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Approaches to Kanji Learning (2):
the grapheme-based approach: between meaning,
sound and shape

Kaiser, Stefan

The study and teaching of kanji in Japan and abroad has traditionally relied on rote
learning and repeated copying of kanji. However, to facilitate the learning of kanji, a
variety of ways of memorizing them on the basis of their shape, sound or meaning have
been proposed. Having previouwsly divided the major approaches into 7 types on the
basis of their characteristics, this paper examines in detail types 1 and 4, which share
the characteristic that they arc grapheme~-based. while differing in the degree to whach
they take sound and meaning into consideration.

An examination of the Western missionary tradition of analyzing kanji in 19th and
early 20th century China reveals that the concept of “primitives” was extensively used
in combination with “radicals™. The approach of analyzing and ordering kanji used in
types 1 and 4 are explored against the background of that tradition, and its strengths

and weaknesses are examined as a method of teaching or memorizing kanji.
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This idea (= of Primitives] was strengthened by his (=the author's) observing in a

manuscript Latin-Chinese Diclionary which classed the characters to their names, that in

numerous instances, one characler was the rool of ten or twelve others, each of which was

formed fvom i by the addition of a single element.

Of the names sixieen are the same with the primitive; and all the rest, cxcept one, begin with the

aspirated initial of the primitive.

Among these sixty-ning, there are nearly thirty characters which have the same name with the

primitive, but scarcely ten which differ from it in both the initial and the final. The general idea

is of closing or unifing, ¢losed ete. can be easily traced as combining, in some way. wilh the

greater part of the formatives (o suggest the new idea,

such is Marshman's lixalion on the role of semantics in character formation that he thinks the

primitives “communicale a general idea” and thus completely misses the significance of what is

right under his nosc. This oversight leads him to far-fetched elymologics based on Lthe meaning

of “profitable” or “advantageous” for what the list of characters shows is simply the phonetic

use of 1i*...
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(12) Kanji ABC divides kanji not for lexicographical but for didactic reasons. and covers all the

elements of kanji. These elemems are wrmed graphomes,

(13)  Foerster and Tamura (1994) (2, FMOEIZ L LBEO EHRGT NG,
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