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Compound Indicative Characters and the Teaching of Kanji

Kaiser, Stefan

[ Compound indicative characters” (the translation term of huiyi in Chinese, or kaii in Japa-
nese is due to DeFrancis 1989) is one of the six traditional formation principles of Chinese char-
acters, but has hitherto not necessarily been understood correctly. This is particulary problem-
atic in the teaching of kanji. Two (or more) formative elements are said to express two separate
meanings, which are then combined to produce a new meaning that is so-to-speak larger than
the sum of its parts, somewhat in the fashion of a riddle of the form* What's a woman under
a roof? Peace!” . However, not only is this a mistaken account of the compound indicative
principle, it also serves to make kanji, a formidable writing system to master at the best of times,
into an even more exotic system (has it ever made sense to any learner that a combination of sun
and moon should be brighter that the sun alone?). This paper will examine the nature of the
compound indicative formation principle and show that the formative elements are essentially
not additive in nature, but combine in a much more dynamic fashion. Some implications for

kanji teaching are presented.
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0O O O What does the Kanji 00 O mean? It means‘ thesun.” What does the KanjiCl O O mean?
OO0 Itmeans‘ themoon. Then, what do you think the Kanji O O 0 means? It means ‘ bright’ !0
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0O 0O O O Kanji Text Research Group UNIVERSITY OF TOKYO (1993)0 0 M0 00000000
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0 O O When the sun and the moon come together, everything becomes bright.
0 O (Kanji Text Research Group UNIVERSITY OF TOKYO (1993:177)
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O O O Sun and moon; bright.
(Lam and Shimizu 1995:43,0 0 0000 0)
O O Roof over woman,; peace.
(Lam and Shimizu 1995:21,0 00000 0)
O O A person and his word implies trust.
(Lam and Shimizu 1995:138,0 0 0 O OO O)
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