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The study of cognate Chinese characters
Seon-Mi Kim

Department of Chinese Language and Literature
Graduate School of Cheju National University
(Supervised by Jae-Cheol Ahn)

[ABSTRACT]

The study conducted a research on cognate characters ([FWJf5:) that
represent the same sound as another with the same or similar meaning. The
main purpose of the study is to identify cognate characters in the semantic
aspect by examining the phonemic relationship of words composed of two or
more Chinese characters.

The study examined semantic derivations of the suggested cognate
characters in “Dictionary of Paronyms ([F]{7-4L)” authored by Wang Li (E
7)) and “Chinese Cognate Characters Textual Words (J:E[RVE 7575 4)"
authored by Yin Jiming (B&% ")) to identify cognate characters. Due to the
enormous volume of contents, the study specified and focused on the lingual
and labial sounds as they are the most distinctive characteristics found
between the ancient and medieval phonology. The cited characters from the
two sources were verified for their function as a cognate word by citing
them in the phrases used for the same intent in “Shying(iFf¢), or the Book
of Poetry (often translated as The Book of Odes or The Classics of Poetry),
a collection of 305 poems written between 1000 and 600 B.C. (Baxter, 1992:
355). The study adopted the reconstructed pronunciation of the ancient
Chinese characters based on the publication, “A Pronouncing Dictionary of
Chinese Characters (£ %4 % %), co-authored by Li Zhenhua (#¥3£) and
Zhou Changji (J45E4#H).

Phonetically, the cited characters satisfied as forming one of the three
correlativity criteria for the initials to include, double sounds (%),
subsequent-tie (Z5#lt), and parallel-tie (F%#lt), while one of five correlativity
criteria for the finals to include, alignment of vowel rhyme or assonance (/A
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i), having the same nucleus and similar ending of rhyme (¥##), having a
similar nucleus and the same ending (2%##), or mixing the previous two ways
of nucleus and ending of rhyme (2%¥}fd) and having the same vowel but in
the different sound categories i), In the aspect of semantic categorization,
the characters revealed adopting a semantic expression of the three categories
to include, synonym ([f]#), extended meanings of an expression (5[/H %), and
borrowed meanings ({&f%#%). Hence, all of the Chinese characters tested in
the study revealed to be genuine cognate characters, as homophonic synonym,
either having a similar sound but the same meaning (F3i¥13%[)) or the same
sound but a similar meaning (% [fZF£J1).

The study also revealed that the vocal part of the characteristics contains
not only the phonetic but also semantic functions, as well. Therefore,
although the vocal part is identical, the characters represent a number of
different meanings regardless of the type of correlativity criteria whether the
characters are representing their original meanings (/A7) or derived meanings
(5{#7%). In addition, in the case of the cognate characters that have a vocal
part with a different meaning from their original or extended meaning, the
study also found that the meaning of the vocal part still reflects on the
nature and characteristics of the object indicated by the character consisted of
the vocal part.

In conclusion, the study revealed that the cognate Chinese characters show
a significant semantic similarity when the characters share an identical
pronunciation or similarity as a written character. The study also found that
the vocal part has a close relationship in the derivations of cognate
characters. The vocal part of certain morpheme-phonetic characters (JZETF)
is semantically indifferent and irrelevant but represent a “sound,” which
reveals that having the same vocal part does not necessarily verify that the
corresponding character is a cognate one. Some of the characters were found
as cognate character despite having a completely different written feature.
Hence, the key criteria to verify the cognate property of Chinese characters
should be whether they have the same or a similar pronunciation, and at the
same time, whether they share the property of common meaning. The
evaluation of the vocal part can be a supplementary tool for the verification
of cognate qualification.

Key Words : Cognate Chinese Characters, Ancient Pronunciation of Chinese
Characters, Medieval Pronunciation of Chinese Characters, Lingual Sound, Labial

Sound, Vocal Part, Pronunciation
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