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CHANGES IN CHINESE WORD CREATION OVER THE LAST 16 YEARS:
A CASE STUDY OF NEW WORDS CREATED IN 1994 AND 2010
Zuo Simin
East China Normal University, Shanghai

ABSTRACT

In this article, statistical and analytic methods are adopted to investigate
458 Chinese words created in 1994 and 497 created in 2010. Compared to
the new words of 1994, those formed in 2010 exhibit six obvious
characteristics: (1) There are more derived forms. (2) There are fewer
abbreviations. (3) There are more homonym-based words. (4) There are
fewer figurative nonce words. (5) There are more words with fresh and
unusual meanings. (6) There are more words in a playful style. On the basis
of these observations, some essential conclusions can be drawn as follows:
(1) There have been significant changes in the creation of new words
between 1994 and 2010. (2) The changes are caused by speakers’
psychological pursuit of fresh and unusual meanings, manifested in a
humorous or ironic style wusing word-formation patterns. The
word-formation patterns are shown to consist of two layers: an internal
layer and an external layer. The former involves the characteristics of the
morphemes and morpheme combinations within a word, while the latter
involves the patterns of relationship between a word and what it refers to.
According to this model, the following three factors are decisive in the
formation of a new word with a fresh and unusual meaning and in a
humorous or ironic style: (1) The degree of freshness of the morphemes
used, (2) the degree of creativity of morpheme combinations, and (3) the
degree of creativity of the intended meaning and function of the new words.
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