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Modern Standard Mandarin Lacks a Basic Colour Term for ORANGE:
Formal and Experimental Evidence*

Victoria Bogushevskaya
Milan Catholic University

The term for ORANGE? is one of the latest basic colour terms (BCT) in the
chronological order of the lexical encoding of basic colour categories in each
language; it belongs to the so-called derived colour category, located at the
intersection of two primaries, RED and YELLOW. The orange portion of the
spectrum had been thoroughly differentiated in Chinese cultural tradition. In Old
and Classical Chinese orange shades were expressed by the contextually
restricted ¥ xing and %e ti, applied to mammal hair and silk fabric respectively.
Despite the fact that China is a homeland of various citrus species that were
known in China in the 5th century BCE, and that sweet orange Citrus sinensis in
many languages is referred to as the ‘apple from China’, the present paper
deploys different kinds of evidence to demonstrate that there is no
monomorphemic monosyllabic colour term for encoding ORANGE in Modern
Standard Mandarin (MSM), and the possible candidates do not possess the entire
set of the criteria for basicness, established by Berlin and Kay and enriched by
other scholars.

1. Colour and basic colour terms

The exact nature of colours we see is the result of a complicated interaction
between the physics of light, the physiology of the human eye, environmental conditions
at the time of viewing, the physical properties of the object being viewed and the way in
which our brains receive and interpret all this information (Biggam 2012: 2).

Although colour vocabularies of different languages vary considerably in their
details, they often make use of one of more of three principal dimensions: hue,
brightness, and saturation. Hue is what is called colour in non-technical English, is the
chromatic element to colours, such as red, green or blue. Saturation refers to the purity of
a hue, in relation to the amount of grey it is perceived to contain. Brightness is concerned
with the amount of light reaching the eye, but the nature and sources of such light are
varied. An object may be bright because it is pale and well-lit, or because the surface is

1| am very grateful to Dr. Ridiger Breuer (Ruhr-University Bochum) for helpful comments on
Chinese poetry.
% SMALL CAPITALS indicate a semantic feature, a colour category (as opposed to a word-form).
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made of a reflective material (cfr. Biggam 2012: 3-5).

How many basic colour categories does a linguistic society have at any one time?

The hypothesis postulated by Berlin and Kay (1999 [1969]) suggests that a language may
encode between two and eleven basic colour categories, developed in a precise
chronological order (Berlin and Kay 1999 [1969]: 2-5). According to that theory, for a
colour term to be basic (BCT), it should correspond to the following criteria®:

It is monolexemic; that is, its meaning is not predictable from the meaning of
its parts. This criterion eliminates examples like lemon-coloured (f&#45 €11
ningméngséde), reddish (FF4L 11 daihdngsede).

Its signification is not included in that of any other colour term. This criterion
eliminates examples like crimson (¥i4L yanhdng) and scarlet (%4 jiang),
which are both hyponyms of red.

Its application must not be restricted to a narrow class of objects. This

criterion eliminates examples like % i black, used only for description of the
horse hair (see Bogushevskaya 2016: 46 — 48).

An interesting viewpoint on contextual freedom is described by Rakhilina and
Paramei (2011), and called combinability, and refers to the ability (or inability) of a
colour term to combine with terms for natural phenomena and artefacts.

iv.

It must be psychologically salient for informants: (1) tendency to occur at the
beginning of elicited lists of colour terms, (2) stability of reference across
informants and across occasions of use, (3) occurrence in the idiolects of all
informants.

The doubtful cases that arise should be handled by the following subsidiary

criteria;
V.

Vi.

Vii.
Viii.

The doubtful form should have the same distributional potential as the
previously established colour terms. E.g., in English, allowing the suffix —ish:
reddish, greenish.

Colour terms that are also the name of an object characteristically having that
colour are suspect, e.g., gold, silver, and ash. This subsidiary criterion would
exclude orange, in English, if it were a doubtful case on the basic criteria (i-
iv).

Recent foreign loanwords may be suspect.

In cases where lexemic status is difficult to assess, morphological complexity
is given some weight as a secondary criterion. The English term blue-green
might be eliminated by this criterion.

The present paper deploys different kinds of evidence to demonstrate that there is
no monomorphemic/monosyllabic colour term for encoding ORANGE in Modern Standard
Mandarin (MSM), and the possible candidates do not possess the entire set of the criteria

* | am quoting the definitions suggested by Berlin and Kay (1999 [1969]: 6-7) with my remarks

for Chinese.
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for “basicness”.

2. Lexemes expressing ORANGE in Old and Classical Chinese*

In colour science brown is defined as “orange of low brightness” (Frumkina 1984:
23). In other words, in contrast, orange can be described as “brown of high brightness”. |
would also add, as “highly saturated brown”, due to the absence of grey.

The BCT for oRANGE — together with those for PINK, PURPLE, and GREY — IS one
of the latest; it appears on the highest evolutionary stage of basic colour lexicon
development, and belongs to the so-called derived colour category, located at the
intersection of two primaries, RED and YELLOW (Kay and McDaniel 1978: 631-636).

In Old and Classical Chinese orange shades were included in the RED category,
and were expressed by the contextually restricted lexemes ¥ xing and #2 ti, applied to
mammal hair or silk fabric respectively.

Reddish animals were preferred in the Western Zhou 74 /% (ca. 1046-771 BCE)
rituals:

BEEEW. 2HER.

EUIBHE. R H

To the great and sovereign God,

And to his great ancestor Hou-ji,

He offers the victims, red and pure.

Then enjoy, they approve (Shijing #5£%, Ode 300.3, translated by Legge)

KMEE . Z s .

IR R

In autumn comes the sacrifice of the season,

But in summer the bulls for it have had their horns capped.

They are the white bull and the red one;

[There are] the bull-figured goblet in its dignity (Ode 300.4, translated by
Legge).

* There is no general consensus on the periodization of Chinese language with respect not only to
the number of major periods and the terminology used, but also to the demarcation points and to
the major linguistic changes that took place in each period. In the present paper, the term “Old
Chinese” (OC) is used in a broad sense to refer to varieties of Chinese used before the unification
of China under the Qin % dynasty in 221 BCE. “Classical Chinese”: the language of the texts
from 3rd century BCE till the end of the 2nd century CE. “Middle Chinese” refers to the language
of the so-called rhyme books, especially the Qiéyun (1J#8) of 601 CE and the Gudngyun (¥
#3) of 1008 CE. “Old Mandarin”: 12th—20th centuries, “Modern Standard Mandarin” refers to
contemporary Chinese, i.e. from the 20th century onwards. The scheme sketched here should be
considered no more than a working outline.
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Mio’s & commentary says: “red-yellow (7~%) is called xing (5¥)” (OC form
*sen, see Schuessler 2007: 426). Kong Yingda fL#1# (a scholar of the Tang J& Dynasty,
618-907 CE) explains: “Xing (¥¥) is a pure red colour (4i7x€2), but slightly yellowish,
this colour is also called reddish-yellow (753%); this colour is bright and clear”. These
explanations suggest that xing refers to the highly saturated yellow-red —therefore, to
orange — colour.

42 ti (no OC reconstruction available)® emerges relatively late. Originally a textile
term, glossed by Xii Shén #F1H in the Shuowén jiezi 5t Cfi ¥ (100 CE) as “the colour
that [undyed silk] cloth acquires after being immersed into scarlet (£1) and yellow (%)
dyes” (Shuowén 25, Z i, 1859), in the Han & texts it is often applied to fabrics:

RIaTR e b, oREERENE, LOEH (St 35T, “Hudjt liezhuan” ¥
&I, 23.1).

For that [purpose, they] made a dwelling for fasting, stretched orange and
scarlet curtains, and lodged the woman in there.

Other examples include %2%% ti tud ‘orange sack’ (Yantielun Ei#% 5, Section
“Sanbuza” HANAE), 4&7H ti you ‘orange oilcloth® (used under the frontal horizontal bar
of a chariot to protect it from dirt) (Hanshii {3, Section “XUnlizhuan” {55 ), 2% ti
qi ‘orange cavalry’ (officials wearing orange robes, who were sent out to arrest a
lawbreaker) (Dongguan Hanji S &% 50, Chapter “Féng Fang” #5f7).

¥ xing and %¢ ti can be therefore regarded to as the earliest terms for ORANGE,
albeit both contextually restricted. In contemporary Chinese, they are archaisms.

3. Designations of the citrus fruits in Chinese

Colour terms are not the new linguistic formations purposefully formed to label
new concepts; they already existed in a language, but labelled something different.
Meaning, however, often changes during a word’s evolution, including a colour term’s
evolution. Furthermore, in certain cases, the contexts of referents need to be added,
because they influence colour terms’ combinability.

The classic example is the term ‘purple’. In Old English, it derived from Latin
purpura ‘purple’, from Greek porphura, denoting molluscs that yielded a crimson dye,
also — by semantic extension — cloth dyed with this dyestuff (OED 1989: 1442).

The oldest known reference to citrus appears in the Sanskrit literature, in the
Vajasaneyi Samhita, a collection of devotional texts dated prior to 800 BCE and which is

*| am using the Baxter-Sagart (2014) phonological reconstruction of Old Chinese (OC) and
Middle Chinese (MC) of October 13, 2015, available online at
http://ocbaxtersagart.lsait.Isa.umich.edu/ (last accessed on November 30, 2017).
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part of the Brahmin sacred book called the White Yahir-veda (Scora 1975: 369).

The earliest Chinese references to citrus fruits are contained in the pre-Qin 4%
texts, such as the “Kdogong ji” % T.iC Section® of the Zhouli J&11% and the “Yu gong” &
5t Section of the Shijing EH4L"

WEEHETT AL 2R (Zhoull JAFE, “Kaogong ji” 7% T.50).

Take, for instance, the sweet-fruited orange; when it is transplanted to the
north of the Huai River, it turns into the bitter-fruited orange (translated by
Wenren 2013: 4).

R EEAR L, BREAERL, $E (Shijing FHEE, “Yu gong” & 77).
Their bundles contained small oranges and pummeloes, rendered when
specially required (translated by Legge).

The materials in these classic texts were already old by the time they were written
down, thus they probably refer to conditions before the beginning of the Eastern Zhou %
J& (700-221 BCE) period.

Oranges and pummelos were a part of the tribute presented to the court or
recommended as the most valued of fruits for the kings’ table, records of these citrus
species have been identified in the Western Han 757 (206 BCE — 9 CE) tombs at
Miwangdut 5 EHE (Huang 2000: 54). In another archaeological site assigned to the
same historical period and discovered in the same area, have been found the residues of
Citrus sinensis orange-peel (Krjukov et al. 1983: 147). Citrus sinensis, literally “Chinese
citrus”, is the contemporary scientific name of sweet orange. It is noteworthy that the
designations of the orange fruit in Indo-European languages very often literally meant
‘apple from China’ (for more, see Bogushevskaya 2017).

In 1179, Han Yanzhi ¥2ZH. in his J0 LU #$% Record of Orange named and
described some 27 varieties of the sweet-sour orange-mandarin group, mainly grown in
the Yongjia 7k 3% county (in nowadays Zhégjiang #riL). That was the oldest known
monograph on citrus in the world.

As Needham et al. pointed out, “there can be no manner of doubt that the original
home and habitat of these [citrus] trees was on the eastern and southern slopes of the
Himalayan massif; a fact which is reflected in the presence of the maximum number of
old-established varieties in the Chinese culture-area, also in the extreme antiquity of the

® Compiled presumably not later than the 5th century BCE (Wenren 2013: xxiv)

" The Classic of Documents is a collection of speeches made by rulers and important politicians
from mythical times to the middle of the Western Zhou P4 i (1046771 BCE) period. The “Yu
gong” BT (Tribute of Yu) Section, however, is agreed to be composed relatively late, dating
from at least the late Warring States X[ (475-221 BCE) period (Yee 1994: 76).
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Chinese literary references. It is also betrayed by the considerable number of single
written characters denoting particular species — not only ## ju for orange and ## you for
pummelo, but also i gan for certain kinds of oranges, #&/#% chéng for sweet oranges,
%% luan for the sour orange and # yuan for the citron — always a sign of ancientness in
the nomenclature” ® (Needham et al. 1986: 363).

4. Semantic extension of orange-the fruit and mandarin-the-fruit

The contemporary term for the orange fruit, #& chéng (OC *[d]ron > MC
dreang), is glossed in the Shuowén as ‘a variety of 1% ji’ (OC *[s.k]*i[t] > MC kjwit)
(Shuowén 11, ARl 741). The latter, glossed as ‘a fruit from Jiangnan YLFd’° (Shuowén
11, AHB: 741), was a generic name applicable to all oranges in general (Needham et al.
1986: 104).

Mandarin is a native Chinese fruit, which has an extremely broad genetic base
(Scora 1975: 372). In 2010, Chinese scientists received the very concrete molecular
evidence that both sweet orange (Cintrus sinensis) and the sour orange (Citrus aurantium)
were the hybrids of mandarin and pummelo, the former being morphologically closer to
the mandarin (Li et al. 2010: 346, 348). This close morphological relationship can
probably be a reason why in the Shuowén the term for orange (chéng) is described via
the term for mandarin (ja).

Semantic extension from the denotation of the fruit to the denotation of the colour
orange took place in relatively recent time. In 1853, Zhang Fuxi 5R#ffE translated
Newton’s Opticks, which was the first translated scientific work on colour dispersion in
China. The orange colour was translated as a nominal-BCT compound® (NC) #% %
chénghuang (lit. ‘orange fruit + YELLOW’), which can be translated as ‘orangey-yellow’
or ‘yellow as the orange fruit’. In other words, chéng was still not an abstract colour term:

HGRIZA, TRIZAL. RHER. MIEE. &k, RE. /EH. &5
3 (quoted from LiG 1990: 44).

When additively mixed together, [they] result in white [light]; when split,
[they] result in red, orangey-yellow, pure yellow, green, [light] blue, deep

& One winter day a man on a sidewalk of a Beijing street got irritated by my question on how
much were the juzi (#5F) he was selling from his tricycle and exclaimed: “These are not juzi,
these are ligan (JE#H)!” The term ligan is absent in Chinese-English dictionaries. BKRS
translates it as “yellow citrus, type of oranges grown in Fajian”. Ligan remained totally obscure
to me for years, until recently | have found its translation simply as ‘Lo tangerine’ (Citrus
tangerine, Lugan) in Zhao et al. (2014: 2646).

° A nominal-BCT compound is a compound consisting of BCT preceded by the name of an object
usually with a typical colour as the modifier, indicating attributes of particular-object-like-colour
(see Xu 2007: 41-43).
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blue, and ‘blue-lotus’.

5. The ways of encoding orange-the-colour in MSM

In MSM explanatory dictionaries, the terms for ‘orange’ chéng and ‘mandarin’ ju
are glossed, first of all, as fruits, and only in the secondary entries are sometimes glossed
as particular-object-like-colour terms, each of them, however, requiring a semi-suffix £
sé ‘colour’. Thus, the orange colour is encoded by the so-called nominal-se compounds
(N-SE) (Xu 2007: 42) #& & chéngse ‘orange fruit + colour’ and 17 & jlsé ‘mandarin fruit
+ colour’.

Lin (1972) glosses ju as ‘orange and tangerine; a fruit of either chénghuéng
‘orangey-yellow’ (Lin 1972: 122), or juhdng ‘tangerine-red’ colour” (Lin 1972: 130).

Both chéng and ja also form NCs, in which they act as initial nominals / modifiers,
followed by one of the two basic constituents, RED or YELLOw. Cfr: #54[ chénghdng (lit.
‘orange fruit + RED’) ‘orangey-red’ (XDHYCD 2005: 178) and #&3%% chénghuang (lit.
‘orange fruit + YELLOW’) ‘orangey-yellow> (XDHYCD 2995: 178), #&4L juhong (lit.
‘mandarin fruit + RED’) (Cihdi 1994: 1559; GJHYCD 2004: 764; XDHYCD 2005: 737)
‘mandarin-red’ and %% juhuang (lit. ‘mandarin fruit + YELLOW’) ‘mandarin-yellow’
(GJHYCD 2004: 764; XDHYCD 2005: 737).

There is no consensus on naming ORANGE among Chinese linguists either: some
are in favour of the monosyllabic term chéng (see LU 1997; Shi 1990; Yéo 1988; Yeé
2001), while others deny the possibility of its independent usage and instead prefer the
compounds juhuang ‘mandarin fruit + YELLOW’ (see Li 2007; Wi 1999) or juhong
‘mandarin fruit + RED’ (XU 2003).

6. Psycholinguistic and cultural evidence

As it was already mentions a few lines above, the intermediary area between RED
and YELLOw can be encoded by NCs (chénghdng, chénghuéang, juhdng, jihuang) or N-
SE compounds (chéngse or jase).

The results of the psycholinguistic data collected by Xu (2007), suggest that, since
a part of juhong’s (‘mandarin fruit + RED’) foci overlaps the cluster of foci for ORANGE in
Berlin and Kay’s universal system, jihdng might be interpreted as ‘reddish orange’ (Xu
2007: 82 —83).

Chénghuang (‘orange fruit + YELLOW’) and juhuang (‘mandarin fruit + YELLOW”)
are virtually identical in semantic structure. Despite the fact that mandarin and orange are
very similar in colour appearance, ju ‘mandarin’ appears to be preferred over chéng
‘orange’ as initial nominal in the NCs designating intermediary hues between YELLOW
and RED. The term johong (‘mandarin fruit + RED’) was unknown to 1% of the
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participants'® of the comprehension test of the psycholinguistic experiment (Xu 2007: 83),
whereas the term chénghuang (‘orange fruit + YELLOW’) revealed to be unknown to 4%
of the informants (Xu 2007: 89).

Chéngse ‘orange fruit + colour’ appears to be an off-shade of YELLOW, because
approximately half of it overlaps with the peripheral YELLOWS, while the other half fills
the no-man’s land between the extent of YELLOW and RED (Xu 2007: 105 — 106).

Jusé ‘mandarin fruit + colour’ overlaps heavily with YELLOW, and thus could be
considered an off-shade of YELLOw. Despite that juse is distributed similarly to chéngse
in outcome Xu’s data (Xu 2007: 107 — 108), it should be noted that jusé is the N-SE
compound that occurred only in the Naming Test (i.e., was elicited from the informants
by showing them colour chips in randomly arranged order), whereas chéngsé appeared to
be unknown to 1% of the participants.

According to Xu (2007: 88), since nowadays mandarin is one of the most
common fruits in fruit stores all over China, whereas while oranges are relatively rare and
more expensive, this difference seems to be reflected in people’s use of colour
vocabulary.

Instead, | am convinced that the preference of the mandarin-object-like-colour
term is preferred over the orange-object-like colour term is conditioned by the cultural
tradition, mnemonic imposed, and the education level of a speaker.

Chéng is often named among the seven rainbow colours by educated native
speakers (or, at least, by those from the mainland). The mnemonic “75F& &4k 8 4~
chi chéng hudng lii ging lan zi “Red, orange, yellow, green, blue,™ indigo, violet” — a
loose analogue of the English “Richard-of-York-gave-battle-in-vain”*? that elicits the
Newtonian rainbow sequence, — is taught at school, and derives from the line of ci &
poem “Dabodi” KAHHE by Mao Zédong & &, written in the pattern of Plsa man 3 i

o

TP AT B,
HERFEAUE S 5E? (Mao Zédong B “Dabodi” K AAME, quoted from

19 Seventy-nine adult native Chinese speakers with normal colour vision, the age range ran from
17 to 50, with an average of 33 at the time of investigation. The average schooling year was 16,
with the lowest 10 years and highest 21 (Xu 2007: 28).

1 3 ging should be translated as grue (a construct out of the English terms for GREEN and BLUE),
since it denotes the extended green-blue colour category, and in some cases can also denotes
MACRO-BLACK. It is not a BCT in MSM, there are separate psychologically salient terms for
GREEN, BLUE and BLACK. Qing, however, has not faded away, but still remains in use (more on
this, see Bogushevskaya 2015).

2 0r the Russian mnemonic kazdyj (‘red”), oxotnik (‘orange’), Zelaet (‘yellow’), znat’ (‘green’),
gde (goluboj, ‘light blue’), sidit (sinij, ‘blue’), fazan (‘purple’) “Each hunter wants to know where
is a pheasant”.
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GJHYCD 2004: 170-171).
Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet,
Who is dancing, holding these coloured ribbons high above in the sky?

The informants of Xu’s psycholinguistic experiment were well-educated people,
with the average schooling year of 16 (see note 10 of this paper), and it is noteworthy that
even to some of them the terms chéngsé and chénghuéng are unknown. According to my
observations during my over a decade-long residing in Beijing, people with a relatively
low education level, as, e.g., clothes’ vendors on a street market, would rather use the
NCs that contain ju as the modifier, and would therefore name ORANGE either as juhong
or as juhuang, depending on whether the hue in question tends more towards RED or
more towards YELLOW. From the point of cultural tradition, ju is more familiar than chéng
to an ordinary Chinese speaker.

7. The degree of basicness of the term for orange in MSM

The semantic word can be understood as the smallest meaningful unit in language,
that is, the semantic word can be equated with “morpheme”. Since Chinese morphemes
tend to correspond to one syllable, Chinese is essentially a monosyllabic language
(Vermaas 2017: 434).

This leads to the following necessary modification of Berlin and Kay’s first (i)
criterion regarding the assessment of a potential basic colour term (BCT): applied to
Chinese, a term must be monomorphemic and moreover monosyllabic — rather than just
monolexemic — since almost every syllable is a morpheme in Chinese. Therefore, chéngse
and jusé, both containing a semi-suffix sé ‘colour’, do not comply with this criterion.

Regarding the significations of chéng and ju, they are both included into the
YELLOW colour category (Li 2007: 140 — 141).

As for the distributional potential of these lexemes, chéng and ju:

a) do not form resultatives with the semi-auxiliary verbs that convey visual

colour-related effects, such as 4% fa ‘to show, to become visible’ or % bian
‘change into, become’ (cfr. #¥ 4 fa bai ‘turn (become; grow) white’; ‘turn
pale (whitish)’ (BKRS); %3 bian huang ‘to become yellow’ (BKRS));

b) do not combine with the qualitative adverb very*® and its synonyms (e.g., 1R

hén ‘very, quite, much’, JEH feichdng ‘very, extremely’);
¢) do not demonstrate reduplication par excellence (cfr. GG di’di ‘pure white,
white as snow’ (BKRS)), but chéng can be doubled in the final position in the
trysyllabics AL & #& hongchéngchéng ‘reddish orange’ and = P& %
huangchéngchéng ‘yellowish orange’ (Lia 1990: 243 — 244);

d) can not be modified by the f¥] de marker, do not accept the 1 —le particle (cfr.

3 Chromatic adjectives, when combined with the adverb very, vary in their degree of gradation
(saturated or not), and therefore their quality, not quantity (more on this, see Bernez 2016).
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4L hongde ‘red’, B2 1 héile ‘became dark/black’) or the (diminutive) non-
syllabic retroflex suffix 5t —r (e.g., 2 % héir ‘darkness’, ‘dusk’, ‘dirt’
(BKRS)).

The orange colour has not yet evolved from the fruit; the colour sense has not
become abstract, but is still inseparable from a concrete object in the mind of a native
speaker. It is nevertheless psychologically salient, because it can be expressed through
the denotation of the citrus fruit (either orange or mandarin). The possible candidate
lexemes have not become adjectives and/or verbs and always require the constituent se
‘colour’.

8. Conclusion

The orange portion of the spectrum had been thoroughly differentiated in Chinese
cultural tradition. In Old and Classical Chinese orange shades were expressed by the
contextually restricted terms xing and ti.

Despite the fact that China is a homeland of various citrus species, and that sweet
orange Citrus sinensis in many languages is referred to as the ‘apple from China’, in
MSM there is no BCT for oRANGE. The orange colour sense is still inseparable from a
concrete object in the mind of a contemporary native Chinese speaker. There is also no
consensus among Chinese linguists on naming ORANGE in MSM. Modern explanatory
dictionaries gloss ORANGE as Nominal-BCT Compounds (NC). When used for object
description, chéng and ju always require the constitutent sé ‘colour’, forming Nominal-sé
Compounds (N-SE).

Thus, the orange colour sense has not become abstract in MSM yet, but is
psychologically salient and can therefore be defined as starting to become a BCT, though
it still does not possess the entire set of the criteria for basicness.
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