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An Investigation into the Origin of “Yi 5% ”*

Lin, Horng-jia™"

Abstract

The character “yi #& ” in pre-Qin texts was not so much questioned on its usage as
on the analysis of its form, just like the doubtful point in Shuowen jiezi that “it follows

the form of ‘y1 & * and omits the pronunciation of ‘zi 7 *.” Contemporary scholars have

equated the glyph Eﬂ‘g in bronze inscriptions to “yi” by means of textual research, which

did advance our understanding of this character. However, their argument in favor of the

—E= 59

connection between “yi” and “ht %% ” is hardly convincing if we compare it with the
material in both oracle bone and bronze inscriptions. On top of that, they failed to offer
a plausible explanation as to why the throat of the human figure on the right side of this
glyph was deliberately marked as two connected circles. The newly conjoined oracle bone
inscriptions in recent years have provided the analysis of “yi” with valuable references
earlier than bronze inscriptions. Some scholars held that the making of “yi” might
implicate the character “y& 5 ,” whereas this article considers the character “yi /I ” more
relevant because it explains why “yi”
literature. This article will also discuss the abundant material on “yi” in the newly collated

bamboo strips (e.g., the Tsinghua bamboo strips) that may become a useful reference

i” always signifies virtuousness and benevolence in the

source for the research on this character’s formal and semantic evolution.

Keywords: yi, oracle bone inscriptions, bronze inscriptions, Tsinghua bamboo strips, Shuowen
Jiezi
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