
writing a letter in japanese

writing a letter in japanese is a unique and culturally rich practice that
requires understanding both the language and the etiquette involved. Unlike
letter writing in English, Japanese correspondence often follows specific
formats and uses particular honorifics and expressions that convey respect
and politeness. Mastering the art of writing letters in Japanese can enhance
communication skills, deepen cultural appreciation, and facilitate personal
or professional relationships. This article explores the essential components
of writing a letter in Japanese, including the structure, common phrases, and
etiquette tips. Additionally, it covers different types of letters, such as
formal, informal, and business correspondence, providing practical guidance
for each. Whether for personal use or business purposes, understanding how to
write a letter in Japanese correctly ensures clarity and appropriateness. The
following sections provide a comprehensive guide on the topic.

Understanding the Structure of a Japanese Letter

Common Phrases and Expressions Used in Japanese Letters

Etiquette and Cultural Considerations in Japanese Letter Writing

Types of Letters in Japanese and Their Specific Features

Practical Tips for Writing Effective Japanese Letters

Understanding the Structure of a Japanese
Letter
The structure of a Japanese letter is distinct and follows a clear,
traditional format that reflects the language’s emphasis on formality and
respect. When writing a letter in Japanese, it is important to organize the
content in a way that aligns with cultural expectations. Typically, a
Japanese letter includes several key components: the seasonal greeting, the
recipient’s name and honorific, the main body, closing remarks, and the
sender’s information. Each section serves a specific purpose and helps to
convey the appropriate tone, whether formal or informal.

Seasonal Greetings and Opening Phrases
Seasonal greetings, known as aisatsu (挨拶), are often placed at the beginning
of the letter. These greetings acknowledge the time of year or the
recipient’s well-being and set a polite tone. For example, in spring, one



might write, “春暖の候、ますますご清栄のこととお喜び申し上げます” (Shundan no kō, masumasu goseiei no
koto to oyorokobi mōshiagemasu), which means “In this warm spring season, I
am pleased to hear of your continued prosperity.” Using appropriate seasonal
references is a sign of attentiveness and respect in Japanese culture.

Addressing the Recipient
Following the greeting, the recipient’s name is written with the correct
honorific suffix, such as -san (さん) for general politeness, -sama (様) for
very formal or respectful contexts, or others depending on the relationship.
It is customary to place the recipient’s name at the top right or left side
of the letter, depending on the format. Properly addressing the recipient is
crucial for maintaining etiquette in Japanese letter writing.

Main Body and Closing Remarks
The main body of the letter contains the message or purpose of the
correspondence. Writers often use humble or respectful language (keigo) to
maintain politeness. Closing remarks usually express wishes for the
recipient’s health or success and prepare the letter for a polite sign-off.
Common closing phrases include “敬具” (Keigu), which means “Sincerely,” used in
formal letters. After the closing, the sender’s name and sometimes date are
included.

Common Phrases and Expressions Used in Japanese
Letters
Using appropriate phrases and expressions is central to effective letter
writing in Japanese. These set the tone and demonstrate cultural sensitivity.
The language used varies depending on the formality and purpose of the
letter. Familiarity with common greetings, seasonal phrases, and respectful
language enhances the clarity and professionalism of written communication.

Formal Greetings and Closings
Formal letters often begin with expressions such as:

拝啓 (Haikei) – “Dear Sir/Madam” (formal opening)

謹啓 (Kinkei) – A more humble form of opening

Closings typically include:

敬具 (Keigu) – “Sincerely” or “Respectfully yours”



敬白 (Keihaku) – Another formal closing phrase

Informal Expressions
For personal letters or casual correspondence, writers might use more relaxed
greetings such as:

元気ですか？ (Genki desu ka?) – “How are you?”

お元気で (Ogenki de) – “Take care” or “Be well”

Closings may be simpler, like “じゃあね” (Jā ne) meaning “See you” or “Bye.”

Etiquette and Cultural Considerations in
Japanese Letter Writing
Letter writing in Japanese is not only about language but also about
observing cultural norms and etiquette. These considerations help convey
respect and maintain harmonious relationships. Understanding these nuances is
essential when writing a letter in Japanese, especially in formal or business
contexts.

Importance of Politeness and Respect
Politeness is paramount in Japanese communication. The use of honorifics,
humble language, and formal expressions reflects the writer’s respect toward
the recipient. Avoiding overly direct or blunt language is also important.
Letters should be carefully composed to maintain a respectful tone
throughout.

Presentation and Format
Japanese letters are traditionally handwritten or printed on special
stationery, often with vertical writing. While horizontal writing is common
in modern times, attention to neatness and presentation remains crucial. The
placement of dates, names, and salutations follows established conventions
that should be observed.



Types of Letters in Japanese and Their Specific
Features
Different types of letters in Japanese require different approaches in terms
of language, tone, and structure. Understanding these distinctions helps
tailor the letter to its purpose and audience.

Formal Letters
Formal letters, such as business correspondence or official requests, demand
a high level of politeness and structured language. They often begin with
formal greetings and end with respectful closings. The use of keigo
(honorific language) is essential in these letters to show deference.

Informal Letters
Informal letters are used for friends, family, or close acquaintances. They
allow for more casual language and expressions. However, even informal
letters in Japanese maintain a degree of politeness compared to some Western
conventions.

Thank You and Apology Letters
Thank you letters (御礼状, orei-jō) and apology letters (謝罪状, shazai-jō) are
common and have their own set of phrases and etiquette. These letters
emphasize sincerity and humility, often including expressions of gratitude or
remorse.

Practical Tips for Writing Effective Japanese
Letters
To write a letter in Japanese effectively, it is important to combine
linguistic accuracy with cultural appropriateness. The following tips help
ensure the letter is well-received and fulfills its communicative purpose.

Use Appropriate Language Level
Assess the relationship with the recipient and select the language level
accordingly. For business or formal letters, use polite and honorific forms.
For informal letters, simpler and friendlier language is acceptable.



Pay Attention to Formatting and Presentation
Choose suitable stationery, write neatly, and follow the conventional
placement of elements like the date, greetings, and closing. This attention
to detail reflects respect and professionalism.

Include Seasonal and Contextual References
Incorporate seasonal greetings and contextual remarks to personalize the
letter and demonstrate cultural awareness. This practice is appreciated in
Japanese correspondence.

Proofread and Edit Carefully
Check the letter for correct grammar, spelling, and appropriate expressions.
Errors can detract from the letter’s effectiveness and may cause
misunderstandings.

Example Checklist for Writing a Japanese Letter

Begin with a seasonal or situational greeting

Address the recipient with the correct honorific

Compose the main message using polite language

Close with appropriate expressions and sign your name

Review and ensure proper formatting and neatness

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the basic components of a formal letter in
Japanese?
A formal Japanese letter typically includes a seasonal greeting (aisatsu), an
expression of gratitude or apology, the main message, a closing remark, and
the sender's name and date. The structure is very important to show respect
and politeness.



How do you start a letter in Japanese?
A common way to start a formal letter in Japanese is with a seasonal greeting
such as "拝啓 (Haikei)" followed by a phrase acknowledging the recipient's
health or the season, for example, "時下ますますご清栄のこととお喜び申し上げます。" (I hope this
letter finds you well).

What is the difference between formal and informal
letter writing in Japanese?
Formal letters use polite language (keigo), structured greetings, and set
phrases, while informal letters to friends or family use casual language,
fewer formalities, and more personal expressions.

How do you end a formal letter in Japanese?
Formal letters often end with closing phrases like "敬具 (Keigu)" or "かしこ
(Kashiko)" followed by the sender's name and date. These endings show respect
and finality.

Can you write a letter in Japanese using English
letters?
While you can write Japanese words using romaji (English letters),
traditional and proper Japanese letters are written using kanji, hiragana,
and katakana to convey meaning and tone accurately.

What are some common polite expressions used in
Japanese letters?
Common expressions include "お世話になっております" (Thank you for your support), "よろしくお
願い申し上げます" (I humbly ask for your favor), and "ご検討のほどよろしくお願いいたします" (Thank you
for your consideration).

Is it important to use honorific language in
Japanese letter writing?
Yes, honorific language (keigo) is essential in formal Japanese letters to
show respect, especially when writing to superiors, clients, or unfamiliar
people.

How do you format the date in a Japanese letter?
Dates in Japanese letters are often written in the Japanese era format (e.g.,
令和6年6月1日) or the Western calendar format (e.g., 2024年6月1日), placed either at
the top or bottom of the letter depending on the style.



Additional Resources
1. 「手紙の書き方入門」 (Tegami no Kakikata Nyūmon)
This beginner-friendly guide introduces the basics of letter writing in
Japanese, covering everything from formal to casual styles. It explains
proper salutations, sentence structures, and cultural nuances important for
effective communication. Ideal for learners who want to write heartfelt
letters with confidence.

2. 「日本語で手紙を書く技術」 (Nihongo de Tegami o Kaku Gijutsu)
Focused on improving Japanese letter-writing skills, this book delves into
advanced grammar, vocabulary, and expressions tailored for various occasions.
It includes sample letters and exercises to practice composing polite and
elegant messages. Suitable for intermediate to advanced learners aiming to
refine their writing.

3. 「季節の挨拶と手紙の表現」 (Kisetsu no Aisatsu to Tegami no Hyōgen)
This book highlights the importance of seasonal greetings in Japanese
letters, explaining how to incorporate them naturally into correspondence. It
provides a comprehensive list of seasonal phrases and examples for different
types of letters. Perfect for those wanting to add cultural depth to their
writing.

4. 「ビジネスメール・手紙の書き方」 (Bijinesu Mēru Tegami no Kakikata)
A practical manual focusing on professional letter and email writing in
Japanese business settings. It covers formal language, etiquette, and
structure necessary for effective workplace communication. Readers will learn
how to craft clear, polite, and persuasive business messages.

5. 「感謝の手紙を書く」 (Kansha no Tegami o Kaku)
Dedicated to writing thank-you letters, this book explores various
expressions of gratitude appropriate for different relationships and
occasions. It offers templates and tips for making your appreciation
heartfelt and sincere. Great for learners who want to strengthen personal and
professional bonds through letters.

6. 「恋文の書き方」 (Koibumi no Kakikata)
This charming guide focuses on the art of writing love letters in Japanese,
blending poetic language with emotional sincerity. It highlights cultural
expectations and provides examples to inspire romantic expression. Ideal for
those wishing to convey affection in a traditional yet heartfelt manner.

7. 「手紙で伝えるお悔やみの言葉」 (Tegami de Tsutaeru O-kuyami no Kotoba)
A sensitive resource for writing condolence letters in Japanese, explaining
appropriate phrases and respectful tone to express sympathy. It helps readers
navigate this delicate form of communication with cultural awareness and
empathy. Useful for anyone needing to offer comfort through written words.

8. 「子供のための手紙の書き方」 (Kodomo no Tame no Tegami no Kakikata)
Designed for young learners, this book introduces simple and fun ways to
write letters in Japanese. It includes colorful illustrations, basic



vocabulary, and easy-to-follow formats to encourage children to practice
writing. Perfect for educators and parents supporting early language
development.

9. 「海外からの日本語手紙表現集」 (Kaigai kara no Nihongo Tegami Hyōgen-shū)
This collection compiles useful Japanese expressions for letter writing,
specifically curated for non-native speakers living abroad. It addresses
common challenges and provides cultural tips to ensure clarity and
politeness. A valuable tool for expatriates and travelers wanting to maintain
correspondence in Japanese.
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