
ASIAN 30

Page 1 of 11



ASIAN 30

Page 2 of 11



ASIAN 30

Page 3 of 11



ASIAN 30

Page 4 of 11



ASIAN 30

Page 5 of 11



Syllabus    

Asian 30:  Languages and Cultures of Asia 
Department of Asian Languages and Cultures, Royce 290 

 

 
Shoichi Iwasaki (iwasaki@humnet.ucla.edu) Royce 243B 

 

This course aims to bring three major languages of East Asia (Chinese, Japanese and 

Korean) together in one classroom, and examine them from typological, historical, and 

comparative perspectives.  There has been much research done on these languages 

individually, and there are classes to study them in depth, yet, it is rare to explore how 

Chinese, Japanese and Korean (CJK), interact historically with each other, and how they 

have been mutually influencing each other in a systematic manner. 

 

Although Chinese is not genetically related to Japanese and Korean, and is typologically 

very different from these languages, the Chinese writing system and its vocabulary have 

imprinted intractable marks on Japanese and Korean, and this historical fact makes 

communication possible to some extent among literate people from the three different 

language areas to correspond through writing, even if they don’t speak others’ languages 

at all. 

 

Three countries have in the recent past struggled to cope with the intriguing, yet complex, 

system of Chinese characters in remarkably different ways.  We will learn how Chinese 

characters (one of the oldest existing writing systems in the world) were created, how the 

Japanese people adopted them to develop their own writing system, and how the Koreans 

tried to do away with characters. We will also discuss how Chinese-character-based word 

processors are different from Alphabet-based word processors. 

 

Japanese and Korean show significant resemblances in their sentence structures and word 

formation processes, but they are completely unintelligible with each other.  We will 

explore why that is the case.  This will also lead to a discussion of how Japanese and 

Korean are related (or not related) with each other genetically. 

 

China, Japan and Korea have their own distinct cultures, but they are also united by some 

common cultural beliefs.  For example, we all care about “losing” and “saving face” and 

all three languages and cultures emphasize social hierarchy. Languages to some extent 

reflect such socio-psychological traits of people.  We will specifically discuss how 

politeness and gender distinctions are coded in these languages. 

 

In addition to the three major languages of East Asia, we will also include some 

Southeast Asian language and languages of Ryukyu (Okinawa) in our discussion to 

explore the rich linguistic varieties over Asia. As the final topic of the course, we will 

learn different language policies adopted in different Asian countries. 

Homework 

 

mailto:iwasaki@humnet.ucla.edu


There will be several written homework assignments throughout the quarter.  Homework 

is mostly a group project such as follows. 

 

1) Teach your own native Asian language to non-native speakers. Find out difficulty in 

terms of pronunciation and structure. English speakers learn different Asian languages 

from fellow students. Discuss difficult aspects of learning the assigned language, and 

possible causes.  (Week 2) 

 

2) Structural analysis. Students will be given a comparable grammatical construction in 

different Asian languages (e.g. reporting someone’s previous speech and thought) and 

analyze the lexical and grammatical means employed in each language. (Weeks 3 and 4) 

 

3) Group project. Students form different language backgrounds will compare interactive 

patterns such as greetings, complimenting, apologizing in all different Asian languages 

and discuss similarities and differences. The written work will contain a note specifying 

contributions from each student. (Week 8) 

 

 
Grading is based on the following breakdowns: 

 

Attendance and participation:      5% 

Homework assignments:    50% 

Midterm exam:     20% 

Final exam:      25% 

 

Letter grades are assigned by the following scale. 

 

A:   95% up A- 90-94% 

B+: 87-89% B: 82-86% B-: 79-81% 

C+: 76-78% C: 71-75% C-: 68-70 % 

D+: 65-67% D: 60-64% D-: 57-59% 

F: below 56% 

 

P = C or better; S = B or better 

 

A+ will be given to those who show exceptional performance. 
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Asian 30   Weekly Schedule (subject to changes) 

 

Week 1  

Tuesday: Diversity and unity in Asian languages and cultures  

Thursday: Dialects and languages  

(Readings: Goddard, Ch.2, Ramsey Part 1) 

 

Week 2  

Tuesday: Chinese dialects, Japanese dialects, Ryukyuan, Ainu, Korean and Cheju  

Thursday: Comparative method in historical linguistics; Altaic Hypothesis  

(Reading: Sohn Ch.4, Shibatani Chs.1 & 9, Iwasaki Ch 1) 

    

Week 3  

Tuesday: “Japanese-Korean controversy”, Early Korean and early Japanese  

Thursday Typological characteristics of CJK and other Asian languages (syntax)  

(Reading: Sohn Ch. 2, Shibatani Ch.5, Goddard: Ch.4, Li & Thompson Ch.2) 

  

Week 4  

Tuesday  Typological characteristics of CJK (phonology) 

Thursday: Origin of Chinese writing and principles of Chinese characters 

(Reading: Goddard Ch 5, Norman Ch.3) 

 

Week 5  

Tuesday: Korean writing system (Guest speaker) 

Thursday: Japanese writing system (contemporary) 

(Reading: Sohn Ch 6, Iwasaki Ch 2) 

 

Week 6 
Tuesday Midterm Exam  

Thursday A historical perspective on the writing systems in Asia 

(Reading: Goddard Ch. 6, Laurie Ch. 1) 

 

 

Week 7  

Thursday Computer and the writing systems  

Thursday: Lexicon (numbers, family terms, emotion vocabulary) 

(Reading: Goddard Ch. 3, Gottlieb Ch. 7) 

 

Week 8 

Tuesday: Gender and Politeness in Chinese (guest speaker) 

Thursday: Gender and Politeness in Japanese and Korean 

(Reading: Goddard Ch. 7, Iwasaki Ch. 15) 
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Week 9  

Tuesday: Southeast Asian languages: Island Southeast Asia 

Thursday: Southeast Asian languages: Continental Southeast Asia 

(Readings: Goddard, Ch.2) 

 

 

Week 10 

Tuesday: Language policies in China, Japan and Kore 

Thursday Language reforms in Southeast Asia 

(Reading: Simpson Parts II & III). 
 

 

 

 

Bibliography (the following books will be supplemented by various journal articles) 

 

East and Southeast Asia 

 
1. Goddard, Cliff. 2005. The languages of East and Southeast 

Asia.  Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

2. Simpson, Andrew (ed.). 2007. Language & National Identity 
in Asia. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Chinese 

 
1. Li, Charles, and Sandra A. Thompson. 1981. Mandarin 

Chinese: A Functional Reference Grammar. Berkeley & Los 

Angeles: University of California Press. 

 

2. Norman, Jerry. 1988. Chinese. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

 

3. Ramsey, Robert. 1987. The languages of China. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 

 

 

Japanese 

 
1. Iwasaki, Shoichi.  2013.  Japanese. (Revised Edition) 

London Oriental African Linguistics Library.  No.5. 

Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 

 

2. Shibatani, Masayoshi.  1990.  The languages of Japan.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

3. Lurie, David. 2011. Realm of Literacy: Early Japan and the 
History of writing. Harvard University, Asia Center.   
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4. Gottlieb, Nanette. 2005. Language and Society in Japan. 
Cambridge University Press. 

 

 

Korean 

 
1. Sohn, Ho-Min.  1999.  The Korean language.  Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

 

2. Chang, Suk-Jin.  1996.  Korean. London Oriental African 
Linguistics Library.  No.4.  Amsterdam and Philadelphia: 

John Benjamins. 
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