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A Classification of Japanese Graphs

Takahiro FUKUMORI

This paper first discusses the graphic nature of the writing in general (Sec-
tion 1), and reexamines the graphic units and the criteria for classifying the
world’s writing systems that Fukumori & Ikeda (2002) introduced (Section 2
and 3 respectively). Based on these theoretical assumptions, it classifies var-
ious jisetsu (“‘graph,” or the basic graphic unit in general graphology) used to
represent the Japanese language (Section 4).

Japanese jisetsu types: Fukumori & Ikeda (2002) classified writing systems
in the following format: language-shiki unit-gata (genealogy-)shape-kei writ-
ing. The suffix -shiki specifies the language a writing system represents. The
suffix -gata indicates types of the linguistic unit(s) a writing system designates.
The suffix -kei classifies the graphic shapes used in a writing system and their
genetic relationship to other writing systems.

While Hiragana (Japanese-shiki syllabic-gata Hiragana-kei writing) and Ka-
takana (Japanese-shiki syllabic-gata Katakana-kei writing) are obviously syl-
labic-gata, and Roman alphabet (Japanese-shiki segmental-gata Latin-kei writ-
ing), segmental-gata, the following can be classified as logographic-syllabic-
gata: Japanese Kanji (Japanese-shiki logographic-syllabic-gata Kanji-kei writ-
ing), Arabic numerals (Japanese-shiki logographic-syllabic-gata Arabic nu-
merals-kei writing), Latin alphabet (Japanese-shiki logographic-segmental-gata
Latin-kei writing), Greek alphabet (Japanese-shiki logographic-segmental-gata
Greek-kei writing) and Emoji “pictograph” (Japanese-shiki logographic-seg-
mental-gata E (“picture”)-kei writing).

Criteria for classifying Japanese jisetsu: Four criteria have been used in this
paper, viz. structure, position, degree of independence and phonetic values.
Jisetsu structure can be a vowel, a consonant, a syllable, a prosodic element
such as vocalic length, or a combination of them. As for position, whether a
Jisetsu can occur at the beginning of a word (initial) or not (non-initial) has

been examined. Degree of independence has been measured as follows. For a
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phonogram, a jisetsu which represents a syllable by itself was given the highest
grade; that which represents a mora by itself, the second highest grade; and that
which represents neither a syllable nor a mora by itself, the lowest grade. For a
logogram, whether a jisetsu can designate a word by itself (high) or not (low)
has been examined. Phonetic values of a phonogram can be fixed, dependent
on the preceding and/or following jisetsu, or none. Those of a logogram can
be fixed or dependent on the preceding and/or following jisetsu.

Some examples (S = structure, I = degree of independence, Po = position,

Ph = phonetic value):

Hiragana 00 (large ‘a’) S: vowel, syllable; I: highest; Po: initial;
Ph: fixed

Hiragana [ (small ‘a’) S: vowel, syllable; I: lowest; Po: non-initial;
Ph: fixed

Hiragana 0 (small ‘tsu’) S: consonant; I: second highest; Po: non-

initial; Ph: dependent on the following
Jisetsu
Hiragana O (large ‘ka’) S: syllable; I highest; Po: initial; Ph: fixed
Roman alphabet “k” S: consonant; I: lowest; Po: initial; Ph: fixed
Japanese Kanji, on-reading S: syllable(s); I: high; Po: initial; Ph: fixed
Japanese Kanji, kun-reading  S: syllable(s); I: low; Po: initial; Ph: fixed
with ‘okurigana’ (a phonetic

complement)

ICG01649@nifty.com



