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Abstract
Based on the discovery of oracle bones inscriptions, there is strong evidence for a mature Chinese writing system
and an associated literacy tradition by 12C BC. [Keightley]. These inscriptions were used for mostly divinational
and ceremonial purposes and they followed the earlier discovery of pottery marks and even earlier rock carvings.
However, 12C BC is often recognized as a watershed mark in the development of the written language and the
Chinese Writing System because the earlier archaeological finds could not confirm the Chinese character’s active
use as a literacy agent. Furthermore, the possible dating of the origin of the Chinese writing system has attracted
only scant attention until recently (Demattè, 2010), as is the case with the sociolinguistic analysis of the unique
Radical system underlying the Chinese characters [Tsou, 1981].

We propose to re-examine the internal structure of the Chinese writing system and what light could be shed on its 
origins. We base our analysis on the 540 radical system, first codified by Xu Sheng about 2 millennia ago, and the 
subsequently revised 214 radical system 1800 years later during Qing Dynasty.

We consider the significance of the strong evidence of social structure such as matriarchy as well as the additional
changing saliency in the underlying taxonomy of fauna and flora, including animals such as elephant/mammoth.
Furthermore, drawing on more recent archeological finds we propose that the Chinese writing system was well
developed long before the appearance of the oral bone inscriptions in 12C BC and very likely prior to the end of
matriady in China, and examine how the Rebus Principle in written communication has contributed to the
maintenance of the morpho-syllabic Chinese Writing for an unprecedented long duration. BKT 2023.11

3

Outline
1. A bird’s eyeview of the Chinese writing system
2. Supporting evidence for transition from graphic symbols to

writing system
a. Physical Archaeology –Keightley, 1989
b. Environmental Archaeology – Demattè, 2010
c. Linguistic Archaeology– Tsou, 1981
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Different graphic symbols from  
Four Ancient Civilizations

• Ancient Egypt

• Egyptian Hieroglyphs

• Mesopotamia

• Sumerian Writing

• Ancient China

• Chinese Characters

• Indus Valley Civilization

• Harappan Script
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1. The Chinese writing system
1.a Chinese oracle bone inscriptions
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1.b Evolution of Chinese linguistic signs from
graphic symbols
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horse

shell

elephant
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1.c Chinese logographic radicals and writing system 
A. Phonetic component                             B. Semantic component 

A. REBUS Principle B. REBUS Principle
(phonetic association) (semantic association)
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⾙ bèi 買 mǎi 貯 zhù

shell buy safe-keeping
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姓 xìng ⽣ shēng⼥ nǚ

surname female birth
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1.d More examples of signs and Chinese logographic radicals
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2. Supporting evidence for transition from graphic
symbols to writing system
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a. Physical Archaeology –Keightley, 1989

b. Environmental Archaeology – Demattè, 2010

c. Linguistic Archaeology– Tsou, 1981
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2a. Physical Archaeology
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2b. Environmental Archaeology
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complex social structure necessitated written record
and literacy
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A content analysis of Chinese logographic radicals
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2.c.1. Linguistic Archaeology
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2.c.2 Systemic Variations: Comparison of Kinship Term
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2.c.3 Systemic Variations: Comparison of Surnames
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(Shen Nong)

(Huang Di)

(Huang Di)

(Yu Shun)

cultural and cognitive significance 
underlying the writing system
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Jiahu skeletons 
6500 – 6200BC

3. Implications and other support
3.a. Burial Practices(Dawenkou)

17BKT 2023.11 18

⾗ shǐ象 xiàng

pigelephant

3.b. Logographic convergence
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3b.「女」words of negative connotations
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「妒」 envy
「奴」 slaver

「妓」 prostitute

「婪」 greedy

「嫖」 go whoring
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1. Physical evidence of oracle bones from about 3 thousand
years ago showed a well-developed system of Chinese
characters

2. Inference can be drawn from the societal needs for record
keeping through a written tradition and a nascent writing
system in the earlier Dawenkou culture

3. The Chinese logographic writing system reflects the unusual
cognitive and cultural saliency of females over males

Concluding remarks
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Concluding remarks
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4. One possible explanation is that the Chinese logographic
system had its origins at a time when there was greater
saliency for females than males or when matriarchy remained
prominent as in the Dawenkou culture.

5. This indicates that Chinese writing could well have developed
in parallel with cultures such as the Dawenkou culture
(4100 BCE- 2600 BCE), and so before the currently held view.
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