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The Meaning and Usage of the Ancient Chinese
Word Ruzi f#%§ from a Lexical Perspective

LIU Xiaohan

School of Humanities, Tsinghua University

The term ruzi ff§ appears freuently in early literature, and their usages
are complex. Former generations of scholars argued about them a lot. On the
basis of previous studies, this paper systematically organizes ruzi f& in the
handed down and unearthed documents, and takes a series of appellations in
relation to young people as circumstantial evidence. It is considered that their
basic lexical meaning is “low absolute age,” which can be extended to refer
to those who are relatively young or of low generations in the communicative
context. Communicative contexts include conversations in which people is
called by others and in which people call themselves. The latter ones include
conversations with relative elders, ancestors, superiors, and the people. The
semantic extensions in the communicative context are solidified and further
evolve into proper names for sequences or groups of people who are relatively
younger, lower in status, or weaker, including the name of the eldest son, the
name of a woman, the name of a worker, and the use of people’s name. When
used as a proper name for the first-born son, it means that someone is the latest
successor of a nation or clan and the youngest successor in the current blood
lineage. The evolution of the term has been influenced by its communicative
context and cognitive psychology of the group using the language. The
importance of “age” in the semantics tended to decrease. It should be
interpreted in the context in which it occurs. Finally, this paper also discusses
character-form relationship of si &), si il , and ru #. .

Keywords: Ruzi f&T , absolute age, relative age, pragmatic perspective, sizi
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