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A Study of the Character shi [

CHEN lJian
Centre for the Study of Excavated Texts and Paleography, Fudan University

Collaborative Innovation Centre of Unearthed Documents and Ancient Chinese

Civilization Studies

The present paper first provides analyses of the form of the character shi
O , its original meaning, and several common extended meanings, arguing
that its core idea and basic sense should be the abstract concept of “time,”
from which its various other meanings are derived. Based on this postulation,
the paper examines a variety of different usages of this graph in pre-Qin and
Han texts, both received and excavated, and places emphasis on the easily
misinterpreted, and somewhat unusual examples in which ski [J is generally
believed to be functioning as a verb. In many of these examples, shi [1 was
formerly interpreted as shi O or chi O , and in some cases, it was even treated
as a phonetic loan for characters with different phonetic components, such as
si0 ,sil , and cheng OO . The paper stresses that most of the readings are
not very convincing, and suggests that shi [1 should be read as it is written
in all cases, including its verbal form. Although the verbal meanings of shi
U vary subtly according to context and cannot always be accurately defined,

they are in each case related to the nominal meaning of “time,” and to the fact
that things and situations change over time. The paper further suggests that the
homonym shi [J , as in the sense of “to serve,” derives from one of the verbal
usages of shi 0 . The adjectival sense of shi [ , as meaning “right” or “good,”
is also related to “time”, since doing things on time is considered to be right
and good.

Keywords: Origin and semantic development of a character, shi U , shi O ,

etymology
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