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A Brief History of Japanese Writing and Language


This paper aims to provide a brief historical understanding of the language of Japan with focus on the development of writing. As we may know, writing in Japanese can be rather complicated, especially when it comes to kanji. I will attempt to illuminate why that may be. The origins of hiragana and katakana will also be explored. With the intention of shedding light on some intrinsic linguistic structures unique to Japanese language, I will also try to illustrate some basic differences between Japanese and other Latin-based languages. This may provide information that could prove to be helpful for students of Japanese language, such as myself. Understanding some of the basic semantic, semiotic, and grammatical distinctions between Japanese and English language will aid us in comprehending the language. As this assignment is for a history class, I also will provide a historical background on the origins of Japanese spoken and written language, again, with emphasis on semiotics. I also plan to explore modern trends in Japanese language and what possible implications the introduction of Western culture and language has on Japanese language and culture. Researching the language from an “outsider's” perspective, rather than a Japanese language student, should prove to be enlightening as not much about the historical linguistic nature of the language is taught within traditional Japanese language courses. 

Prehistory of Japanese Language


To begin, I will provide a concise history of the language of Japan however, as with most languages, the prehistory of Japanese language remains difficult to research as there are no written records. Only educated speculations can be made about the nature of the spoken language of the inhabitants of what we now know as the archipelago of the nation of Japan. As we will see, there is no clear consensus on what spoken language or languages Japanese is most related to but as we may know, the Japanese writing systems have been borrowed from mainland Asia. 


The history of Japanese language is divided into four linguistic periods that partly coincide with the established political periods of Japanese history: Old Japanese (700-800) / Nara period  (712-794),  Early Middle Japanese (800-1200) / Heian period (794-1185), Late Middle Japanese (1200-1600) / Kamakura period (1185-1333) through Muromachi period (1333-1573), Modern Japanese (1600- ) / Edo period (1603-1868) through Heisei period (1989- ). Old Japanese, Early Middle Japanese, and Late Middle Japanese are all dead languages for which relatively few sources exist. Those early texts that do remain are of vital importance to the attestation of early Japanese language despite their limitations (Frellesvig, 1).


With regards to the formation of Japanese language, the supposition is that a functional spoken language had existed during the Yayoi period (300 BC – AD 200). As the ancestors of modern Japanese immigrated from continental Asia, presumably bringing with them various forms of early spoken language. Defining what linguistic structure and vocabulary that constitute a uniquely Japanese language is difficult. Japanese is conjectured to have phonological and grammatical parallels with Altaic family of languages (which include Turkik, Mongolic, Tungusic, languages found in a wide ark from Northeast to central and Southwest Asia), Korean (namely Goguryeo language from the Northern most of the three kingdoms of Korean at the time), as well as lexical links to the Austronesian family (languages from Southeast Asia) (Loveday, 3) (“Classification of Japonic”). It is evident that Japanese language has borrowed many aspects of various languages but as it currently stands however, having far diverged from its proposed ancestral languages, modern Japanese is classified as a Japonic language (“Japanese Language”). Although Chinese and Japanese spoken language are entirely different, the earliest testament of a distinctly Japanese language comes in the form of a small number of words written in a Chinese history-book called the Wei Chih, which dates back to the third century 

(Loveday, 3).

The Introduction of Writing


From archeological evidence in the form of Chinese coins which have been dated to the first century AD, linguists have understood that writing, in the form of Chinese characters, had existed in Japan. Although there is no evidence to show that this writing provided any function as written language, writing appears on other artifacts such as mirrors, ornaments, and swords. It is thought that the writings displayed on artifacts that date before the fifth and sixth centuries were imitations of material from continental Asia and no real utilization of the symbols as a distinct written language was employed until the influx of Chinese culture which began in the early fifth century. It cannot be said for certain when writing was first employed but as indicated by the Kojiki (“Record of Ancient Matters”, the oldest book of classical Japanese history, written between 711-712) and the Nihon Shoki (“The Chronicles of Japan”, the second oldest book of classical Japanese history), scribes began to appear by the fifth century. Due to complexities in calculating western dating from traditional dating methods however, scribes may have been in Japan as early as the third century. The Kojiki is written using Chinese characters with Japanese elements in a form known as Man'yogana, which will be discussed later (“Kojiki”). The Nihon Shoki however is written in Classical Chinese and but contains transliteration notes that inform the reader of the Japanese pronunciations or certain characters (“Nihon Shoki”). The position of scribe remained a hereditary profession. Scribes trained and educated in the Chinese classics (Pre-Qin Dynasty texts of Confucianism), known as fubito, often immigrated from continental Asia, namely Baekje (the then western kingdom of the Korean peninsula). The importation and adoption of Chinese culture was pivotal in shaping the society and culture of the people of Japan during this time. Any serious matters dealing with religion, politics, philosophy, government et cetera, were dealt with in written Chinese (Frellesvig, 11).


For some time, there was no distinction between Chinese and Japanese written language. It was not until later that hiragana and katakana were developed, having been derived from the simplification and syllabic designation of some Chinese characters. At the time, Chinese poetry made itself popular as a form of high culture amongst the elite and would retain its reverence and popularity for hundreds of years, well into the medieval period. The oldest preserved poetry of Japan is known as the Kaifuso, which is a collection of Chinese poetry written in Japan. Throughout the Kofun period, these early adaptations of Chinese culture and language were pivotal in the divergence and development of Japanese as a language, as well as the development of many aspects of early Japanese culture and government. Chinese poetry was read in two ways; the poems were read in Chinese, the Chinese reading known as ondoku ('sound reading'), or they were converted to Japanese, kundoku ('gloss reading'). Both of the aforementioned ways in which Japanese interpreted and translated these poems significantly shaped Japanese language (Frellesvig, 11).


Attestation of writing unique to Japan dates from the fifth century although it does not become widespread until the middle of the seventh century, at which point, writing was written entirely in kanji and read either logographically of phonographically. This means that two ideas can be derived from a given character, both of which contribute to the reading and understanding of said character. To read a given kanji character logographically means understanding it morphologically as well as semantically. Many modern Japanese kanji carry logographic elements although they are read phonographically. That is, and idea is associated with a character, meaning that the character can be seen as a semantically meaningful container of information. Reading a character phonographically (such as plain kana, syllabic script) means assigning a syllables to characters which can be rearranged to form words, where the individual characters can but do no necessarily have to convey an idea. It can be said that most writing systems have both phonographic and logographic elements. In English for example, although alphabetic, clusters of letters are assigned to ideas; homophones with different spellings along with capital letters and other variations contribute to the logographic elements of English writing. But in Japanese or Chinese, where the individual characters can convey meanings as well as sounds (function as both morphemes and phonemes), the logographic elements can be much more readily apparent (Frellesvig, 12). 


Suppose we chose an English word (for the sake of the simplification of this argument, pick a noun) and we assign the meaning of that word to a single arbitrary character. Now let's neglect to assign a phonographic reading to that arbitrary character; this new character would now have a purely logographic reading; a character to idea understanding. Now if we chose to assign a phoneme to that character, whilst retaining its logographic reading, we have constructed something like an overly simplified explaining element of the dual functionality of a Japanese kanji character. That character can be appended with a large variety of affixes to change syntactic categories, or appended with other kanji characters to make new but related words. Japanese kanji characters can have multiple phonographic readings depending on group and context, but they often retain single logographic reading. Hiragana and katakana, we will look at later, are only read phonetically, meaning they have only phonographic readings, but originally stem from simplified Chinese characters.


As Chinese script was adapted to fit local languages in the Korean peninsula, it was also adapted to fit the local languages of Kofun period Japan. There is sufficient evidence to show that writing practices of Old Japanese were taken from the practices of continental sources. The epitaph from the grave of the compiler of the Kojiki, O no Yasumaro, is engraved with writing in the form of Chinese characters that demonstrate identifiably Korean attributes which “likely reflect a common continental source rather than parallel developments...(Frellesvig, 13).” Soon after, indications of the divergence of the writing methods of Old Japanese from continental methods is evident in the use of man'yogana, the practice of using kanji to write Japanese phonographically, which cannot be attested to continental sources (Frellesvig 14). 


A way of writing known as senmyo-gaki ('edict-writing') was also used in Old Japanese texts. Senmyo-gaki is a unique style of writing in that although it was a mixture of logographic and phonographic readings. The grammatical elements began to be expressed in smaller size characters read exclusively as phonograms. In contrast to texts written in early forms of Old Japanese writing, texts written in Old Japanese using senmyo-gaki highlighted the distinctions between lexical words and grammatical elements. Suggested to be inspired by Korean systems of writing, the use of senmyo-gaki showed that writers of the time had deep understanding of the grammatical structures of the language. The use of  senmyo-gaki begins to establish similarities in structure between Old Japanese and Modern Japanese. Senmyo-gaki and it's several related forms are used in texts such as the Senmyo and Norito which were originally inscribed on wooden blocks known as mokkan. Senmyo-gaki is known to have been used widely during the eight century but no one knows exactly when it began to be used in writing (Frellesvig 14).


Since Old Japanese is a dead language, many difficulties arise when deciphering aged texts. Assuming the texts are well preserved, interpreting meaning from Old Japanese writing, which used Chinese characters that could be read logographically or phonographically, is no easy task. Deciphering also depends on historical context and comparison to other works created during a similar time or of similar origin, and on the work of past linguists and historians. Transmuting Old Japanese into Modern Japanese, and then to English, takes significant research and effort. Kanji alone for instance, in the context of the reconstructing Old Japanese for decipherment, exhibits polyvalence in that a single character can be read in many different ways, the choice of which was to be understood through context (Frellesvig 17). 

The Creation of Kana


Man'yogana is the form of writing from which hiragana and katakana were developed. From the late Nara period (710-794) onward, the original Chinese characters used to write Japanese language phonographically were simplified into the hiragana and katakana alphabets we know today. The development of an alphabet of phonograms made writing much more straightforeward and unambiguous than previously practiced; writing was also easier for common people to learn whereas before only the educated elite, scribes, or scholars were literate. From the tenth century until the end of the eleventh century, many texts were written almost entirely in hiragana, many of which were written by women who had been forbidden from learning classical Chinese. The Tale of Genji, written by a women author, is written almost entirely in hiragana (“Hiragana”). When looking at the kanji origins of kana, it is generally understood that man'yogana kanji characters transformed into hiragana by writing them in “cursive” where katakana was developed through simplifying kanji by omitting radicals within the original characters. The creation of both scripts is attirbuted to the work of buddhists monks in the early Heian era (794-1185) although hiragana and katakana characters had appeard before then (Frellesvig, 160). It is also important to mention that hiragana and Jataka writings are thought to have been adopted form continental sources. Hiragana characters are exhibited in cursive variations of classical Chinese characters from the continent, and katakana characters are demonstrated in Korean writings. It should also be mentioned that man'yogana, hiragana, and katakana existed simultaneously with many variations for many years (Frellesvig 161).

Reading Kanji


Individual kanji characters can both have a wide variety of phonographic and logographic readings; the array of semantic and phonetic attributes of each character, which have changed throughout the history of the language, add many layers of complexity to the way in which they are read. When a character is read phonographically, it can have on-readings (ongana, on-yomi) and kun-readings (kungana, kun-yomi). Ongana is kanji used (prior to the advent of kana) to represent readings of words, selected for their on-yomi, regardless of meaning. Ongana consist of what are now the modern readings of kanji characters, readings which were then Japanese approximations of Chinese pronunciations of the time. Most kanji invented in Japan do not have on-yomi however there are exceptions. On-yomi are divided into four categories: 1. Go-on, readings derived from pronunciations during Southern and Northern Dynasties during the fifth and sixth centuries (thought to be from Wu region, northern Shanghai) 2. Kan-on, readings from Tang Dynasty in seventh to ninth centuries 3. To-on, readings derived from later dynasties such as Song and Ming, cover all readings adopted from Heian era through Edo period 4. Kan'yo-on, mistaken or changed kanji characters that have been adopted into the language. 


A characters kun-yomi is a reading whose meaning, at the time of adoption, is approximated to the Chinese meaning of the character, but whose pronunciation is a native Japanese word (Yamato kotoba). As a character can have multiple, single, or no on-yomi, a character can also have multiple, single, or no kun-yomi.


There are also a large quantity of exceptions to these classifications dealing that arise with strings of characters that are read with mixed on-yomi and kun-yomi; words that use mixed on-yomi and kun-yomi readings are know as jubako-yomi or yuto-yomi. Some kanji also have gikun or jukujikun readings which can be used as single characters for emphasis, with no relations to on-yomi or kun-yomi; these words often combine meanings but disobey phonographic presumptions. In contrast to gikun, where meanings are combined without correspondence to phonographic readings, kanji called ateji, are read phonographically but their meanings do not correspond logographically; meanings have been derived through use (“Kanji”). 


When read logographically however, as often done prior to development of man'yogana, kanji can be equivalent in that a single morpheme could be conveyed with a variety of different characters, the use of which is thought to contribute to the provenance of the translational in-equivalence of Chinese and Japanese; several Chinese words and Old Japanese words could be used to translate a character logographically. In addition, each kanji character could be written phonographically by several different kanji; the Man'yoshu (“Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves”, oldest collection of Japanese poetry) uses something like twenty different kanji characters for the syllable /ka/ 

(Frellesvig 17).


As for reading modern Japanese, it is not uncommon for native speakers to have to reference some sort of dictionary or glossary to read a given character or string of characters, especially locations or names. There are general rules for determining when its appropriate to read a characters' on-yomi or kun-yomi but as there are a plethora of exceptions, most native speakers often rely on experience over morphological patterns or sequences to determine the proper reading (“Kanji”). 

Modern Japanese Grammar and Honorifics


The structure of a sentence is Japanese if of the form subject-object-verb. Japanese is also said to be an agglutinative language meaning that most words are formed by joining morphemes (smallest semantically meaningful elements of language) together. Affixes are not employed to make distinctions between plural and singular words. There is no inflection of nouns for gender or for case. There are no relative pronouns or articles. Verbs do not convey any information about the number of people involved but present, past, and conditional time is marked. Subjects are rarely expressed within sentences and are often implied within context. In contrast to english, in Japanese all modifiers come before nouns to be modified. One last note to mention is that Japanese is a mora-timed language; timing, most often in the form of brief pauses between syllables in words, is employed in spoken language (Loveday, 4). 
One cannot talk about Japanese language without mentioning that Japanese language employs complex honorific to express respect and or social status. Honorifics are a fundamental part of Japanese language and society; they reflect the structure of the various hierarchies that exist within the culture. The use of honorifics can emphasize social status relative to another, can show difference in rank such as in the workplace or at school, and can also be used in horizontal relationships. At least three different types of honorific speech exist: polite speech (teineigo), humble speech (kenjogo), and respectful speech (sonkeigo). This essentially means that there can be three different ways of saying the same thing, each with variations in hierarchical connotation. (“Honorific Speech in Japanese”).

Foreign Words in Japan


As we notice, modern Japanese is littered with Japanese approximations of English words as well as other foreign words. Known as gai-raigo, the vast amount of foreign words in the modern Japanese vocabulary exemplify Japanese historical contact with Europeans as well as their interaction with continental Asia. As many may assume, the adoption of foreign words into Japanese is not just a postwar occurrence. Contact with european travelers was made as far back as five hundred years ago.

Prior to the 1850s, Japanese contact with English was limited. What information in Japan existed about the English were all translations in Dutch. At this time, Westerners were all thought of as, more or less, barbarians. Translation through Dutch remained the primary way for Japanese to learn about Western culture for many years. After the two-hundred years of isolation during Tokugawa period, when Japan began to open to the West, dissemination of Western knowledge rapidly occurred.  In 1858 the first private school for English was built to teach samurai who already spoke Dutch. In 1862, the government renamed the 'Translation Office for Barbarian Literature' and called it the 'Centre for Investigation Western Studies'. Westernization did however face harsh criticism through out the early Meiji period. One phenomenon that occurs during the middle and late Meiji period is that English becomes a language of the elite. Nearing the beginning of the twentieth century, movements for romanizing Japanese began. By this time, words such as hankachi 'handkerchief', airon 'iron', konpani 'company', and gurobu 'glove', as well as others, had already been used. After the turn of the century, as interaction with the West continued, adverts, books, gramophone records, all in English, became popular. 'Japanized English' dictionaries were distributed and English was taught in school up until the war. During the war, English was labeled to be the language of the enemy and an entire generation of children missed an English language education. After the war, English became popular again, English textbooks became best sellers, and English was taught in schools again (Loveday 59). As we see now, the current Japanese vocabulary is comprised of 33.8% original Japanese words (yamato-kotoba, wago), 49.1% Chinese related words that were adopted during the influx of Chinese culture from the fifth century onward (kango), 8.8% loaned or borrowed foreign words (gairaigo), and 8.3% hybridized words that draw from more than one language (konshugo). As we can see, about 17% of the Japanese vocabulary is made from foreign words which is significant and the preference for borrowing foreign words would seem to be growing (“Japanese Language”). According to a 1979 NHK survey of 2,639 people, 72% of twenty-year-olds preferred loan-words, where only 14% of seventy-year-olds preferred loan-words. 47% of all age-groups scored for loan-word preference (Loveday 158). 


In my personal experience with Japanese language I have found that although Japanese grammar and syntax can be difficult, especially with the polyvalence of particles, when I reflect upon the irregularities of the English language, learning Japanese does not seem to be that difficult. That said, the use of kanji adds a layer of complication and difficulty that makes the language intimidating for foreigners to learn. As we have seen with its complex history, kanji is a complicated system of symbols; more often than not, there is no easy way to learn it other than through memorization. When looking at modern trends in the use of foreign words in Japanese, an interesting question that could be the topic for another paper would be to ask, why do Japanese prefer to use borrowed words when there exist native Japanese words that could suffice? Writing this paper has given me perspective on Japanese as a language; I am not exactly sure that will help me learn Japanese but at least now I have a mindful understanding of it's nature.
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