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A Study of the Tripartite shen—zhong—ci Division of the Letter
u in Xiru Ermu Zi: With Remarks on the Complex Nature of
Western Phonetic Transcriptional Materials on Mandarin

During the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Yu Yin

Nanjing University

Abstract

The complex nature of Western phonetic transcriptional materials on Mandarin during the Ming and
Qing dynasties has not received sufficient attention in previous research. Focusing on the letter u in
Xiru Ermu Zi, this study conducts a detailed case analysis and proposes reconstructed pronunciations
for the tripartite division of u: shen u [u], zhong u [v], and ci u [w/]. It argues that the perceptual
distinctions among these divisions arise from the physical properties of oral resonance cavities.
Based on this, the paper further clarifies the inherently complex nature of such Western phonetic
records: while providing crucial phonetic evidence for reconstructing the Mandarin phonological
system of the Ming and Qing dynasties, they also exhibit transcriptional biases arising from foreign
observers’ auditory and linguistic frameworks, which assimilate Mandarin phonetic categories into
their own pre-existing perceptual categories. These deviations, in turn, offer valuable insights for the

study of the history of Chinese language pedagogy and Sino-Western cultural exchange.
Keywords

Xiru Ermu Zi phonology, shen—zhong—ci distinction, sound change, language contact
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