General considerations
Hypotheses of genetic affiliation
Japanese is the only major language whose genetic affiliation is not known. The hypothesis relating Japanese to Korean remains the strongest, but other hypotheses also have been advanced. Some attempt to relate Japanese to the language groups of South Asia such as the Austronesian, the Austroasiatic, and the Tibeto-Burman family of the Sino-Tibetan languages. Beginning in the second half of the 20th century, efforts were focused more on the origins of the Japanese language than on its genetic affiliation per se; specifically, linguists attempted to reconcile some conflicting linguistic traits.
An increasingly popular theory along that line posits that the mixed nature of Japanese results from its Austronesian lexical substratum and the Altaic grammatical superstratum. According to one version of that hypothesis, a language of southern origin with a phonological system like those of Austronesian languages was spoken in Japan during the prehistoric Jōmon era (c. 10,500 to c. 300 bce). As the Yayoi culture was introduced to Japan from the Asian continent about 300 bce, a language of southern Korea began to spread eastward from the southern island of Kyushu along with that culture, which also introduced to Japan iron and bronze implements and the cultivation of rice. Because the migration from Korea did not take place on a large scale, the new language did not eradicate certain older lexical items, though it was able to change the grammatical structure of the existing language. Thus, that theory maintains, Japanese must be said to be genetically related to Korean (and perhaps ultimately to Altaic languages), though it contains Austronesian lexical residues. The Altaic theory, however, is not widely accepted.
Dialects
The country’s geography, characterized by high mountain peaks and deep valleys as well as by small isolated islands, has fostered the development of various dialects throughout the archipelago. Different dialects are often mutually unintelligible; the speakers of the Kagoshima dialect of Kyushu are not understood by the majority of the people of the main island of Honshu. Likewise, northern dialect speakers from such places as Aomori and Akita are not understood by most people in metropolitan Tokyo or anywhere in western Japan. Japanese dialectologists agree that a major dialect boundary separates Okinawan dialects of the Ryukyu Islands from the rest of the mainland dialects. The latter are then divided into either three groups—Eastern, Western, and Kyushu dialects—or simply Eastern and Western dialects, the latter including the Kyushu group. Linguistic unification has been achieved by the spread of the kyōtsū-go “common language,” which is based on the Tokyo dialect. A standardized written language has been a feature of compulsory education, which started in 1886. Modern mobility and mass media also have helped to level dialectal differences and have had a strong effect on the accelerated rate of the loss of local dialects.
Literary history
Written records of Japanese date to the 8th century, the oldest among them being the Kojiki (712; “Records of Ancient Matters”). If the history of the language were to be split in two, the division would fall somewhere between the 12th and 16th centuries, when the language shed most of its Old Japanese characteristics and acquired those of the modern language. It is common, however, to divide the 1,200-year history into four or five periods; Old Japanese (up to the 8th century), Late Old Japanese (9th–11th century), Middle Japanese (12th–16th century), Early Modern Japanese (17th–18th century), and Modern Japanese (19th century to the present).
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Different dialects exist across Japan. Japan is a very old country and some of these dialects have been separated from others for centuries. Like the rest of the world, the advent of TV has standardized the language for the most part, but these dialects still exist and if you travel around Japan, you’ll come face to face with them.
Major Japanese dialects
Kanto-ben
Kanto-ben (関東弁 – Kanto dialect) is the Tokyo dialect, which is generally considered to be standard Japanese, although not technically so (ben means dialect). It’s called standard largely because Tokyo is where much of Japan’s mass culture is produced, being the hub of television, radio and so on.
Kanto-ben tends to be flat without much intonation. Among speech characteristics of Kanto dialect, there’s the sa interjection interspersed throughout sentences, the -be and -ppe ending which also appears in Tohoku dialect, the change from –te iru to –tenno, and jyan at the end of sentences, which is a shortening of janai. If you’re studying Japanese, what you’re probably learning is Kanto-ben.


Kansai-ben
The second major dialect of Japan is Kansai-ben (関西弁), which is spoken in Osaka and Kyoto and throughout the south-western area of Honshu. Technically, Kansai-ben is a group of dialects that fall under the Kinki hougen (近畿方言 – Kinki dialect). There is a love-hate relationship between Kansai and Kanto speakers, the latter feeling like the former are charming, funny, obnoxious or gangster-ish, depending on the person.
Kansai-ben is spoken faster and has much more intonation. It’s most noticeable feature is the change from the negative ending –nai to –hen. Sentence endings are different, with na replacing ne and de replacing da (shortening of desu). Ii (良い – good) becomes ee (ええ – pronounced “eh”) and there are a whole host of unique words like okini (おおきに – thank you), honma (ほんま – really?) and akan (あかん – no good, like Kanto’s dame).
Tohoku-ben
To Kanto-ben and Kansai-ben speakers, Tohoku-ben (東北弁) seems like slow, country speech. It’s called zuu zuu ben because of the mumbly way Tohoku speakers talk and jokes are made about how it’s too cold up there to open your mouth. When Tohoku-ben speakers appear on TV, there are subtitles.
There are several phonetic differences between Tohoku-ben and Kanto-ben. The particle ga often becomes nasalized to nga, which is also not uncommon among Kanto speakers. Some stops become nasalized, such as ku becoming gu. Iku (行く – go) might sound like igu, and so on. I’ve heard (although never heard it myself directly) that Tohoku speakers use ora for the standard ore (俺 – I, used by men) and that it is used by women as well. Tohoku speakers also use sa relentlessly, sometimes substituting it for the particles e (へ) or ni (に).
Kyushu-ben
Kyushu is the southern and westernmost island of Japan and some of its dialects are totally unintelligible to other Japanese speakers. In addition to changes in vocabulary, Kyushu-ben has some differences in how some of the vowels are pronounced. The –i at the end of adjectives changes to –ka (for example, samuka rather than samui means cold) and a whole host of different words are used such as batten instead of dakedo (だけど – but), yokka instead of so desu ne (そうですね – I see) and sukan instead of suki ja nai (すきじゃない – don’t like).
In Northern Kyushu, you’ll also notice the change from を to ば and from the progressive tense ～ている to ～よっと, leading to sentences such as 今なんばしよっと？ (今何をしている？) and リンゴば食べよっと (リンゴを食べている), practically incomprehensible if you are unfamiliar with the dialect.
Last but not least, the southern edge of Kyushu is home to the Kagoshima-ben group of dialects, also known as Satsugū. Although they share over three-quarters of the Standard Japanese vocabulary, the dialects are mutually unintelligible to even the neighbouring Kyushu variants, and there are many stories of natives of other regions mistaking Kagoshima-ben speakers for foreign tourists.
There are many more dialects found throughout Japan and even some tiny localities have their own distinct speech patterns. The variation makes it fun to travel around Japan but also a bit confusing.
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On a journey through Japan, perhaps from Osaka to Tokyo, you will hear dialects which differ substantially from Standard Japanese – as well as from each other.
When you’re doing business in Japan, this is a vital factor to consider. Because, despite what many foreigners might imagine, there is a great deal of linguistic variety in the Land of the Rising Sun.
In order to succeed in creating marketing that effectively targets a specific local audience, or in sealing the deal with your potential local Japanese partner, you need to at least be aware of Japanese dialects. Specifically, you need to know which are spoken in the part of the country in which you will be trading.
In this article, we’ll study the importance of dialect in Japanese translations. We’ll have a particular focus on how this will affect you if you’re looking to expand your foreign business to Japan.
Japan – dialect development and understanding the differences
Japan consists of over six thousand islands. These, as well as the numerous mountains in Japan, act as natural boundaries to the spread of language. The country also experienced periods of isolation from the outside world – in addition to several different internal regions which isolated themselves during various periods.
It follows then that there are many Japanese dialects. They tend to differ in:
• Vocabulary
• Inflections
• Pitch accents
• Use of the ga and wa particles
• Some even differ in the way they use consonants and vowels
These dialects are not usually islands in either the literal or the figurative sense. The areas where different dialects meet are fluid and overlapping.
For instance, one of the main generally-held distinctions is between eastern and western Japanese dialects. But even this distinction doesn’t precisely follow the line which is usually drawn to represent it on a map. Especially on the eastern side of this line, there are several regions which have features common to both “western” and “eastern” dialects.
This has, however, made the total number of Japanese dialects hard to define… We can help you with translation and interpreting from and into any Japanese dialect. Read here. 
How many Japanese dialects are there?
Map of Japanese dialects 
Some people say there as many Japanese dialects as there are prefectures (that’s forty-seven). Others say sixteen.
Leading Japanese linguists down the years have created various methods of classification:
1. Misao Tōjō claimed there were three groups – Eastern, Western and Kyushu.
2. Mitsuo Okumura likewise based his analysis on the east-west split. He classified the Kyushu dialects as a subclass of Western Japanese.
3. Haruhiko Kindaichi went for a circular grouping of inside, middle and outside following lines of conjugation, accent and phoneme usage.
But really, these days there are perhaps seven major dialects of the Japanese language you need to be aware of:
Hakata Ben (博多弁/はかたべん) one of the Fukuoka Dialects 福岡弁 (ふくおかべん)
Hakata-ben is the dialect of the city of Fukuoka and the surrounding regions. It is perhaps the archetypal dialect of the Kyushu region.
There are a number of other dialects in Kyushu too. These vary to a greater and lesser degree from this popularly spoken one.
Osaka Ben (大阪弁/おおさかべん), one of the Kansai dialects (関西弁/かんさいべん)
Osaka-ben and Kansai-ben are very similar. The vast majority of people in the Kansai region will speak one of these. They might also speak Kyoto-Ben or another local dialect rather than Standard Japanese.
Many people say that dialects local to this region sound slightly more musical than the standard dialect but with occasional rougher edges. A common feature of this dialect is the lack of particle use.
Kyoto Ben(京都弁/きょうとべん), one of the Kansai dialects (関西弁/かんさいべん)
Kyoto-ben is the historical dialect of Kyoto, once the capital city of Japan. Many speakers of this dialect are proud of this cultural history and it is sometimes perceived as a dignified dialect. Others have commented that it is more feminine than other dialects. This might be because of its historical links with Geisha culture.
Kyoto-ben and Osaka-ben are sometimes collectively referred to as Kamigata dialect (上方言葉/かみがたことば, 上方語/かみがたご).
Hiroshima Ben (広島弁/ひろしまべん)
The Chugoku region is home to Hiroshima-ben, a dialect made famous in large part by a famous film of the 1970s called “The Yakuza”. In the movie, all of the gang members speak with this accent, leading to a certain amount of notoriety for the region – one not really based on any kind of fact!
In the Eastern parts of Hiroshima prefecture, other dialects are spoken.
Nagoya Ben (名古屋弁/なごやべん)
Nagoya is the capital city of Aichi prefecture. Nagoya-ben is its most popularly spoken dialect. In the east of the prefecture, Mikawa-ben is also common.
The reasonably central positioning of Aichi prefecture gives its most commonly-spoken dialects the features of both Eastern and Western Japanese.
It’s not unlike the Standard Japanese of Tokyo in many ways, though some people have observed a somewhat feline pronunciation being exhibited by Nagoya-ben speakers.
Sendai Ben (仙台弁/せんだいべん), one of the Tohoku dialects (東北弁/とうほくべん)
Sendai, the capital city of Miyagi prefecture, is the place where Sendai-ben is most spoken. Most dialects of this region differ wildly from Standard Japanese – so much so that speakers may need subtitles to understand media from outside of the region.
Out of all the Tohoku dialects, Sendai-ben is often said to be the closest to the standard form.
Hokkaido Ben (北海道弁/ほっかいどうべん)
Hokkaido-ben is the pre-eminent dialect of the Hokkaido region and is also relatively similar to Standard Japanese. This may be because there weren’t really people on Hokkaido until relatively recently. The various groups who settled here brought their own dialects with them. Over time, they came together to form one communal one.
Attitude to dialects in Japan
These days, the ability to speak or understand a dialect outside of the common language is generally lauded in Japan. This particularly tends to be the case in larger urban areas, where most people will speak the common language.
This has not always been the case, however…
The development of Standard Japanese and Common Japanese
The history of the Japanese language and its dialects in the last century are tied to efforts by various Japanese governments to produce a universal tongue.
For the half century before World War II, the Japanese government tried to enforce the speaking of hyōjun-go, or Standard Japanese, which children were required to learn in school. This was in line with developments in other industrial countries around the world as well as being a continuation of the long-standing Genbun itchi language policy of Japanese unification which had lasted from 1868-1912.
In the post-war period, largely because of a collective desire to forget the attitudes of earlier times (the word hyōjun-go sounded harsh and official and carried implications of what has been called a “crusade against dialect”), the slightly gentler-sounding “kyōtsū-go” – Common Japanese – was introduced. This was an idea which has been linked to the democratisation of the country and the idea of decentralisation.
From the 1980s onwards, the term “hōgen no fukkō” was also coined – the “rehabilitation of dialects”.
The Standard Japanese dialect
Standard Japanese is largely, if not completely, based on the dialect of Tokyo, the country’s political, economic and cultural centre. The Greater Tokyo Area is the largest city in the world by population. Thirty percent of the Japanese population calls it home.
Its unfathomably large population – 35 million residents in all – makes for a similarly massive and, consequently, influential media presence. Much of the area’s TV programming is broadcast throughout Japan, from Naha to Sapporo.
This wide reach has resulted in Tokyo’s slang being understood even in such places as Okinawa, Tohoku (Japan’s northeast) and Kagoshima (the furthest southern point of the main four islands). This is quite noteworthy, as although the local speech of each of these areas is an officially designated Japanese dialect, they once differed to such a degree that a Tokyo native would not be able to comprehend even basic conversations without previous study or experience living there.
These days, with so much media and communication emanating from Tokyo, the speech of people living in many different areas is becoming more similar to Standard Japanese than it has ever been before.
Regional generalisations in Japanese media
But that does not mean that you will find a single homogenous standard dialect across all Japanese media.
In fact, regional variations and generalisations are common. The ways the people of each area are portrayed can differ significantly too:
Tokyo – the neutral
As the country’s de facto centre, Tokyo is often the default location for dramas, comedy and anime alike. Because of this, a character being from the city doesn’t generally indicate much of anything
Kansai
Contrast this with the cities of Kansai. The most commonly portrayed is Osaka, the most populated in the region and second largest outside the Tokyo area. Its people are known for their warmth, sense of humour and how talkative they are.
In contrast with more “neutral” Tokyo characters, Osakans in media are often louder, funnier and just more outlandish in general.
Kansai is known for its great presence in Manzai, a popular form of Japanese stand-up comedy featuring a straight man and a more animated or foolish counterpart. The area’s relative size and cultural importance (Kyoto was formerly the country’s capital) also helps the spread of its media and culture.
Kyushu
The people of Kyushu (the region containing the city of Fukuoka), on the other hand, are often portrayed as passionate and hot-headed as well as tending to follow more traditional gender roles.
Having a character use the local dialect obviously designates them as coming from the region and is a commonly used way of emphasizing that a character has a rather forceful personality.
Eastern Japanese dialects are blue, Western Japanese tan. Green dialects have both Eastern and Western features. Kyushu dialects are orange; southern Kyushu is quite distinctive.** 
“Rural” Japan
Similarly, Tohoku, Hiroshima and Sapporo dialects are used to represent “rural” Japanese – the kind farmer, the traditional parents and so on – or simply a person who is not from one of the main areas.
Characters who speak in a Hiroshima dialect sometimes do so to give the impression they’re involved in the Yakuza, the Japanese Mafia. This is because of the aforementioned movie which popularised the accent being used in this way.
Exceptions to the rules
There are countless exceptions to these trends and Japanese media is by no means a world of tropes. Still, understanding these generalisations and the way that they are used provides for another way of comprehending the country and its language. It also gives some insight into the fascinating differences between Japan’s regions and how they view one another.
If you’re in the country for business, this is the sort of information which can make a huge difference. Whether it’s in the translator or interpreter you hire, the way you’re going to couch your marketing in different regions or the way you’ll approach a conference or business meeting.
Are Japanese dialects mutually intelligible?
Unlike many other languages, including English, the variation in the pronunciation of vowels and consonants themselves is generally negligible between the different Japanese dialects.
Still, local vocabulary and grammatical constructions can lead to a wildly different spoken language and, at first glance, it can seem impenetrable to a non-native speaker.
From a business standpoint, this means that it is vital to do your due diligence when it comes to checking which dialect will be most suitable for the region you are targeting.
Choosing the right variant for your business
Though talk of media generalisations can sometimes be amusing, communicating ineffectively in a professional situation is obviously anything but.
Small changes in understanding can make all the difference. For example:
In Tokyo and Kansai, the words baka (ばか) and aho (あほ) both mean fool or idiot. However, in Tokyo, baka is used to tease or chastise someone lightly and, if used appropriately, will not cause offence. Aho, on the other hand, is a genuine insult and is not to be used lightly.
In Kansai, the situation is the exact opposite.
The potential for this general kind of misunderstanding makes it vital that you consider the importance of dialect when you’re doing business anywhere in Japan. Otherwise, you might risk being branded something of a baka yourself.
Do you need to know more about which Japanese dialect is best for the region you’re targeting? Comment below or contact us directly for some free advice on doing business in Japan.
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