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HEERSC2
The Common Morpheme Pool for the Hanzi Circle

Suen Caesar LUN

City University of Hong Kong

Abstract

This paper takes a linguistic viewpoint and argues for the promotion of common
terminologies of the Confucian-Hanzi (Kanji, Hanja) Circle based on Chinese characters.
Since China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam and Singapore, as well as the dialectal regions within
China may all face the need of coining new words using Hanzi or Hanzi-transformed
phonetic scripts, such as Japanese Kana, Korean Hangul or Vietnamese Romanized script,
instead of simply transliterating English words directly and thus complicating their own
morphophonemicinventory, we should try to tackle the issue by surveying the productive
morphemes used in these languages. To establish such a common morpheme pool for
these languages is a step towards deeper collaboration for cultural exchange and more
effective foreign language learning among these countries. The resulting common
morpheme pool can serve as an open source for these languages to introduce new terms
and to learn from each other. If people can have access through the internet or other
sources to competing alternative forms for the same terms in other countries, experts in
the field can make their own judgments and decide on the optimal forms to use. From
history, we can see that it is not always the case that the Chinese terms were prevalent.
The Chinese-coined terms gave way to Japanese ones after the Japanese went through
the Meiji Restoration. As terminologists, we just want to make sure that a fair game of
terminology choice is played and the winner is time and reason, and after all, the peoples.
To carry the issue beyond the present proposal, English morphemes (including Greek,
Latin, French and German roots) which serve as the dominant language of science and
technology may in the long run be considered as a larger common morpheme pool for
coining terms. The future will present internationally transparent terminologies across

the national boundaries.
Keywords: Confucian-Hanzi circle, common morpheme pool, open source, time and

reason, English morphemes
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1. Introduction

Terminologies differ from ordinary daily vocabularies in that they are specialized
technical vocabularies in all disciplines so that mastering a particular terminology can be
equated to learning that discipline and becoming an expert. Usually terminologies are
related to science and technology. However, for any knowledge to become a well-
established discipline, there exists a terminology issue, and so art disciplines and
humanities also develop their own terminologies. In our daily life, we do not have to be
so accurate in speech as context disambiguates, and dialectal variations, be they
geographical, social or even chronological, may add desired nuances or shades which
enrich our overall linguistic expressiveness. However, in a terminology, accuracy and
standardization are more important factors for consideration since experts do want to
callarosearoseand nothingbutarose. Thisishard becausetheverynature oflanguage
is its fuzziness, which results in its creative usage and changes over time. It has to be
made sure that unless there is some difference in denotational meaning, one should not

coin a new term to replace another for no good reason.

Standardization is also an important consideration because among experts, they do
not usually need redundant information, unlike in literature, where metaphors and
synonyms are frequently employed as rhetorical devices. Also, in the commercial world,
e.g. ‘folder’ and ‘directory’ may refer to the same storage device in the computer and
different terms may be employed as competitors. This is not desirable in the world of

science when the competition is over. There should be standard terms.

To adopt a standardized terminology means that we can learn the terms which are
created in compliance with the morphological rules and which preserve the most salient
semantic properties that represent the concepts in question and these terms together
should form a terminological system that is internally consistent, and transparent, and is
able to generate new terms fruitfully. Effortsin standardization are needed for scientific
accuracy, and perhaps more importantly, for more effective communication among the

language users. The first need is driven by the second need, so to speak.

2. The Confucian-Hanzi Culture
In the Chinese conceptual world, everything in the universe is dialectically opposite,

and there are ‘yin’ and ‘yang’ (roughly ‘female’ and ‘male’, or ‘0’ and ‘1’, or ‘negative’
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and ‘positive’, depending on the context) everywhere. In language communication, we
all know the basic contradiction of language’s fuzzy nature and our need for effective
communication. We are in a global village now but we also try hard to preserve our
beloved local values. In the world we live, we aim at differentiation but in our physical
world or conceptual world, we aim at generalization or unification. In this paper, the
theme is to discuss why and how as descendents of the Confucian-Hanzi culture, we can
achieve better cooperation by making use of our common assets, the Chinese characters
as our common morpheme pool for coining new terms or changing existing ones. The
word Chinese may be offensive to many people (non-Chinese, and even some Chinese)
since even in some Chinese community, there are people who do not want to associated
as Chinese very badly. The aim of this paper is not to advocate a fervent Chinese
nationalistic view of terminology. What is stressed here simply is that as the Greco-
Roman culture serves as the common assets of the Western nation states; the Confucian
culture, mediated by Hanzi usage (Kanas and Hangul are just subsets of the larger Hanzi
set, as we work in the ISO 10646 character set), serves as the common assets for China,
Japan, Korea, Vietnam and Singapore, which are linked historically as friends or

competitors, but which, nevertheless, share a lot of common cultural traits.

If we are not biased by our political viewpoint (though we are), perhaps we can admit
that these countries are all successors of the ancient Sino-Confucian culture. The
consideration of contemporary power and influence may change the views of some
people but judging from the language use and cultural exchange, we do see a lot of
commonalities in the words used and the morphemes these languages use to represent
sophisticated conceptsin all disciplines, not justin daily life. Itis really not surprising if
one cares to flip over a Korean or Japanese technical dictionary to see how many words
are similar to each other and their Chinese counterparts. In the world of knowledge,
there are so many words that one could recognize the affinity without formerly learning
them, thanks to the Hanzis used. Now in Korean, a phonetic script is used, but since
there are systematic correspondences between the Korean pronunciation of character
morphemes that Hangul is based on, it is not difficult to associate with their Chinese
pronunciation and the characters in Chinese or Japanese, or Viethamese, in the same
manner. In the Japanese case, the kuntoku JIli% may present a more serious problem
and the ontoku i less problems in actual speech, and the reading of these words in

Kanji is facilitated. With the stronger economic bond in the Asian-Pacific region and
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especially in East Asia, we will see an interest of learning one another’s language.
Therefore, it is our common interest to think about ways to keep at least the terms in our

technical world as transparent as possible.

3. AlLittle History

Itis not to say that we should base every term on the Chinese language. Rather, the
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