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An Interpretation of the Phonetic Value of Cardinal Number “One” in Khitan
WU Yingzhe

[Abstract] The study of the Khitan scripts has begun in the 1920s. With the joint efforts of scholars
from home and abroad, some 300 glyphs of Khitan small script have been reconstructed, more than
3,100 words and phrases in Khitan small script have been interpreted, and the Khitan scripts
encoding markers for nominal grammatical categories of gender, number, case and possessives as
well as those indicating the morphological paradigmatic forms of converbs, declaratives and
adjectival verbs. Although more than three thousand words have been interpreted, most of them are
Chinese loanwords, whereas native Khitan words account for only a small number. Less than two
hundred of already interpreted native Khitan words currently have confirmed counterparts which
are correspondent in both sound and meaning in related languages of the Khitan language. Among
them, the pronunciations of Khitan cardinal numbers from “one” to “ten” have been reconstructed
after years of research. However, the phonetic reconstruction of cardinal number “one” has been a
major difficulty plaguing the academic circle for a long time. And the form of cardinal number
“one” is also one of the factors vital to the determination of how closely Khitan is related to
Mongolian. On the basis of collating and summarizing previous research results and after a
comprehensive analysis of the new and old data, this paper examines and interprets the phonetic
value of the Khitan script encoding “one” by applying the approaches of historical comparative
linguistics and linguistic statistics, and concludes that the pronunciation of the masculine form of
Khitan cardinal number “one” is *na, which is closer to that of Mongolian rige “one”, instead of
*amu, which is closer to that of Manchu-Tungusic “one”.

[Keywords] Khitan script cardinal number phonetic value
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