'empty' (Z5) (GZZZD:365), Wuming Zhuang | bau3) 'no'
(/<) (Zhang 1984:460); cf. Cantonese [mdw] 'not have' JE2H).

3.8 Graphs which are standard Chinese characters but are read with the
semantically-equivalent Zhuang morphosyllables

As we have already observed above, Zhuang writing has shown a strong
tendency to borrow standard Chinese characters for their similar pronunciations in
order to represent semantically-unrelated Zhuang words. At the same time and to a
lesser extent, Zhuang writing borrows standard Chinese characters solely for their
meanings and the characters are read with the semantically-equivalent Zhuang
morphosyllables as indicated in the following examples:
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(1) 15 : Wuming Zhuang [pit7] 'duck’ (Ramsey 1987:242; Zhang 1984:498);
cf. the Chinese pronunciations of the character: Mandarin [ 73],
Cantonese [a.p] or [a:p*] 'duck'.

(2) & : Wuming Zhuang [maul] 'pig' (Zhang 1984:497); cf. the Chinese
pronunciations of the character: Mandarin [£si] and Cantonese [ f¢yz]

p1g.

(3) %k : Wuming Zhuang [ ya:12] 'die, dead' (Zhang 1984:497); cf. the
Chinese pronunciations of the character: Mandarin [s]] and
Cantonese [s¢]] 'die, dead'.

(4) X : Wuming Zhuang [pu6] 'clothes' (Zhang 1984:497); cf. the Chinese
pronunciations of the character: Mandarin [7] and Cantonese [/i}]
'clothes'.

(5) 4 : Wuming Zhuang [/au3] 'wine (alcoholic beverage)' (Zhang
1984:499); cf. the Chinese pronunciations of the character: Mandarin
[f¢10u] and Cantonese [ tsew] 'wine, liquor'.

(6) JEl : Wuming Zhuang [ yum?2] 'wind' (Zhang 1984:499); cf. the Chinese
pronunciations of the character: Mandarin [ 2] and Cantonese [ fo17]
'wind'.

The Chinese term for reading a Chinese character for its meaning but not its
regular pronunciation is §l| i [eyn td]. Japanese exhibits this same phenomenon
in which the Chinese character is read with the semantically-corresponding native
Japanese word, and the term is §Jl| 5& kunyomi; cf. the native Japanese hana for 1
'flower' and the borrowed Chinese reading of the Chinese character (or 3% &
onyomi) ha.

3.9 Graphs which are constructed by combining components of standard Chinese
characters and Zhuang characters which represent the initial consonants and
rhymes associated with the Zhuang reading pronunciations of the graphs

According to Zhang (1984:506-507), the composition of some Zhuang
graphs is based on the process of "spelling" their pronunciation by combining
standard Chinese characters or parts of them (and Zhuang graphs) which represent
the initial consonants and rhymes of the graphs being spelled according to the
Zhuang readings of the Chinese characters. The following examples will illustrate
this process:
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(1) %% : Wuming Zhuang [ yat7] 'mushroom’ (BE %5 ) (Zhang 1984:506); the
Zhuang graph comprises two standard Chinese characters as its upper
and lower parts: (a) 47 'bamboo' has the Zhuang reading [ yuk7], and
(b) 2K 'lose' has the Zhuang reading [sa7]. In the creation of %% the
upper element 477 has contributed its initial consonant [ y-] and the
lower element &< has contributed its rhyme [-a¢7].

(2) %F : Wuming Zhuang [ yop5] '(bird) cage' (&) FE ) (Zhang 1984:507);
the Zhuang graph comprises two standard Chinese characters as its
upper and lower parts: (a) /7 'bamboo' has the Zhuang reading
[ yuk7], and (b) T 'lower, descend' has the Zhuang reading [ yog!].
47T contributes its initial consonant [ y-] and | its rhyme [-oz]. We
note that the tone of the spelled word is different from both of the
tones of its two components.

This method of spelling the pronunciation of a character with other
characters which represent the initial consonant and rhyme resembles the traditional
Chinese method of Jz Y]] [f2n t¢hi¢] fangie which was employed in the ancient
Chinese rhyme books to indicate the pronunciation of the Chinese characters.
However, I do not know if the ancient fangie method was employed in the creation
of Chinese characters.

4. Comparison of Zhuang writing with written Cantonese

The study of the phonetic elements used in the Zhuang characters reveals
information about the varieties of Chinese dialects that the creators of the Zhuang
characters were familiar with. Because Cantonese and Zhuang have both been in
close contact in Guangxi and Guangdong, the two languages have been influencing
the development of each other. As for whether or not they have had some kind of
historical genetic relationship, that is a matter which lies outside the scope of this
paper and we will not say anymore about it. However, we will note that the
comparison of the vocabularies of Zhuang and Cantonese leads one to believe that
they have very likely borrowed words from each other. The point of interest here is
that this borrowing includes not only the phonetic shape of words but also their
graphical representation. Although most Cantonese-speakers have traditionally
written in standard Chinese which is based on northern Mandarin, at the same time,
some Cantonese-speakers have also developed an unofficial, informal, non-standard
orthography for writing Cantonese dialect, and the principles they have followed in
creating graphs resemble those for Zhuang.
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Some standard Chinese characters are borrowed into written Cantonese to
represent Cantonese words which are etymologically-unrelated to the corresponding
standard Chinese morphosyllables that are associated with the standard Chinese
characters as their reading pronunciation. These standard Chinese characters also
appear in Zhuang writing; while there seems to be no semantic relationship between
their usage in the two languages, there may be a phonetic connection with Zhuang
borrowing the character for its Cantonese pronunciation which is homophonous or
nearly so with the Zhuang word. Examples are listed below:

(1) 44, : Wuming Zhuang [ mof8] 'ant' (15 185 ) (Zhang 1984:512); cf.
Cantonese [m#f] 'what' (# J§), standard Chinese 3, 45} Mandarin
[mic-¢gié] 'slit eyes because of tiredness', 43, Mandarin [ nse]
'surname’.

(2) X : Wuming Zhuang [ mai5] 'vinegar' (fis ) (Zhang 1984:512); cf.
Mandarin [71] 'sound made by a cat', Cantonese [m#]] 'mile' (English
loanword) and [m#g)] 'don't' (A~ 22).

(3) By : Zhuang [ /ak8)] 'extort; blackmail; steal, pilfer' () Z%; 447 ¥5 ) (the
Zhuang word is a borrowing of Cantonese [/zk] ¥ with the same
meaning); cf. Cantonese [/£:k] 1f] 'smart, clever', Mandarin [ /] as in
4 W [s75) and W) 38 [/5 pii] 'names for Singapore used among
overseas Chinese'.

We also observe another very interesting correspondence between Cantonese
and Zhuang writing in their use of the standard Chinese character . In standard
Chinese {4 (Mandarin [zo {] with neutral tone, Cantonese [f€k]) functions as a
marker of the genitive or possessive case; that is, a possessor noun is shown to
possess a following object through the intervening functor [j (it is somewhat
similar to English s, i.e. apostrophe s); e.g. standard Chinese & @ A ) &
(Mandarin [£sé/ ko zon to sii]) 'this man's book'. However, in both written Zhuang
and written Cantonese the character [¥] has been borrowed to transcribe two
morphemes: (1) the plural marker, and (2) the marker of comparative degree which
is pronounced [#]] in Zhuang and [#:] in Cantonese; cf. Zhuang [aul #] neiH
haw3 muup?] which is literally 'take + plural marker + this (= these) + give + you'
(GZZZD:122), that is, 'take these (and) give (to) you'. The same sentence can be
translated into Cantonese with only one change as follows: [na: ni-ti: péj néj)
which in written Cantonese is £ Ug [] {81 {/K . The one change is in the ordering of
the morphemes for the Zhuang word 'these' [#] + nei4] = 'plural marker' + 'this'; in
Cantonese the order is reversed to Wg {4 [ni-ti7] = 'this' + 'plural marker' (we note
here that written Cantonese also makes use of two other graphs to represent this
morpheme, viz., ¥ and D, fourth letter of the English alphabet, cf. Bauer 1982).
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Let us also consider an example of the use of ] to mark the comparative
degree in both languages; this morpheme is similar to ‘adjective + -er' in English,
e.g. fast' + '-er' = 'faster'. Cf. Zhuang: [pja:3 wa:5 til] which is literally 'walk fast
+ -er’, that is, 'walk faster', Cantonese |hd:p 14 1) 47 P& HYJ . 1n stanaara Clunese
the corresponding sentence is FE [t &% [tsou khudi ¢ie] 'walk fast + -er' with
standard Chinese 4% (Mandarin (¢7€]) corresponding to Zhuang [#/] and Cantonese
[7]. In the three example sentences the markers of comparative degree [#7] and
[¢ie] all follow the stative verb in the three languages. In view of the fact that
Cantonese [#7] is not cognate to the semantically equivalent standard Chinese
morpheme #% which is pronounced [s£:] in Cantonese, and given what we know
about the intimate contact between Zhuang and Cantonese, it is possible that
Cantonese [#7] may have been borrowed from Zhuang or some other related Tai
language.

Another standard Chinese character which is shared by both Zhuang and
Cantonese is #5 (this character is not listed in the GZZZD but is given in Zhang
1984:484, 516). In the Longzhou dialect of Zhuang B is pronounced [kop7] and
means 'frog' (standard Chinese 5 ## Mandarin [fghip wa)); in Cantonese it is
pronounced [k2p] and has the same meaning; it is also used in the transcription of
two Cantonese words meaning frog or kind of frog, #5 t% [kgp-nd]] 'frog; large frog'
H 28 ; K B i and #5 W5 [kep-kwdy] 'frog' T B (Rao et al 1997:330-331). It is
possible that Zhuang or a related language is the ultimate source of Cantonese [kzp].
The morphosyllables [kzp] and [kgp-na] with the meaning 'frog' (but different
tones) occur in a number of dialects of the Yue dialect family which are found in the
Pearl River Delta of south central Guangdong (Zhan, Cheung 1987:123, #367) and
of northern Guangdong (Zhan, Cheung 1994:534, #348). As for the origin of the
character itself, it occurs in standard Chinese with two different meanings and
pronunciations; cf. #5 #f| (Mandarin [&5-// 1]) ‘clam' and %5 1% (Mandarin [hd-ma
1]) 'frog; toad'. On the basis of its occurrence in Karlgren's Grammata Serica
Recensa as item #675h (1957:179-180) for which Karlgren has reconstructed
Archaic Chinese *kgp and Ancient Chinese *kdp 'oyster, mussel', we conclude
that this is a very old Chinese character which very likely has been borrowed for its
pronunciation to represent the corresponding syllable in words for 'frog' in some
Chinese and Zhuang dialects.

5. Conclusion

The use of Zhuang characters to transcribe the Zhuang language reflects the
ingenuity of the Zhuang people to make use of the writing system used by the
majority Han Chinese population with which they have been in long historical
contact. It is ample proof, if any were needed, that Tai languages can be written with
non-alphabetic symbols.
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Zhuang writing pushed the principles of character formation to the extreme
so that the number of the uniquely Zhuang characters constituted the larger
proportion of graphic units in relation to the regular Chinese characters. However,
the Zhuang writing system is not truly Sinoxenic since so many graphs are uniquely
Zhuang; yet it also does not really belong to the category of Siniform script (cf.
Boltz 1997:189: "[scripts which] take the outward form of the Chinese script as
their basis, but are otherwise unrelated to it") as do the writing systems of two
extinct Altaic languages, Kitan (10th century) and Jurchin (12th century). This is
because even if we did not know the Zhuang language but only knew how to read
the standard Chinese characters, we would still be able to pronounce many Zhuang
characters, or at least approximate their pronunciations, and to guess at the
meanings of some of them. This is due to the way in which Zhuang has created
characters by taking components of standard Chinese characters and combining
them together as semantic and phonetic elements.
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