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Do the Chinese Characters in Modern Japanese

Still Function as Ideographs?
YOSHIMURA Yumiko

The purpose of this paper is to examine and discuss the decay
of the ideographic functions of Chinese characters in modern Japa-
nese.

The Japanese people are prescriptively conscious that written
Japanese consists of kanji (Chinese characters in modern Japanese)
and hiragana (Japanese cursive syllabary), and the former is much
more crucial. The common use, however, reveals that the elements
of written Japanese are kafakana (Japanese square syllabary),
Roman letters, numerals, and symbols as well as kanjiand hiragana;
and katakana sometimes replaces kanji.

The analysis of 1012 words written in katakana which act for
kanji attempts to verify the hypothesis that the decay of the ideo-
graphic functions of kanji leads kanji to be replaced by katakana.
The results indicate that the hypothesis is proved to be true in
some cases, and also there are other cases where the factors of
katakana’s replacement lie in the graphic, phonetic, grammatical,
semantic, and readable conditions.

This paper comes to the conclusion that kanji in the modern
Japanese language does not always discharge the ideographic func-

tions effectively.



