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Due to the historical accident that the Japanese decided to absorb Chinese culture and adopt Chinese characters as a means to 
represent their language, colloquial speech and the written language took different paths of development, though some genres of 
writing were much closer to the colloquial speech of the time than others. The divergence between the colloquial form and the 
written form originates in the development of the written style called Sinico-Japanese (or kanbun) tradition. Sinico-Japanese 
developed as a response to the desire to write Japanese in Chinese characters and in Chinese syntax! Such a desire was strongly 
felt during the Heian period (800- 1186), when the influence of Chinese culture was at its peak. Much as Latin was cherished in the 
medieval world of scholarship in the West, Chinese letters were both a symbol of learning and a means of recording official matters. 
However, as Japanese and Chinese happened to be radically different in syntax, writing Japanese in Chinese and reading the 
resulting texts in the Japanese style involved a number of complications. Writing was perhaps more like translating Japanese 
sentences into Chinese, but reading the resulting text as a Japanese text required not only inversion in word order but also the 
supplying of inflectional endings and particles that were foreign to the Chinese language. It is from this cumbersome way of writing 
Japanese that the tradition of Sinico-Japanese has developed. Due to the imperfect learning of Chinese by the early practitioners 
and subsequent internal developments, Sinico-Japanese is neither pure Chinese nor Japanese, and thus neither Chinese nor 
Japanese are able to read Sinico-Japanese texts without special training. 

Another literary tradition developed with the invention of the kana syllabary around the tenth century, and the language of this 
tradition, as represented by the language found in the Genji monogatari (The Tale of Genji), is believed to have been much closer 
to the colloquial speech of the time. However, official writing was carried out within the Sinico-Japanese tradition, and a few distinct 
writing styles that developed within this tradition were maintained in the written language until the late nineteenth century, when 
a movement for matching speech and writing (gen-bun itti) was started by literary men. 

Today, colloquial speech and the written language are much closer than they once were, but as in most languages, the colloquial 
language and the written language show different characteristics, and perhaps even more so in Japanese than in English and other 
European languages. A major factor responsible for the differences between speech and the written language is formality. Writing 
in many cultures is a formal enterprise, and in Japanese culture, it is felt so even more strongly. Thus, many of the linguistic 
features associated with the informal setting of communication disappear in the written form, and those associated with formal 
environments are the hallmark of the written language. Based on this observation, one can envision a speech-writing continuum 
along the formality parameter. Notwithstanding the possibility of writing with a high degree of colloquialism, formal speech is 
indeed much closer to the written language. 
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