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On the co-use of on-yomi and kun-yomi of Modern Japanese Kanjis
—In comparison with Akkadian Cuneiform Writing System —

Masashi MINE

ABSTRACT The view that the Japanese writing system is unique and its
characteristics are not to be found in any other languages in the world is losing
grounds these days through the increasing knowledge of ancient Mesopotamian
languages such as Akkadian. The co-use of “on-yomi” (the Sino-Japanese reading)
and “kun-yomi” (the Japanese reading) for Kanjis (Chinese characters) is one of
those characteristics and it is now sometimes claimed to be just a common (or
even “universal”’) phenomenon when “logograms” are used by people of a different
language because the Akkadian writing system had “exactly” the same
development.

With a closer look at the Akkadian writing system, however, we notice that
the actual use of kun-yomi, native reading, and on-yomi, foreign reading, in these
two systems are not exactly the same. The present author points out that the
difference comes from the absence of what Suzuki (1975) calls “Janus duality”
in the Akkadian system. The Janus duality refers to a characteristic of Modern
Japanese Kanjis to assign a dual reading to Kanjis.

According to Suzuki, Kanji ties on-yomi and kun-yomi through its meaning. For
example, /sui/and/mizu/ are tied through the meaning (WATER) (/). The
Akkadian cuneiform signs, however, doesn’t have this feature. Many of them have
both “on-yomi” (from Sumerian) and “kun-yomi” (from Akkadian) when used as
“phonograms”, but when used as “logogram” they have either on-yomi or kun-yomi.
Therefore, it is not correct to say that both systems are “exactly” the same.

The present author further points out that this difference comes from the
characteristics of the Japanese lexicon, namely the co-use of the two series (the
Sino-Japanese and the Japanese) of morphemes which share the same meaning.
This characteristic enabled the Janus duality to arise in the Japanese writing
system. The phenomenon of Janus duality is not only a phenomenon of Kanji
use, but also a phenomenon which is closely related to the characteristics of the
Japanese lexicon itself.
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