Japanese Grammar Essentials Alec Campbell

Pronunciation

While not important for our project, pronunciation is worth mentioning briefly.

Except for A (which sounds like “n”), every sound in Japanese is composed of a consonant
sound followed by a vowel sound.

The vowels used are: “a”, ", “u”, “e”, or “0”.

The vowel pronunciations are:

“a” - pronounced “ah” as in “father”

“I” - pronounced “ee” as in “meet”

u” - pronounced “00” as in “soon”

e” - pronounced “eh” as in “pet’
“0” - pronounced “oh” as in “old”

The Scripts
Japanese has three main written scripts: Hiragana, Katakana, and Kaniji
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Hiragana is the primary phonetic writing system used to represent every sound in Japanese.
Hiragana is often used for grammatical purposes, such as particles. More details on those later.

Katakana represents the same sounds as Hiragana, but is primarily used to represent words
imported from other languages.
Ex. EZ® X ( bijinesu ) “Business”

Kaniji are Chinese characters adapted for use in Japanese. Each Kaniji character has its own
meaning. Kanji are used on their own to represent words and when combined with other Kanji
form more words. There are often many pronunciations for the same Kanji character.

Most words in written Japanese are written using Kanji (nouns, verbs, adjectives). There are no
spaces in Japanese so Kaniji is helpful in distinguishing between individual words in a sentence.
The beginning or “stem” of Japanese adjectives and verbs are almost always written using
Kanji. The Hiragana that follows the Kaniji is the part that conjugates.

Example:

Verb: &% ( miru) “to see”

The Hiragana 4 ( ru ) portion gets altered when the verb is conjugated.
The Kaniji portion & remains the same.

Unconjugated: &% ( miru ) "see”
Past tense conjugation: R 7= ( mita ) “saw”

Note: Japanese words are not required to contain Kanji. Colloquialisms, words with
extraordinarily complex/rare Kanji, and onomatopoeias are oftentimes written using Hiragana.
Hiragana is also often used for beginning Japanese students and children in place of Kanji they
don’t know.



General Grammar Rules

Sov
Japanese is an SOV language. The basic word order of a sentence is Subject - Object - Verb.

Japanese: S \'
& | EBA%, ( Watashi wa sushi o taberu. )

“ar ” “eat” Note: Pronunciations are indicated by italicization text inside of
parenthesis throughout this document.
English: S V
| eat

No Singular or Plural
Japanese grammar does not distinguish between singular and plural forms. Plurality is
expressed by adding a word that indicates quantity.

No Articles
Japanese does not use articles (“a”, “the”, etc.)

Example:
%4 (gakusei) can be translated to English as “student”, “students”, “a student”, “the student”,

“some students”, depending on the context.

Punctuation
Similar to an English period . Japanese sentences end with
Phrases can be separated with . the Japanese version of a comma.

Sentence Analysis

#. (watashi ) - pronoun - “I”, “me”

& ( haha ) - noun - “mother”

= ( shigoto ) - noun - “work”, “job”, “occupation”
17< (iku ) - verb - “to go”, “to move (towards)”

fTo7= (itta) - the past tense conjugation of 17<

Note: Vocabulary used in example sentences is highlighted in gray throughout this document.

FDBIEHEEIZ1T o1z, ( Watashi no haha wa shigoto ni itta. )

“My mother went to work.” Note: English translations are shown in quotation marks
throughout this document.

Japanese A 1)) 53 [y t= Iz To1=,

Pronunciation | Watashi | no haha wa shigoto ni itta.

English I -'s mother | Topic-particle work Locative-particle went




Particles

Particles are small words written in Hiragana that directly follow other words.
Particles are used to indicate the relationship of words within a sentence.
I% (wa ) - marks the topic of a sentence.

® ( no) - indicates possession, similar to apostrophe+s in English.

IZ ( ni) - indicates a place towards which something or someone moves.
¥ (ga ) - marks the subject of a sentence.

% ( 0) - marks the object of a sentence.

% (mo ) - works like “also” or “too” in English.

~ (e)- similar to IZ but emphasis on direction than arrival.

T ( de) - indicates the location of an action.

Example:
N0 B r=Ic To71=,
( Watashi no) ( haha wa ) ( shigoto ni’) (itta)
“‘My” “mother (topic)” “to work” “‘went”

State-of-being

Japanese does not have a verb for the state-of-being, like “to be” in English.

However, the Hiragana character 7= ( da ) (referred to in linguistics as a copula) can be attached
to a noun or na-adjective to declare what something is.

#h ( watashi ) - pronoun - “I”, “me”
I (wa) - particle - marks the topic of a sentence
224 ( gakusei) - noun - “student”

1= (da) - copula - “be”, “is”

Example:
FEXFEET, Note: The grammar an exampl nten intends to show will

( Watashi wa gakusei da. ) highlighted in yellow throughout this document.
‘I am a student.”

Past State-of-being

To say something “was”, attach =->7= ( dafta ) to the noun or na-adjective instead of 7= ( da).
#h ( watashi ) - pronoun - “I”, “me”
I& ( wa ) - particle - marks the topic of a sentence
24 ( gakusei) - noun - “student”

12o1= ( datta ) - past tense of 1= ( da)

Example:
FIIZEET=o1=, ( Watashi wa gakusei datta. )
‘| was a student.”



Adjectives

Adjectives modify and/or describe the noun that immediately follows it.
Japanese adjectives fall into two categories:
Adjectives ending with %% ( na ) are referred to as na-adjectives.
Adjectives ending with L\ (/) are referred to as i-adjectives.

Na-Adjective
Na-adjectives act essentially like nouns. Na-adjectives can function as a noun in a sentence, but
can also be used to modify a noun by adding a %% ( na ) between the na-adjective and the noun.

#L ( watashi ) - pronoun - “I”, “me”

® ( no) - particle - indicates possession, similar to apostrophe S in English
£ ( haha ) - noun - “mother”

I& ( wa ) - particle - marks the topic of a sentence

#H 1Y) ( shinsetsu ) - na-adjective - “kind”, “gentle”, “considerate”

A ( hito) - noun - “person”

1= (da) - copula - “be”, “is”

Example:
Na-adjective acting as a noun

FDOBIZEEN, ( Watashi no haha wa shinsetsu da. )
“My mother is kind.”

Na-adjective acting as an adjective
LDOBIIEYLE AT, ( Watashi no haha wa shinsetsu-na hito da. )

“My mother is a kind person.”

I-Adjective

I-adjectives always end with LN (/). I-adjectives are used to describe the word that directly
follows them. Unlike na-adjectives, nothing needs to be added between an i-adjective and the
noun it describes.

&L\ ( takai ) - i-adjective - “high”, “tall
EJL ( biru ) - noun - “building”

Example:
= U\E L ( takai biru)
“tall building.”



Past Na-Adjective

Past conjugation for a na-adjective is the same as nouns. Simply add 7=>7= ( datta ).
You do not add 7% ( na ) when modifying a noun with a past tense na-adjective.

£ (sakana ) - noun - “fish”

H (ga) - particle - marks the subject of a sentence
1¥Z ( suki ) - na-adjective - “liking”, “being fond of”
12o1= ( datta ) - past tense of 1= ( da )

A (hito) - noun - “person”

Example:
M 1FE4 N ( Sakana ga suki-na hito )

“Person that likes fish.”

M FE=o1= A\ ( Sakana ga suki-datta hito )
“Person that liked fish.”

Past I-Adjective
Replace the trailing L» (i) from the i-adjective with M >7= ( katta )

&L\ ( takai ) - i-adjective - “high”, “tall
EJL ( biru ) - noun - “building”

Example:
=M o71=E L ( Takakatta biru )

“Building that was tall”



Verbs

Japanese verbs end inan “u” sound. 3 (u)< (ku )3 (u)D (tsu)8 (nu)E (mu) s (ru)

Verb Classification
With very few exceptions, Japanese verbs fall into two categories.

Ichidan Verbs - also known as class-1 verbs and sometimes referred to as ru-verbs.
Ichidan Verbs always end with % ( ru)

Example:
B3 (miru) BR% (taberu) B5 (neru) #£E5 (okiru) &Z5 ( kangaeru)
“to see” “to eat” “to sleep” “to wake up” “to think (about)”

Godan Verbs - also known as class-5 verbs and sometimes referred to as u-verbs.
Godan Verbs end with the other “u sounds™ 5 (u )< (ku) 9 (su)D (tsu) & (nu) & (mu)
Godan Verbs can also end with % (ru)

Example:

£59 (hanasu) ZE<L (kaku) %< (oyogu) #%& (nomu) &S (asobu )
“to talk” “to write” “to swim” “to drink” “to play”
Esa (shinu) Y15 (kiru) BS (kau) #D (matsu)

“to die” “to cut” “to buy” “to wait”

Specialllrregular Verbs
The exceptions to normal verb classification are the verbs 9% ( suru ) “to do” and
3% ( kuru ) “to come”. These two verbs are referred to as irregular verbs or special class verbs.

Verb Conjugation
Conjugation rules for verbs in Japanese are possibly the most complex grammatical rules in the
language.

Past Tense for Ichidan Verbs (AKA. Class-1 Verbs/Ru-Verbs)
Conjugating Ichidan verbs is the easier of the two major verb categories.

1. Start with the unconjugated form of the verb (referred to as the dictionary form).
RB% (miru) B3 (taberu) 8% (neru) #E5 (okiru) &Z5 (kangaeru )

2. Remove the trailing Hiragana % ( ru ) (The trailing Hiragana after a word’s Kaniji
character(s) is referred to as %Y {R % ( okurigana ) “accompanying letters”)

L BN = e EA

3. Finally, add a Hiragana 7= ( ta)
Rt=- (mita) B~1= (tabeta) ¥Bi=(neta) #E1= (okita) & Z 1= ( kangaeta)



Past Tense for Godan Verbs (AKA. Class-5 Verbs/U-Verbs)

Conjugating Godan verbs from their dictionary form to past tense is more difficult because
Godan verbs are broken up into four additional categories. The four categories depend on the
last character of the verb.

Ending Non-Past (Dictionary Form) Add New Past Tense
Hiragana Godan Verb Hiragana Conjugation
(Okurigana)
9 (su) £%9 (hanasu ) L7z (nda) $EL 7= ( hanashita )
< (ku) < (kaku ) LMz (nda) £V (kaita)
< (gu) < (oyogu) LM E (nda) kU1 (oyoida )
& (mu) xd> (nomu) ATz (nda) B AT= (nonda)
A (bu) i S ((asobu ) ATz (nda) A TZ (asonda )
& (nu) St ( shinu) ATz (nda) SEATZ (shinda)
B (ru) Y15 (kiru) of= (tta) Yoz (kitta )
S(u) B (kau) of= (tta) Bz (katta)
D (tsu) %D (matsu) of= (tta) o1z (matta)

Past Tense for Special Verbs

We know 9% ( suru ) and k% ( kuru ) are exceptions to normal verb classification and
conjugation. But there is one other exception when it comes to past tense verb conjugation.
17< (iku ) “to go”, “to move (towards)”

17< (iku ) behaves like a regular Godan (class-5/u-verb) verb in all other conjugations except
the past tense. So it is included here.

Non-Past (Dictionary Form) Past Tense
95 (suru) L= ( shita)

k% (kuru ) = (kita)

17< (iku) 1To1= (itta)




Verb Clauses as Adjectives
Verb clauses in Japanese can be used like adjectives to modify nouns.

i ( sakana ) - noun - “fish”

% (0) - particle - marks the object of a sentence

B A% (taberu ) - Ichidan (class-1/ru-verb) verb - “to eat”

B - (tabeta) - the past tense conjugation of B X%

A (hito ) - noun - “person”

I& ( wa ) - particle - marks the topic of a sentence

£ = ( shigoto ) - noun - “work”, “job”, “occupation”

IZ ( ni) - particle - indicates a place towards which something or someone moves

17< (iku ) - Godan (class-5/u-verb) verb - “to go”, “to move (towards)”
iTo1= (itta) - the past tense conjugation of 17<

Example:
% B ~Jz ( Sakana o tabeta )

“Ate fish”

%R’ ~I1= A ( Sakana o tabeta hito )
“Person who ate fish”

BERBAI-AIEHEZEIZfT o1z, ( Sakana o tabeta hito wa, shigoto ni itta. )
“The person who ate fish went to work.”

“Nounify” Verbs and Adjectives

As well as indicating possession the @ ( no ) particle has another use. @ ( no ) can be used as
a noun stand-in, acting as a noun itself. Knowing that adjectives and verbs may modify nouns
we may instead use an adjective or verb with the generic noun @ ( no ) and “nounify” them.

=L\ (takai ) - i-adjective - “high”, “tall”

& (wa) - particle - marks the topic of a sentence

ML ( kawaii ) - i-adjective - “cute”, “adorable”

£ = ( shigoto ) - noun - “work”, “job”, “occupation”

IZ ( ni) - particle - indicates a place towards which something or someone moves
17< ( iku ) - Godan (class-5/u-verb) verb - “to go”, “to move (towards)”

% (0) - particle - marks the object of a sentence

=M% (wasureru ) - Ichidan (class-1/ru-verb) verb - “to forget”

Example:
BLDIE. LI, ( Takai no wa, kawaii. )
“The thing that is tall is cute.”

LDOBIEEEBICTLDEENT=, ( Watashi no haha wa shigoto ni iku no o wasureta. )
“My mom forgot to go to work.” (more literally: “My mom forgot the thing of going to work.”)
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