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Reviewing and L ooking For ward to the Resaarch on Ancient Chinese Antonyms

YAN Qiamao, ZHAN G Jian-yong
(Research Center for History of Chinese Language, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310028, China)

Abstract : This paper reviews the major results achieved and major methods adopted during the
three stages of the research on ancient Chinese antonyms. The said research has undergone the
beginning stage, the tentative research stage and the further research stage.

Before the 1950s, some Chinese exegetists found that antonyms could be used to explain
wordsin ancient books, but their attention was focused on the exegetical value and rhetorical
function of ancient Chinese antonyms. For example, Liu Xie (c. 465 - c. 532) , a renowned
literary theorist , found that antonyms in couplets opposed and yet complemented each other ,
enhancing the power of expresson and the rhetoric flavor. Although their research was smple at
that time, they laid down the foundation for later generations.

From the 1950s to the 1980s, with the development of modern lexicology and semantics, the
judging standards and the types of antonym had been discussed. Sun Changxu defined the
antonym as'a word having a meaning opposte to that of another word', but Sun and other
scholars’ focused their attention on the antonymsin Contemporary Chinese. It was not until after
the 1980s that the synchronic and diachronic description of antonyms in the monographs of
different dynamic periods was given, the characteristics of the antonyms in context were
discussed, and the theory about antonym was further developed. Prof. Jiang Shaoyu’ s
introduction of the theory of J. Trier and J. Lyonsinto China promoted the research of ancient
Chinese antonyms tremendously. Even so, however , thereis someinadequacy. For example, the
markedness of antonyms still waits for further research.

Snce the late 1980s, a lot of progress has been made in ancient Chinese antonym research ,
thanks to the participation by more researchers and the improvement in methodology. Compared
with the research on Contemporary Chinese antonyms, however , the research on ancient Chinese
antonymsis still insufficient in many aspects: (1) the research area is confined to traditional
critical interpretation and rhetorical function; (2) the research on antonymsin Middle Chineseis
rather weak ; and (3) the research methods are relatively smple.

Therefore, the theory of antonym should be perfected, and the research methods be
improved. Firstly, research into ancient Chinese antonymsis to be conducted from modern and
systematic perspectives. Secondly, the purpose of the research is to achieve three levels of
adequacy , namely , observational adequacy, descriptive adequacy and explanatory adequacy.
Thirdly, deductive method should be emphasized in the course of research. Last but not least,
the main scope of the research should be the antonyms in special books of special dynamic
periods, which is beneficial for compiling a dictionary of Chinese antonyms.

Key words: ancient Chinese language; antonym research; review and look forward



