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On Chinese Vocabulary

— Centering on Comparisons with Beijingese —

SETOGUCHI, Isao

Abstract

At present, the Chinese we learn as a foreign language is Putonghua (Standard Chinese), which was
first promulgated after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (1949) with the Pinyin
Scheme (1958) and has since then been strongly promoted throughout China. That “vocabulary”
plays an important role in foreign language education is a well-known fact, and this is certainly true
in the case of Chinese. Some 600 or 700 words are taught in introductory and elementary classes,
while some 1,500 words are considered necessary to converse relatively freely about everyday
topics. A person needs to learn aproximately 3,000 words to master the language. Changing times
and social circumstances are intimately connected to the vocabulary of a language, as it can change
considerably with the addition of neologisms, buzzwords, technical terms, scientific terms, and so
forth. For example, with the end of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), Chinese society began a
process of gradual change, and many new words were created alongside the economic development
that accompanied post-1980 reform and opening-up policies. In this paper, I primarily limit the scope
of inquiry to the two decades after 1980, organizing and analyzing the vocabulary that was established
in Chinese society during that period and is still in use today. I clarify to what extent the common
Beijingese words that were adopted in Putonghua remain in use to this day and discuss the future
direction of Beijingese vocabulary.

Keywords: Chinese, Putonghua (Standard Chinese), Vocabulary, New words, Opening-up policies,

Beijingese
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