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Improving Sinograph Recognition Ability Though Learning Chinese Radicals
Student name: Xiaocong Zhou  SID: 1903293  Date: 11th November 2021

Opening 
Respected Venerable Shengmiao and Miss Deng, good morning. My name is Xiaocong Zhou, and I would like to discuss how to improve sinograph recognition ability though learning Chinese radicals.

1. Introduction 
In recent years, there is a rapid increase in the number of people who are interested in Chinese culture and begin to learn the Chinese language. However, most learners encountered the problem of low efficiency in expanding their repertoire of vocabulary (monophonic words and polyphonic words) and improving sinograph recognition ability in the early and middle stages of learning.[footnoteRef:1] One of the causes is the lager number of sinographs. The dictionary Zhonghuazi hai中華字海 published in 1994 by Zhouhuashuju 中華書局, records more than 85,000 sinographs. Even the oldest dictionary Shuowwn jiezi 說文解字 which was written over 2,000 years ago contains over 9,000 sinographs. This will undoubtedly bring stress and fear to the beginner. The other root cause is the unique properties of sinograph. Sinograph is the only ideographic phonetic script that is still in use in the world. Each sinograph combines the shape, the meaning and the sound of a word, whereas most phonetic scripts only convey the sound of a word. People who use phonetic scripts will naturally focus on the pronunciation when learning a sinograph but neglect its shape and meaning. Therefore, they can hardly make connections between the shape and the sound, in order to grasp the meaning. To solve the problems, Xu Shen 許慎, the author of the first Chinese dictionary Shuowwnjiezi, analysed and proposed a system of Chinese radicals. In the dictionary, Xu Shen explained the system and classified all sinographs in the dictionary by using the system of Chinese radicals. This presentation aims to further explain how to apply the system of Chinese radical, in order to help leaners to remember sinographs and develop sinograph recognition ability. [1:  Zhang Hesheng 張和生, ‘Waiguo xuesheng hanyu cihui xuexi zhuangkuang jiliang yanjiu’ 外國學生漢語詞彙學習狀況計量研究 [A quantitative study of Foreign Students' Chinese vocabulary learning], Shijie hanyu jiaoxue 世界漢語教學 06 (2019), 70-76. ] 


2. The Origin and Importance of Chinese Radical
To effectively use the system of radicals in the process of learning, we need to know the origin and functions of Chinese radicals. In Shuowenjiezi, Xu Shen said, ‘The dictionary arranges sinographs in the order of radicals. Each radical is a symbol of a group of things (sinographs). Sinographs with the same property are put together. This typesetting is orderly, without clutter, and the sinographs are linked one by one according to their shape. Each radical connects with the origin of each word.’[footnoteRef:2] From Xu’s explanation, we know that each radical symbolises a group of sinographs. This function of radicals stems from the development of sinograph.  [2:  「其建首也，立一為端，方以類聚，物以群分，同條牽屬，共理相貫，雜而不越，據形系聯，引而伸之，以究萬源。」Xu Shen 許慎, Duan Yucai 段玉裁, Xintian guyin Shuowen jiezi zhu 新添古音·說文解字注 [The Annotation of Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Characters], (Taibei: Honye wenhua shiye youxiangongsi 洪葉文化事業有限公司, 2018), p.789.] 

The Chinese word ‘wenzi’ 文字 hints the development of sinograph. The sinograph wen means graphs or pictographs. Wen are the initial sinographs created by ancient Chinese to describe concrete objects. Then, deictic graphs (指事字) were created based on pictographs to show abstract conceptions (i.e. position, taste, and colour). Therefore, most of wen in Chinese are single-font sinographs (獨體字). Later, more and more things and concepts appeared in daily life. It is impossible to create new graph for each thing or concept. Therefore, people combined existing graphs to make zi. There are two methods to create zi. One is semasiography (會意字), and the other is phonogram (形聲字).[footnoteRef:3] As these two methods are very convenient, more than 80 percent of sinographs were created by the two methods. This means most of existing sinographs are combinations of initial pictographs and deictic graphs, and pictographs and deictic graphs show the unique property of each group of zi. Therefore, Xu Shen analysed some of the initial pictographs and deictic graphs as the radicals. If the learner starts from radicals, they will be able to grasp the properties of each group of sinographs easily. In the following parts, I will explain how to use the system to classify and memorise sinographs. [3:  Lin Yin 林尹, Wen zi xue gashuo 文字學概說 [Introduction to Philology], (Xinbei: Zhongzheng shuju 中正書局, 2007), p.2. ] 


3. Using the System of Radicals to Classify and Memorise Sinographs
Beginners are often intimidated by the huge number of sinographs. To solve this problem, we need to know the productivity of Chinese radicals. Most of the later sinographs are semasiography and phonogram. In other words, these sinographs are combinations of radicals and other components. Radicals can represent the common features of certain kinds of things, so a group of things can be created on the basis of radicals.[footnoteRef:4] Zhang Jitao named this property of radicals as ‘the productivity of radicals’.[footnoteRef:5] Because of the productivity of radicals, most sinographs can be classified quickly based on their radicals. In addition, we can also know the basic property and meaning of a sinograph from its radical. A brief example is given in the chapter Xueer 學而 of The Analects of Confucius.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Huang, Chu-Ren, Ya-Jun Yang, and Sheng-Yi Chen. ‘An ontology of chinese radicals: Concept derivation and knowledge representation based on the semantic symbols of the four hoofed-mammals.’ Proceedings of the 22nd Pacific Asia conference on language, information and computation. 2008.]  [5:  Zhang Jitao 章季濤, Zenyang xuexi Shuowenjiezi 怎樣學習《說文解字》 [How to learn Shuowenjiezi], (Taibei: Wanjuanlou tushu gongsi 萬卷樓圖書公司, 2014), p.88. ]  [6:  Xie yong lunyu 學庸論語 [The Four Books], (Tainan: Nengren Chubanshe 能仁出版社, 2008), pp.58-61. ] 

In the chapter, the sinographs which have the radical ‘xin’ 忄 (heart, mind) are usually related to thought or mind. For example, ‘思’ (thought), ‘患’ (worry), ‘憚’ (fear), ‘慎’ (prudence), ‘慍’ (slight anger), ‘志’ (will), ‘忠’ (wholeheartedness). The sinographs use the radical ‘yan’ 言 (speak, words) are usually related to speech or words. For example, ‘語’ (language), ‘論’ (analyse), ‘諂’ (flatter), ‘謀’ (consult, plan), ‘讓’ (allow, let), ‘謹’ (cautious). The sinographs use the radical ‘chuo’ 辵 or 辶 (walk) are usually related to walking, moving or distance. For example, ‘近’ (close), ‘遠’ (far), ‘追’ (chase), ‘過’ (pass), ‘道’ (way), ‘運’ (deliver). 
It is clear that if learners are familiar with radicals, they will be able to quickly classify sinographs and roughly infer the meanings. Moreover, sinographs with similar meanings can be combined as polyphonic words (複音詞) which help learners quickly remember sinographs and words. For example, the words yuhuan 憂患 (worry), sixiang 思想 (thought), jidan忌憚 (fear). In this case, all of the sinographs in the three words have the radical xin心 (heart), so we know that the three words are related to human thoughts. Another example is the words shuohua 說話 (speak), yilun 議論(discuss), chanyu諂諛 (flatter). All of the sinographs in the three words have the radical yan 言 (speak, word), so we know that they are related to speaking. As for the words yaoyuan遙遠 (far away), zhuizhu 追逐(chase), bijin逼近 (approach), all of the sinographs in the three words have the radical chuo 辵 (walk) , so we know they are related to walking or distance.
In this way, learning modern Chinese and classical Chinese will be far more efficient. Most Chinese radicals are derived from the initial sinographs (初文), but only a part of them have productivity and can be used as radicals. Therefore, if beginners master the 489 initial sinographs in the dictionary Shuowen, they will be able to infer 50 to 70 percent of the meanings of sinographs, so there is no need to be afraid of the huge number of sinographs.

4. Using Chinese Radical to Connect the Shape, the Sound with the Meaning
The fear mentioned above is only the superficial cause of the problem of low efficiency in improving sinograph recognition ability. The deeper reason is the difference between phonetic characters (注音文字) and sinographs. Most sinographs can convey sound, shape and meaning together, as Lin yin 林尹 said, ‘The expression of Chinese characters is two-pronged. On the one hand, it shows the meaning of words with the shape, on the other hand, it shows the meaning of words with the sound.’[footnoteRef:7] Different from sinographs, most phonetic languages only focus on conveying the sound. Therefore, most phonetic letters cannot show the meaning of a word directly. People have to pronounce the words first (either in mind or say it), and then fetch the meaning from the sound. People who have used phonetic letters for a long time will naturally focus on the relationship between the sound and the meaning rather than the overall coordination between the shape, the sound and the meaning.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Lin Yin 林尹, Wen zi xue gashuo 文字學概說 [Introduction to Philology], (Xinbei: Zhongzheng shuju 中正書局, 2007), p.24.]  [8:  De la Rouviere, Jeremiah Daneil, ‘Chinese Radicals in Spaced Repetition Systems: A Pilot Study on the Acquisition of Chinese Characters by Students Learning Chinese as a Foreign Language’, (Stellenbosch University, 2013) p.28.] 

Take the English word ‘roast’ as an example, beginners can easily get the pronunciation from the five letters ‘r’, ‘o’, ‘a’, ‘s’, ‘t’. However, it is difficult to directly infer the meaning, ‘to cook food, especially meat, without liquid in an oven or over a fire’.[footnoteRef:9] This is because without a foundation in German or Dutch, most learners can hardly connect the letters ‘o-a-s-t’ with the synonyms such as the word ‘toast’. Different from English, if learners know the Chinese radicals huo 火 (fire), rou 月（肉, meat）and lao 耂 (老, old), they will be able to know that both the sinographs zhi 炙 and kao 烤 means ‘roast or cook food, especially meat, over a fire’. In addition, learners can associate the two sinographs with the synonyms such as ‘kaorou烤肉 (barbecue)’ and ‘kaohuo 烤火 (roast)’. It is very easy to memorise sinographs by establishing effective cooperation between the meaning and the shape through radical system. Investigations have shown that one of the main reasons why most non-Chinese-Tibetan language students misunderstand and confuse the meaning of Chinese words in the test is the lack of ability to infer the meaning of words through Chinese radicals and the shape.[footnoteRef:10] Therefore, when learning sinographs, we should start from radicals. [9:  Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 9th edition, (Oxford University Press, 2015).]  [10:  Zhang Hesheng 張和生, ‘Waiguo xuesheng hanyu cihui xuexi zhuangkuang jiliang yanjiu’ 外國學生漢語詞彙學習狀況計量研究 [A quantitative study of Foreign Students' Chinese vocabulary learning], Shijie hanyu jiaoxue 世界漢語教學 06 (2019), 70-76.] 

Over 80 percent of sinographs are semasiography and phonogram.[footnoteRef:11] Most semasiography and phonogram have radicals and phonemes (聲符). In other words, over 80 percent of sinographs are composed of radicals and phonemes. According to this point, we can build the relationship between the shape, the sound and the meaning. For example, the sinograph lun 侖 (亼) means arrangement, or logical sequence.[footnoteRef:12] Lun is also a retroflex consonant, so when it is used as a phoneme, it expresses the meanings of ‘circle’, ‘roll’, ‘sequence’ and ‘rotate’. [11:  Lin Yin 林尹, ‘Wen zi xue gashuo’ 文字學概說 [Introduction to Philology], (Xinbei: Zhongzheng shuju 中正書局, 2007), p.25.]  [12:  Xu Shen 許慎, Duan Yucai 段玉裁, Xintian guyin Shuowen jiezi zhu 新添古音·說文解字注 [The Annotation of Explaining Graphs and Analyzing Characters], (Taibei: Honye wenhua shiye youxiangongsi 洪葉文化事業有限公司, 2018), p.225.
Li Xueqin 李學勤, Zi yuan 字源 [The Origin of Sinograph] , (Tianjing: Tianjin guji chubanshe 天津古籍出版社, 2012), p.463.] 

The sinograph lun 輪 (wheel) is composed of the radical che 車 (vehicle) and the phoneme lun 侖. Therefore, we can infer that the sinograph lun 輪 could be a part of a vehicle, and it could be round and able to rotate. Then, we know it means ‘wheel’.
The sinograph lun 論 (discuss, theory) is composed of the radical yan 言 (speak, word) and the phoneme lun 侖. Therefore, we can infer that the sinograph lun 論 may mean to speak in a logical sequence. Then, we know it means ‘discuss’, and the result of discussion is ‘theory’.
The sinograph lun 倫 (human relationship) is composed of the radical ren 亻(人 human being) and the phoneme lun 侖. Therefore, we can infer that the sinograph lun 倫 may mean the logical sequence between people. Then, we know it means ‘human relationship or hierarchy.’
The sinograph lun 淪 (round wavelet) is composed of the radical shui 水 (water) and the phoneme lun 侖. Therefore, we can infer that the sinograph lun 淪 could be circles in water. Then, we know it means ‘round wavelet’.
Therefore, familiarity with radicals enables learners to find the relationships between different graphemes (radical and phoneme) in sinographs and thus be able to understand the meanings and categories of the sinographs.

5. Conclusion
To sum up, the productivity of Chinese radicals can help learners distinguish and infer the meanings of sinographs. Even for beginners, if they can skilfully use radicals, they will be able to build the relationship between the shape, the sound and the meaning, and in order to effectively improve their vocabulary and recognition rate of sinographs. Moreover, the radicals originated from the few initial pictographs, which have been simplified to 214 sinographs by scholars. It makes the modern system of radicals much easier to learn than 100 years ago. Therefore, the system of Chinese radicals is one of the most effective methods for beginners to learn sinographs.
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