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Kanji Myths and Kanji Learning :
on kanji prejudice among learners from non-kanji countries

Kaiser, Stefan

It is a well known fact that kanji are a big problem 1n the Japanese language educa-
tion of learners from areas where kan)1 are not used, but the reasons for this have
hitherto not been made clear. Working with the hypothesis that in English speaking
areas, among others, there exist preconceived ideas and myths about kanji which ham-
per the acquisition of kanji, this article attempts to establish the nature of such precon-
ceived ideas and myths by examining how kanji are viewed in publications on the sub-
ject in English and Japanese. The treatment of kanji as a system of writing {or part
thereof) is also problematic in that kanji are seen as fundamentally different from
alphabetic scripts when in fact it is pessible to argue that kanji have more similarities
that differences to alphabetic and other scripts, a position that enables a far more posi-

tive attitude towards kanji learning.
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1) “One hesitates for an epithet to describe a system of writing which 1s so complex that it needs
the aid of another system to explain 1t. There is no doubt that 1t provides for some a fascinating
field of study, but as a practical instrument it is surely without inferiors.” {Sanson 1928 44)

2 ) . the writing system used in Japan, mixing Chinese characters with phonetic syllabary sym-
bols, 18 cumbersome and costly. It is being perpetuated in a world for which i1t was not de-
signed.” (Miller 1977 : 56)

3) “.. {the) continued use of the Chinese script within the Japanese writing system remains the
height of orthographic folly, a major foolishness not to be observed in any other modern indus-
trialized society” (Miller 1982 : 191)

4} “.. the Japanese typist-supposing she is not too exhausted even to care by the time she has lo-
cated the three Chinese characters involved [in writing jinruigaku| and propelled the mechan-
ism that picks them up, prints them, and redeposits them in her machine...” (ibid.: 191)

5) HERBROXFRRIIOVTORFIIL S ERLABEELLEFORNZI T —DZOHEHT
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6 ) “the process of typing Japanese is slow and so costly that it is used only under special circum-
stances, usually restricted to official or legal documents. All other texts, as for example the
manuscripts of Suzuki’s many books, must be entirely handwritten .. {ibid : 191)

7 ) “These exotic and alien characters are all around you...” {Kanji Text Research Group, Universi-
ty of Tokyo 1993 : English Introduction)

8) ZIZTw) [HEE] i T8%] OISO LI R bDTHY, Cook (1980: 1) DRD L )
LI,
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EHETAFRIRUITALOTH L, —FH., HEERNLDL LD LR BHT
LEMTEHB*®5 2 5, (“A myth provides a technique for handling the unknown, for
naming the unknown without offering a solution. Science, on the other hand, proceeds to
name an unknown in order to solve it”)

9 ) #zi¥ Boodberg (1940) % &5,

10) ZOREEORERIELIZ DOV T Unger (1990) (23 Ly

11) “.. it is clear that the differences between morpheme-based writing systems and sound-based
writing systems are not just superficial differences in coding, but relate to neuropsychological
differences concerning the storage and processing of written language units (Coulmas 1989
134-135)

12) “reading at least three years below their grade level, a common criterion for reading disability”

(Stevenson {11986 : 233)
13) “not generative”
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16) “Writing is not language, but merely a way of recording language by way of visible marks”

(Bloomfield 1933 : 21).
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