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and Kanbun (Chinese Writings) in Pre-Modern Japan
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Abstract: From a cultural perspective, Chinese characters (kanji) have had a strong impact on the Japanese
language and culture. To this day, the Japanese use more Chinese characters than any other non-Chinese
communities. Kanji was introduced to Japan by Chinese and Koreans before the earliest written records in
Japanese history, but there was no evidence that pre-historical Japanese studied kanji seriously. The earliest
record of kanji in Japan was the letter of gratitude sent to the Wei court in China by the Japanese female leader
Himiko in a.d.240. In the sixth century, Paekche scholars and monks came to Japan to lecture and promote the
Chinese language and culture in the Yamato court. During the Nana (710 — 794) and Heian (794 — 1192) periods,
courtiers were keen to use Chinese (kanbun). Chinese books, Japanese envoys to Tang China, Japanese scholar-
monks, naturalized Chinese or Koreans, the Imperial college and Buddhism all helped to popularize kanbun.
The official documents were written in kanbun including the Twelve Level Cap and Rank System, the Seventeen-
Article Constitution and the Nihon Shoki (Japanese Chronicles). In medieval times, Zen Buddhist monks and
courtiers studied Chinese texts and composed Chinese poems. With the rise of Confucianism in the Edo period,
Japanese scholars were equipped with the ability to read and write in Chinese. For a long time, with the extensive
use of kanji and kanbun, Japan was regarded as a member of the Sinosphere, as part of the Chinese cultural
circle. This view is one-sided and has overlooked the fact that the Japanese use kanji and write kanbun in their
own unique way: their characters, meanings, functions, syntax and the language environment are different from
the standard Chinese. Although Japan joined the Sinosphere, it localized the Chinese characters to enhance the
Japanese language. Kanji and kanbun were no longer standard Chinese, but a hybrid Sino-Japanese language
form. They were the products of the localization of Chinese characters in Japanese history. Based on primary
Japanese sources, this article will discuss how the Japanese used different localization strategies to turn Chinese
characters into a part of the Japanese language and culture from the Nara-Heian period to the Tokugawa period.
Strictly speaking, this 1s not a study of Japanese linguistics, but a cross-cultural study of 8ino-Japanese exchange

in languages.
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