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The Trichotomy of Signs and Liushu of Chinese Characters
Song Xiaoxiao' Zhou Changle’
(1.Center for the Study of Language and Cognition , Zhejiang University ,
Hangzhou 310028 , China; 2 .School of Information Science and
Technology , Xiamen University , Xiamen 361005, China)

Abstract . Peircean semiotics is based on his three philosophical categories ; Firstness, Secondness and
Thirdness . The corresponding icon-index-symbol distinction emerges in the Peircean theory of signs
which are interdependent with predominance of one over the others. Natural language is symbols in
nature . In the light of the Peircean trichotomy of signs, Liushu of Chinese characters can be divided into
three categories : Xiangxing (pictographs) with the salient property of likeness of the objects belonging to
the icon of Firstness ; Zhishi and Huiyi (self-explanatory characters and associative compounds ) , index of
Secondness whose meaning is known via the constitution of signs or marks; Xingsheng , Zhuanzhu and

Jiajie (Determinative-phonetics , mutually interpretative symbols and phonetic loan ones ) ,symbols of
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Thirdness with strong abstraction and social stipulation. The three of the latter make up the main body
of Chinese characters , which determines its nature of symbols.

Key words ; trichotomy ; icon; index ; symbols; Liushu of Chinese characters
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