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Etymology of Korean Hanja idioms and their differences and
similarities with Chinese and Japanese idioms
Lin, Shian-yu

Though it is rare to use hanja(Chinese characters) in today’s daily Korean, the
four-character hanja idioms which associate with special allusions and meanings are
still an important element in Korean language. Books about the hanja idioms,
four-character idioms, and allusions of idioms are still in print.

Korean hanja idioms are derived from Korean itself, Chinese, and Japanese kaniji,
and there are some similarities and differences between the idioms in these three
languages. The subject of this study is 2,931 four-character hanja idioms listed in
the Korean Dictionary compiled by the Institute of Korean Language.

Of the 2, 931 Korean hanja idioms mentioned above, 1500 plus are unique in
Korean, 198 are similar to Japanese Kenji idioms but different from Chinese idioms,
990 plus are shared by Korean and Chinese, and almost 500 are similar in character as
well as in meaning in Chinese, Japanese kenji and Korean hanja; while the others are
different either in meaning or in semantics. In other words, over half of these hanja
idioms are indigenous or used as a Korean term, about one thousand idioms are
identical to or in common with Chinese idioms, and the other two hundred are
influenced by Japanese Kenji idioms and have nothing in common with Chinese.

Key words: Korean Hanja idioms, Chinese idioms , Kenji idioms
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