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‘The great divide between image and text that has profoundly shaped art and poetry 

since the renaissance simply does not exist in many Asian traditions’ (Nakamura 

2017, p. 68). The prominence of calligraphic art permeates oriental life and is 

respected to a degree unprecedented in the west. Japanese calligraphy is revered 

as a national treasure, holding priority over other art forms and contributing to a 

sense of national identity. Why is this? 

There are many variables, and all have strong claim to facilitating its relevance.  

Gaur (1994) evidences material developments in the east provided common use of a 

brush for writing from 480-222B.C.E. The author also informs us paper finds its origin 

in China around the first century B.C.E contrasting Sumerian materials of animal 

hide and papyrus for graphic recording,  

Furthermore, religious influence is deeply rooted. As Nakamura (2017) shows, a 

Judaeo worldview infused the purpose of writing with the sacred: revelation of God’s 

Word. On the contrary, the east has given a value of self-expression to writing. 

Known today in Japan as Bokuseki, (Boudonnat, Kashizaki, 2002) this Zen Buddhist 

form of calligraphy is considered a spiritual process, but to reflect the human author. 

書は人なり is a common description; translated by Nakamura (2017) meaning 

calligraphy has become the person. 

These, and many more variables in calligraphic developments provide a clue to how 

the status became as so.  

However, when observing this art form, the most visually obvious relationship 

distinguishing Japanese calligraphy is language itself, the vehicle of the art. The 

Japanese language is graphically unique and therefore, the question being 

addressed in this thesis will be one with linguistic roots:  

How has the prominence of Japanese calligraphy been enabled by the linguistic 

development of Its written language? 
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Methodology 

 

One could of course argue that linguistic development is entirely socially fashioned, 

therefore, calligraphies graphic value is only supported by sociology. However we 

know ‘Semiosis is socially regulated’ (Chandler 2017,p.35),  no language is 

separable from the community that uses it. Writing of the east is notably different 

from western systems and therefore, a distinction must be made to differentiate the 

impact of each.  Sociolinguistics are an inevitable element of this thesis.  

Due to the complicated nature of defining ‘calligraphy’ and ‘writing’ in a discourse 

addressing cultural concepts, different definitions of writing and calligraphy will be 

given throughout to support an argument or clarify terms.  

The structure of this thesis is historically chronological. From early proto writing to 

modern-day Japanese, the structure and evolution of the writing system will be 

dissected. chapter 3 will retrospectively analyse linguistic function through a 

theoretical and philosophical premise, consequently being more substantial.  

Parallel to evolution, chapter 1 and the majority of two will investigate the nature of 

the ‘Chinese character (of which japan assimilated) to evidence its essence as a 

visual, before phonetic, communicator and a superior medium for calligraphic art. 

Chapter 2 will focus on the Japanese evolution of written language and highlight 

stages that evidence its visual communicative form. Furthermore, the development 

of fundamentally Japanese calligraphy will be introduced and evaluated regarding its 

aesthetic qualities. 

With the foundation of a Japanese language established, Chapter 3 will take a 

philosophical divergence into semiotic theory to explain the graphic signifying ability 

of the Japanese language. It will engage the word/image debate and emphasize the 

ability of the writing to operate extralinguistically.  
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Chapter 1 

The Chinese Character: Visual or phonetic? 
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Figure 3 
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In this chapter, imported characters known as Kanji 漢字, literally translating, 

Chinese characters, will be dissected for their graphic ability. 

Nakata (1973) Informs us a Japanese writing system didn’t become established until 

6th – 7th century C.E. Post adoption, Sampson (1987) explains the Japanese 

language is now made up of 3 scripts. 2 indigenous phonetic syllabaries and the 

more prominent Kanji. Due to assimilation, Japanese calligraphy finds its genesis 

affixed to Chinese. Therefore, the start of this investigation will begin with the origins 

of the Chinese character. 

Originating from pictographic origin, Gaur (1994) evidences the earliest extant 

examples of ‘Full’ Chinese writing dates to 3000-2500 B.C.E ‘Full’ writing as used by 

Clayton (2019) refers to the complete ability of a writing system to communicate any 

and all thought. ‘Proto’ writing proceeds ‘Full’. These findings on oracle bones 

consist of some 2000 pictograms. 

However, Boltz. (1994) explains all writing systems originated from pictographic 

origin. In fact, according to Rogers (2005) writing has only been invented from 

scratch 3 times, all of which originate in pictographic origin. Consequently, the 

question must be raised: why is a Japanese calligraphic origin of pictography 

advantageous or in any way different from other calligraphy? Authors make it 

extremely clear why: 

‘The Chinese script can claim the distinction of the oldest script in the world still in 

use today’ (Jensen 1970 p.162) 

 ‘...Chinese is the only one (written language) which did not have to be deciphered in 

modern times, as its knowledge has passed traditionally from generation to 

generation up to the present day’ (Gelb 1963 p.85) 

Boltz (1994) also describes Chinese as the last of written language to still use 

characters of pictographic nature. As we can see, the written language of Japan has 

its history intertwined with the only language of the modern world containing traces 

of its pictography. (Please refer to Figure 3) 

 Therefore, as explained by Nakata (1973), the graphic potential retained in the 

Japanese script from Chinese origin, essentially consisting of pictographic and 
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ideographic characters, enables calligraphy to become a prominent art form superior 

to that of all phonographic counterparts. 

 One may think discourse ends as the pictographic nature of the script is established, 

naturally underpinning China and Japans calligraphic supremacy. On the contrary, 

the contentious dispute is only just beginning. 

 

 

Visual or phonetic  

 

 

There are many who view the Chinese character as an elaborate phonogram with no 

ideographic, let alone pictographic, abilities at all.  

The long-held view that texts intrinsic signification of the spoken word is its ultimate 

distinction from image, makes the Chinese character the front line of the word/image 

battlefield.  Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) was the first to suggest writing was the recording 

of speech (Clayton 2019). ‘Spoken words are the expression of mental experience 

and written words are the symbols of spoken words’ (Aristotle quoted by Gelb 1952, 

p.13). Rogers (2005, p.4) defines written language as: ‘use of graphic marks to 

represent specific linguistic utterance’. Writings very nature is simply its servitude of 

the voice. So much so that ‘some of the Greek and Roman metaphors used for 

reading are the same as those used for prostitution’ (Clayton 2019, p.13). 

Consequently, many linguists are convinced phonetic dominance is priority, ‘If 

linguistic signs drew attention to their materiality, this would hinder their 

communicative transparency’ (Chandler, 2017p. 15) 

However, If the Chinese character were to be detachable from signification of the 

sound, it might not only be viewed as an intercessor of word and image but as a 

unique medium for effective calligraphy; One independent from spoken word and a 

visually autonomous art form.  
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It is clear almost all textual based art in the west is still intrinsically tied to its phonetic 

transmission. Other alternatives rely on what Gaur (1996, p.145) labels ‘calligrams’ 

images constructed through the placement of text (see figure 4), or other such efforts 

such as colour and material manipulation. Figure 5 examples conceptual arts 

application of linguistics (foreshadowing chapter 3) but makes abundantly obvious its 

inescapable dependence on phonemes. Even in traditional calligraphy, the artistic 

licence has led to ‘manuscript illumination’ (Gaur 1996, p.57) (figure.6) or extra 

linguistic flourishes (figure.7) but is always seeking outside itself for visual 

recognition.  

‘The term “calligraphy” derives from the Greek words graphien (to write) and kallos 

(beautiful)’ (Gaur 1996, p.143). In contrast, Nakamura (2017) describes the 

Japanese language has distinguished the art of writing from 習字 (penmanship) in 

which 書 (sho) describes all the depth of written history from a fine arts perspective.   

The important debate now lies within the substance of the Chinese character. Has it 

flown ‘free of its phonetic anchor?’ (Chandler 2019, p.40)  
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Figure 4 

Figure 5 
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 Figure 6 

Figure 7 
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Confusion In how Chinese characters convey meaning is exampled in the sheer 

number of names attributed to them. A few examples: 

 

Ideograph 

Logograph 

Sinograph 

Lexigraph 

Pictogram 

Phonogram 

Phonetic complex 

Ideophonograph 

Phonic indicator 

Morphograph 

Morphonograph 

 

As DeFrancis (1984) comments, the word used often reflects the authors view on the 

Chinese characters predominant function in communication.  A view which prioritises 

either visual, or phonetic communication.  

What is meant by this is whether the characters represent sounds or ideas. Do they 

bypass a translation into sound, directly to concept, and achieve ‘Ideographic’ 

status? This crucial word, is defined by Jensen (1970, P. 168): ‘reproduces the 

sense, not the sound’ 

Gu (2014, p.692) describes this debate as ‘the enduring controversy over the nature 

of the Chinese language’.  Two sides to the battle are outlined: The ‘detractors and 

the upholders’ (Gu 2014, p.693-4). Upholders stand by the long-held assumption that 

Chinese is predominantly ‘ideographic’. The stakes of this debate are high and in 
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essence, Gu (2014) describes a war for the superiority of eastern vs western 

language ability.   Bohm et. al (2001) concludes both upholder and detractor admit 

that the Chinese written language is phonetic and nonphonetic. The real question is 

which one predominates? 

To investigate this, looking at how the characters developed will inform us of what 

they are today.  We will look at the evolution of pictographs into ‘full script’ up until 

they were imported by Japan. This can be observed in two ways. Firstly, through the 

different formations of new characters; secondly through national reconstitution of 

script (removing, categorising, or replacing characters) and the standardisation of 

calligraphic style (the way characters should be written). 

 First, in addressing the later, Nakata (1973) informs us that although there were 

many types of Calligraphic styles in Chinese history, there was always a recognised 

form in each era which other artistic variations stemmed from. Rogers (2005) 

indicates due to the vast number of characters, a standardised way to write had to 

be asserted for legibility. It might be easier to comprehend these as national 

standard ‘fonts’ though they are recognised as calligraphic styles today. Gaur (1994) 

describes 6 of these stages since 3000 BC. (Please address figure 8) 

From oracle bone script estimated 3000-1100 BC, to inscriptions on bronze vessels, 

Gaur (1994) describes a maintaining of the same basic elements despite artistic 

elaboration for aesthetic reasons. The author continues, in around 1700 – 221 BC 

‘Great Seal script’ was in use. By now the quantity of characters had increased 

dramatically. However, this was still a synthesis of the previous scripts.  

The most important changes were enforced from around 221BC under the first Qin 

Emperor (Gaur 1994).  ‘Known as ‘Small Seal script’ it compiled a list of some 

10,000 official characters. Each character was arranged to fit into an imaginary 

square for uniformity (Gaur 1994). This was the first-time characters were aligned in 

rows from top to bottom and right to left. However, Gaur (1994) highlights it’s 

shortcoming as difficult to write quickly and consequently the new Clerical script was 

introduced shortly after. Its main additions were the transformation of circular 

elements into square, and curved lines into strait. Finally, in the 4th century AD, the 

now used today ‘regular’ script was established as characters became perfect 

squares (Gaur 1994).  
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Through this form of refinement, characters have become considerably simplified 

from the first pictographs. However, over a 5000-year period, is such a relatively 

short deviation critical?  To quote Gelb (1952, P.28 ) ‘Chinese…developed…so far 

removed from the original pictures that without previous knowledge of the intervening 

stages it would often be impossible to conclude that the linear form is a direct 

descendant of the picture form’. Clearly their original qualities have been diluted, but 

that doesn’t necessarily mean they don’t operate as pictures. This argument will be 

developed in chapter 3. For now, let's turn our gaze to the constitution of the 

character.  

 

Figure 8  
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Addressing the semantic/phonetic evolution of character formation, DeFrancis (1984) 

explains the development of the Chinese character splits into 6 categories. 

Unfortunately, authors consistently use different terms for these stages. I will use 

Jensens (1970) usage apart from stages 4 and 5 when I will insert DeFrancis (1984) 

as I believe these are most understandably put. Akin to DeFrancis (1984) I will also 

forgo the 6th stage due to its highly debated nature and lesser relevance to the 

argument.  

1 pictures of objects 

2 symbolic pictures 

3 symbolic compounds 

4 phonetic loan 

5 semantic-phonetic principle 

 DeFrancis (1984, p.72) defines stage one as: ‘Pictures divorced from sound. Their 

meaning is supposed to be readily discernible even when the symbols are 

conventionalised or stylised in form’. Please note how DeFrancis emphasizes the 

elimination of phonetisism. Of course, there is no argument at a pictographic stage 

that writing is not dominantly semantic. 

Symbolic pictures (stage two) are similar but ‘indicate’ meaning. For example, the 

word ‘up’ symbolised by the radical of a stick above ground 上, and the word down 

下, by a stick below ground (essentially pointing up and down). Again, this is still 

obviously communicating visually before phonetically.  

In group 3, ‘symbolic compounds’, a meaning is concluded by combination of 

pictures of objects, or symbolic pictures, or both to form a multielement graph. Here, 

the character 明 combines the sun日 and moon 月 symbols to create the character 

for light. Once again, the communication is visual before phonetic and one may be 

considering the validity if this debate. (DeFrancis 1984).  
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However, group four is where phonetics find their place and waters a muddied. 

Where supporters of the term ‘ideograph’ start to find their demise.  Also known as 

the rebus principle, a concept is represented by using an already existing graph with 

the same phonetic value as the concept in question. At this point it is clear to see the 

written language is developing in response to spoken language. The word already 

exists phonetically but a graphic representative is assigned based on a 

homophonous word already in existence (DeFrancis 1984).  The Phonetic opposition 

has still more to say for itself... 

DeFrancis (1984, p.80) explains group 5  as a follow from group 4  : ‘Different 

homophonous words represented by the same character are differentiated by adding 

semantic elements to the common underlying phonetic element’. Sound indicating 

signs are described by Jensen (1970) as the most important and numerous, 

developing prominently around 200BC-200AD. That is not to say the language was 

not already ‘Full’ but for new terms you can imagine the simple borrowing of a 

homophonous character and clarification with a semantic element was extremely 

efficient. For example, the following characters represent different birds. It shouldn’t 

be too hard to find the common semantic determinative 鳥.   

鷺 鴨 鳩 鵲 

There are other variations within group 5 which have a similar basic principle. In all 

Fazzioly (1986, p.18) states: ‘Phonograms represent 90% of existing characters’, an 

astonishing amount. 

Many authors have made their stance clear, but have they credulously fallen into a 

so called ‘ideographic myth’ as DeFrancis (1984, p. 130) claims?  It is consistently 

written by credited authors such a thing as follows:  



   
 

17 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 9  

‘Chinese script does not primarily represent the sounds of a particular language but 

the concept by which the language as such can be represented. Unlike systems 

based on the Phoenician consonant script, Chinese characters do not represent 

meaningless sound units but words and with it by implication ideas’ (Gaur 1994, p. 

108). 

 

Is this a somewhat unjust statement by Gaur (1994) who conveniently leaves out the 

following evidence... In figure 9 we can see the first 3 ideographic groups of 

characters make up only 3 % in the 18th century. Pure pictographs less than half this. 

Furthermore, Jensen (1970) describes out of these 600 purely pictographic 

characters used, not all have survived to modern times.  

To claim as Gaur (1994) has, that these 50,000 characters have supremacy as 

semantic communicators over ‘meaningless sound units’ would be described by 

DeFrancis (1984) as farcical.  
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Alternatively, although still overwhelmed by semantic phonetics, ideograms still 

retain an amount over 1500. The total sum of 50,000 characters is also very 

misleading. Gaur (1994) explains how everyday use amounts to a relatively 

manageable 2000-4000. Rogers (2005) describes highly educated scholars retain a 

knowledge of about 6000. Ideographs quickly rocket to around a healthy 30%  

Granted, this is still well under half of by no means all characters and due to the fact 

that by the 18th century Chinese reached a 97% phonographic system,  DeFrancis 

(1984 p. 84-85 ) terminates any uncertainty: ‘All this means that the conveying of 

meaning through the medium of characters without regard to sound gradually came 

to play a distinctly minor role’ 

Can we conclude the regrettable extinction of the fantastical theory that Chinese 

writing are little pictures?  

Not quite. 

evolving largely around the turn of the common era to be dependent on ‘Semantic 

phonetic compounds’, characters comprised of at least one element suggesting its 

pronunciation and one its category of meaning. So, what is this semantic element?  

Every character still maintains semantic elements known as radicals, descending 

strait from the first pictographs.  

 According to Fazzioly (1986) In 121 C.E. ‘radicals’ were first grouped and classified 

at a number of 540. Radicals are used as the graphemes which construct a complete 

morpheme. In other words, they are the semantic compounds which construct 

complete characters. Fazzioly (1986) explains They were later reduced to an official 

214 where each can have different variants. All 50,000 Chinese characters are 

created from these radicals. (Figure 10)  

言+正= 証 word + correct = evidence 

立 +日+ 心= 意 stand + sun + heart = idea 

https://jisho.org/search/%E8%A8%80%20%23kanji
https://jisho.org/search/%E6%AD%A3%20%23kanji
https://jisho.org/search/%E7%AB%8B%20%23kanji
https://jisho.org/search/%E6%97%A5%20%23kanji
https://jisho.org/search/%E5%BF%83%20%23kanji
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Figure 10 

 

So why is DeFrancis so adamant on the phonetic ascendency?  All characters 

maintain a semantic and phonetic element, of which neither may constitute an 

accurate reflection of the characters current meaning or pronunciation. why should 

the phonetic element take priority? 

DeFrancis (1984) takes us through the process of how a native speaker would 

determine the meaning of a character. In almost all cases the use of the phonetic 

determinative is used first before the use of the semantic. 'Although the radicles give 

some information in many cases, for the most part they provide little more than a 

very vague hint’ (DeFrancis 1984, p.117) 

As exampled, DeFrancis demonstrates this with the Chinese character for sand pit : 

汀 the radical on the left indicates water, but the radical on the right is used in its 

phonetic function. Cleary a native speaker of Chinese would only deduce from the 

water radical the theme of the word, but with the phonetic radical, from their prior 

knowledge of the language, would provide meaning almost immediately. Further 

clarification can be grasped by comparing with homophones in the English language: 

Reign and rain. DeFrances (1984) contrasts these with Chinese sematic phonetic 

compounds in which the different spellings act as the semantic determinative.  It is 

the phonetic which finds the meaning but the graphic quality which clarifies the 

meaning. As previously discussed, this type of character makes up around 90% 

leading DeFrancis to conclude its relevance: 

‘Semantic predictability, a function chiefly of the well-known radical system, is far 

inferior to phonetic predictability’ Defrancis (1984, p.126)  

 Intending to further evidence the futility in the semantic function of graphemes, 

DeFrancis examples the character 理 meaning ‘logic’ or principle’ in which the 

semantic characters have nothing to do with the meaning. The determinative radical 

in this character 王 has no semantic connection to the character 理 meaning.  

However, we must move beyond linguistic theory and into everyday reality. This is 

where characters become interesting in a way which phonographic writing has only 
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achieved to the smallest degree. The composition of every Chinese character can be 

given meaning based upon its radicals, irrespective of the radicals intended function 

and relevance. Despite the obvious phonetic origin of this frequently appearing 

character type, there is still great graphic and semantic potential to the words 

meaning. The left radical (semantic) 王 means king and the right 里 in its semantic 

form (although used as phonetic) means ‘village’. One can easily construct a 

meaning from this situation in which the semantic graphemes formulate the meaning 

of the morpheme despite the theoretical phonetic source.  

For example, a king 王 exercises logic and principles 理 in his reign over the village 

里. This type of method is frequently used by natives in things such as bedtime 

stories and methods in remembrance of characters. (Elaborated in chapter 3) 

Theoretically, we have seen most characters signify phonemes. However, there is 

much more to this debate than meets the eye. 
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Chapter 2 

The worlds most complicated writing system 
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‘Written Japanese still has the dubious distinction of being the most complicated 

system of writing in use in the modern world’ (Seeley 2000, p.IX). Following chapter 

one I will use the Japanese language to evidence and example the ideographic 

argument and later suggest why this script is unique and effective for calligraphic art.   

No records exist of when Japan first started to use Chinese characters, some people 

think as early as 3rd century (Gaur 1994).  

 Some of the earliest findings of Chinese script in Japan are recorded in 57C.E. 

(Nakata 1973, p. 29). It is generally accepted Chinese writing had become Widely 

active in Japan from the 6th-7th century. However, previous writing was almost 

exclusively conducted by immigrant scribes from the mainland (Seeley 2000).  The 

author clarifies the need for aid as Japan went through the transition of ‘not even 

understanding what writing was to… reading and writing… a highly complex script’ 

(Seeley 2000, p.6). 

The earliest known Chinese writing involving Japanese syntax is the Gangouji 

Temple inscription dated 596 C.E. (Seeley 2000). 

It is worth noting here, that due to the Chinese language simplification of 1955-1957 

(Hammond 2017) Many Modern standard speakers of Chinese are cut off from 

classical Chinese literature. When attempting to obtain original pronunciation, 

Japanese is often referred to as it still maintains many original characters and 

pronunciation (Rogers 2005). This drastic reform never occurred in Japan and 

characters therefore hold greater fidelity to their extensive history. 

 

Manyogana 
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‘Manyogana’ titles a foundational stage of evolution in the independence of the 

Japanese language. The title originates from the ‘Manyoshu’, a collection of some 

4,500 poems evidencing early linguistic experimentation (Seely 2000).   

Nakata (1973, p.125) states that ‘Manyogana is ‘Kanji used to represent the syllables 

of the Japanese language’. That is essentially what it is, but unfortunately, not 

inclusive of all character usage.  

Japanese words would take a similarly pronounced Chinese graph, regardless of its 

semantic value, to represent it (Sampson 1987). On the other hand, the original 

semantic meaning of a Chinese character was used, either in original Chinese 

pronunciation or in original Japanese pronunciation. Characters used for their 

original semantic content were used more than those of phonogram form (Sampson 

1987). 

The complete poem structures within the Manyoushu splits into 3 types: all 

phonogram, all semantic, or both.  Semantic combined with phonetic is most 

common (Seeley 2000).  

‘At this period, a page of Japanese writing would consist of Chinese graphs of which 

some where intended to be given kun (Chinese) readings and others read as 

Manyogana (phonetic), with no indication of which was which’ (Sampson 

1987,p.176).Therefore, we are left with a situation in which a character had many 

possible readings. Identification depended solely on the readers knowledge, 

experience, and common sense.  

It very quickly becomes clear, Japanese treats Chinese characters as arbitrary, only 

representing phonetic value. When used exclusively as phonograms, Kanji are in 

essence, a very complicated alphabet.  

Contrastingly, characters are used exclusively as semantic communicators. Either 

phonetic value, Japanese or Chinese, can be used for the original semantic 

character. The confusion for the reader evidences that characters cannot be 

phonetically founded, nor meaning obtained in such a manner by anyone but a 

highly trained reader. Characters used in this way certainly would have been 

interpreted by the majority as ideographic communicators. 
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Instability led to artistic licence in which orthography becomes even more 

complicated. Reading was occasionally based on an associated semantic, phonetic 

link (Seeley 2000). 

The author examples the words of semantic value and Japanese pronunciation, 金 

(Kane) metal, and 風 (Kaze) wind. These two words relate due to Chinese 

philosophy and science with a consequentially combined pronunciation 金風 

‘akikaze’ meaning autumn wind. ‘Akikaze’ does not simply employ the Chinese 

reading of 金 instead of the Japanese ‘kane’ 金 but actually derives from another 

word altogether meaning autumn 秋 aki.  

Although not used today, this usage exampled the authors free will to choose 

characters that signified concepts outside the word. The language was in a state of 

fluidity and flux that opened an opportunity for high degree of artistic manipulation. 

Seeley (2000) introduces another example referring directly to the structure of a 

character: 山上復有山 literally means ‘a mountain on top of a mountain’ but it is 

referring to the construction of another character 出, appearing as two mountains 

staked (山=mountain).  Despite the joy these poets took in the freedom of linguistic 

choreography, most poems became illegible within 200 years (Seeley 2000).  

Characters were visually exploited as visual puzzles or ideographic jigsaws.  These 

experiments perfectly example the symbolic dexterity of the Chinese character which 

will be further elaborated in chapter 3.  

 

Homophony  
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In the eighth century, Seeley (2000) explains phonogram orthography (Manyogana) 

was becoming popular due to its reduced character usage. 

Nakata (1973,p.125) enlightens us to this process: ‘every Japanese syllable was 

assigned a number of kanji, any of which could be used to represent that syllable’., 

this was possible because of the astonishing amount of homophony in Chinese and 

Japanese orthography (Rogers 2005).  Although writing seems to be becoming 

phonetic, this by no means rules out the aesthetic importance of the writing. Due to a 

selection of kanji per syllable, writers again had a freedom of selecting characters for 

relational qualities and aesthetic value.  

Sampson (1987,p.182) states ‘Scribes prided themselves on varying their 

Manyogana, and even on using complex and rare rather than simple graphs when 

either would do’.  

 In fact, this evidences the separation of the character from its phonetic value. 

Directly, characters semantic value does not convey the linguistic meaning. 

However, they independently provide an alternative source of knowledge and can be 

viewed as ideographic. (further discussed in chapter 3).  

Despite great poetic ability, homophony was starting to become an issue. Due to 

intake of new vocabulary, although Chinese pronunciation was adopted, Japanese 

Orthography could only reproduce new words of homophonic nature. Figure 11 

examples the extent of Chinese homophony. 
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 Figure 11 

 

We must also realise words are distinguished in Chinese by a tonal system 

completely absent in Japanese. Consequently, many imported words have even less 

distinction. The online Japanese Dictionary, Jisho (2020) provides 27 individual 

Japanese characters with the pronunciation Shi.  
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Sampson (1987) suggests this highlights the need of a visual element in the 

Japanese language to distinguish concepts, especially when context is ambiguous.  

With English, the simple statement of a word void of context provides precise 

meaning; Dog, tourist, king, condensation, divinity. Japanese on the other hand 

leaves the listener with a list of unknown possibilities. 

 ‘This implies, among other things, that the logographic nature of Chinese writing is 

even more important for the Japanese than for the Chinese’ (Sampson 1987, p.179) 

It’s understandable why Clayton (2019, p.30) describes Japanese as ‘phonetically 

seriously deficient’. 

But it gets worse… 

We have already distinguished the use of both Japanese and Chinese 

pronunciations of a single character, but due the steady stream of vocabulary flowing 

in from the mainland, new pronunciations came from different generations and 

dialects. Therefore, there are often way above two different pronunciations per 

character.  Not only can many words share the same pronunciation, many 

pronunciations can be attributed to one word. 

 

Figure 12 
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Figure 12 examples The online Japanese dictionary, Jisho (2020). I have inputted 

the phonetic syllable しょう.  The dictionary comes up with 1695 characters 

consisting only of this phonetic, or words containing characters with this phonetic. 

The right side of the image shows the different pronunciations of the one word that 

has the pronunciation しょう. 

This may be why ‘Portuguese missionaries who visited japan in the sixteenth century 

came to the conclusion that the Japanese language was the invention of the Devil’ 

(Seeley, 2000, p.ix)  

We are led to a crucial destination in the argument.  DeFrancis (1984) argued 

against ideography due to the phonetic indicator being the primary source of word 

identification. However, Japanese, due to its mix of native pronunciation and cross 

generation importation, cannot use the system of a phonetic indicator. 

 In clarifying his argument DeFrancis states: ‘Indeed, so long as writing actually 

reflects speech and not some sort of perhaps never spoken style such as classical 

Chinese’ DeFrancis (1984, p.126). Although characters still reflect speech to a 

strong degree. Discerning an unknown character in Japanese by a phonetic indicator 

would be an impossibility and therefore semantic determination is key. Kanji are 

often used ideographically.  

 

 

The rise of phonograms  

 

Original Japanese Phonograms were developed In the ninth century (Seeley 2000). 

Japan cut its diplomatic ties with china encouraging the independence of the nation 

(Sampson 1987).  

Two simplified syllabaries developed from the use of Manyogana. Collectively 

termed ‘kana’ meaning ‘side, provisional, temporary’ (Rogers 2005) they do not mark                              

the end of Chinese characters.  
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Over time, isolation of character parts were used to mark grammar and Japanese 

syntax. These eventually evolved into Katakana. The other syllabary evolved from 

the phonetic use of Chinese characters simplified through cursive calligraphy. These 

are known as Hiragana (Seeley 2000). (Figure 13) 

 Figure 13 

The Meiji government (1868-1912) reformed katakana and Hiragana into 

standardised shapes of 46 official characters per syllabary (Susuki 2016).  

Kana syllabaries mixed with kanji were used for official documents in the Kamakura 

(1185-1333 C.E.) period and marked the first signs of what resemble Japanese 

today (Seeley 2000).                                     

Japanese therefore is the only language in the world today to use a mixed script 

system of Chinese characters and phonographs (Sampson 1987). The number of 

kanji for ‘everyday use’ is 1945, however Japanese word processors consist of 6349, 

(Seeley 2000 ) As seen in chapter one this is about the same as china, minus 44,000 

preserved in dictionaries.  

Interestingly, from the early 10th century, examples of purely hiragana writings are 

ubiquitous (Seeley 2000).  It seems odd the evolution of the writing system did not 

end with the exclusivity of Hiragana.  

Suzuki (2016) reasons that the majority of pronunciation importation happened 

around this development and semantic determination became necessity. However, is 

excessive homophony a reason to maintain such a complex written language? 

Granted, although extremely useful once learnt, it is abundantly clear that spoken 
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Japanese has not been hindered by a homophonous stumbling block. So, why 

should the writing be? 

 

Just aesthetics.  

 

Sampson (1987) suggests at the hands of the aristocratic class, neither semantic nor 

phonetic quality, nor character efficiency was more important. The aesthetic worth of 

the character still remained: ‘Many aspects of Japanese culture, including its writing, 

were greatly elaborated, made exquisite and intellectually rich rather than 

straightforwardly functional’ (Sampson 1987, p.173). It may seem they simply 

wanted a beautiful writing system.  

Theoretically, Japanese could adopt one phonetic syllabary, but for a conservative 

and proud nation, this certainly, if at all, won’t be happening soon. 

 In fact, kana calligraphy has been practiced throughout the use of official writing, 

seemingly contradicting the need for kanji. Figure 14 examples kana calligraphy’s 

high national esteem.  
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Figure 14   11th century 
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‘This beautiful script can justly be called the unique calligraphic style of japan 

(Nakata 1973, p.27).  It is the distinguishing factor that sets Japan and China apart. 

 

The place of Kanji seems a little ambiguous… 

  

Within the Heian period (8th – 12th century) of Japanification, calligraphy was such a 

reflection of the authors character, good calligraphy was considered a ‘moral virtue’ 

(Gaur, 1996,p.136). Therefore, with much expressive diversity of script type 

available, the application and function of text type was strictly dictated by societies 

conventions.  

 2 forms developed. 男手 men’s hand, and 女手 woman’s hand. Men’s hand 

consisted of the Chinese character, specifically referring to Kaisho (standard) and 

Gyosho (semi-cursive) styles of calligraphy (Nakata, 1973).  

Chinese writing was suitable for men as it was more complex and required high 

levels of education, assumingly not possible for woman (Gaur 1996). Of course 

woman of this time defied convention but Boudonnat and Kushizaki (2002) describe 

their upmost to be kept anonymous.  ‘Chinese was considered suitable for official 

duties, administration, scholarship, religion and the execution of power (Gaur 1996, 

p.139) (figure 15).  
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 Figure 15   13th century 

 

 

 

On the other hand, the phonetics constructed of the indigenous script were used 

almost exclusively by woman (Nakata 1973).  

This simplified version of cursive script was appreciated for its flowing freedom in 

contrast to the robustness of Chinese characters. 

 Boudonnat and Kushizaki (2002) describe Hiragana was refined by the romantic 

poem and love letter production of Heian court nobles.  
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Good writing showed character and education so was a source of sexual attraction 

(Gaur 1996). In this way, kana calligraphy developed reflecting the desired elegance 

and delicacy within the Japanese woman (Figure 16). In contrast, the man’s 

application was stronger and more defined though still permitting elegancy.  

Figure 16 
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This shows a functioning, solely Japanese phonographic system was available but 

wasn’t considered ‘complicated’ enough for men. Nor were the elegant curves 

suitable compared to the strength of many kanji. Potential is clearly observable for 

the exclusive use of the Hiragana script. 

 Admittedly kanji give clarification to context in writing which cannot be explained as 

in speech. However, an underlying priority of aesthetics within writing suggests 

motivation for the retention of complexity.  

Gaur (1996, p.143) describes the easts attitude to writing was ‘artistic sensibility and 

political hegemony’ which cannot be better seen within the Japanese language.  

The specialties of Japanese calligraphy now lie within the unity of kanji and kana.  

Known as 調和体, Strokes in kanji are supposed to reflect nature (Gaur 1996). 

Complimentarily, hiragana flows freely with no set special definitions. It exploits 

negative space, while allowing for thickness variation, giving a sense of painting in 

composition (Nakata 1973) (Figure 17). This freedom is not present within Chinese 

calligraphy.  



   
 

36 
 
 

 

 

Figure 17 

 

 

Japanese is the only script in the world with a phonographic and characters-based 

script. Furthermore, due to the futility of the phonetic determinative, writing 

possesses additional ideography. The language has a maximum diversity with fluid 

kana and bold kanji. Three scripts make the desired mood of writing readily 

expressible. 
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Sampson quoting Millar (1987 p.173) concludes ‘The early Japanese… found this 

kind of writing far more rewarding aesthetically than any simple one to one phonetic 

or semantic equivalent system, or one that could be written quickly or read simply 

and unambiguously’  

Figure 18 
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Figure 19 
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Chapter 3 

communicating sense: Intralinguistics and metaphor 
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Since the aesthetic values and physical form of the Japanese language has been 

addressed, I will now turn to the semiotical function of both script types to investigate 

how they communicate as full language and/or image.  

Even with its tie to phonetics, the English language has a history of visual art. What  

factors makes the Chinese character more image than word?  

 

Mitchel (1986) allows for the perception that ‘common sense’ provides to justify a 

clear difference between image and text. However, as the quest begins in drawing a 

boarder of distinction between the two, text and image quickly reveal their intrinsic 

bond. 

Chandler (2017) explains the idea of different sign type was first suggested in Plato's 

Cratylus. He outlines the simple difference between ‘Natural signs’ (images 

resembling what they depict), and ‘Conventional signs’ (arbitrary, culturally 

constructed signs).  

The original assumption was the superiority of representation by resemblance. 

Mitchel (1986,p.78) quoting Leonardo de Vinci  reasons: ‘ it performs this imitation 

with the techniques of a natural scientific means of representation that guarantees its 

truth’.  

A commonly thought notion is that due to the ‘Natural’ qualities of graphic image, 

birth is given to a universality of understanding and ‘provides a direct, unmediated, 

and accurate representation of things’ (Mitchel 1986,p.79).  If this is so and the 

character a ‘natural’ sign, Kanji would be a higher form of graphic communication. 

not only does it hold all power of a ‘full’ ‘conventional’ language, but also has a 

universal ability to communicate. 

 However, it is clear Chinese characters do not fulfil a universally mediating role, 

otherwise no one would have to learn them. 

Nevertheless, Nakamaura (2017) explains concluding this dismisses their 

pictographic nature stems from ignorance of all image theory. There is no such thing 

as a pure and faithful graphic medium for expression.  Mitchel (1980 p.1) states 

‘Modern painting on the other hand, while it has ostensibly sought to create nothing 
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but the ‘pure image’ … has in fact become more dependent on elaborate verbal 

apologetics, the ersatz metaphysics of ‘art theory’. As suggested, Image 

understanding, like written language, is based upon a previous learning.   

 In fact Mitchel (1986,p.83) explains: ‘ The entire range of images remains within the 

realm of convention, but some conventions are for some purposes’. In this way 

image is ‘always approaching but never quite reaching the goal of the natural sign 

and leaving in its wake a host of examples that begin by looking ‘natural’ but end by 

looking relatively arbitrary’ (Mitchel 1986,p.84).  

Goodman supports this idea stating ‘Every picture is a symbol because resemblance 

is not sufficient for representation’ (Goodman 1969, p.5). True resemblance can only 

be found in the object itself, leaving all signs to convention. ‘Therefore it is Not a 

matter of copying but conveying, due to impossibility of copying, it is translation’ 

(Goodman 1969, p.14) an interesting choice of words considering the relationship of 

text and image. Image recognition is completely dependent upon a learnt language.  

This is important because it shows characters evolution and distortion discussed in 

chapter one does not affect its pictographic quality. 

Goodman concludes (1969,p.38) ‘realistic representation depends not upon imitation 

or illusion or information but upon inculcation’. 

Gombritch (Quoted by Mitchel 1987,p.84) elaborates on the means behind this 

process of deception: 'The traditional opposition between ‘nature’ and ‘convention’ 

seems to be misleading. What we observe is rather a continuum between skills 

which come naturally to us and others which may be next to impossible’  

Chinese characters are fascinating as they present this spectrum in a slow motion 

evolution since 8000BC. In early proto form, a low-level of natural skill was required 

in understanding, their gradual evolution demonstrated their conventionalism. As 

they shuffled along the continuum the enormous amount of skill now required makes 

for a graphically complex and visually entertaining system.  

the Peircean model explained and described by Chandler (2017) seems to me to 

capture the essence of Gombrich and develops Plato's Nature /Convention theory in 

a tripartite: 
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Symbolic – A sign which is completely arbitrary and has no link to the object other 

than that which is conventional.  

Iconic – A sign which based upon a perceived resemblance to the object 

Indexical – A sign with a cause and effect relationship. Photography and film, due to 

their ability of capturing light within a photograph creates an unavoidable relational 

sign (Chandler 2017). 

Peirce seems to have cottoned on to Gombrich and inserted the middle category of 

iconic to represent this continuum of relative skill. Therefore, Chinese characters can 

be argued to fit within the second category. Unlike phonograms, their forms from 

pictographic decent is somewhat visible and a perceived resemblance may be 

argued. The important distinction here is that although conventional, they are not 

totally arbitrary like phonograms. They possess a perceived link to their signified and 

consequently have a visual quality nonexistence within alphabetical language.  

Intralinguistics 

Weather we stand as a pure relativist or maintain a ‘common sense’ Chinese 

characters are still conventional. If all is simply ‘inculcation’ how do they convey 

meaning compared with phonograms?  

For those pure relativists and sceptics who view the Chinese characters as no less 

arbitrary than phonograms, I intend to argue their higher signifying power with 

Structuralist semiology.  

Saussure maintains the arbitrariness of linguistic sign: The signifier and the signified 

are purely psychological, linked in the mind by an associative link Chandler (2017, p. 

14) 

Saussure believes the signifier is not actually standing for a ‘thing’ but a concept. 

The word ‘table’ does not refer to a specific table nor an image of one, rather the 

concept of ‘table’, and a ‘psychological imprint’, ‘ a concept in the mind, not the thing 

but a notion of the thing’ chandler (2017, p. 14).  

Consequently, ‘meaning is purely systemic and relational rather than referential’ 

(chandler 2017, p. 17). Saussure is suggesting that signifiers within a language find 
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their meaning by relationship within their linguistic system, not to reality or the 

objects they signify.  

‘the linguistic value of a word is… ( not determined by reality but) by systemic 

contrasts with related words’...Significance thus lies not in individual signs, but in 

relational patterns of likeness and contrast within a sign system’ (Chandler 

2017,p.20-21)  

Application of this theory to written Chinese characters introduces us to their 

Morphology. 

 Rogers (2005,p.14) describes Chinese as a morphographic system where ‘the 

primary relationship of graphemes is to morphemes’. In other words, this means that 

the smallest units in a writing system have independent meaning. Numbers are  

morphograms. In english ‘Foreigner’ consists of two morphemes, ‘foreign’ and ‘er’ 

(Rogers 2005). 

 Alphabets are not morphemic systems because a single grapheme such as the 

letter A has no meaning except that of a phoneme, a phonographic system. In 

Chinese however, rogers (2005) describes how nearly every syllable corresponds to 

a morpheme. This means that words are frequently containing two or more 

morphemes. Talor and Talor 1995 say that two thirds of Chinese words are 

polymorphemic. This is highly relevant because it reflects Saussures theory of 

intralinguitics to a higher degree’. Words are created with more morphemes and in 

consequence are more relational. 

For example, in English the word ‘Glory’ consists of one morpheme. In Japanese 栄

光 consists of two morphemes. The first 栄 by itself means flourishing / prosperity 

and 光 means light. As characters are used in many words we have a system where 

concepts in reality are strongly defined by the high proportions of related 

morphemes. 

 Imagine having fewer words in English but combining them to create others, it is 

almost speaking in description. Therefore, the words are defined and linked by other 

words.  
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The example I am looking at on my phone this very moment: ２１：３９に今日の聖

句の通知を受信しています translated into English would be: todays scripture 

notification was received at 21:39. If Translated for each morphemic value, it would 

look like the following: now suns holy phrase pass through knowledge was accept 

trusted at 21:39.  

It doesn’t stop here, each morpheme (character) are made up of radicals 

(Graphemes) as previously discussed. To translate it this way might appear as 

follows: man ground suns ear mouth king enclosed mouths advance use arrow 

mouth was crown again claw man worded at 21:39  

This strengthens the writings systemic construction of reality and provides 

conceptual categories unattainable in phonetics. This is vital in an artistic sense as 

the high degree of relationality between words greatly signifies to and inspires a vast 

array of meaning.  

Here we can start to grasp the power of the character. Instead of presenting a word 

for a supposed concept which Saussure explains as a constructed lense for reality, 

Characters describe. They speak in metaphor allowing more understanding of 

concept.  

Derrida (1976) presents Pound (1936) as the first to view Chinese and Japanese 

writing in this way, free of the entrenched logocentric tradition. Pound, a poet, 

understood the importance of linguistics supporting our reality: 

‘But the primitive metaphors do not spring from the arbitrary subjective processes. 

They are possible only because they follow objective lines of relations in nature 

herself. Relations are more real and more important than the things that they relate.’ 

(Pound, 1936, p.22) 

As Peirce describes index as the most powerful sign by existing through immediate 

cause and effect, metaphor comes a close second in its non-arbitrary relationality.  

Kanji’s visual ability to highlight these connections is truly what makes them an art 

form. 

‘Our ancestors built the accumulations of metaphor into structures of language and 

into systems of thought. Languages today are thin and cold because we think less 
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and less into them…we are content to accept the vulgar misuse of the moment’ 

(Pound 1936, p.24) 

A fascinating and fitting thought, metaphor as the structure of language. Truly it is 

quite readily revealed in our tongue. In our absence of experience, we forever 

question ‘what was it like?’. Is this dependency not also the joy of learning a new 

tongue: the experience of culturally fresh metaphor, societies relationships 

permeated throughout linguistics? 

‘I believe the Chinese written…has been able to retain its original creative poetry 

with far more vigour and vividness than any phonetic tongue’ (Pound, 1936,p.24)  

Many beautiful examples of such exist throughout Japanese literature. Makoto 

Fujimura quoting aesthetic philosopher Tomonobu Imamachi (2016, p.65-66) 

examples the deeper way meaning can be given to the Chinese character:  

 

(The ideograph for sheep is taken to mean sacrifice) 

善＝羊＋口   goodness = sheep + box 

義＝羊＋我   righteous = sheep + self 

美＝羊＋大   beauty  = sheep + great 

Figure 20 

 

 

Please refer to figure 20 in understanding the following 

 

‘In comparing beauty and goodness I consider beauty to be more 

transcendent than the two. … To be good, it is only necessary to fulfil pre-

determined sacrifice. The ideogram for ‘righteousness’ ...means to carry the 
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sacrifice yourself. But the ideogram for ‘beauty’... connotes a greater sacrifice, 

a sacrifice that cannot be boxed in by rituals or self’.  

 

It is clear to me, whether pictographic or not, Chinese characters will never escape 

their wider signifying powers. This is exactly what Derrida and pound suggest as 

they label it a superior medium for the arts.  

Thus, we are lead into the ‘creative poetry of the past’ as Saussure enforces the 

grounding of an arbitrary writing system. Due to viewing all signifiers as arbitrary, 

Chandler (2017) explains signs must derive some naturally infused meaning or the 

language would itself become obsolete.  

Saussure introduces the concept of ‘relative motivation’. He declares ‘Language is a 

legacy of the past’ (chandler 2017,p.27). Its signification becomes infused by the 

historical communal use.  

‘it is because the sign is arbitrary that the only law it follows is that of tradition, and 

because it is based on tradition, it is arbitrary’ (chandler 2017, p.27).  

Chinese characters are reflections of a 5000 year history of communities imposed 

meaning on relatively motivated symbol.  granted, all languages have this history but 

do not show this in such a graphically clear way.  

Due to the morphology already discussed, and radical system of chapter 1, Chinese 

characters maintain the original ideas behind their formation. They maintain folk tales 

of the historical way of life.  
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One such example are the many characters containing the radical 貝 (shellfish). In 

Chinese history ‘(2100 B.C.) the Cypraea shell used as money’ (Fazzioli 1986,P.177)  

and consequently characters such as buy 買 and lend 貸 contain this radical. 

Fazziolis book provides the history of these 214 radical systems histories.  

Figure 21 

 

This kind of historical record in radicals when combined to form characters provides 

a semantic link, this could be done with- any character at random and form a 

relationship. Even if the character is a phonetic compound with no intended original 

semantic determination.  

 

A relational image 

Saussure’s linguistic approach, external to reality, removes the need for ‘natural’ 

signs and ‘resemblance’, instead, invoking a need for a conceptual image.  

One form of calligraphic painting that examples the conceptual proficiency of Kanji 

opposed to the appellation of logocentric text (Derrida 1976), is known as 大文書  

(Big character calligraphy).  
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Figure 22 is the character 炎 literally translating as ‘flame’ but also meaning and 

referring to the concepts ‘intensity, passion, inflammation’. 炎 is also used as a 

morpheme in many other related words.  

 

 Figure 22 

This concept in language cannot be captured in one word. word, supposed to be 

specific, can never actually be. However, concepts can be captured in one 

ideographically and relationally used character. 

We must also consider that a culture who has grown up experiencing characters 

used in this way, with a language of high intralinguistic value, would be accustomed 

to imagining reality in these conceptual categories. It is therefore not ‘mythical’ to 

imagine characters as ideographic. Especially when used as calligraphy.  

 

Furthermore, within 大文書 Systemic meaning is naturally seen, not only in the 

Japanese language as a whole but, within the Chinese character itself.   
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‘A single term could be applied to everything and differentiate nothing; it requires at 

least one other term to give it definition’ (Chandler quoting sterok p.21). Kanji can 

exist independently because characters are made up of many radicals which 

themselves have meaning. One word in English cannot exist alone as its internal 

structure of letters are only signifying phonemes, not morphemes.  There is 

conversation within one Kanji. They exist alone because they don’t exist alone, they 

coexist with internal metaphor.  

 

婚=女+氏+日 

Marriage = woman + family + sun (day) 

Figure 23 

 

Hammond 2017 provides a fascinating example of the autonomous value within a 

character. ‘The Chinese Character Simplification Programme of 1955–1957 …in the 

People’s Republic of China, not only degraded the aesthetic properties of the 

Chinese written character, but also hindered literacy by means of a haphazard 

formal reduction of the number of strokes’. Hammond, 2017,p.1 

 

Stroke reduction eliminated the ideographic value of the 214 radicals within a 

character showing the vitality of their (and stroke amounts) relationship in 

recognition. 

One of Mitchel’s (1987) and Goodman’s (1969) indicators of an image is what 

Mitchel calls ‘super dense’ or Goodman calls a ‘replete symbol’ 

‘in that relatively more properties of the symbol are taken into account’… ‘ The 

image is syntactically and semantically dense in that no mark may be isolated 

as a unique, distinctive character ( like a letter of an alphabet)… its meaning 
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depends rather on its relations with all the other marks in a dense, continuous 

field.’ (Mitchel 1987 discussing Goodman p.67) 

Now, this is less visible within computer generated type of today’s kanji, however, 

characters operate in this way through their handwritten stroke system. Unlike the 

English alphabet where a letter can be created with one pen movement, kanji are 

made up of officially taught independent strokes which are meaningless without 

relationship. See figure 24,25.  

 

Figure 24 
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 Figure 25 

 

 

In particular, strokes are the foundation of single character calligraphy which 

exaggerate these movements to enhance the syntactical graphic quality. Figure 26 is 

the character 音 sound, which, although looks illegible to the untrained eye, is 

obviously discernible through its standardised stroke order. In ‘replete symbol’ 

theory, Handwritten kanji are painted with qualities of image, not word. 
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Figure 26 

 

Much avantgarde calligraphy does example the illegibility of the character which 

further exaggerates Goodman’s point. The essence behind image is the relational 

quality between graphic stimuli.  

Chandler (2017) explains the human condition cannot help but create signifying 

relationships through everything in reality.  More points of reference within an image 

are sparks to light our relational cognition.  

Even if Chinese characters are not linguistically ideographical mediums of precise 

terminology, the Japanese language is structured in such away where it is apt for 

ideographic communication. 

This becomes more paramount as we look at the implementation of writing 

throughout Japanese history. 
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The printing press never found joy in Japan due to the complexity of the language; 

reproductions of texts where either hand copied, or woodcarvings from handwritten 

calligraphy printed (Clayton 2019). This meant that moveable metal type printing only 

became established within the nineteenth century. Every text had more ‘density’ than 

printing and throughout its history, writing could only be viewed with syntactical 

qualities. 

Figure 27 

 

Clayton describes the introduction of the typewriter as a common fixture by the 

1930s, however, a selection of 5000+ Kanji refined productivity to 20 characters per 

minute.  
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 Figure 28 

 

Japanese writing has provided the necessary attributes to be viewed as word and 

image. Most importantly, a medium dense with metaphor and signification apt for the 

arts world.  

 

Occidentalism  

 

We have concluded kanji graphically link and refer meaning better than phonemes. 

They possess a visual bank of cultural knowledge and an innate internal syntax. 

However, the opposition to the ideographic nature seems unproportionate. 

Reminded again by Jensen (1970, P. 168 ) ideographs ‘reproduce the sense, not the 

sound’. Such a sense has surly been evidenced, a conventionally learnt sense of 

course, but a sense none the less. There is more to this argument than first meets 

the eye.  
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‘every attempt at a single universal definition of writing runs the risk of being either 

ad hoc or anachronistic, or informed by cultural bias’ (Coulmas, 1989 p.2) 

Maybe one reason detractors prioritise kanji as phonetic is because of an occidental 

bias. The wests definition of writing stems from a prioritising of speech. ‘It is because 

the voice, producer of the first symbols, has a relationship of essential and 

immediate proximity to the mind’ (Derrida 1976 p.11).  

Rogers (2005, p.4) states: ‘Pictures are not writing because they do not represent 

specific (linguistic) utterance’. On the contrary, just exampled was Single character 

calligraphy’s ability to retain specific utterance. Its isolation and replete exaggeration 

can only be viewed as image.  

What is important in this matter is how the Chinese and Japanese themselves view 

the nature of writing and its implementation.  

‘in my readings…I have yet to encounter a Chinese scholar who, born and brought 

up with a native mastery of the Chinese language, rejects…characters constitute a 

writing system that represent meaning…and graphic quality’(Gu 2014, P.712). 

This view is evident in Chinese art history where writing was viewed as an art form 

from the start of the common era (Clayton 2019). Gaur (1994) explains how 

calligraphy was and still is the most important of the ‘three perfections’ (painting, 

poetry, calligraphy).  

Furthermore Fu (1997, p.179) states, ‘Normally text preceded painting, so it wasn’t a 

question of writing “on” the painting but rather adding pictures to illustrate the words’. 

(Figure 29,30) 
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 Figure 29 
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 Figure 30 

 

'In the course of time the picture develops (into) pictorial art, independent of 

language (or) writing, in which signs, whether they retain their pictorial form or 

not, become ultimately secondary symbols for notions of linguistic value’ 

(Gelb 1952, p.13).  

What if in the script-based culture of Japan and China, this divergence never 

happened completely. That writing, although eventually becoming aligned with 

speech, is still viewed as fundamentally independent of it.  

Not simply ‘secondary symbols for notions of linguistic value’. 

I am not saying the script does not have phonetic qualities, nor that they cannot be 

used as priority; but it is the ability to separate itself from speech that the west never 
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could, that makes Chinese script ideographic. Occidental bias makes the definition of 

writing intrinsically linked to speech and therefore inseparable from phonetics. I 

believe Chinese characters exist as both speech signifiers and semantic concepts 

simultaneously. However, I also believe Kanji can exist as both independently 

therefore becoming ideographs .  
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Conclusion  

 

Through this investigation the predominant focus of graphic communicative form of 

the Japanese written language has been situated on the Chinese character. 

Throughout I considered disregarding Japanese in exclusivity of kanji, particularly 

the semantic/phonetic debate and the unique divides and disruptions it causes within 

word/image discourse. However, I feel the Japanese language encapsulates and 

examples both sides of the argument so perfectly I couldn’t redirect the thesis 

completely. 

I believe the key to their ideographic nature lies within the internal structure and 

relationship of pictographic radicals. These provide in abundance historic and 

culturally specific knowledge that paths a way for metaphorical poetics and 

conceptual meaning. Not only can they act linguistically, but when their semantic and 

replete qualities are implemented in calligraphy, they adopt ideographic and image 

status. They have the potential to be used entirely phonetically, entirely semantically, 

Or in simultaneity.   

The Japanese language development has experimented with and exampled the 

diversity of their signifying power and consequently maintained their ubiquity.  

This tasks wider repercussions of addressing the vast philosophical and theoretical 

discourses of, image/word, linguistics, semiology, history of writing, cultural bias and 

calligraphy was a mammoth task that hindsight would simplify.  

None the less, I feel many valuable points were addressed whilst many new avenues 

of exploration revealed. 

Although many are aware of Japanese as a complicated system, I was most 

surprised to learn the language developed in many respects for aesthetic purposes 

alone. The indigenous phonograms delicate fluidity and harmonious interchange with 

Chinese characters harmonizes the internal ability of the historically rich Kanji. 

In all my research, none of the specific debates over the nature of the Chinese 

character explored art theory or linguistic philosophy, only evolution, linguistic 

structure and usage of the character. I hope my approach of relating and linking 
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(aptly inspired by my research) has offered a fresh flavour and diversity to the 

discourse.  

A cultural philosophical contrast in east and west may mean further investigate with 

fidelity requires a native fluidity in the Japanese spoken and written language. 

Furthermore, a greater depth of native character usage and understanding. This I do 

hope to purse and achieve within the near future.  
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