Good morning everyone, my name is Yada Tsutomu; I work at Osaka
University researching the history of the Japanese writing system. I would
like to speak a little about the encoding of hentaigana as one of those
mvolved in selecting the characters to be encoded, as well as one of those who

eagerly anticipate the realization of this encoding.

Hiragana were created in the mid-9th century in Japan, and have continued
to be one of the main components of the Japanese writing system for over one
thousand one hundred years until this day. Hiragana are in principle syllabic
characters. There are few examples of syllabic scripts used outside Japanese,
apart from some script like Linear B and Nushu, though Japanese features

two types of syllabic scripts—hiragana and katakana.

With syllabic letters, as a type of phonographic script, it would be logical for
each syllable to be represented by one letter only. However in reality, this
logical, rational relationship had been in effect for the syllabic scripts in the
Japanese writing system for only one hundred years. For over a thousand
years, Japanese people have been using several different letters to represent
the same sound. (Slide 1) As you can see in this slide, the term hiragana in
its original sense includes all variant letters, which are called hentaigana.
(Slide 2) This slide shows an example of a Japanese text written in the Heian
period. The letters that are marked in the slide all represent the sound “ka”;
you can see that in this slide alone there are four different ways to represent

the same syllable.

This can seem odd to the modern reader. I myself am also often asked why
Japanese people continued such bothersome practices for so long. Strictly
speaking, there is not enough evidence to answer this question without
drawing from ones own imagination, though I would like to give a possible
explanation about the mentality of Japanese people of the time and the root

of such writing conventions.

Before the invention of hiragana and katakana, Japanese people used Hanzi



imported from China. As you all know, logographic Hanzi are vast in number,
and you could say that there is no real end to the study of Hanzi. This can
seem like a troubling idea, but if we look at things from a different

perspective we might be able to find some sort of enjoyment in it all.

For example, Marty Friedman, a famous rock musician currently living in
Japan, commented in a Japanese television program that the endless nature
of the study of Japanese writing is fun. Here, Mr Friedman is pointing out
the joy of having something that someone can continue to work at and

improve their ability for the whole of their life.

When writing Japanese using Hanzi, several different characters can be
used for the same word. Seeing that Japanese people accepted this diverse
nature of Hanzi, in some ways it 1s natural to assume that they would accept
a diverse style of writing in kana as well, or even that they would value the

ability to write in a diverse manner.

In a time when there was no need to learn how to use a computer, or to learn
languages like English, French or German, Japanese people looked at an

individual’s proficiency at writing in a diverse manner as a mark of culture.

However, on the other hand, humans are rational creatures. For example, in
the case of hiragana, it appears that there was a desire at the time to utilize
the diversity of hentaigana in order to convey information (Slide 3). As a
result of this, there arose a trend where certain hentaigana were used for
certain words, facilitating the recognition of those words in a string of letters,
or using certain hentaigana for the start of words, the end of words or for
particles, giving the usage of hentaigana a function similar to punctuation.
Modern rules for Japanese punctuation were only established in the Meiji

era, so this usage of hentaigana helped readers to correctly read texts.

The introduction of European printing press techniques into Japan brought

with them a new way of seeing letters from a rational perspective—as a



result, the number of hentaigana used in general society sharply decreased
after the latter half of the Meiji period. However, as I mentioned before,
hentaigana have been used for over one thousand years—a significant span
considering that one thousand one hundred years have passed since the
birth of hiragana. However, today, when transcribing past texts into a digital
format, we have no choice but to replace all hentaigana with the currently
used hiragana letter of the same sound value. This replacement not only
ignores the mindset of the original writer who would value a varied use of
hiragana, but even leads to remove important linguistic information lying

within the text.

Writing is fundamentally a tool wused to pass on all human
endeavours—knowledge, ideas, or feelings—from one generation to the next.
It 1s vital to include hentaigana in encoding standards to prevent a part of

Japanese culture from being lost in the digitization of Japanese writing.

I would like to offer my opinion as a researcher of linguistics. As was written
in the proposal, one of the main goals for the inclusion of hentaigana in
encoding standards was for them to be displayed correctly in electronic
documents for governmental use, but the inclusion of hentaigana in encoding
will also bring great benefit to linguistic research as well as any field of

research that deals with past texts written in Japanese.

Researchers of the history of the Japanese writing system are required to
display hentaigana when publishing their research results. However,
without any encoding standards at present, researchers are forced to
incorporate inline images in their work, (Slide 4) often resulting in an ugly

appearance as you can see in this slide.

This slide shows an issue in the publishing of results, but there are also

problems in methodology for researchers of the Japanese writing system.

Japanese linguistic research, along with research on other languages, is



moving from an age where individual researchers searched for linguistic
evidence by hand to an age where digital texts and large-scale corpora are
used to find linguistic evidence on a broader scale and with increased
precision. In this transition to digital, it is the researchers of the history of
the writing system that are currently excluded from the benefits of new
research methods. This is because, as you understand, there is currently no
way of digitizing a text whilst preserving its original usage of hentaigana.
When researching the history of the Japanese writing system, there is no
option other than to use the old method of checking manuscripts or
photographs by hand for linguistic trends. If hentaigana were to be included
into encoding standards, and digital texts indicating the original texts' use of
hentaigana were to be shared among researchers, we could say that the

foundations for this field of research will progress dramatically.

Also, seeing that hentaigana were used to some extent to convey linguistic
information as I mentioned earlier, it is possible that new discoveries may be
made in research on Japanese grammar which may have been overlooked
previously. It goes without saying the impact this could have on study of

literature, history, or any other field that investigates such texts.

For these reasons, I strongly desire the inclusion of standardized code points
for hentaigana. I kindly request your consideration—thank you very much

for listening.
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Syllables Katakana Hirag?na

Current style Henta‘\igana

[a] 7 BB s
[ka] 77 MPv o H F
[sa] H S T ek
[ta] X S5 8
[na] PN~ N N
[ha] /\ T L 2
[ma] ~ X P & B
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