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ABSTRACT

Chinese characters are ideographic characters. In the process of creation and development of Chinese
characters, they are influenced by the culture of that time. Therefore, Chinese characters contain rich
cultural information. The culture of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) also has a certain influence
on the creation and development of Chinese characters. Therefore, Chinese characters related to TCM
contain certain cultural information of TCM. Through the analysis of individual Chinese character's
glyphs, the glyphs of Chinese character groups and the historical development of Chinese character's
glyphs, we can interpret the cultural information of TCM. However, we should pay attention to the
following four aspects when analyzing culture through Chinese character: strictly distinguishing the
concept of Chinese characters and Chinese language, scientifically analyzing Chinese character's
glyphs, attaching importance to multiple evidences to prove each other, and avoiding over
interpretation.

Keywords: Chinese characters, Chinese character culture, traditional Chinese medicine (TCM),
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the meaning of a corresponding word in Chinese.

l. INTRODUCTION

Writing is a tool to record language, thought
and culture, and an important carrier of human
civilization. Chinese characters are the writing
symbol system of recording Chinese language. The
creation of Chinese characters has broken the
space-time limitation of language information
transmission, and  greatly expanded the
communication scope of the Chinese nation. So the
Chinese language can be transmitted to other places
and remained in later generations. As ideographic
characters, Chinese characters contain rich cultural
information.

Il. THE NATURE OF CHINESE
CHARACTERS AND TCM CULTURE IN
CHINESE CHARACTERS

A. The nature of Chinese characters

Chinese characters, as one of the oldest
characters in the world, have been used by the Han
nationality. Although they have been developing
for thousands of years, they still keep the
characteristics of ideographic characters. "The
biggest feature of the formation of Chinese
characters is that they are constructed according to

Therefore, the glyph of Chinese characters always
carries the meaning information that can be
analyzed."[1] According to the meaning
construction is the essential attribute of Chinese
characters, and the 'meaning’ (%) on which the
formation of Chinese characters is based is often
the reflection of social, historical and cultural
conditions in the era of character making. It can be
said that the form of Chinese characters often
carries the brand of the culture of the times and is
rich in important cultural information.

B. TCM culture in Chinese characters

TCM is based on the overall concept of 'heaven-
and-man combination’ (tianrénhéyi %A 4—) as its
philosophical basis, yin-yang (# ) and the five
phases theory (wiix g £47), the theory of zang-fu
(zangfuxuéshud mmis#) and theory of meridians

theory, four diagnosis and eight principles
(sizhénbagang w # A\ #) as diagnostic methods,
herbal prescriptions, acupuncture and massage
(zhénjiutuind 4 % 4 4) as treatment methods and
means, forming a unique TCM culture.

Because Chinese characters are constructed
according to meaning of Chinese language and
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meaning is the reflection of cognition. Therefore,
when the Chinese nation made characters' glyphs
for ancient Chinese medicine characters, they
inevitably brought the ancient Chinese medicine
concept into the glyph of Chinese characters. For
example, TCM scholars have such concepts as
'doctor and witch are of the same origin'
(yiwatongyuan E & %) and ‘doctor originates from
witch' (ylyuanyawt E % F &), which is directly
reflected in the glyph of %, which is a variant
character of % (doctor). In ancient Chinese books,
many witch doctors are recorded, For example, in
the book of Shanhaijing ( {.#%%) ) recorded that,
"in the east of Kaiming- Monster, there are wizard
Peng, wizard Di, wizard Yang, and wizard Lu,
wizard Fan, wizard Xiang, they surround the Gods
Yayuwith elixirs in their hands to bring death back
to life."[2] Shbeén ( {#4) ) recorded that, "wizard
Xian was the doctor of Emperor Yao (# %), became
Emperor Yao's doctor by virtue of his superb
witchcraft. They extend people's blessings, cure
people's diseases, make trees wither and birds fall
by praying." Therefore, ShuoWenJicZi ( (it X ##
%) ) recorded that, "Doctor, the ancient wizard
Peng who has been a doctor at the beginning."[3]
Guangya ( ¢ 4&) ) recorded that , "Doctor is also
wizard." At least in the Qin and Han Dynasties,
people had realized the correlation between doctors
and witches. Therefore, the ancestors changed the
semantic radicals of # from & to Z£ to highlight
this concept.

Chinese characters are the symbol system of
recording Chinese language. Therefore, before the
creation of Chinese characters, Chinese language
has gone through a long process of development,
and the Chinese characters reflect the development
level of TCM in that era. For example, in oracle-
bone inscriptions (jidguwén ¥ -8 ), the character

for « (heart) is written asV, and in inscriptions on

bronze (jinwén 4 ) is written as@. Its original
meaning is heart, pictograph, and the characters
describe the external shape of the heart, the outer
edge, valve and internal structure of the heart can
be clearly reflected through the glyph, which shows
that as early as the Shang dynasties or earlier, the
ancestors of the Chinese nation had accumulated
rich anatomical knowledge and certain knowledge
of human body structure.

I1l. TCM CULTURE INFORMATION
CARRIED BY CHINESE CHARACTERS

It is precisely because Chinese characters are
ideographic characters, and Chinese medicine
culture has a certain impact on Chinese characters
from the emergence to the development. Therefore,
Chinese characters carry certain cultural genes of
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TCM. We can interpret the cultural information of
TCM through Chinese characters.

A. Cultural information of TCM carried by
individual characters of Chinese characters

Because Chinese characters are constructed
according to their meanings, the cultural
information of TCM carried in Chinese characters
is first expressed in the glyphs of Chinese
characters.

Ideographic character & (#% ) contains the
understanding of the cause of dental caries. The
Chinese character # in oracle bone is written

as ™ | is an ideographic character, which is
composed of two pictographs & (#) and ﬁ('é:). The
pictographic character is for teeth and the

pictographic character Uis for parasite. There are
parasites in the teeth, the original meaning is caries.

This character is also written as & in oracle bone,
on the basis of the original glyph, three small dots
are added to indicate the debris that is dropped after
the tooth is bitten and damaged by parasites.
According to modern medicine, dental caries is
caused by the food residue in the crevice of teeth,
which is fermented gradually under the action of
bacteria, which erodes the hard tissue of teeth,
makes the hard enamel and dentin loose, soften and
defect, and finally forms cavities gradually.
However, from the glyph of oracle bone
inscriptions, it can be seen vividly that the ancient
people believed that the cause of dental caries was
that there were parasites biting the teeth, so the folk
called the caries 'decayed teeth' (zhtya # F) or
'teeth bitten by parasites' (chéhgya % F), which is
also the reason. The ancient people's understanding
of the cause of dental caries is directly reflected in
the form of this character.

B. Chinese character groups can show the cultural
connotation of TCM

If we put the same kind of Chinese characters
together, we can display more abundant cultural
information than single Chinese characters.
Characters with the same semantic radical can be
summed up as a group of Chinese characters with
the same semantic radical. For example, the
character & (thinking), its semantic radical is ~
(heart), can only show that the ancients thought that
thinking is related to the heart. Only by summing
up the numerous characters the heart and
expressing the thinking, consciousness, spirit,
emotion and so on, such as 2 (thinking), &
(ambition), =  (forgetting), %4 (missing), it
(worrying), & (worrying), Z(tolerate), = (loyalty),
#i(indignation), #(anger), #(resentment), I&(hate),
= (timidity), 4k (fear), 45 (fear), #(frightened), etc.
their semantic radical are "="( heart). If we put
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these characters together, we can see the medical
concept that the heart is the 'spiritual domination'
(shénmingzhizhu ##1 2 £) in TCM.

There are few absolute synonyms in Chinese,
most of them are relative synonyms, and that is,
there are subtle differences between synonyms. For
example, #/chi/ and #/yd are a group of synonyms
in modern Chinese, but at first they are different.
refers to the front teeth and canine teeth; F refers to
the big teeth on both sides. This difference can be
seen at a glance from the glyphs of the two
characters. The ancient Chinese character for # is
written as &, is the teeth that can be exposed by
opening the mouth to the lips, so the ancients said,
'lips disappear, teeth cold' (chUnwangchihan =%
%) and 'Smile without showing the front teeth'
(xiaobdtehi £ = % % ). However the ancient

fad

Chinese character for # is written as % | it is the
teeth facing the gills, in the shape of interlacing
each other, so there is the idiom ‘'dog teeth
interaction' (quanyajiaohu X # xx Z). Through the
comparative analysis of this group of characters s
recording synonyms, we can see that the ancient
people’'s distinction between # and F is quite
accurate.

C. Cultural information of TCM embodied in the
diachronic evolution of Chinese characters

The Chinese characters that record the same
word will change with the change of history. For
example, the characters recording the meaning of
'the Zang-Fu organs' (s #) were originally used as
# and 7, and later as ai (%) and #i. Different
characters reflect different cultural information of
TCM. The original meaning of the Chinese
character # is to store and store the viscera. The
character for 'Zang and Fu' was originally selected
as #& because TCM thought that the main function
of the five Zang-organs of the human body was to
store essence and Qi. SUWen ( (#9) ) recorded
that, "The so-called five zang store essence but not
release it, so full but not real."”

The Chinese character # not only records the
meaning of collection and storage, but also records
the meaning of Zang-Fu organs. The character i, is
polysemy, which can cause confusion in reading
and understanding. Therefore, the character iz (%) is
used to record the meaning of Zang-Fu organs by
adding the semantic radical of the A (m). The
character #z (%) is a pictophonetic character derived
from the semantic symbol A (i) and the phonetic
symbol #. Its semantic symbol is the A (m), which
indicates that the character is related to body parts,
while # becomes the phonetic symbol of the
pictophonetic character. At the same time, it can
indicate the origin of the character, that is, % is a
differentiated character of .
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The original meaning of the Chinese character
#ir is the place where documents or property are
stored. It is characterized by a certain space for
holding things. The human body has gallbladder,
stomach, small intestine, large intestine, bladder,
triple energizer and six Fu-organs. Its common
feature is the hollow cystic or tubular organs in the
internal tissues of the chest and abdominal cavity.
Its main function is to hold water and grain.
Because the form and function of the six Fu-organs
are similar to the place where documents or
property are stored, the character of the six Fu-
organs was originally written as # too.

The Chinese character # records not only the
meaning of the place where documents or property
are stored, but also the meaning of six Fu-organs. In
order to make a distinction, the original character #
is added with the semantic radicals of A (m). Its
semantic symbol is the A(#), which indicates that
the character is related to body parts, 5 becomes its
phonetic symbol, and at the same time, it can
prompt the origin of the word, that is, % is a
differentiated character of .

Although the differentiation of Chinese
characters is to coordinate the relationship between
Chinese characters and the words it records, the
later differentiation of Chinese characters # and
as medical special characters, the selection of
semantic symbols is influenced by the culture of
TCM, and the information of TCM culture is more
abundant after the differentiation.

IV. FOURPRINCIPLES TO ANALYZE THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CHINESE
CHARACTER CONFIGURATION AND TCM
CULTURE

"The culture of Chinese characters must be
established on the basis of science, and cannot
violate the law of development of Chinese
characters and culture. The study of Chinese
character culture is a science, not a fantasy, nor an
individual's groundless Association and conjecture.
" [4] It is a special knowledge to use Chinese
characters to interpret TCM culture, which requires
rigorous, scientific, sufficient evidence and certain
limits.

A. Strictly distinguishing the concepts of Chinese
characters and Chinese language

When we discuss Chinese characters and TCM
culture, we must strictly distinguish between
‘Chinese character' and 'Chinese language', 'Chinese
character culture' and 'Chinese language culture'.
(BMEFEHAR P 5P ELLE, LAEEREH T 5
WAE,F A 5 GE L ey a4 )[5] Chinese
language is a symbol system of combination of
sound and meaning. There are only two elements of
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sound and meaning. Chinese character is the
writing symbol system of recording Chinese
language. It carries sound and meaning from
language, and materializes them with glyphs.
Therefore, only glyph belongs to Chinese
characters themselves. From the perspective of
genetics, TCM culture will affect the configuration
of medical Chinese characters. Therefore, the
medical culture information in Chinese character
formation is the research object of Chinese
characters and TCM culture, and only these
Chinese characters which incorporate TCM culture
into the formation can be used to analyze Chinese
characters and TCM culture. It can be seen that not
all Chinese characters can be used to explore the
culture of TCM, and not all medical characters can
be used to explore the culture of TCM.

Some cultural phenomena seem to belong to
Chinese characters, but in fact they belong to
Chinese. It's just that the culture carried by Chinese
is expressed through Chinese characters. We think
that only the cultural information expressed through
Chinese characters' glyphs belongs to the category
of Chinese culture. For example, water (), metal
(#), wood (K), fire (x) and earth (+), are the five
basic substances in the theory of five phases
(wuxing £47). In TCM, five phases and five Zang-
organs are matched. Wood (k) is match with liver;
wood (k) has the characteristics of growth, rising
and accessible, so as to analogy the physiological
characteristics of liver like to be accessible but hate
depression. In this process of interpretation, we use
the words recorded by & in Chinese language,
which has nothing to do with the glyph of x. Its
essence is Chinese language culture, not Chinese
characters culture. The theory of five phases does
not come from TCM. The five characters water (),
metal (£), wood (X), fire (x) and earth (+) are not
specially made for TCM. Therefore, their glyphs
cannot reflect medical concepts and medical
development.

B. Scientificly analyzing the glyph of Chinese
characters to interpret the culture of TCM

The reason why Chinese characters can carry
the culture of TCM is that in the stage of making
Chinese characters, the ancestors brought the
culture of TCM into the process of Chinese
character formation. Therefore, in the process of
discussing Chinese characters and TCM culture, we
should scientifically explain the formation process
of Chinese characters involved in medicine, and
explain TCM culture through the scientific analysis
of the motivation of Chinese characters. For
example, the character % (4%&) / yU is written

as ?5' and ﬁ in oracle-bone inscriptions and bronze
inscriptions. These ancient characters depict
people's observation of childbirth in the Shang
Dynasty. They have grasped the important medical
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information such as the baby's head first coming
out and bleeding when giving birth. But in the
official script and regular script % and # have not
seen these elements of TCM culture.

C. Attaching importance to multiple evidences to
prove TCM culture

It is necessary to have sufficient evidence to
interpret TCM culture through glyph. In addition to
the analysis of the characters' glyphs, medical
history, archaeology, culture and other evidences
are also needed. For example, the concept of 'doctor
and witch of the same origin' mentioned above, in
addition to the evidence of glyph, there are also
ancient documents such as Saarhdijing ( (:L#4) )
and Shben ( {# A&) ) . Heart is the organ of
thinking, in addition to a large number of characters
expressing thinking activities; there are also
documentary evidences such as Méngzi ( {(ZF) ),
Xnzi ( (%) ), Hudngd N&jmg ( (+ M) )and
so on. Ignoring the evidence of medical history,
archaeology, culture and so on, it is easy to lead to
subjective conjecture to explain culture only by
glyph. For example, the explanation of the Chinese
character f# in the Grand View of Chinese
character culture ( ¥ B F k0 ) is:

e The position of the spleen () may be
explained by its phonetic symbols #. The
ancients stressed the importance of
superiority and inferiority in everything. In
Xiaozhuan (%) font, the character # is

written as ?Xﬁ Shén (3#14) interpreted it as
‘cheap' (ShuoWeénJieZu(#.x @ %) ). Duan
Yida (# % # ) explained: "The ancient
people respected x (right) and humbled 7~
(left). Therefore, the glyph is 7 (left) under
. B is like a head. (Notes to Shuowen
Jiezi (#t.xmFiz) ) The spleen bears the
task handed down from the liver and
stomach, and it is on the left side of the
human body. Therefore, it is appropriate to
write the Chinese character into #%. [6]

We don't think this explanation is scientific.
First of all, from the perspective of ancient Chinese

characters, the character # also can be written as 5
and the semantic radical is (right) rather than /-
(left). Secondly, in terms of cult urology, in ancient
China, sometimes the right was respected;
sometimes the left was respected, it's not fixed.

e From prehistory to the Yin Dynasty, China
maintained the tradition of ‘respect for the
right side ', but in the Zhou Dynasty, there
was a ‘reversal, and there was a
phenomenon of 'respecting the left 'in many
occasions. 'Respect for the left' and 'respect
for the right' coexisted in Chinese culture
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from the Zhou Dynasty. (¥ B MK 472 K — [8] Wang Lijun, Several Basic Theoretical Problems on
HAEHE M RS, BT ARKIEIT  # Chinese Character Culture Research. Journal of Shaanxi
ARSHE B HT BA BAL "BE 5 %5 A Normal University, 2002 (5),pp.98.

FRFE I AT P B ez )[7]

Thirdly, from the point of view of TCM, spleen
is the ‘'source of acquired constitution'
(houtianzhibén % % z &), and its status is not
inferior.

D. Avoiding over interpretation of TCM due to
unlimited expansion

The cultural information of TCM carried by the
glyph is very limited, which cannot be exaggerated.
"The original purpose of the creation of Chinese
characters is to record language, not to describe
culture in detail. Besides the meaning of words, the
cultural information of Chinese characters is only a
by-product of its creation. If this by-product is
raised to its main function, it will lead to a
misunderstanding of the nature of Chinese
characters." (R F4IE M RWBHRATLERIEES, A
AATWBERE M, RFFHARIL S 6k L2 b ey 2
e XAAZ &, RARLAIE IR P F b, do R A S =
S AL B, HAFEHRFAKMGRM) [8] In
other words, the information of Chinese medicine
culture carried by Chinese characters is very limited.
It can only reflect some fragments in the history of
TCM culture, and can be used as a supplement and
citation of macro culture. It does not have the
function of describing culture in detail, nor can it be
used to construct the cultural history of TCM.

V. CONCLUSION

We can interpret TCM culture through the
glyph of Chinese characters, and expand the field
and vision of TCM culture research. But we should
pay attention to strictly abide by the principles of
Chinese character culture, avoid subjective
fabrication; avoid unlimited expansion.
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