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When the Japanese adopted Chinese charactersintongrite in around thé"&entury
(Toshiko 72), they not only used the writing systeu used the entire language. China already had a
literary tradition at this time so it was natural the Japanese to learn the script for readingé3eai
and, thus, for writing Chinese also. Eventuallgytildeveloped a method of reading and writing the te
in Japanese through a process called kaeritenhwlardered the signs to match Japanese syntax
(Kato 6). One did not have to know Chinese in otdeead the writing using kaeriten but it is arigigea
whether this was even Japanese writing or notltiqately, it mirrored Chinese writing exactly. The
difficulty inherent in always reordering phraseerss unnecessary. Why would they not just leave the
signs ordered in a way that matches Japanese wthy was it necessary to keep moving everything
back to match Chinese syntax afterward? These tfpgsestions have been repeated ad infinitum
throughout the history of Japan's writing systerthlixy foreigners and even some native people
themselves.

Perhaps the height of the internal debate oveddpanese writing system reached its peak
during the Meiji Era. During the last half of th8™century, Japan went through the Meiji Restoration
which enacted huge social and political changekdaountry and eventually led to its modernization
Writing was also addressed in a large way durimgdlocess. Kato mentions that the use of kanji was
a bad fit for the Japanese language (6). This easebn in the fact that there were roughly 10,G@00i k
in use during the Meiji Era to compensate for tlag/whe Japanese language works (Twine 115).
Strangely enough, literacy was not actually a grobét the time. Most people were literate butdibgr
Is a vaguely defined term. For instance, if oneread nothing more complicated that a Curious
George book, should they be considered literatefeVgbvernment officials during the Meiji Era,
through years of difficult study, could read angithhicommoners, who received no officially sancttbne

education, were able to read on at a level sufftdier “perusal of popular fiction” (Twine 115-116)



Arguably the first and most important man to tapehe issue of the difficulty of the Japanese
writing system was Maejima Hisoka—Japanese nam#sspaper will be given in the traditional
order with family name coming first—who wanted tmésh kanji. Maejima had a keen interest in
education to the extent that he wanted Japan toipetitive with the Western world. This desire was
at the heart of much of the Meiji Restoration asphblic was fascinated with the West at the time
(Karatani 46). As such, the West had a huge inftaeam Japan. Dutch writings at the time were highly
critical of the Japanese writing system, even ceoeleding, yet they were taken to heart by the
Japanese as opposed to rallied against (Twine 17p-1

In Maejima's case, an American missionary that beked with greatly affected Maejima's
view on kanji when the missionary argued that theg was “abstruse and confusing” when used in
education (Karatani 45). This led to Maejima's éfethat “the difference between Western and Eastern
civilizations was condensed in the contrast betwdemetic and hieroglyphic script” (Lee 25) and by
1866 he had put together a petition titled Reasons for Abolishing Chinese Characters (Twine 118;

Karatani 45). The petition contained various argatsieone of which was the confusion over which

word the signs actually represented. For instaficé; can be read amatsutaira, matsuhira,
matsuheiandsivhei, all of which have similar meanings (Karatani 9@pejima believed that “true

knowledge lies in 'things,’ not in ‘words™ andtttime spent learning kanji was time spent learning
“words” at the expense of learning “things” (Lee 25; Twine 118).

Toyama Masakazu, who was fanatical in his hatrddanjfi, echoed Maejima's sentiment in
1884, suggested that any form of “tool knowleddgdtttakes so much time to learn that it detracts
from time that could be spent on “true knowledgeistibe abolished. He viewed this as a problem that
would make it impossible for Japan to fight a wgaiast the West (Lee 30). Interestingly, Toyama

appears to have been implying that Japan's obsesgio \Western technology at the time was

ironically due to a desire to be able to fight West. This was a sort of nationalistic goal madesyine



through globalization that speaks volumes for wtienfate of the writing system at the end of thejiMe
Era.

Maejima's petition was not just a pronouncemenirasg&anji but actually offered a thoroughly
planned course of actions that could transitioncthentry from using mostly kanji to using purely
kana, the much simpler native syllabary which wesaaly widely understood. For instance, Maejima
suggested psychological methods of promoting parekisage within the government by asking for a
decree to be made that required all governmentrdents to be written only in kana. This was meant
to convince those in power of the feasibility obashing kanji (Twine 119).

Of course, Maejima's petition was ignored (Karat)i as there was a divide between people
like Maejima and those in power. Few wanted to gleatihe writing system because it was against a
tradition that had been in place since tieéntury and because the difficulty of kanji wasrsas a
benefit as it created a clear measure of one'dlitean” (Twine 117). Intellectuals regarded writiag a
way to show off as opposed to a practical tool (BrV.15).

While Maejima's petition was not even made puldlibers were soon taking over the cause. In
1874, Shimizu Usabarattempted to put the idea of a pure kana writygjesn into practice by
translating a German science primer using nothutghe hiragana syllabary. His idea was that the
“urgent necessity of mastering Western technolagythe time would draw a great deal of attention to
a book of this type and ultimately lead peoplede the advantages of a pure kana system, whicH coul
more easily make use of the myriad of foreign loards required to partake in modern science (Twine
120).

Efforts towards a full kana writing system were abtays made by lone advocates, either.
Three clubs, meant to promote the usage of kana lreught together in 1883 to form kana-no-kai.
By 1887, there were over 10,000 activists workinder this umbrella in various forms. Unfortunately,
each group actually differed on the specifics of/tkana should be used, an issue that would prove to

work against the movement (Twine 122).



Even though the idea of using a full kana writizggtem had clear support, there was no lack of
support for a simpler solution to the difficulty thfe writing system: limit the number of kanji iseu In
1872,0ki Takab of the Ministry of Education set Tanaka YoshikaahalOtsuki Shiji to creating the
Shinsen Jisho, a dictionary containing 3,167 kdngt essentially ended the debate on cutting dowen t
amount of kanji, for the time being at least. Fuka Yukichi still suggested a more serious limitati
in 1873. He believed only roughly 1,000 characteese needed for normal day to day life and put his
theory into practice with a children's book caliedji-no-oshie which used only 928 different kanji.
This was the only attempt Fukuzawa made as thefésbse arguing for the limitation of kanji were
satisfied with the less extreme Shinsen Jisho (@Wi8).

Another idea with strong support was convertingotoaji, the Roman script. By 1888, a club
in support of this solution also found itself widkier 10,000 supporters, just like kana-no-kai (Bwvin
125). Earlier efforts were also made to promeoteaji. In 1874, a magazine called Meiroku Zasshi
was created written solely ibmaji. The magazine included founders like Nishi Axmavho believed
that if Japan wanted to “feverishly” assimilate Yeées technology, they should also use the Western
alphabet to ease the process (Twine 123-124),tavsant very similar to Shimizu's when he created
the kana translation of a German science primer.

The ©maji club may have been unique in that it had asember Basil Hall Chamberlain, an
English linguist teaching in Tokyo. He recognizkdtt if the club wanted their efforts to be serlgus
considered, they would need to address stylistieais in the writing system, not just the script. He
suggested writing in a colloquial style, which ledidéved to be both necessary and easy to achieve. H
advised the club to read their works to uneducpésple before publishing them to ensure they were
understandable with the expectation that doingpsofie year would lead to writing normally in a
colloquial style (Twine 127-128).

This brings to light one of the most serious proideall these reform suggestions overlooked:

writing style. Writing during the Meiji Era was demn an awkward version of Classical Japanese



mixed with Chinese that was not a great leap frioendriginal style that used the kaeriten system of
translation, which certainly was not a languagekepdyy anyone in Japan at the time. In fact, Magjim
was one of the few who was somewhat cognizantisfatoblem as he warned against writing in
Classical Japanese in his petition—although sgfierm was not his main concern and he was even
against abolishing of kango, words of Chinese or{gee 26).

Maejima's spiritual successors, kana-no-kai, hathtepest in style reform. Their publications
were essentially in the same exact form of all otétings of the time with kanji simply replaceg b
kana. This had the adverse effect of making fullskevriting more difficult to read than writing with
kanji because kanji helped to supply the meaningwbrd even when the pronunciation might be
awkward due to it being of an archaic form (Twirg3)}L

The ©maji club created a bulletin calledRaji Zasshi in 1885 but initially used the Claskica
Japanese style, making the same mistake as kakakn@en though there had been some internal
suggestions for writing in a style matching thathe#f language spoken by those in Tokyo with a
standard education.ofhaji Zasshi suffered the same fate as kana-no{ialgBcations because it was
too difficult to read Classical Japanese in a phiorseript (Twine 125-126).

Nishi, one the founder of thémaji magazine Meiroku Zasshi, actually did recogritze
stylistic issues of the writing system. Oddly, tgbuhe supposed that using an alphabetic script
specifically would naturally cause a colloquiallstgf writing to arise (Twine 124). The mystery éer
is how he came to this conclusion. If true, one M@xpect writing in kana to also bring about a
natural stylistic change but this was clearly et tase and, ultimately, Nishi was proved incorrect
also.

Taguchi Ukichi was one of those in tltamnaji club that believed writing in a colloquial ky
was “ideal.” The advantages, he suggested, wougldde being able to use special trade jargon, which
was not possible with kaniji, and the ease of prgntn a simple script (Twine 126). These were ditua

echoes of Nishi's reasoning from 1874. Taguchse taiinteresting because he wrote specificallytbo



issues that he encountered after his writing gt flublications indmaji. While he did not say much

about stylistic issues, he did complain about hgotinwrite out long words all the time such as

gozarimasuas well asvatakushj meanind, which, in kanji, would simply bé&.. Ironically, he also
made suggestions on how to avoid this annoyagmzarimasuandwatakushicould be shorted tg and
w, respectively, yielding morphograms along the séngs as kanji (Twine 126-127).

Not all the reasons for the failure of these refinvolved poor implementation. Early on,
Maejima's argument that the myriad of pronunciaifor each kanji created too much difficulty was
used by Karatani Koji in 1993 as a strength of ka€aratani, being concerned mostly with literature
finds the vagueness of kanji to lend a poeticaifapanese writing that would not be possible with
pure phonemic writing. He implies that kanji deteslspeech from writing and allows for visual
interpretations in much the same way as Yosa Bsgm@&try did in the ¥8century (53). It would not
be far-fetched to assume that this, at least arbeagiscious level, went through the minds of peaple
the Meiji Era.

Change in general is difficult and this played langely to the detriment of writing system
reform attempts. Taguchi, for all his desire foabe, was himself trapped in the old system,
evidenced by his desire to shorten alphabeticngiinto, essentially, morphograms. He was not alone
Suematsu Norizumi, who offered advice to suppordéisoth kana andmaji, suggested that the
romaji movement in particular was having difficultgdause it took so many signs to write what could
be done in half the amount of kana or even fewajikide believed people used to the conciseness of
kanji found this writing unwieldy.

Yano Fumio, who would prove important near the ehthe reform debate, was particularly
against major reforms because he did not beliegpanlaould afford all the time it would take to
accustom people to completely new ways of writingifie 129-130). This particular critique was

ironic considering many of the original argumentsreform were based on the amount of time



involved in learning kanji. Here one finds a poighexample of the difference between the needs of
the learner and the user which constantly playsrodébates of the Japanese writing system. Whde t
difficulty in obtaining knowledge of the variousssgms making up the entirety of Japanese writing
creates a huge hurdle for those just startingibalso provides high levels of convenience and
expression to those who have already learned gtersyvia requiring fewer signs and allowing
multiple ways of writing the same thing respectyel

It can be difficult to get into the minds of the iMi&ra Japanese people but Lee states that
today, when the Japanese people see a worddiksowritten in kana, they do not imagine that as the
“genuine script” but simply as a transcription loé tkkanji foroxygen (29)This implies that before
Fukuzawa's translation of this word (Lee 29), peajptl not think of Japanese writing as having
multiple forms but only one. It would not have ewariered their minds that it would be possible to
write sansowith kana if they forgot the kaniji for it.

People in the Meiji Era also had difficulty detawpithemselves from the standard writing of
the time in the failure to use spaces when writingure kana oramaji (Twine 128). Writing in a
mixture of scripts provides natural breaks betw&erds as kanji generally represent free morphemes
while kana is generally used to spell out the nvamgable bound morphemes that come, normally, after
kanji. Without this mixture, thewritingwouldlooksa@thinglikethis, which is exactly the way reformists
wrote, leading to a more difficult system than whsihg kanji yielded.

Maejima and, later, Suematsu did propose spacesting, to their credit, but they were part of
a severe minority (Lee 26; Twine 128). This was a recurring problem in the various reforms
movements: a lack of unification. Even kana-no-gkgcing three kana groups under one umbrella,
made no attempt to compromise the ideas of eaalpgmocreate a specific and focused plan. Instead,
members were constantly arguing over these detadscoming to no conclusions (Twine 122). This
led to the kana groups, and essentially the whatalmovement, dissolving in 1889 (Twine 123).

Even the 8maji club, which started as one entity, eventusfiijt over the issue of whether the



alphabet should retain its European pronunciationsach sign or completely reassign each sign to
sounds that are more appropriate for the Japaargadge (Twine 125-126). Without a unified, clear
direction for all these reforms, they added chadse writing system debate more than anything. If
kanji was difficult, attempting to peruse the vasgublications in all these realizations of simila
writing systems would be a nightmare.

Ultimately, the nail in the coffin of writing refar was time. Timing was a crucial factor against
reform efforts every step of the way. Maejima'stymet, for instance, was not available to the pabli
until 1899, when he published it himself and loftgrathe various clubs had disbanded. Meajima also
published a newspaper fully in kana early on, iA3,8vhich failed, not because his script ideas were
poor, but because newspapers were not widely usbe ime (Twine 120). There was even a huge lag
between when Nishi first suggested lisaji ideas in 1873, which included establishindud cand
when an organized effort actually took place eleyesrs later (Twine 124).

Most importantly, the end of the 18entury saw a huge rise in nationalism in Japaictwh
created a backlash against the script reform débat@e 128). Japan seemingly went from an
obsession with the West to an isolationist fremzgranight. Toyama's strange desire to abolish kaniji
and create a system more like the West's in ocfeght the West was clearly a sentiment shared by
large portion of the population who must have rexoged that they could simply fight the West by
fighting the West by the time this nationalist sptccurred.

Yano's opposition to both phonetic writing and stdform in 1886, suggesting that all that
needed to be done was to reduce the number oftkamgi more than 3,000, was ultimately the strategy
that won out (Twine 129). More reforms did occut &most exclusively in the form of style reform
under the name genbun-itchi, a literary movemetiiged on writing in a colloquial style.

It is arguable whether the Meiji Era reforms colive taken hold even if all of the mistakes
made be the reformers were avoided. Writing islyie personal as speech in defining one's identity

as evidenced by art forms such as calligraphy. 8ihejima's deep desire to improve education in



Japan was extremely noble, his failure to recogthizevay writing can help define one's cultural
identity, his failure to recognize how writing cauts one to one's past, and his failure to recegniz
writing as more than just a practical tool, mayédwomed the movement before it ever began. his n
surprise that calls for reform often originate frootsiders. Even today there are calls for refoym b
prominent linguists such as Victor Mair, an Amena@ho specializes in Chinese (Mair), but these
challenges are looked at with puzzlement by thoskapan. As a Japanese commenter on Professor
Mair's blog so succinctly puts it:

“As a Japanese who can read Japanese much faateartlp other language, it is always

surprising to see someone who wonders why Japaoesenot abandon kaniji. I'm sure

Japanese language would not malfunction by getithgf kanji — there would be

workarounds, but of course that cannot be the retsthrow away the cultural assets” (Yoshi).
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