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Based on ideas of the author’s and William H. Baxter’s, this paper 
describes the process by which the phonetic elements in the Chinese script 
were selected. It argues that creators of Chinese characters were not aware 
of a principle requiring a phonetic element and the word it wrote to have (a) 
the same rhyme and (b) initial consonants of similar manner and place of 
articulation. Instead, a finite set of some 1,000 phonetic elements existed and 
creators of Chinese characters selected from that set the element that gave 
the best phonetic match. Characters that were unable to give a good phonetic 
match were discarded. This led to the gradual formation of phonetic elements  
into a syllabary-like system. A fragment of that system, corresponding to 
the *-aŋ rhyme, is presented. The paper discusses the workload of phonetic 
elements within the *aŋ rhyme. While, in addition to its phonetic function, a 
phonetic element also seems to play a semantic role in a particular character, 
this paper argues that the phonetic itself and the character which contains 
it share the same lexical root: the phonetic was selected based on the 
pronunciation of that common root; and thus it was not selected on the basis 
of semantic considerations. The paper also describes the inferences on Old 
Chinese pronunciation that can be drawn from a simultaneous consideration 
of word families and phonetic series. Although new phonetics could not be 
created ex nihilo, this paper shows how empty slots in the system of phonetics 
could be filled through promotion of existing xíngshēng (phonetic series) 
characters to the status of new phonetic elements. The result was improvement 
in the adequation of the system of phonetics within the language’s phonology.
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Questions about Baxter & Sagart’s Old Chinese

Axel SCHUESSLER
Professor Emeritus of History, Wartburg College

This article raises some questions about the methodology of Old Chinese 
reconstruction in general and Baxter and Sagart 2014 in particular. Issues are 
discussed using examples from Baxter and Sagart.

Keywords: Old Chinese reconstruction, Comparative method, Hypothetic-
deductive method, Baxter and Sagart, Etymology, Xiéshēng series
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List of Abbreviations:

B&S Baxter and Sagart Old Chinese: A New Reconstruction, 20141

IE  Indo-European
MC Middle Chinese
MY Miao-Yao 苗瑤 languages
NOC  Old Chinese, new reconstruction by Baxter and Sagart’s 2014 

book2

OB Shang Dynasty oracle bone inscriptions
OC Old Chinese
OCM Minimal Old Chinese (Schuessler 2009)3

QYS Qieyun system (traditionally ‘Middle Chinese’)
ST  Sino-Tibetan
TB Tibeto-Burman
WT Written Tibetan

1. Introduction

No one knows what Old Chinese (OC) was like, none of us was there. We 
can only interpret sparse data, and these interpretations are more subjective 
than we might wish. Every one who tries to reconstruct OC on the basis of, 
more or less, the same material (Middle Chinese=MC, xiéshēng諧聲 series, 
Shījīng詩經 rhymes) arrives at a different OC language. Perhaps OC was as 
proposed by Baxter & Sagart (B&S), or by Baxter4, or by Wáng Lì王力 , or Li 
Fang-kuei李方桂 , Pān	Wùyún潘悟雲 , etc., or something entirely different. 
Or OC simply cannot be reconstructed with any degree of plausibility. 

Note the OC phonological interpretations of the copula wéi (MC jiwi) 隹
維惟 ‘to be, it is/was’ > ‘only’ 唯 (隹 has also the reading MC tświ< *tui):

1 William H. Baxter and Laurent Sagart, Old Chinese: A New Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014).

2 Ibid.
3 Axel Schuessler, Minimal Old Chinese and Later Han Chinese: A Companion to Grammata 

Serica Recensa (Honolulu: Hawai’i University Press, 2009).
4 William H. Baxter, A Handbook of Old Chinese Phonology (Berlin/New York: Mouton de 

Gruyter, 1992). 

*di̯wər Karlgren5

*rəd Li Fang-kuei6

*lul Schuessler7

*iuəi(?) Wáng Lì8

*ljuəj Schuessler9

*wjij Baxter10

*t(ə)-wij Sagart11

*k-lul Pān	Wùyún12 etc. (cf. Schuessler13)
*ɢʷi Zhèngzhāng14

*wi Schuessler15 (cf. Baxter16)
*ɢʷij B&S (cf.	Zhèngzhāng17)

(Comments on the reconstructions: (1) The initials. The graph 隹 has two 
Middle Chinese readings tświ and jiwi (initial MC ji- is called yù sì喻四 ), 
the phonetic series includes also 帷 MC jwi- (initial MC jw- = yù sān喻三 ), 
among others. In 隹 ‘to be’ Karlgren assumed initial *d from MC ji- in order 
to account for the presumed phonetic similarity with tświ< OC *tui. Later, Li 
Fang-kuei concluded that the yù sì initial goes back to OC *r- which he deemed 
phonetically close enough to a dental stop to warrant the graphic loan, therefore 

5 Bernhard Karlgren,  Grammata Serica Recensa (Stockholm: Museum of Far Eastern 
Antiquities, 1957).

6 Li Fang-kuei李方桂 , “Shànggǔ	yīn	yánjiū”上古音研究 , in Tsing Hua Journal of Chinese 
Studies清華學報 , n.s. 9 (Taipei: The Tsing Hua Journal of Chinese Studies, 1971), 1–61.

7 Axel Schuessler, “R and L in Archaic Chinese,” Journal of Chinese Linguistics 2, 2(1974): 
186–199.

8 Wáng Lì王力 , “Tóngyuán zìdǐan” 同源字典 (Běijīng:		Shāngwù	yìnshūguǎn,	1982).
9 Axel Schuessler, A Dictionary of Early Zhou Chinese (Honolulu: Hawai’i University Press, 

1987).
10 Baxter, A Handbook of Old Chinese Phonology.
11 Laurent Sagart. The Roots of Old Chinese (Amsterdam/Philadelphia, John Benjamins 

Publishing Company, 1999), 94.
12 Pān	Wùyún潘悟雲 , Hànyǔ lìshǐ yīnyùnxué漢語歷史音韻學 (Shànghǎi:	Shànghǎi	jiàoyù	

chūbǎnshè, 2000).
13 Schuessler, “R and L in Archaic Chinese,” 186–199.
14 Zhèngzhāng	Shàngfāng鄭張尚芳 , Shànggǔ yīnxì上古音系 (Shànghǎi	jiàoyù	chūbǎnshè,	

2003).
15 Schuessler, Minimal Old Chinese. 
16 Baxter, A Handbook of Old Chinese Phonology.
17 Zhèngzhāng	Shàngfāng,	Shànggǔ yīnxì.


