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The Rise and Fall of She 2% as an Alternative Name of Tea:

Also on the Filtering Mechanism of Chinese Characters
WANG Feng and YIN Yue

[Abstract] The language recorded in Chinese characters is not necessarily Chinese. In Chinese
historical documents, the character she 2% represents two words. One indicates ‘pleasant smell of
herbs’, which appeared in the Han dynasty, and the other is an alternative name of tea, which, as a
dialect word from the Southwest of Shu %], was seen in Tea Classic of the Tang dynasty for the first
time. This paper argues that the two words are not related, and in the meanwhile, clarifies the scope
of the Southwest of Shu. Based on the examination of its usage in historical documents, it is found
that the character she 2% was reactivated for an elegant expression during the Ming-Qing period.
Etymologically, it may be a loanword of *lha? ‘leaf” from the Blang language, a minority language
in Southwest China. This loanword entered Chinese vocabulary via the filtering mechanism of
Chinese characters, and competed with other synonyms for ‘tea’. However, destined by its
etymological source, its usage was restricted to written Chinese in general. Finally, it falls out of the
Chinese vocabulary.

[Keywords] she % loanword filtering mechanism of Chinese characters lexical competition
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