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A Study on Language Thought of Yoshisaburo Okakura:
Examining Linguistic Theories by William Dwight Whitney
on Yoshisaburo Okakura’s Nihongogaku Ippan (1890)

Yuji HIRATA

Yoshisaburo Okakura (1868-1936) is known to have led the movement for the institutionalization of the
English language education as well as English philology and literature in modern Japan. However, Okakura
was not initially inclined to accept its education and study from the beginning. He started his career as an up-
and-coming linguist and Japanese scholar. This paper focuses on his first book entitled Nikongogaku Ippan (A
General Science of the Japanese Language) in 1890 and discusses its position, structure, and range from a
historical perspective. The preference for focusing on this book is based on the idea that a prototype of his
language thought that would lead to his later theories and practices was embedded in the text.

Nihongogaku Ippan was based on what Okakura had learned from Basil Hall Chamberlain, a British
professor at the Imperial University, Tokyo, and in particular, the textbook “The Life and Growth of Language”
written by William Dwight Whitney in 1875. Whitney, known as a pioneer of American linguistics, advanced
the theory of language as a social institution to crosslink comparative linguistics in the 19th century with
structural linguistics in the 20th century. Okakura internalized this theory while modifying it, and explored a
distinct linguistic style for the modern-nation state of Japan from this perspective.
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