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A Contrast and Comparison Study on the Evolution
Process of Characters and Pronunciation in Chinese and
Japanese Language

Ruey-tai Tsao

Abstract

This study contrasted and compared Chinese and Japanese language in term of
characters and pronunciation. The two languages’ the historical development of
characters and their phonetic symbols were examined. The Chinese characters have
been developed to a sound writing system based upon the six principles (Liushu) and
the practicability. For thousand years, the use of reserve-cutting method had
successfully kept a track of the development of characters and pronunciation in spite
of Chinese featuring ideographic writing. Until the 20th century, the reserve-cutting
method was replaced by Mandarin Phonetic Symbols and Pinyin. The earliest
Japanese writing system and phonetic symbols adopted the systems of the Chinese
language spread to Japan. This mixed use of Chinese and Japanese had caused a
problem of being in agreement in practice due to their different language families and
structures resulted from the fact that Chinese, an ideographic writing, is isolating
language while Japanese is agglutinating language. As a result, to meet language
needs, Japanese invented their alphabetic writing including * Hiragana’ and
‘ Katakana’ as a partial use plus Chinese characters (Kanji). Influenced by Western
cultures, Japan and China respectively initiated writing revolutions in modern times.
Japanese invented two similar sets of Japanese Roman alphabet. This invention plus
the use of Hiragana, Katakana, and Kanji indicated a multi-writing system. On the
contrary, Mandarin Phonetic Symbols (MPS) and Pinyin are still marked as phonetic
symbols in Chinese; and Chinese characters have traditional form and simplified form.
In spite of this, this development in China never changes its wiring system. This study
concluded that Japanese and Chinese characters have reached at different destinations
after experiencing various evolution processes although they are homologous.

Keywords: ideographic writing, alphabetic writing, agglutinating language,
isolating language, reverse-cutting
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