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The Role of Inverted Configuration in Chinese Characters
and the Interpretation of Ancient Characters

Li Shoukui®

Abstract

On the surface, Chinese characters’ are formed from a relation between
configurational units and the linguistic units of pronunciation and meaning that
characters record. At a deep level, in attempting to understand these relations,
we are in fact trying to deduce from the structure of characters the ancient
thought processes employed in their creation. The term daoxie gowxing F| S
o refers to a technique of character formation which utilizes upside-down or
reversed configurational elements. This article aims to make full use of the
meanings cxpressed by these inverted structural elements to explain some
difficult characters. The first section explores the meanings expressed by using
mverted Chinese characters as configurational units in character formation.
Section two examines the interpretation of ancient characters that incorporate
the inverted form of the character ren A, while section three investigates the
interpretation of ancient characters incorporating the inverted form of the
character shan L. In the first section, some common examples of upside-down
configurations are presented, and some generalizations offered regarding the
expression of meaning in this type of character. Sections two and three draw
upon new material such as the Tsinghua Bamboo Slips to discuss some
controversial ancient characters that feature upside-down configurations.
Keywords: Chinese characters, inverted configuration, inverted form of ren A,

inverted form of shan 111, interpretations of ancient characters

* 1i Shoukui is a professor in the Departments of Chinese Literature and History at Tsinghua
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