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Jesuits Analysisand Cognition of Chinese Characters
CHEN Hui
(Institute of Korean Studies, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310028, China)
Abstract : From the mid and late 16" century to the beginning of the 17" century , Jesuits came to
Japan and China to study Japanese and Chinese for their misson. Their studies initiated the
language contacts between Japanese and Chinese and European languages (such as Portuguese,
Sanish, and Italian) . These earlier language contacts between the European languages and the
Oriental languages are of specia sgnificance, because the former were based on L atin alphabet as
graphic symbols, Latin as the common language and Christian culture as a common cultural
background, while the latter on Chinese characters as graphic symbols, Chinese as the common
language and Confucian and Buddhist as a common cultural background. Snce the Chinese
language is a general written language in the Chinese character cultural sphere, it is natural for
Jesuits to focus on the cognition of Chinese characters, a kind of ideophonetic language distinct
from theLatin alphabet , in achieving the cognition of Chinese and Japanese. They worked out the
Roman transcription system for Japanese and Chinese by employing f angie(a special traditional
way of indicating the pronunciation of a Chinese character through using two other characters)
and kana, which were created by the Buddhist monks and scholars of China and Japan during the

[ ]1 2006~ 11~ 10 [ . Thttp :// www. journal s. zju. edu. cn/ soc
[ ] “ ? (205000 - 811342)
[ ] (1964-) ,



78 ( ) 37

contacts between Sanskrit and classcal Chinese. Moreover, they created new meanings in old
Japanese or Chinese forms, or loanwords from Japanese or Chinese in translating Catholic
catechism and European scientific and technological information with Chinese vocabulary.
Meanwhile, they made a semantic and cognitive analyss of the Chinese words in the context of
Confucian and Buddhist cultures, thus establishing a relatively complete system based on the
analys s and cognition of ideophonetic languagesfrom the pergective of phonemic languages. This
system is amazingly consistent with the systematic model of human beings’ understanding of
languages summarized by the modern cognitive linguists who argue that human beings’
process ng of language information follows the progressive pattern from phonetic consciousness to
landgn recognition, to syntax, and then to semantic interpretation. It was the missonaries’
(comparative) scientific cognitive approach to the understanding of Japanese, Chinese, especially
written Chinese, that has greatly contributed to the development in phonology , exegetics and
philology of the Oriental languagesin discusson, especialy Chinese.
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