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The Secret of the Forked-Tongue Kingdom:
An Examination of the Circulation of Chinese

Phonology Based on Lishi Yinjian and Jinghuayuan
Sung-mu Wang*

Abstract

The traditional Chinese phonetic system fangie 2 tJ], considered by most
to be a discontinued science, is not only confusing to present day linguists,
even the ancients had difficulty with it. This can be seen from the fact that they
redacted many classics into beginning primers. One of the most noticeable and
effective materials produced of this sort was done by Li Ruzhen (1763-1830).
Li was both a propagator and a practitioner of the methods he proposed. His
attitudes toward phonology are presented in Lishi Yinjian 2 K& # and
Jinghuayuan $%{t5%. Although many scholars in the past have written much
about these two books, most studies are centered on historical phonology and
the construction of the phonological system found in the books. This paper
analyzes them from a different angle—in addition to reanalyzing Li’s role of
practitioner, attention will be given to his remarkable contributions in
popularizing phonology. It is hoped that this paper will provide a fuller
understanding of Li’s phonological achievements, as well as possibilities in

popularizing Chinese phonology today.

Keywords: Li Ruzhen 24, Lishi Yinjian 2 K& #, Jinghuayuan $3{C5%,

phonology, circulation

*  Sung-mu Wang is an associate professor in the Department of Chinese at National Kaohsiung

Normal University.
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