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Spoken throughout Japan, and by emigration
elsewhere. Attested from the 8th century AD in
Chinese characters, some used on the basis of
meaning and others for their phonetic value;
subsequently written in a mixture of Chinese
characters (kanji) and two forms of syllabary (kana)
that evolved from characters used phonetically:
katakana (literally ‘partial kana’), derived by
omitting parts of one set of characters, and hiragana
(‘plain kana’), derived from cursive forms of another.
In normal practice, kanji is now used primarily for
lexical words; hiragana for inflectional endings
and words with grammatical meaning; katakana
for western names and loan words from western
languages; with, in addition, Roman letters e.g. for
acronyms from western languages.

Rhukyuan, in the Okinawan islands in the south-
west, is treated as either a group of dialects of
Japanese, or a group of languages related to
it. Beyond this, Japanese has no secure genetic

relationship in any wider family.
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