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§1 Introduction

) i ' ! [ Japan — some
S lapancse is spoken by virtually the entire population of Jay _
ags 115 million people as of 1 March 190, In terms of the number of native
v gpealets, it is thus comparable to German and ranks sixth among the

rih e 'wl of the workd, Yel, despite its status us & world’s mujor languuge

Sl aad its long literary history, Japanese is surrounded by numertas myehs,
2 e of which are perpetuated by Jnpanese and non-lapanese alike. There
=28 e a number of factors which contribute to these myths. ¢.g. the uncertainty
Tl of the genetic relationship of Jupancse to other languages., its complex

S8 writing system and the relutively small number of non-Jupanese (especially

L Westerners) who spenk it ) _

- Ome of the persistent myths held by the Jupamese concerming their

S haguage is that it is somchow unique. This myth derives mainly from the
S sperficial comparison between Japancse and closcly related Indo-
e Ewropeun lunguages such us English, Germun und French and the obvious
- .-..:;:_ which such work reveals. Another I:Er;igt:nl_ ﬁ'l_'flh_lﬁ theat
S8 Ispanese, compared 0 Western lunguages, notably French, is illogscal and/
S or vague. This belief, remarkable as it may be, is most compicuously
il professed by certain Jupancse inlellectuals well versed in European

¥ Ianguages und philosophy. Their conviction is undoubtedly a reflection of

S the inferiority complex on the part of Japanese intellectuals towand Wesiern
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andson firmer grownd and perhaps it is safe 1o assume that they are related,
seosh remotely.
The earliest wnitten records of the Japanese language date hack to the
‘b century. The oldest among them, the Kojiki ("Record of Ancient
saiers’) (AD 712) is written in Chinese characters. The prelace 1o this work
“m_. in Chinese syntax as well. Whet was done s that the characters
meanings were equivalent to Japancse cxpressions were armanged
fing to Chinese syntax. Thus, the document is not readily intelhgible to
. mdn nol know how the Chinese ordering of elements corresponds
e Japancse ordering, since Chinese word order is similar to English. e g.
; likes fish, as opposed to the Japanese order of Mary fish likes.
thermof e, it is not clear how such characters were read; they may have
As for the claim that Japancac is illogien] or vague, one can g reatd purely in the Chinese style in imitation of the Chinese
Yapanese is in fact structurally superior to Wesiern languages in the’ et menciation of the characters used or they may have been read in o
of discourse organisation. As we shall see in section 6, Japanese enafig) ancse wity, 1.2, by ublenng those Japanesc words cormesponding n
speaker to distinguish clearly belween the simple description of an ev i oning to the wrillen Chinese characters and inverting the order of
& judgement aboul sumeone or sumething. R
While the notion of uniquencss as applied to the entive domsin of § Fita
language is dubious, especially in the case of lapancse as pointed out
each language docs posscss cortain featurcs that are unique or sal
comparison o other languages. For Japancse, these include
cerlain grammalical particles, some of which are distinet for m.i
female speakers, and the wrling system. In this chapter, I shall atten
mclude in the discussion thuse aspects of Japaness that constitule u 1 " X
feature of this language which | believe is not shared by m!’
languages and which makes learning Japanese difficulr for many foré |1‘ T

civilisation. After all, Japan's modermsaiion effort started
Meiji Restoration (186T). Prior (o this, Japan had maintained 5 ¢
socicty and a closed-door policy to the |1:utlzll’tl'|l.:'lulll:ln.rh:ij‘-|:|r|-|.=.ﬂ.r

However understandable the historical or culiural caugey o8
widespread characterisation of Japanese as & unigue and illogieat “ ot
grossly misrepresents the true nature of the [anguage. In facq, m
grammatical structure, Japanese is a rather ‘ordinary’ human jang
basic word order — subject-object-verb — is widespread among ihe
lenguapes. Also other characteristics associuled with an SOV _
consistently exhibited in Japanese (see section 5). In the realm of ghy;

i, it is & commonplece language. with five herdly exolic wirwely 1_
simple sct of consonants and the basic CV syllable structure (see seciiien
LJ

1 s 80 0s (o follow Lthe Jupunese syntax, Perhaps both methods were
'3.1- . '[]m means that a churacter such as K mountam was read both assan,
ik Chinesc reeding, and as yama, the semantically eguivalent Japancse
_ opd for the character. This practice of reading Chinese cliziracters both in
l'.'hl-num winy and in termes of the semantically equml:m Japomnese words

\ s gven loday.
: "'-'-: the time the Manydshd (‘Collection of 8 Myrad Leaves'), an
Etnihology of Japanese verse, was completed (an 759), the Jupanese had
parned (o use E‘hm:p.- characters ay phonetic symbale. Thus, the Japunecis
i yama ‘mouniain’ could be wrillen phonetically by using & character
mltmum:l_ra{: g {¥ ‘evening’) and another with the sound ma (e.g_ §i
'), a5 1M . In other words, what stands for “mountain’ could be
ten in two ways. One used the Chinese word |11, as dacusied above. The
*f way wik 10 chooae Chinese charocters read us yo and nea. [0 Uhis laller
ihometic way of writing which gave rise o the two wniguely lapanese
by writings known is kena.
things Chinese were regarded as culiurally superion to their nutive
Juivalents, the Chinese mannee was i formal wity of wnting, The phonetic
fire: entation of Japanese was considered only "temporary” or mnemonic in
. Thus, the phonectic writing was called karing “temporary letlers’
Ih: Chinese way of writing was called suna “trae letters',
=ty karing (now pronounced ss Runa) bave developed as
d Chinese charncters used phonetically, There are two kinds of

2 Historical Setting b5

of attempis tu establish a genctic rl:litmrL-'iJ'q:r between o and
languages and languuge familics. Hypotheses have been presented assjiieieeci
Japanese to virtually all major language fumilies: Altaic, Austrod 'r_‘ 2 Fank
Sino-Tibetan, Indo-European, and Dravidian. The most persuasive: !J
Altaic theory, but even here evidence is hardly as firm as that which r&
the languages of the Indo-European family, as can be scen in 1.!
speculutions among both scholurs and linguistic amatcurs, -

With regard to individual languages, RyOkyian, Ainu and Koreu) 1- =
been the stroagest candidates proposed as possible sister languages. ATEEESEES 0. The origmal kone were used as mnemonic symbols in reading
these, the Japanese-RyidkylGan comnection has been firmly establi .n-,':'_' T rs and were wrilten alongside them: hence they are called kata-kana
Rytkyian, spoken in Okinawa, is, in fact, now considered to be a dial ;. felide kana’, Hira-gone "pluin kama' have developed by simplifying the gruss
Japanese. A Japanesc-Ainu relationship has been hypothesisol, SSEEESSRERLYIE (i.e. cursive ) wriling of characters. These two kama sylluburies ure set
evidence is scanty. On the other hand. the Jaupanese-Korcan I'I,'p'}l'lii e o Bl im table 43, ).

;r.; : I..|-.'=:| - -.r.'.a-:h .

R nl ey



258 JAPAMESE

Table 43.1: Japanese Kanre Syllabaries

g

] T
Hiragana RSE
A KA SA TA NA HA MA YA RA WA e
 » & £ &£ @ & ¥ & b AT
] KI SI TI NI HI M Il g,
v R L g = 4 g AL L R
U KU SU TU NU HU MU YU RU
%y £ & | = Bk & & W &
E KE SE TE NE HE ME RE P
A i T o~ ) i M
0 KO S50 TO NO HO MO YO RO WO N
£ = + E (o) i g & 5 3 A e
Koighana ey
A KA 5BA TA NA HA MA YA RA WA Thige S,
F & % 8 F+ »n ¥ ¥ 3 9 ek ds S
I KI 5 TI NI HI Mi RI R SR
{4 & te + = = 2 i} B o
U KU SU TU NU HU MU YU RU L !
- T T A 7 & 2 R i
E KE SE TE NE WE ME RF e TS
I ¥ + T + - A W A
0 KD S50 TO NO 1 MO YO N} WO N e,
+ 3 ) b g & LB '] w ” w X 78 _* -

Note- Voicing oppositions, wiscre applicable, are indicated by the discritical dots-— -
on the upper right hand corner of each kma: eg. i ¥ as opposed o ki ¥ . "‘.1

Katakana were originolly used in combination with Chinese characiefs,

Hiragana, on the other hand, were mainly used by women and were mﬂ b [
mixed with characters. The contemporary practice is 1o use Chined= - &
characters, called karji, for content words, and hiragane for mm:t;% o
function words such as purticles and inflectional endings. Komkana isusedtn . gy
write forcign loanwords, telegrums and in certain Umm‘l’:ﬂﬁﬂf R
EXPrESSiOns. -

In addition, there is rimeji. which s another phonetic writing !I-]'Hﬂl:' 1 _
using the Roman alphabet. Rdmaji is mainly employed in writing station. .
names s oo aid for foreigners, in signing documents written in Westerm. - |
languages and in writing foreign acronyms (c.g. /LO. IMF). Itjﬁ.nhnm:j.v_tl_g:f_ = !
advertising, Thus the word for ‘mountain” can be written as 111 in #ﬂﬂﬂ.!ﬁ = o
7 in ketokanwe, os 0 £ in hirngana and as yome m edoafi, Sometimesallt
these four ways of writing can be found in one sentence; ¢.g. the sentense 13
Hanako is an OL I_'-l: ﬂ-fﬁr_‘flﬂd'_'r i.&. ‘office !,iﬂ"_:l H'-iﬂ":mg fi et hlﬂmﬂl'tﬂia 3 _, ] ::
be writien as bebow: £hh

£ 12 s T BOTHE OL TY e
Hamako wa ano biru de  hilarailé-iu  oocru desy. . 1 :
1op. that bullding &t work-mg OL  oop. At T
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" The traditional way of writing is to write vertically, lines progressing from
¥ rghttolefl. Today both vertical writing and horizontal writing, as illustrated

ghowe, are pracused,

As may be surmised from the nbove discussion, leamning how to write

lapanese involves considerable effort. Japancse children must master all

four ways of wnting by the time they complete nine years of Japan's

lsory education. Of these, the most difficult is the Chinese system.

For each kanji, at beast two ways of reading must be learned: one the on-
yomi, the Sino-lapancse reading, and the other the kun-yomi, (he Japanese
reading. For the character Ul “mountein’, san is the Sino-Japanese reading
and yarma the Japancsc. Normally, the Sino-Japanese reading is employed in

¥ compounds consisting of two ar mare Chinese characters, while in isolation
L the Japunese reading is adopted,

An additional complication s the mulniplicity of Sino-Japanese readings.

e This 5 due 1w the [acl thai Clonese characiers, or rather their

pronunciations, were burmowed [rom different parts of China as well as at
different times. Thus, Jialectal dillerences in pronunciation also had 1o be

' -:' £ learned by the Japanese. One of the two major sources of borrowing wis Lhe
- Wa area of China during the Six Dhynasties penod. The reading reflleciing

this dialect is calied go'on. The other reading called kon’on rellects a newer
diulect of Chang-an, which is belleved to be the standard lunguage of Lhe

£ Tang periad. The character & for ‘rice” is pronounced mai in ge'on, bel in
" kan'on and kome and yone in the Japanese reading. Unlike the on-yomi
i versus kis-yomi, there is no systematic role for determimng whether a given
2. character i 1o/ be read in kan on or in po’on; each expression must be learned
. ms 1o which way it 18 read. The character £ for "rice’, for example, will be

read in go'on in a form like 5% gai mai ‘impaorted rice”, but in &an’'om in a
form like A ber koky ‘America’. That is, the go onlian 'on distinction is
purely historical and speakers of Japanese must simply live with the fact that
in addition 1o the Japunese way of reading, most kanjl have two or more

. Chinese ways of reading them and that the same kanji is likely o be
% pronounced differently depending on winch expression it is used in.

Because of the kind of complexity caused by retaining all these writing
methods, there have been movements for abolishing Chinese characters in
favour of kame writing and even movements for completely Romanising the
Japanese language. All these, however, have so far failed and it i safie to say
that Chinese characters are here 10 stay. What has been done instend of
abolishing Chinese churaciers aliogether i to limit the number of commonly
used characters. In %46, the Japunese government issued a list of | RS0
characters for this purpose. The list was revised in 1981, and the new list,

¥ called Joyd Kanji Hyo ('List of Characters for Daily Use'), contains | 943
" § characters recommended for daily use. This is now regarded us the basic list

of Chinese characters to be learned dunng elementary und intermediute

education. Also. most newspapers try to hmit the use of characters to these



