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Fuzzy Word Identification:
A Case Study from the Oracle Bone Inscriptions *

Zev Handel
University of Washington

In this paper, a new method of “fuzzy identification” is proposed for
circumstances in which an exact match of an epigraphic written word with later
attested forms is not possible (for example, because the word has been lost from
the language). Based on our increasingly sophisticated understanding of early
Chinese morphological patterns and word families, it is sometimes possible to
achieve an approximate understanding of pronunciation and meaning in the
absence of a precise identification.

As an illustration of this approach, | consider the oracle-bone graph % as it
appears in a famous eclipse inscription. This graph has been identified as & zhu6
and 51 dou (among others). | argue that any such identification is overly precise. A
fuzzy identification, as a member of the word family based on root *tok with
meaning ‘cut, chop’, is a more accurate reflection of the state of our knowledge
and provides greater insight into the possible pronunciations and range of meaning
and function of the word.

Keywords: oracle bone inscriptions, fuzzy identification, word families, eclipse

1. Introduction

The identification of graphs and words is a central concern of philologists who
interpret ancient Chinese manuscript and epigraphic texts, including the early

* Earlier versions of this paper were presented in Berkeley on October 1, 2011 at a symposium in
honor of David Keightley and in Boston on March 17, 2012 at the American Oriental Society
meeting. | am grateful for suggestions received from participants at both venues, especially to
Liu Xueshun for providing me with helpful advice and references to relevant scholarship. | owe
special thanks to Ken Takashima for a careful reading of a draft of this article. His detailed
feedback has saved me from a number of embarrassing errors and provided many valuable
suggestions that have been incorporated into the final version. Because we disagree on some
points, it is important for me to note that I am fully responsible for all viewpoints and errors
herein. This article is dedicated to David Keightley, who first opened up the world of oracle
bones to me when | was a student at Berkeley in the 1990s.
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Incorrect Arrangement of the Bamboo Tablets
in the Shangshu: A Falsifiable Hypothesis? *

Ken-ichi Takashima
The University of British Columbia

The problem of cuojian $&f§ “incorrect ordering of bamboo tablets” is not
a new scholarly issue in the field of studies involving jiandu fk& (writings on
bamboo tablets). As early as Song times (960-1279), scholars began to notice
that the received version of the Shangshu & was suspected to have had the
problem of omitting or missing some characters in the bamboo tablets, referred
to as tuojian HifiF, in the Kanggao FE&% chapter of the Shangshu. In Qing
times (1644-1911) a counter-view was presented; namely, the Song tuojian
hypothesis in the Kanggao chapter was not really correct, but it was how the text
was arranged that led to some discontinuity in the beginning portion of the said
chapter.

This paper provides two specific examples of what may have been the result
of a cuojian in the Yaodian #ZH#i chapter. It investigates such a possibility in
terms of (A) context, (B) lexical features, (C) syntax and semantics, and (D)
colometry or isocolometry.

Key words: tuojian, cuojian, Kanggao, Yaodian

* This paper was made possible by a Fellowship (winter, 2012) at the International Consortium
for Research in the Humanities, “Fate, Freedom and Prognostication. Strategies of Coping
with the Future in East Asia and Europe” (supported by the Federal Ministry of Education and
Research) at the University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany. On November 27, 2012 | was
fortunate to have been invited by the University of Bonn to present the first draft of this paper
and received incisive comments from Professors Christian Schwermann and Ralph Kauz, a
few graduate students, and some from the general public including Fr. Dr. Zbigniew
Wesotowski, editor-in-chief, Monumenta Serica. | am grateful to them. A revised version of
the first draft was discussed at the Jerry Norman Memorial Workshop held at the Department
of Asian Languages and Literature, University of Washington (28-29 June, 2013). 1 would
like to thank its participants for their questions and comments, and in particular Professor
William Boltz for pointing out how the bamboo tablets were reproduced in the Tsinghua
collection. The pdf version | relied on omits some crucial pages, so that my original
calculations had to be redone afresh. Also, the question of counting the number of characters
on a missing or broken tablet is rather complex as there are so many possibilities. | will later
explain this.
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Thao Loans from Bunun®

Paul Jen-kuei Li
Academia Sinica

Thao has extensive lexical and phonological, though not morphosyntactic,
borrowing from Bunun. There are hundreds of Thao loanwords from Bunun. The
consonants /b, d, I, ?, h/ have acquired phonemic status in Thao due to the great
number of loans from Bunun. Linguistic evidence indicates that there are
different periods of borrowing. Phonological and morphological adaptation of
the forms is made for some lexical items. The problem of determining from
which dialect(s) borrowing occurred is discussed in some detail, and so is the
problem of some irregular forms. A list of Thao loanwords from Bunun is given
in the appendix.

Keywords: Thao, Bunun, loan, adaptation, irregular forms

1. Introduction

Both Bunun and Thao are spoken in central Taiwan, Nantou to be specific. Bunun
is a dominant Formosan language, with a population of 54,500, while Thao has a small
population of 728. There is plenty of evidence that Bunun has exerted great linguistic
influence on Thao lexically and phonologically, though not morpho- syntactically.
Blust (1996) first made a systematic study of Thao loans from Bunun with many
important observations. The focus of my study in this paper is somewhat different
from his.

There are five dialects in Bunun: Takituduh, Takibakha, Takbanuaz, Takivatan,
and Isbukun, all found in Nantou. The first two are called the northern dialects, the
third and fourth are called the central dialects, and the last is called the southern dialect

" | touched on this problem briefly in an earlier study (Li 1978). Since then, much more Bunun
and Thao language data have become available, so | have decided to reexamine it. Professor
F. K. Li (1956) published the very first paper on the Thao language of very high quality. His
encouragement led me to my lifelong study of Formosan languages. | would like to thank
Robert Blust, Shigeru Tsuchida, Elizabeth Zeitoun, Hui-chuan J. Huang, Motoyasu Nojima,
and Shih-lang Jian (f&52EF) for their comments and Atul (£7%7k), a native speaker of the
Takibakha dialect of Bunun, for going through my Thao Dictionary to find out if there are
similar forms in Bunun and for correcting some errors in my manuscript.
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