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Until Japan carne in contact with China, it had no writing system of its own. Japanese was a
spoken language only. The Japanese adopted the Chinese writing system to express their spoken
language in writing. The Chinese form of writing is called kanji, which literally means "Chinese
characters." Kanji is now one of three systems the Japanese use to write their language. Hiragana and
katakana are the two other systems. These are phonetic systems, whereas kanji is a system based on
meaning rather than sound. However, both hiragana and katakana are derived from kanji. For
example, to express the "ka" sound, the Japanese took the kanji no (also read "ka" in Chinese), and
modified it to a more stylized form, 1)" which is the hiragana symbol "ka." Katakana also grew out of
kanji, but it is a representation of a portion of a kanji. For example, for the same "ka" sound, 7J was
taken from the left portion of the kanji no and became the katakana alphabet 7J .
The Japanese incorporated kanji into their language in several different ways. First of all, in most
cases, the Chinese-assigned meaning of a kanji was not changed. That is, given a certain kanji (i.e.,
J..J ), both a Chinese-speaking person and a Japanese-speaking person will tell you that this character
means "mountain." In addition to its meaning, the Japanese borrowed various Chinese sounds which
the Chinese used to read kanji. Often, several sounds were borrowed for the same character,
depending on when and where the sounds were borrowed. Chinese has many dialects and contact
between Japan and China lasted hundreds of years, which resulted in many possible "borrowings."
Any sound borrowed from the Chinese language is called the "on" reading of the kanji. Besides
possibilities of having numerous "on" readings, most kanji also have at least one "kun" reading. The
"kun" reading is the word which the Japanese used in their native language before their contact with
China. For example, the "kun" reading of the kanji J..J is yama, which is the native Japanese word for
"mountain." Its "on" readings are "san" or "zan," which are derived from the Chinese pronunciations
of that character. "On" readings are now used in Japanese words as parts of kanji combinations which
include the meaning of "mountain." For example, the word "kazan" contains the sound "zan," because
the literal meaning of this word is "fire mountain" or "volcano." As a result, anyone kanji in Japanese
may have as many as six to seven readings!
Modern day Japanese sentences are composed of a combination of kanji, hiragana and katakana.
Words which have strong semantic value, that is, nouns, verbs, adjectives and some adverbs, are
written in kanji. Conjugated portions of verbs, adjectives or nouns (tenses, negations, etc.), particles,
interjections, and most adverbs and other parts of sentences which do not convey the major message in
the sentence are written in hiragana. Katakana is now used mainly to write words of foreign origin, or
names of foreigners. It is also sometimes used as a device to call attention to certain words (i.e., in
advertising, announcements, etc.). It is also sometimes used to write onomatopoetic expressions.
Presently, Japanese elementary school children learn about a thousand kanji characters besides
hiragana and katakana. By the end of high school, students in Japan will have learned about 2,000
kanji characters. Kanji is continually changing. Some are simplified, new combinations are created,
and others are dropped because of lack of usage. Although kanji may appear to be difficult and
cumbersome, the Japanese find it a valuable part of their language.

