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On the Chinese resistance to lexical borrowing: a
writing-driven self-purification system
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The Chinese language is known for its resistance to lexical borrowing. Transliterations can
hardly be retained in this language that use pre-existing characters to simply transcribe the
pronunciation of the source word in the donor language. This exclusion can be attributed to
the ideographic nature of Chinese characters. Given the stable graphic-meaning correspon-
dence, novel use of characters is expected to be consistent with their usage in previous
literature, while the association between the graphic form and the phonetic form has always
been loose, rendering it meaningless to use characters as a mere phonetic representation.
Here writing is having an effect on the assimilation of loanwords, and more generally, the
purist language ideology, which runs counter to the traditionally assumed derivative position
of writing, thus shedding light on the implicit effect of writing on language ideology.
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Introduction

mong world languages, Chinese is known for its resistance

to lexical borrowing. Haspelmath, Tadmor and their

colleagues constructed the World Loanword Database,
comprising of the words for 1460 basic meanings in 41 languages
(Haspelmath and Tadmor, 2009). The finding about Mandarin
Chinese presents only 25 probable and clear loanwords,
accounting for 1.2% in the Chinese subdatabase (Wiebusch,
2009), far lower than any other studied language. Expanding the
scope to non-basic vocabulary does not increase the ratio at all.
Zhang (2017) studied the origins of the 8821 words of the HSK
vocabulary list, i.e., the official guideline published by Mainland
China for non-native speakers studying Chinese as a second
language, and found that only 0.75% of those words fit the
definition of loanwords in the strict sense (see Section “History of
lexical borrowing in Chinese” for details).

As for the motivation underlying this exclusion, some
researchers noticed the effect of the Chinese writing system-in
the morphosyllabic writing system composed of characters, each
character  represents a  morpheme with its own
meaning-transliterations can hardly survive in the Chinese lan-
guage if the original meanings of the characters interfere with the
meaning of the borrowed word (Cook, 2018; T°sou and You,
2003; Wiebusch, 2009). However, in previous discussions of
language ideology, orthography is typically mentioned as a bat-
tlefield of language ideologies, e.g., the etymological approach
versus the phonemic approach for many languages (cf. Woolard,
1994; Brown, 1993; Hellinger, 1986; Schieffelin and Doucet,
1994), while the effect of writing on language ideology itself is
barely investigated, which is conceivable under the general
assumption that writing exists for the sole purpose of repre-
senting (the spoken) language (Saussure, 1916/1959: 23). For this
point, the present study probes into the reason why Chinese is
generally resistant to lexical borrowing, in an attempt to reveal
the pervasive effect of writing on language ideology. Section
“History of lexical borrowing in Chinese” briefly reviews the
history of lexical borrowing in Chinese. Section “The retention of
loanwords over the past 100 years” presents a quantitative study
of the retention of loanwords in Chinese over the past 100 years,
followed by Section “Ideographic writing and linguistic purism”,
which discusses the relationship between ideographic writing and
linguistic purism. Section “Conclusive remarks” concludes the
present study and extends the discussion to the relationship
between writing and language ideology in general.

History of lexical borrowing in Chinese

Historical review. Despite the continuous documentation of
Chinese over three millennia, little is mentioned regarding the
contact of Chinese with other languages. The identification of
loanwords depends mainly on linguists’ knowledge about lan-
guages, histories, and cultures, thus speculative in nature. Zhang
(1999) recognized three major periods in which a large number of
words were borrowed, i.e., the spread of Buddhism that brought
words from Indian languages (mainly Sanskrit), the New Culture
Movement in the 1910s that brought words from Japanese and
European languages, and the “Reform and Opening up” starting
from 1978 that have been bringing words from English. This
section will thus focus on these three periods.

The earliest written record of the Chinese language-the oracle-
bone script-dates back to the thirteenth century BCE (Schuessler,
2007: 1), but the geographical area inhabited by the Han Chinese
people kept expanding for over a thousand vyears, while
neighboring peoples did not have a developed writing system,
making the determination of lexical borrowing challenging.
Linguists are only able to identify loanwords based on cross-
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linguistic comparisons and encyclopedic knowledge, e.g., some
species are not indigenous to the homeland of China, so the
words for them are likely to be borrowed (e.g., Norman, 1988;
Norman and Mei, 1976; Schuessler, 2003; 2007; Wiebusch and
Tadmor, 2009). Speculated lexical borrowings in this period
include ¥ #Bbingling! < MC pjinlang ‘areca palm’ (possibly from
Malay pinang ‘areca palm’), Zxiang ‘elephant’ < MC zjangX
(possibly from Thai chddn ‘elephant’), E&putao ‘grape’ < MC
budaw (originally written as S&#k or &P, possibly from Elamite
bitdawa ‘wine’), etc. Since this is the forming stage of the Chinese
language, characters were created specifically for those words in
writing, making it difficult for common Chinese people to tell
their borrowed status (Wang, 2021).

The first period of large-scale lexical borrowing with clear
records came with Buddhism. During the social turmoil after the
glorious Han dynasty (202 BC-220 AD), Buddhism took off in
China. Several approaches were employed to translate Buddhist
concepts into Chinese. On one hand, there were still new
characters created specifically to denote foreign concepts, e.g., the
character {8séng < MC song ‘priest’ was created to translate the
Sanskrit word Samgha ‘clergy’. On the other hand, more and
more renditions resorted to pre-existing characters. When the
latter approach is taken, one thing to consider is that each pre-
existing character has pre-existing meanings, and thus transla-
tions either disregard those meanings by simply using the
characters to transliterate the pronunciations in Sanskrit (e.g.,
& X yecha < MC yektsrhae ‘yaksa: a broad class of nature-spirits
in Buddhist beliefs’, & Flshéli < MC syaeHIijH ‘sarira: Buddhist
relics’, i #E boré < MC pannyak ‘prajia: wisdom’, etc.) or take use
of the pre-existing meanings of characters, as in cases of meaning
extensions, calques, or loan-based creations. For example, Al
yé <MC ngjaep originally means ‘enterprise; achievement’, and
was used to translate ‘karma’ in Sanskrit. Existing morphemes
also compound with each other to calque foreign words, e.g., 2l
111 < MC nyo ‘to follow; to resemble’ compounds with 3Rldi < MC
loj ‘to come’, forming the word #3KRruldi < MC nyoloj to calque
the Sanskrit word tathdgata, which is an honorific title of buddha
literally indicating ‘the one who has thus come’. Sometimes there
is a compromise between the meaning and the pronunciation. For
example, the pronunciation of #chdn < MC dzyen is not a perfect
match for dhyana ‘meditation; the training of mind’ in Sanskrit,
but this character originally means ‘to worship; to abdicate’, and
the left part of this character is commonly seen in religion-related
characters: the meaning of ##chdn is more related to the intended
meaning than other characters closer in pronunciation, and is
ultimately chosen. Sometimes several renditions co-existed
employing different approaches in translating the same word.
For example, for the Sanskrit word prajfia ‘wisdom’, besides the
transliteration M #&boré < MC pannyak, the pre-existing com-
pound EEzhihui<MC trieHhwejH ‘wise + intelligent =
wisdom’ is also seen, which can be perceived as meaning
extension and ultimately replaced %% boré in most contexts.

The second period of large-scale lexical borrowing was in
response to foreign invasion. Starting from the Opium War of
1840, China was dragged into the “century of humiliation
(Kaufman, 2010)” subjugated by Western powers and Japan. The
deplorable situation struck nationalist scholars that China must
learn from others. Numerous books were thus translated from
other languages into Chinese. This fashion culminated in the New
Culture Movement (¥7X{LiE3)) in the 1910s, bringing a
tremendous change to the Chinese language and is thus taken
as the starting point of Modern Mandarin (Wang, 1944/1984:
434; Kratochvil, 1982: 287). Translated texts naturally brought
new lexical items from Europe (mainly English) and Japan. It is
commonly seen that several renditions employing various
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approaches co-existed for the same source word. For example,
shampoo is translated as & xiangbo (literally ‘fragrant ripple’,
meaning-pronunciation compromise) or ¥&& Kxdfashui/ kB
xitéugao (literally ‘hair-washer’, loan-based creation); vitamin is
translated as #Efhanwéitaming (literally ‘to preserve his life’,
meaning-pronunciation compromise) or 44 Rwéishengsi (lit-
erally ‘the element to preserve life’, loan-based creation); bus is
translated as Bt bashi (transliteration) or 33 5Z%E gonggong-
qiche/’2 R . gongjiaocheé (literally ‘public car’, loan-based crea-
tion), etc. Besides, since many characters have the same
pronunciation in Modern Mandarin, the same word may also
have multiple ways of graphic representation, e.g., mango can be
written as T Rmdnggud or ALRmdnggud; ice-cream can be
written as JKBUZbingjiling or K HWbinggilin. Apart from the
approaches used in translating Buddhist texts, graphic loans also
appeared at this stage. Graphic loans take the form of alphabet
letters, or more frequently, the Chinese-based Japanese characters
known as kanji. Historically, Japanese borrowed the writing
system of Chinese characters, together with a great number of
words from Middle Chinese, i.e., Sino-Japanese words (Schmidt,
2009). These words were initially borrowed with Japanese
adaptations to the pronunciations from Middle Chinese, later
fixed as Sino-Japanese pronunciations. In the 19th century, also
faced with the invasion of the West, Japan was able to modernize
within a short period of time, much earlier than China. Sino-
Japanese morphemes thereby compounded in new ways to
translate modern terms, such as R Eminzhil ‘people + dominate
= democratic’. Some old terms from classical Chinese texts were
attached to new concepts, such as &J¥jingji ‘to govern + to
benefit = economy’. When China was finally pushed onto the
path of modernization, these modern terms consisting of Sino-
Japanese morphemes were reborrowed back to China, but
Chinese people read these words by their own pronunciations,
which are distinct from Sino-Japanese pronunciations.

Another influx of loanwords have been affecting Modern
Mandarin since the Reform and Opening-up (SEFFKGdigé
Kaifang) staring from 1978. With unprecedented intercultural
communication, new lexical items are borrowed every year. The
approaches of borrowing are the same as before: transliterations,
morpheme-by-morpheme calques, meaning-pronunciation com-
promises, loan-based creations, loanblends (transliterated elements
compounding with native morphemes), and graphic loans are all
commonly captured. Faced with the enormous number of
loanwords, there began to be explicit advocations of linguistic
purism. Graphic loans taking the form of alphabet letters have
sparked the most furious debate among Chinese scholars. The fact
that the latest editions of Xidndai Hanyil Cididn ‘Contemporary
Chinese Dictionary’ ( {EBLRIXETAIEL) ) collect English abbrevia-
tions has been harshly criticized by language purists. The
government also began to be involved in the standardization of
loanwords by publishing “suggested translations for foreign terms”
(see the website of the Ministry of Education, http://www.moe.gov.
cn/s78/A18), showing a notable avoidance of graphic loans from
non-Chinese writing. In 2010, the State Administration of Press,
Publication, Radio, Film and Television of China (2R 7 B H kxS~
e BEM B BGudjia xinwén chubdn gudngbo dianying dianshi
zongjii) officially banned the use of English abbreviations, including
GDP, WTO, NBA, and many other commonly-used terms.

In addition to the above-mentioned three major periods,
Chinese also borrowed words from different languages sporadi-
cally, including the borrowings from Altaic languages during the
Yuan dynasty (1271-1368, reigned by Mongolians) through the
Qing dynasty (1636-1912, reigned by Manchurians), but these
borrowings are comparatively limited in number.

It is worth mentioning that Hong Kong and Taiwan present
diverse situations, distinct from Mainland China, regarding the

use of loanwords. Overall, more transliterations are used in these
areas than in the mainland (see Bauer, 2006; Hsieh and Hsu,
2006; Shao, 2000; among others). In Hong Kong, many words are
transliterated based on Cantonese phonology, such as % % duoshi
(dolsi6 in Cantonese?) ‘toast’, FAmidnzhi (min5zi6 in Canto-
nese) ‘minced’, i%m?‘%shiduépz’li (si6dolbellei4 in Cantonese)
‘strawberry’, T B Eshiband (sibaalnaa2 in Cantonese) ‘span-
ner’ and so forth. Meanwhile, these places employ diverse
standards for the transliterations of proper nouns. For example,
Hillary is transliterated as %+ 2 Xilali in the mainland, L]
Xilali (Heillaaillei6 in Cantonese) in Hong Kong, and #FHHEE
Xilaruf in Taiwan.

The selective adoption of lexical items. Evidently, Chinese has
been borrowing lexical items at every stage. It is hard to fathom
that the total percentage of loanwords in Chinese lexicon is lower
than 2% (see Wiebusch, 2009; Zhang, 2017). Chinese definitely
borrows words, but the key to understanding the Chinese resis-
tance to lexical borrowing essentially resides in the filtration of
borrowed items and the definition of loanwords: many transli-
terations became obsolete.

As previously mentioned, there were cases that several variants
employing distinct borrowing approaches co-existed for the same
source word. A selective list is presented in Table 1 to
demonstrate the screening of Chinese lexicon: for each source
word, the obsolete variant is shaded.

From Table 4 we can conjecture a general rule of lexical
selection in Chinese:

(1) Transliterations using pre-existing characters are virtually
always disfavored when there is another variant (a) using
specifically-created characters; or (b) formed by native
morphemes.

Accompanying this general rule is the fact that it has been less
common to create new characters specifically for loanwords than
before, which means that in Modern Mandarin, translations using
native morphemes are virtually always preferred over
transliterations.

As a result of the selective adoption, very few transliterations
are retained in Modern Mandarin. Table 2 presents the results
from Zhang (2017), based on the analysis of 8821 words of the
HSK vocabulary list.

As previously mentioned, graphic loans from non-Chinese
writing are discouraged by the government. Against this back-
ground, the HSK vocabulary list does not include any graphic
loans of alphabet letters. As for graphic loans from kanji, the
majority of Chinese linguists endorse that they are loanwords, but
there are still researchers maintaining that at least some of those
words are not loanwords in the strict sense, but should be
recognized as “returning Chinese words ([EHFFiEhuigur
gidoci)” (e.g., Feng, 2004: 23-28; Pan et al.,, 1993: 389-391).

When constructing the World Loanword Database, Haspel-
math and Tadmor (2009) employed the criterion of “analyz-
ability” to identify loanwords: if a word is analyzable (ie.,
morpho-syntactically complex) within the language, it is almost
certain that it was created by speakers of the language rather than
borrowed from some other language. Based on this criterion, only
transliterations, graphic loans of alphabet letters, and meaning-
pronunciation compromises in Table 2 can be counted as
loanwords, which explains why the percentage of loanwords is
unusually low in Chinese in comparison with other languages.

The retention of loanwords over the past 100 years
The previous section briefly reviews the history of lexical borrowing
in Chinese, and proposed a general rule that transliterations are
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Table 1 The selective adoption of Chinese lexicon.

Age of Borrowing

Old Chinese-Middle Chinese

Middle Chinese-Early Mandarin  Early Mandarin-Modern

Mandarin
Source word Elamite Xiongnu dada Sanskrit prajia  Sanskrit English English
badawa ‘wine’  ‘camel’ ‘wisdom’ bhiksunt ‘'nun’ shampoo telephone
Newly-created Transliteration H&ipitao % B luotuo
characters
Pre-existing Transliteration SEBkputdo =B tustus A% Fboré & e bigitni
characters Meaning-pronunciation Fifxiangbs  BER
compromise déliifeng
Loanblend FE ftiniga
Calque/Loan-based BexK B & dianhua
creation xifashui
Meaning Extension B Ezhihui

Table 2 Percentages of different types of borrowings (Zhang, 2017).

Writing Pronunciation & Meaning Percentage Examples
Newly-created Transliteration 0.17% BRhi 'tiger', sLjiang 'river', B &putao ‘grape’, WBEkaAfai ‘coffee’, etc.
characters
Alphabet letters Graphic loan 0%
Pre-existing Graphic loan (from kanji) 4.48% BlZkéxué 'sort + to study = science’, &53Fjingji 'to govern + to benefit =
characters economy’, Eiigéming ‘to remove + life = revolution’, B Hziydu 'self + to
allow = freedom’, etc.
Transliteration 0.26% Fi&ihéshang 'upadhyaya: priest’, & 2= Yinggéldn 'England’, SKmi ‘meter’, &
shafa 'sofa’, etc.
Meaning-pronunciation 0.05% =B mdnggud ‘mango (literally ‘awn fruit')’, BJ5kkélé ‘cola (literally ‘jolly’)’
compromise
Loanblend 0.29% WiFshizi ‘lion (Fzi is a suffix)’, ZEYhchézhan ‘station’ (ZEché ‘vehicle’), BB pijii
‘beer GHBjiti ‘alcohol'’)’, BB E Xlangmanzhiiyi ‘romanticism (F X zhilyi "-ism')’,
etc.
Calque/Loan-based creation 4.50% I AExianzai ‘now + exist = now/present < atita’, ttt5shijié ‘generation +
boundary = cosmos, time and space < lokadhatu’, & Ezhihui ‘wise +
intelligent = wisdom < prajfia’, B i&dianhua ‘electronic + speech = telephone’,
RZEhudché ‘fire + vehicle = train’, etc.
Meaning Extension 1.46% fF3Rjiangldi ‘will + come = future > pratyutpanna’, & yumi ‘jade + rice = corn’,
SE & xianshéng ‘senior > sir; mister’, &1iRzhishi ‘acquaintance > knowledge’, 23k
Iongtdu 'dragon head > faucet’, etc.
Total 1.21%

virtually always disfavored when other variants are available. To test
this rule with quantitative data, this section studies the retention of
different types of words for borrowed concepts over the past 100
years. We collect all the words for borrowed concepts in Lu Xun’s
book Fén “Tomb’ ( {) ), published about 100 years ago, analyze
the type of borrowing for each word, and calculate the retention
rate for each type. It is hypothesized that transliterations have a
relatively low retention rate compared to words that are analyzable
with native Chinese morphemes.

Methodology and results. Born in Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province,
Lu Xun (1881-1936) studied medical science in Japan in his early
life, where he came to the realization that saving people’s soul is
more pressing than saving people’s body. Then he dedicated
himself to writing, and made active efforts to introduce Western
ideas to modernize the Chinese language and culture. Mao
Zedong (1940/1991) commented that Lu Xun is the chief com-
mander of China’s cultural revolution, a great writer, thinker, and
revolutionist... “On the cultural front, he was the bravest and
most ardent national hero without parallel in our history (Mao,
1940).” After the establishment of P. R. China, Lu Xun is the
writer with the most works selected into school textbooks. Fén
“Tomb’ ( {B) ) is a self-selected collection of Lu Xun’s essays
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published from 1907 to 1925, comprising about 180,000 char-
acters. We found 766 words expressing borrowed concepts in this
book, including 373 proper nouns, constituting our sample. The
entire list of 766 words can be found as Supplementary Table S1
online. “Borrowed concepts” refer to entities and notions that
clearly had foreign origins and never appeared in Chinese texts
before the 19th century, but this does not necessarily mean that
all these words were first translated into Chinese by Lu Xun. In
fact, Lu Xun adopted many pre-existing forms, including I 3& ¥
bnyaméilijia ‘America’, T3 R Yingjili ‘English’, EE & Déyizhi
‘Deutsch’, Y= Yadang ‘Adam’, etc. There are a few cases in
which the same concept is expressed by several distinct words, as
represented by distinct written forms. They were counted as
different words instead of variants of the same word. A total of
314 words (40.99%) are transliterations, including 304 proper
nouns. Besides, 405 words (52.87%) are analyzable with native
morphemes represented by characters, among which 30 are
proper nouns. Morpheme-by-morpheme calques (e.g., PTEZE
maojia ‘hat + stand = hatstand’), loan-based creations (e.g., # &
jiaotdng ‘religion + hall = church’), and pre-existing words/
phrases that gained new meanings (e.g., #qidng ‘spear > gun’)
are not distinguished for these 405 words as the exact source
word is not always clear. Many of these words were borrowed
from Japanese, initially coined by compounding Sino-Japanese
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Table 3 The retention rate for each type of borrowing.

Word in the sample Retention in the corpus

Examples

Transliteration (unanalyzable, Retained (32.64%)
242 in total)
Replaced Replaced by other

(67.36%)

items (2.89%)
Loanblend (partially Retained (41.46%)
analyzable, 41 in total)

Replaced
(58.54%) (0%)

(56.10%)

items (2.44%)
Fully analyzable item Retained (80.61%)

(392 in total)

Replaced

(19.39%) (0%)

Replaced by other fully

transliterations (63.22%)

Replaced by loanblends (1.24%)

Replaced by fully analyzable

Replaced by transliterations —

Replaced by other loanblends

Replaced by fully analyzable

Replaced by transliterations —
Replaced by loanblends (0%) -

analyzable items (19.39%)

18 BEmdfai ‘morphine’, FBEXila ‘Greece’, JE/R X Dd'érwén
‘Darwin’, ¥ 2 Yadang ‘Adam’, etc.

B E R GélNei'a replaced by il FIRE Jialilie for ‘Galilei’, SEHTH
Fasite replaced by 7%t #Fishidé for ‘Faust’, #B&Hudsdo replaced
by %3 Hudsha for ‘Warsaw’, etc.

MBI =4S E Linshéyaketeméi replaced by BARBR 2 RE R
BB Yidali shéli zhT ydn gudjia kéxuéyuan for ‘Lincean Academy’,
AL/RZhd'ér replaced by & Shahudng for ‘Tsar'

Z A Pizhibdla replaced by BESbanmd for ‘zebra', & 8 % piisidué
replaced by SR pingyudn for ‘puszta’, B JBiX i fei'epolai replaced
by 22 FE & gdngping jingzhéng for ‘fair play’

EEMéigué 'America’, 3L Déwén '‘German (written language)’,
7 Rt Yifdnsishi ‘lvan IV of Russia’, #9/R#ME Na'érxtinzhuan
‘The Life of Nelson’, etc.

% &ifRlusmanpai replaced by JR&Rlangmanpai for
‘Romanticism’, 1% 118Kanbdliji replaced by €4#Fjiangido for
‘Cambridge’, Y /77 LB AT Yalishandéfii replaced by L7 1L KB
18 Yalishanda Tushigudn for ‘Bibliotheca Alexandrina’

MR EEM A Xingyimdjiarén replaced by RIRZER minzizhigé for
‘Talpra Magyar'

& [Fdydganydu ‘cod-liver oil', {¥daishii 'algebra’, HE¥) =
zhiwlixué 'botany’, ToBURF X X wiizhéngfiizhiiyi ‘anarchism’, 5
& Zhongyang Gongyudn ‘Central Park’, etc.

& M & shanzhongxué replaced by k4 Zy6ushéngxué for
‘eugenics’, Jtyudnzhi replaced by JtZE&yudnsi for ‘element’, 8
BB 5Rshénsizong replaced by MENE L wéixinzhiiyi for ‘idealism’, R
2 zhixué replaced by 1t 3 huaxué for ‘chemistry’, etc.

morphemes (see Section “Historical review”). Apart from words
that are fully analyzable or completely not analyzable, there are 47
loanblends (6.14%) that are partially analyzable, including 39
proper nouns. Clearly, transliteration was mostly used for proper
nouns, while native Chinese morphemes are strongly preferred by
other words.

To investigate the retention of borrowed words, the words in
our sample were compared to the most commonly used words
expressing the same concepts in the Balanced Modern Mandarin
Corpus constructed by the National Language Commission of
China (B R1EZE Gudjia Yiiwéi). This corpus contains over 100
million characters, covering five genres of texts written from 1919
to the present time. The constructors claim the corpus to be
representative of the standard Modern Mandarin. The concepts
expressed by 91 words, mostly uncommon proper nouns, do not
appear in the corpus, and are thus excluded from analysis. For the
rest 675 words, 412 (61.04%) are retained, while 263 (38.96%)
have been replaced by other words. The retention rate for each
type is presented below in Table 3.

A strong preference for analyzable lexical items is clearly
shown in Table 3: transliterations are more likely to be replaced
than calques/loan-based creations/meaning extensions. In fact,
this preference is demonstrated in Lu Xun’s own word choice. As
previously mentioned, the book Fén ‘Tomb’ ( {3) ) collects
essays published from 1907 to 1925. Some foreign concepts
appear in different forms across different essays. For example,
‘America’ appears as YEF|pNYaméilijia (Cantonese-based
transliteration, see Section “Discussion”) in Molué Shili Shuo
‘The Theories of Maratic Poetic Power’ ( {BEZFNH) ,
published in 1907), but as =EMéigué (loanblend with Elgué
denoting ‘country’) in Cdéng Hiixi Shué Ddo Ydchi From

Mustache to Teeth’ ( {MEABUREISF ) , published in 1925).
Meanwhile, the forms of transliterations are not stable. For
example, the name ‘Tbsen’ is transliterated as fFZF 4 Yibéishéng,
PRI Yibésheng, and £ NEYiblisheng (the variant that
eventually became dominant) in different essays.

Discussion. Language is commonly understood to be a semiotic
system comprising of conventionalized (phonetic) form-meaning
pairs (cf., Goldberg, 1995: 4; Langacker, 2008: 21; Saussure, 1916/
1959: 16). Accordingly, the difference between loanwords and
code-switching resides precisely in conventionality (Haspelmath,
2009: 40). Borrowing a lexical item from another language per-
tains to the introduction of a new form-meaning pair, and the
sporadic uses by a single speaker/writer cannot guarantee the
retention of the new form-meaning pair in the recipient language.
Only when this form-meaning pair is frequently used throughout
the entire language community can we say that it is truly inte-
grated into the lexicon of the recipient language. Compared to
alphabetic writing, the ideographic writing system of Chinese
characters imposes two barriers on the language that prevent
borrowed form-meaning pairs from conventional use, i.e., (i) the
arbitrariness resulting from the large number of homophonic
written signs, and (ii) dialectal variations regarding the pro-
nunciations of written signs.

Unlike alphabetic writing in which each sign represents a
phoneme, the signs in ideographic writing represent ideas: each
sign is meaningful in its own right, and multiple signs may have
the same pronunciation. There are about 400 syllables (1300 with
tones) in Modern Mandarin, but Xiandai Hanytl Cididn ‘Modern
Chinese Dictionary’ ( {EULIXIBIAER) | the official standard in
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Table 4 Dialectal variations of transliterations.

Borrowed concept Bacon Pushkin

France Cromwell

Lu Xun's transliteration R Péigéng (bEgen in
Shanghainese)
The most common form in  3%1R Péigén

Modern Mandarin

EZRX Bk PUshigéng (phusagag
in Shanghainese)
E5E PUxijin

RRBRR Kelingwaier
(khlinuEar in Shanghainese)
"RER Keldnwei'er

SEBATE Falangx (fe?ldci in
Shanghainese)
SR Falanxt

Type of Linguistic Purism Pure

Table 5 Five types of purist language ideology (Thomas, 1991: 76-81).

Impure

Archaizing purism
Ethnographic purism
Elitist purism
Reformist purism
Xenophobic purism

Rural dialect

Native elements

Past literary model; linguistic material of a past golden age

Highly formal varieties linked to elites
A new style different from the past

Contemporary vernacular language
City speech

Substandard and regional varieties
The “pure” in the past

Foreign elements

Mainland China) lists over 13,000 characters. As an extreme
example, over 200 characters are pronounced as yi, each with
distinct meanings. In transliteration, translators are free to choose
from an inventory of characters with same/similar pronuncia-
tions, and thus may find it challenging to stay consistent
themselves. This arbitrariness explains the reason why various
forms of transliterations can be captured for the same borrowed
concept in Lu Xun’s works (see Section “Methodology and
results”).

On top of the arbitrariness of character selection, the dramatic
dialectal difference adds an additional layer of challenges: the
same character may be pronounced differently across dialects.
The Chinese language is known for involving countless mutually
unintelligible varieties (Li, 2004), to the degree that many
Western linguists suggest to treat Chinese as a language family,
instead of a single language, as Norman (1988: 187) puts it:

(2) To the historical linguist Chinese is rather more like a
language family than a single language made up of a
number of regional forms. The Chinese dialectal complex is
in many ways analogous to the Romance language family in
Europe... it would not be surprising if we found about the
same degree of diversity among the Chinese dialects as we
do among the Romance languages, and in fact I believe this
to be the case. To take an extreme example, there is
probably as much difference between the dialects of Peking
and Chaozhou as there is between Italian and French; the
Hainan Min dialects are as different from the Xi’an dialect
as Spanish is from Rumanian.

Lu Xun is from Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province, about 200
kilometers away from Shanghai. and his transliterations are
notably influenced by the Shaoxing accent close to Shanghainese.
The standard Modern Mandarin, based on the Beijing dialect, has
the contrast between the back nasal coda ng[p] and the front
nasal coda n[n], but the Shanghai-Shaoxing dialect does not. This
difference results in a series of complementary forms of
transliterations, as shown below in Table 4.

In the early 20th century, communications between China and
foreign cultures centered around Shanghai and Hong Kong, and
thus many foreign concepts were introduced into the Chinese
language through Shanghainese or Cantonese. It was not rare to
see different forms used in two places to transliterate the same
word. For example, the word sofa was transliterated as ¥ & shafa
in Shanghai (sofA in Shanghainese, the variant that eventually
became dominant in Mainland China), and ¥&{tshiahua (solfaa3
in Cantonese) in Hong Kong. For an effective communication
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within the entire Chinese community, there must be some
variants eliminated in the competition. When a centralized
government was established in the mainland, this competition
pushed the government to get involved in the standardization of
loanwords based on the phonological system of Modern
Mandarin (see Section “Historical review”). In this process, many
Cantonese-based transliterations were driven out of the main-
land, such as Y EFIMYameéilijia (Aa3meiSlei6gaal in Canto-
nese) ‘America’ in the sample (although it was once adopted by
Lu Xun). Besides, it is easier for transliterations to accumulate
conventionality in a small language community than in a
phonologically diverse community. This explains why more
transliterations are retained in Hong Kong and Taiwan than in
Mainland China. Essentially, the conventionality of translitera-
tions is built upon a conventionalized writing system correspond-
ing to a common phonological system, otherwise there will
naturally be regional variations of transliterations that lead
inevitably to competitions. Accordingly, the standardization of
transliterations (orthography) is possible only when there is a
standard phonological system.

On the other hand, with the stable graphic-semantic associa-
tion intrinsic to ideographic writing, calques, loan-based
creations, and meaning extensions can easily live across different
dialectal areas. Analyzable items are thus more stable than
transliterations in Chinese. It can be noticed that the ideograph-
based nature of Chinese writing inherently imbues the Chinese
language with a self-purification system that implicitly resists
direct lexical borrowing by transliteration.

Ideographic writing and linguistic purism

The purist language ideology refers to an idea of good (pure)
versus bad (impure) language varieties. Thomas (1991: 76-81)
distinguished five main types of purism, i.e., archaizing purism,
ethnographic purism, elitist purism, reformist purism, xeno-
phobic purism, summarized below in Table 5.

Linguistic purism can not only be explicitly expressed by
researchers and language planners, but also wield its effect
implicitly (Markovic, 1984; Silverstein, 1979; Woolard, 1994), as
in the case of Chinese. The resistance to lexical borrowing is a
typical instantiation of xenophobic purism. However, for thou-
sands of years, there were never explicit advocations of xeno-
phobic purism until recent decades. In particular to the case of Lu
Xun, as previously mentioned, his influence is widely recognized
in the Chinese community, yet a considerable number of his
transliterations have been replaced. The perennial resistance to
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Fig. 1 The emergence of ideographic writing. The emergence of ideographic writing pertains to the development of an association between the visual

forms of pictures and the phonetic forms of the spoken language.

lexical borrowing can only be attributed to an implicit xeno-
phobic purism, incidental to the archaizing purism that is
intrinsic to the Chinese language, and the archaizing purism is
deeply rooted in the writing-based definition of “Chinese”.

Chinese characters started from the oracle bone script. Similar
to the Sumerian cuneiform script and Egyptian hieroglyphs, the
oracle bone script is derived from drawing. In the beginning,
pictures served as a visual expression of humans’ ideas in a form
to a great extent independent of speech, which expressed ideas in
an auditory form (Gelb, 1952/1963: 11). When pictorial signs
developed an association with the spoken language, writing
emerged. However, the initial association between the earliest
writing systems and the corresponding spoken languages was
rather loose: pictograms and ideograms can fit divergent pho-
nological systems, as shown below in Fig. 1.

Phonetic forms are momentary by nature, while graphic forms
are stable across time and space. Before audio recording was
made possible, speech was limited by time and space, thus rela-
tively unstable. Therefore, in a picture-derived ideographic writ-
ing system, the association between the graphic form and the
meaning (function) is much more stable, as recorded in texts,
than the graphic-phonetic association. Owing largely to the iso-
lated geographical environment of China, the contact between
China and other civilizations was relatively limited. The ideo-
graphic writing has been evolving uninterruptedly until today,
and it has always been a task of utmost importance for rulers to
keep the writing unified in China. Over two millennia across the
vast area of China, it is the unified written language that main-
tained the cultural commonality of China (cf. Hucker, 1975: 9;
Norman, 1988: 2; Tu, 1994: 3-4), whereas the spoken language
could not possibly achieve this goal. Meanwhile, as the ideo-
graphic writing system does not provide an accurate record of the
phonetic forms, even if it was pushed to far-reaching areas to
maintain the common identity, the diverse phonological systems
in those areas were barely affected, and the dramatic dialectal
variations mentioned in Section “Discussion” is hereby accounted
for3. Evidently, the common identity of “Chinese” arose from the
common writing, instead of the spoken language, which appar-
ently lacked a common phonological system. The notion of the
Chinese language is writing-based in nature.

The ideographic nature of Chinese characters imbues the
Chinese language with a pervasive archaizing purism, which
entails an implicit xenophobic purism. As the key to maintaining
the common status, the use of ideographic characters is expected
to conform to the stable graphic-semantic association as recorded
in past literature. On the contrary, the novel use of characters that
interferes with their past usage has little chance to survive. When
Chinese assimilates loanwords, the meanings of pre-existing
characters can be extended and compound with each other to
accommodate foreign concepts, but new meanings can hardly be
imposed on pre-existing characters based solely on the phonetic
association as the association between ideograph and

pronunciation is never stable. Besides, archaizing purism is also
inextricably intertwined with elitist purism. In general, ideo-
graphic writing systems are much more difficult to learn than
phonetic writing systems (including syllabaries, abjads, abugidas,
and alphabets) given the immense number of complex signs
(Istrin, 1987/2002: 235). Up until the 20th century, reading and
writing had been exclusive to a small group of literati elites, while
the large number of laypeople were firmly bound to the land,
communicating in their local accents with no access to literacy
education, and were thus barely involved in the construction of
the common identity. Even if people living in the border areas did
use some loanwords in daily conversions, these words had little
chance to reach other places, let alone to affect the lexicon of
written Chinese recorded by ideographic characters.
Historically, Chinese characters also served as the major writ-
ing system in Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, forming the so-called
Sinosphere (Matisoff, 1990) in which written Chinese functioned
as a lingua franca. A large number of Chinese words were loaned
together with the writing system of Chinese characters. In the
study about loanwords in Vietnamese, Alves (2009) specifically
pointed out that most Chinese words entered Vietnamese via
written transmission: “a majority of Chinese vocabulary entered
Vietnamese without the presence of a large bilingual community”,
reflecting the cross-regional stability of the ideographic writing
system and the pervasive archaizing purism. During the time
when Chinese characters were used as the primary writing sys-
tem, these languages showed similar resistance to lexical bor-
rowing as Chinese: transliterations from non-Sinosphere
languages were disfavored. Taking Japanese as an example, Chi-
nese characters were borrowed mainly for the graphic-semantic
correspondence, but not as a representation of the phonetic form.
For example, one is a native Japanese word meaning ‘Japanese
radish’, consisting of two morphemes, 6 ‘big’ and ne ‘root’. The
characters used to note this word is KR, literally denoting ‘big
root’, but the pronunciations of these two characters are dagén in
China (dajHkon in MC), not even close to éne (Schmidt, 2009).
Admittedly, there used to be a phenomenon called ateji (X TF
‘directed characters’, cf. Tajima, 1998: 452-461) in Japanese,
where Chinese characters were chosen based on sound instead of
meaning, but just like transliterations in Chinese, many loan-
words represented by ateji have fallen out of use. After the Meiji
Restoration, katakana (a syllabary) began to be widely used for
transliterations, driving ateji out of use. In the meantime, how-
ever, to translate modern concepts from the West, new words are
formed by compounding Sino-Japanese morphemes (represented
by kanji), including those reborrowed to China, e.g., ##kagaku
‘sort + to study = science’, Efpkakumei ‘to remove + life =
revolution’, B Hjiya ‘self + to allow = freedom’. A functional
division of writing systems can be clearly observed from the case
of Japanese: katakana (a syllabary) is used for phonetic repre-
sentation, while kanji (an ideographic writing system) is used for
its graphic-semantic association. Evidently, across Sinosphere,
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Table 6 Contrast of language ideologies based on writing.

Ideographic writing

Alphabetic writing

e |deographic characters stabilize the basic semantic units of the language.

standard for the novel use of characters.

e Common identity arises from writing, while the spoken language plays no role.

e The graphic-semantic association as recorded in past literature is always the

e Common identity arises from language, while writing is
secondary.

e Writing ought to serve as an accurate representation of speech.

e Letters are used merely to represent phonemes, free from the
consideration of meanings.

each Chinese character has relatively stable meanings/functions,
represents a smallest meaningful unit of the language that can
compound with others, although it may have widely divergent
pronunciations.

Conclusive remarks

In the past two millennia, the Chinese language borrowed lexical
items from typologically remote languages, but a great number of
the borrowed items are not retained. In particular, transliterations
using pre-existing characters are virtually always disfavored when
other variants are available using specifically-created characters or
formed by native morphemes. In consequence, when loanwords
are defined as unanalyzable, Chinese becomes notoriously resis-
tant to lexical borrowing. It is suggested that this resistance
reflects an implicit purist ideology predetermined by the
employment of ideographic Chinese characters. Each character in
an ideographic writing system is meaningful without recourse to
the spoken language by definition—the association between the
graphic form and the meaning is stable as documented in pre-
vious literature, while the association between the graphic form
and the phonetic form has always been loose. Novel use of
characters is expected to be consistent with the established
graphic-semantic association, and conversely, the use that inter-
feres with this graphic-semantic correspondence is likely to be
filtered, when the characters serve as a mere representation of the
phonetic form. This mechanism is observed not only in Chinese,
but also in other languages within Sinosphere where Chinese
characters were used. Thereby, ideographic writing inherently has
a purification effect on the assimilation of loanwords.

While shedding light on the effect of writing on language
ideology, the present finding is in sharp contrast with the tradi-
tional view that writing is secondary to the spoken language
(Saussure, 1916/1959: 23). However, underlying the traditional
view is precisely the implicit ideology predetermined by the
nature of alphabets. Letters in alphabetic writing do not have
semantic values themselves. As a mere representation of a pho-
neme, a letter can be used to represent all kinds of meanings with
the same sound. Accordingly, alphabetic writing is expected to
represent the spoken language accurately, which explains the
reason why many languages had the orthographic competitions of
the etymological approach versus the phonemic approach (cf.
Woolard, 1994; Brown, 1993; Hellinger, 1986; Schieffelin and
Doucet, 1994); such competitions cannot possibly happen in
China as ideographic Chinese characters never serve as accurate
representations of the pronunciations, and dialectal variations
have always been dramatic. Besides, it is also related to the nature
of alphabets that language is typically envisaged as a cornerstone
of national identity in the European context. As previously
mentioned, the common identity of Chinese exists on the basis of
the common writing; but for Europeans, as writing exists for the
sole purpose of representing the phonetic form of the spoken
language, the credit naturally goes to the spoken language. The
implicit language ideologies predetermined by ideographic versus
alphabetic writing are contrasted below in Table 6.

It must be pointed out that the present discussion pertaining to
the relationship between writing and language ideology is far
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from conclusive. In the first place, the present study focuses only
on Chinese, which uses an ideographic writing system, discus-
sions are called for on a larger scale incorporating all kinds of
writing systems, e.g., syllabaries, abjads, abugidas, and alphabets.
Moreover, it is mentioned in Section “Ideographic writing and
linguistic purism” that the implicit linguistic purism was perva-
sive in Sinosphere when written Chinese functioned as a lingua
franca in this area, but Chinese characters are no longer used in
Korea and Vietnam now. It is of interest to see whether the
implicit linguistic purism predetermined by ideographic writing
still has effects in those places. As the present study hypothesizes
a relationship between the type of writing and language ideology,
those languages that switched writing systems are particularly
worth our attention. Besides, the effect of writing does not pre-
clude the roles of other factors in the assimilation of loanwords.
As previously mentioned, within the areas where Chinese char-
acters are used, more transliterations are used in Hong Kong and
Taiwan than in the mainland. This difference is apparently
related to other cultural, social, and political factors, and the
interplay of all those factors awaits further investigation. In the
last place, the present study looked only at the implicit linguistic
purism through language use, while explicit opinions are not
investigated. However, among those societies using alphabets,
there are wildly divergent policies and opinions regarding lin-
guistic purism: there are cases in which governments or national
language academies explicitly advocating the purity of the
national language, represented by France; there are also cases in
which governments refrain from interfering with the develop-
ment of language, represented by English-speaking countries
(Li, 2004). The interaction between the implicit and the explicit
language ideologies is undoubtedly worth exploring.

'In this paper, all Chinese words are immediately followed by
their Pinyin annotations based on the official standard of Modern
Mandarin published by the Ministry of Education of China
(available at http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/ziliao/). As the pro-
nunciations of characters have been changing over time, the
reconstructed pronunciations in Middle Chinese (MC) based on
Baxter and Sagart (2014) are also provided when necessary.

2 There are several systems of Romanization for Cantonese.
The annotations presented in this paper are based on the de-facto
standard of Jyutping (E#$).

3 There were a few attempts to Romanize Chinese writing in
the 20th century, but none of them managed to replace the
ideographic characters due mainly to the opposition of con-
servative intellectuals and the difficulty in promoting the
phonological standard. For people who cannot speak Standard
Mandarin, it is near impossible to master the orthography
(spelling of words) based on Standard Mandarin. The pro-
motion of a Chinese alphabet must be built upon the common
use of a standard phonological system, which turned out to be
more challenging than the promotion of the character-based
literacy. According to the official report published by the
Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China
(2022), the illiteracy rate had been reduced to 2.67%, while
there were still 19.28% of people who could not communicate
in Mandarin.
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