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Abstract. This study is devoted to the analysis of the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary, a fundamental 

monument of ancient Chinese lexicography, from philological, structural-semiotic, and 

epistemological perspectives. The research examines the graphemic structure of Chinese characters, 

their semantic-phonetic components, and the radical-based classification system. 

The results demonstrate that the majority of Chinese characters are based on the integration of 

semantic and phonetic elements and are organized according to consistent structural principles. It 

was also found that the radical system plays a crucial role in the semantic grouping of characters 

and serves as a key factor in determining their semantic fields. 

Based on these findings, the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary can be interpreted not only as a lexicographic 

source but also as a conceptual system that organizes knowledge through the Chinese writing system. 
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1. Introduction 

In modern linguistics, the study of writing systems is no longer confined to the analysis of linguistic 

structures but is increasingly examined within epistemological and semiotic frameworks. In this 

context, the experience of ancient civilizations based on hieroglyphic writing systems plays a crucial 

role in revealing the complex relationships between language, thought, and reality. From this 

perspective, the ancient Chinese writing system occupies a central position in scholarly research as 

one of the longest-standing and conceptually sophisticated systems of signs in human history [1]. 

Chinese characters have been extensively studied from graphemic, phonetic, and etymological 

perspectives. In particular, the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary, compiled by Xu Shen in the 2nd century 

CE, is recognized as a fundamental source of ancient Chinese lexicography. In this work, characters 

are systematically classified according to their structural components, distinguishing between 

pictographic and ideographic forms, and are explained through their semantic and phonetic elements 

[2]. This approach has provided a significant methodological foundation for understanding the 

internal structure of the Chinese writing system. 

However, a review of the existing literature shows that the Shuowen Jiezi has predominantly been 

interpreted as a lexicographic or etymological source. While it offers detailed explanations of the 

origins, formation, and meanings of characters, its conceptual and epistemological dimensions have 

not been sufficiently explored [3]. In particular, the function of characters not only as linguistic units 

but also as instruments for perceiving and structuring reality, as well as the ontological significance 

of Xu Shen’s radical system, requires deeper analysis. This gap highlights the need to reconsider the 

theoretical model of the “sign–meaning–reality” relationship developed within ancient Chinese 

lexicography [4]. 

In modern linguistic and semiotic theories, the linguistic sign is often regarded as arbitrary. However, 
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the Chinese character system offers an alternative model in which the relationship between sign and 

meaning is partially motivated [5]. This feature makes the Shuowen Jiezi an important source not only 

for linguistics but also for epistemological inquiry. 

The aim of this study is to analyze the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary not merely as a philological or 

lexicographic work, but as a conceptual system that organizes knowledge through the Chinese writing 

system. Accordingly, the article reinterprets the graphemic structure of characters, their semantic-

phonetic components, and the radical-based classification system within structural-semiotic and 

epistemological frameworks. The study seeks to clarify the role of the Shuowen Jiezi in ancient 

Chinese thought and knowledge systems, as well as its relevance to modern linguistic theory. 

 

2. Methods 

In this study, the ancient Chinese character system was analyzed on the basis of the Shuowen Jiezi 

dictionary through an integrated approach combining philological, structural-semiotic, and 

epistemological perspectives. The research design is qualitative and analytical, focusing on the 

reconstruction of the internal structure of characters, their meaning-generation mechanisms, and 

classification principles. 

The primary empirical basis of the study consists of a selected corpus of Chinese characters drawn 

from the Shuowen Jiezi. The selection was carried out according to the following criteria: 

(i) complex characters with semantic-phonetic structures; 

(ii) representatives of pictographic and ideographic units; 

(iii) representative samples covering various radicals. 

This approach made it possible to reconstruct the general structural model of the Chinese character 

system [6]. 

The study was conducted using a three-stage analytical model: 

Stage 1: Graphemic segmentation. Each character was decomposed into its constituent elements 

(radicals and components), and their structural functions were identified. At this stage, the formal 

structure of each sign was reconstructed [7]. 

Stage 2: Semantic-phonetic identification. The extracted components were functionally classified, 

and the relationships between semantic indicators and phonetic markers were analyzed. This allowed 

for the identification of the mechanisms underlying meaning formation in Chinese characters [8]. 

Stage 3: Reconstruction of the classification model. Based on the radical system proposed by Xu 

Shen, characters were grouped into general categories. As a result, it was established that this system 

has not only a lexicographic function but also a conceptual (ontological) character [9]. 

The following methods were integrated in the research: 

• structural analysis, to determine the internal organization of characters;  

• semiotic analysis, to reveal the relationship between sign and meaning;  

• etymological reconstruction, to identify historical layers of meaning;  

• comparative analysis, to relate the findings to modern linguistic theories.  

The combination of these methods ensured the comprehensiveness and scientific validity of the study. 

The reliability of the research was ensured through a multi-method (triangulation) approach. Each 

character was analyzed using at least two methods, and the results were cross-validated. Due to the 

clearly defined research stages, the methodology can be replicated by other researchers [10]. 

 

3. Results 

In this study, a selected corpus of Chinese characters from the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary was analyzed 
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based on structural-graphemic, semantic-phonetic, and classification criteria. The results made it 

possible to identify the following empirical patterns. 

First, the majority of the analyzed characters were found to have a complex structure consisting of at 

least two components—semantic and phonetic elements. Within the selected corpus, semantic-

phonetic compound characters were predominant. In these cases, the semantic component defined the 

general semantic field of the character, while the phonetic component performed a pronunciation-

guiding function.[11] 

Second, the results of graphemic segmentation showed that the constituent elements of characters 

exhibit a clear functional differentiation. Certain components consistently functioned as semantic 

indicators, whereas others served as phonetic markers. This confirms that the internal structure of 

Chinese characters is not random but systematically organized. 

Third, structural differences between pictographic and ideographic characters were identified. 

Pictographic units were found to be based primarily on visual representation, with a direct relationship 

between graphic form and meaning. In contrast, ideographic characters were formed through 

combinations of multiple components, resulting in indirect meaning formation.[12] 

Fourth, the analysis of the radical-based classification revealed that characters are grouped according 

to specific semantic fields. Characters sharing the same radical were observed to exhibit a common 

semantic orientation. This indicates that the radical system functions not merely as a technical 

classification tool but also as a mechanism for semantic integration. 

Fifth, the results of etymological reconstruction demonstrated a degree of continuity between the 

original meanings of characters and their later interpretations. Although some characters underwent 

semantic expansion or narrowing over time, their core semantic elements were preserved.[13] 

Sixth, the analysis revealed recurring structural patterns within the organization of characters. In 

particular, the semantic component showed a high degree of stability, whereas the phonetic 

component displayed variability. This finding confirms the existence of underlying regularities in the 

internal organization of the Chinese character system. 

The results empirically confirm that the system of characters reflected in the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary 

is organized according to consistent structural and functional principles. 

 

4. Discussion 

The results of this study demonstrate that the system of Chinese characters reflected in the Shuowen 

Jiezi dictionary is not a random collection of signs, but a complex system based on consistent 

structural and functional principles. In particular, the systematic integration of semantic and phonetic 

components, the stability of the radical-based classification, and the internal structural regularities of 

characters confirm the highly organized nature of this writing system. This finding indicates that the 

Chinese character system functions not only as a linguistic system but also as a conceptual framework. 

When compared with existing research, the findings are partially consistent but also allow for broader 

interpretation. For example, Chinese characters have often been treated primarily as graphemic or 

etymological systems while Xu Shen’s Shuowen Jiezi has been studied mainly as a lexicographic 

source. However, the present results empirically demonstrate the systematic nature of semantic-

phonetic structures and the semantic grouping function of radicals, suggesting that this system can be 

interpreted not merely as a tool for organizing linguistic units, but as a model for structuring 

knowledge. This perspective extends Karapetyants’ view on the normative formation of the Chinese 

writing system [14]. 

To explain these findings, it is essential to consider the character system from a semiotic perspective. 

In modern semiotic theory, the linguistic sign is often regarded as arbitrary (Saussure). However, the 

Chinese character system does not fully conform to this principle. The results indicate that the 

relationship between sign and meaning in Chinese characters is partially motivated: in pictographic 

units, this relationship is direct, whereas in ideographic units it is indirect. In this sense, the character 

system can be understood as a complex synthesis of Peirce’s categories of icon, index, and symbol. 
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Furthermore, the analysis of the radical-based classification system reveals its ontological character. 

Chinese characters function not only as linguistic units but also as tools for categorizing elements of 

reality. This suggests that, within ancient Chinese thought, a specific model of the relationship 

between language and reality was formed. This view is consistent with modern approaches in 

cognitive linguistics, where language is considered a primary instrument of human cognition [15]. 

At the same time, the study has certain limitations. First, the analysis is based on a selected corpus of 

characters, which does not fully represent the entire character system. Second, the Shuowen Jiezi 

reflects the scholarly perspectives of its time, and its etymological explanations do not always 

correspond to modern linguistic standards. Third, the study is primarily qualitative, and the 

application of quantitative methods could further refine the findings. 

Overall, the analysis supports the interpretation of the Shuowen Jiezi not only as a lexicographic 

source but also as a conceptual system that organizes knowledge through the Chinese writing system. 

The findings indicate that the character model developed within ancient Chinese lexicography reflects 

a complex interrelationship between language, thought, and reality. Therefore, the results of this study 

have significant theoretical implications not only for Chinese philology but also for general linguistics 

and semiotics. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The results of this study demonstrate that the role of the Shuowen Jiezi dictionary in ancient Chinese 

lexicography is broader than traditionally interpreted. The analysis empirically confirms that the 

Chinese character system is based on consistent structural and functional principles, particularly the 

integration of semantic and phonetic components and the coherence of the radical-based classification 

system. 

The study has shown that there is a systematic relationship between the graphemic structure of 

characters and their mechanisms of meaning formation. This finding indicates the existence of 

underlying regularities in the internal organization of the Chinese writing system. In particular, the 

semantic grouping function of radicals supports the interpretation of the radical system not merely as 

a classificatory tool, but as a conceptual structure. 

Based on these findings, the Shuowen Jiezi can be interpreted not only as a lexicographic or 

etymological source, but also as a comprehensive model for organizing knowledge through the 

Chinese writing system. This perspective contributes to a deeper understanding of the 

interrelationship between language, thought, and reality in ancient Chinese linguistics. 

At the same time, the results provide a theoretical basis for re-evaluating writing systems within the 

broader fields of general linguistics and semiotics. Future research may benefit from applying 

quantitative methods, expanding the corpus of analyzed characters, and integrating these findings 

with modern cognitive linguistic approaches. 
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