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Education of “Kokugo” in modern Japan
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Following a political revolution known as Meiji Restoration in 1868, the new
government attempted to dismantle the traditional feudal regime and to turn Japan
into a unified, modern nation-state. They aimed to create a new social structure by
absorbing the advanced science and technology and political and social systems
of the Western countries. At the same time, some intellectual leaders argued the
need for a language reform by recognizing a complicated and disunited situation
of Japanese language at that time would be a serious burden and obstacle for
education in the schools. They insisted to disuse the difficult and larger number of
Kanji, and instead of that, to write Japanese in only kana or spell in romaji.

In 1900, for the first time, the government established a specialized
committee for the purpose of doing a thorough investigation into language
problems and suggesting a language policy for the minister of education. Central
points of issue were as follows; 1) setting up the upper limit of number of the
kanji using in the daily life, 2) deciding to use a particular kind of kana spelling,
either using the traditional kana orthography or adopting the new rules for kana
usage based on the phoneticism, 3) unifying the written style and spoken style of
Japanese language. Although the governmental committees presented more than
once reform plans, resistance and objection for the reforms were also deep-rooted
in Japanese society. Trial and error and controversy were prolonged for more than
forty years.

After the Second World War, Japan was occupied by the Allied Powers.
GHQ authority, as a part of the democratization policy of Japanese society,
recommended a language reform that particularly emphasized to adopt romaji to
write Japanese language. Under these pressures, Japan was forced to settle the
pending language reform within a short time. In November 1946, the government
made an official announcement of “a table of current kanji” and “the contemporary
usage of kana”. Furthermore, in 1948, GHQ required to do an extensive literacy
survey to evaluate the reading and writing abilities of Japanese people. The result
of the survey, on the contrary to predictions of American officials, verified a high
level of literacy ability among Japanese. And after this survey, a pressure from
GHQ on language reform has gradually reduced. Japan has proceeded to a new
stage of language reform based on the reports from the new language deliberative
council.



