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Abstract: This paper examines the character-formation principles and semantic
categories of 458 grass-radical characters in the Shuowen Jiezi. Adopting a qualitative
approach grounded in the traditional “ Liushu” theory, the study collates and analyses
data from Shuowen Jiezi and Shuowen Jiezi Jinshi. Results show that among the grass
radical characters, the vast majority, 440 characters, are phono-semantic compounds;
the remaining 17 consists of 11 ideographs six ideographic cum phono semantic
compounds, and one pictograph. Semantically, the 458 characters fall into seven
categories. The largest, “names of herbaceous plants,” contains 278 characters, followed

YN 13 9 6

by characters denoting “plant morphology”, “plant parts”, “processed plant products”,
“plant-related actions”, “collective terms”, and “others”. The study concludes that the
overwhelming dominance of phono-semantic among the grass radical characters
demonstrates the productivity of the this character-formation method, while the rich
semantic spectrum reflects the ancient Chinese cognitive grasp of the botanical world.
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