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Preface

This book is a study of the major cultural, social and political aspects
of language in Japan. It focuses on the interaction between the language
and the people it serves from an overarching social rather than specifically
linguistic perspective, with the intent of contributing to the study of the
sociology of language in Japan. The term “language in Japan” may seem
on the surface to be unproblematic; when we look more closely, however,
we find dimensions not apparent at first glance. The Japanese language
itself, for instance, is not a monolithic, unchanging entity as the term
implies, although some of the ideological arguments both prewar and
postwar have been devoted to making it seem that way. Like any other
language, it exhibits dialectal variations, differences in usage based on
gender and social register, subcultural jargons and foreign influences. No
language functions in a vacuum; it comes with its own freight of wider
cultural implications for its native speakers. One of the objectives of this
book is to tease out those implications and examine how they manifest
themselves in practice in relation to Japanese itself (Chapters One, Three
and Four). The other is to show the diverse range of languages other
than Japanese spoken in Japan today and their sociocultural contexts
(Chapter Two).

The organizing theme of the book is the interconnection between lan-
guage and identity. I will identify and discuss some of the issues which
past and present debates have foregrounded as important to an under-
standing of the role of language in constructing national, international
and personal identities over the modern period (defined as beginning
with the Meiji Period in 1868) right up to the present day. Language
has played an important role in Japan’s cultural and foreign policies,
and language issues have been and continue to be intimately connected
both with globalizing technological advances and with internal minority
group experiences. We shall see how the institutions of the schools and
the media played a part in disseminating the desired standard form of the
language. We shall also see how the print and visual media put brakes
on the use of language which incited protest from marginalized sections
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viii Preface

of the community (Chapter Six). Chapter Five will provide a picture of
literacy in practice: what the writing system is, how people learn to read
and write, what problems they may encounter, and what they do with the
knowledge once they have it.

Language issues today extend to the Internet, whether accessed by
computer or, more likely, by mobile phone. We shall see how the technol-
ogy that made possible the electronic use of written Japanese has resulted
in certain changes in writing practices and self-identification, not least in
the development of a new dimension of written Japanese in the emoti-
cons favored by chatroom users and in the subversive use of script by
bright young things. The anonymity of the Internet has resulted in the
phenomenon of online hate speech of the kind no longer permitted in the
print and visual media: if word processing constituted the acceptable face
of technology, as I argue in Chapter Seven, then this aspect of Internet
use constitutes the dark side, allowing free use of the kind of language
that has largely disappeared from other media.

I make no claim to have covered all areas of language use in today’s
Japan, and doubtless some readers will wish I had focused a little more
on this and a little less on that. What I have done is provide an analysis
of significant aspects of the diversity of Japan’s linguistic landscape in
both its spoken and written aspects and an understanding of how that
landscape has changed (and in some cases been manipulated) over the
last 140 years. The link between ideology and language policy (Chapters
Three and Four) gives a good indication of how philosophies relating
to the Japanese language have been made to serve the purposes of the
state, while policies relating to Ainu and English represent in the one
case an attempt to erase the depredations of a century of assimilation and
in the other to acknowledge the realities of the world situation in which
Japan is a participant. Below it all, object of the policies, lies the highly
literate population of readers and writers which underpins any analysis of
language in Japan. I commend their story to you and wait with interest to
see what the future brings in terms of ongoing developments in linguistic
identities.

An editorial note or two: where no page number is given in a reference,
this indicates that the document was read online. Japanese names are
given in the usual Japanese order, i.e. surname first.
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1 The Japanese language

Let me begin by asking a question: how do we define the term, “the
Japanese language”? Odds are that those both unfamiliar and fairly famil-
iar with Japan alike will answer at once, “the language that is spoken by
people in Japan.” And of course, they would be quite right, up to a point.

Pressed for a similar definition of the English language, the answer
would require more thought, since English is patently not just the lan-
guage spoken in England by the English but, like French and Spanish, is
spoken in a variety of local forms throughout a great number of countries
of the world, legacies of former empires and the commercial and cultural
webs spun between countries around the world. Arabic, too, is the official
language of over twenty countries and Chinese in one form or another is
spoken widely throughout East and South East Asia and in the countries
of the Chinese diaspora.

In the case of Japanese, while geography likewise plays a part in defini-
tion, the geography is limited to that of the Japanese archipelago. Japan
once had an empire too, and Japanese was spoken in its colonies, as we
shall see, and to some extent remains so: in the former colony of Taiwan,
for example, elderly people who were children during the days of the
Japanese empire were brought up to speak Japanese as their first language
and speak it still. Yet for most people the definition given above is the first
which springs to mind. It is perfectly true, of course, that Japanese is the
language spoken in Japan by the Japanese people, but such a definition is
much too simplistic. It prefigures Japanese as a monolithic entity, assum-
ing (though not making explicit) that every Japanese person speaks the
same kind of Japanese, that nobody outside Japan speaks the Japanese
language and that every person living in Japan views the language in the
same way. As we shall see, however, there is much more to language in
Japan and to the Japanese language.

We might usefully begin by considering what we mean when we speak
of a Japanese person. Through analysis of relevant statistics, Sugimoto
(2003:1) arrived at the conclusion that a “typical” Japanese would be
“a female, non-unionized and non-permanent employee in a small
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2 Language and society in Japan

business without university education,” where typical equates to most
representative of trends in today’s Japan. This analysis puts paid to the
stereotype of the educated male “salaryman” (white-collar worker) work-
ing for a large company that most people might envisage when faced with
the term “typical Japanese.” But how do we define a person as Japanese
in the first place? No simplistic answer based on any purported reality of
homogeneity of ethnicity, language or sociocultural experience is possi-
ble. Rather, our answer must take into account the day-to-day actuality
of diversity in Japan. Sugimoto (2003: 185-188), discussing this issue,
notes that “some 4 percent of the Japanese population can be classified
as members of minority groups,” with that proportion rising to around
10 percent in the area around Osaka. He analyses the characteristics of
examples of fourteen specific groups within Japan in relation to seven
characteristics by which “Japaneseness” may be assessed,! questioning
the validity of some and demonstrating that different views of what con-
stitutes “the/a Japanese” may be held depending on how those dimensions
are interpreted and applied.

Fukuoka (2000: xxix—xxxiv) conducts a similar analysis based on per-
mutations of ethnicity (broken down into blood lineage and culture) and
nationality. He arrives at a list of eight theoretical clines:

* “pure Japanese” (Japanese lineage, socialized to Japanese culture, hold
Japanese nationality)

* “first-generation Japanese migrants” to other countries (Japanese lin-
eage, socialized to Japanese culture, but hold foreign nationality)

e “Japanese raised abroad” (Japanese lineage, Japanese nationality,
socialized to foreign culture), e.g. kikokushijo (returnee children)

* “naturalized Japanese” (foreign lineage, socialized to Japanese cul-
ture, Japanese nationality), e.g. zainichi kankokujin/chiigokujin (resident
Koreans/Chinese) who have taken out citizenship

e “third-generation Japanese emigrants and war orphans abroad”
(Japanese lineage, socialized to foreign culture, foreign nationality),
e.g. the offspring of migrant Japanese who return to Japan to work

* “zainichi Koreans with Japanese upbringing,” i.e. those resident
Koreans who have not taken Japanese citizenship (foreign lineage, for-
eign nationality, socialized to Japanese culture)

* “the Ainu” (Japanese nationality, different ethnic lineage, socialized to
a different culture). Very few would fit this category, given the century
of forced assimilation

e “pure non-Japanese” (foreign lineage, socialized to a different culture,
foreign nationality), i.e. gayin (foreigner)

For Sugimoto’s female worker to be “typical,” we would have to go by
the numbers and put her squarely into the first category above. Each of
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the other categories, however, represents a sizable chunk of people who
either live in Japan or lay claim to one degree or another of “Japanese-
ness.” Many of them speak Japanese as their native language; others speak
it as a second or foreign language; and some speak other languages as well.
Even those who represent the majority of the population speak and write
Japanese differently, depending on age, gender and education.

Language is a key aspect of identity formation, both personal and
national, and a person’s view of “the Japanese language” will vary depend-
ing on the nature of that person’s interaction with it. To a Japanese per-
son living in Japan the Japanese language will be the native language,
spoken from childhood and used daily; exactly what “the Japanese lan-
guage” means in this context, however, is open to discussion and needs
to be viewed in the context of local variation and national policy on lan-
guage standards. To people outside Japan, Japanese may be a heritage
language, the language of their forebears, spoken by emigrant mothers
and fathers and passed down to children born in Japanese communities
outside Japan. To still others, it is a foreign language which offers the
learner the chance to take on a multiplicity of identities, the language of a
superpower eagerly studied to improve employment prospects, the means
of communicating at grassroots and business level in a rapidly globalizing
world.

To a person from one of the countries from which workers flock to Japan
to take up menial jobs and send money home, for example, Japanese is the
passport to learning to survive in their new country. To those involved
with business and smart enough to realize the advantages of language
proficiency, Japanese can be viewed as one of the keys to improving their
company’s prospects in Japan. To exchange students studying at Japanese
universities, Japanese is the language through which they make grassroots
connections which may stand them in good stead for the rest of their
lives. To many in East and South East Asia, Japanese is the language
both of an economic superpower and of a former enemy; in the case
of Korea, a former colony, the former apparently takes precedence over
the latter, South Korea having the largest number of overseas learners
of Japanese in the world (Japan Foundation Nihongo Kokusai Sentaa
2000). The list has as many variations as there are individuals involved
with the language. In other words, as with any other language, the term
“the Japanese language” refers not to something monolithic, unique and
unchanging but rather to a multifaceted and constantly developing entity
which can have different meanings for different users.

Far from functioning in some kind of linguistic and social vacuum, a
language carries its own freight of wider cultural implications for its native
speakers and for those who choose to learn to speak it. To understand
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what this has meant in the case of Japanese, we need to examine the major
philosophy which has influenced people in the first of those categories:
the Nihonjinron view of Japanese language and culture.

The Nihonjinron view of the Japanese language

The ethnocentrist Nihonjinron® literature, the dominant trope for
Japanese society in schoolbooks and scholarly literature on Japanese
society for most of the postwar period, has portrayed the language as
static and as somehow uniquely different in important functions from all
other languages. Within the Nihonjinron framework, Japan is portrayed
as linguistically homogeneous (i.e. Japanese is the only language spo-
ken there), and the Japanese language itself as a uniquely difficult and
impenetrable barrier even for the Japanese themselves, let alone others.
In this view, race, language and culture are tied together and cannot be
separated.

A 1982 book by American scholar Roy Andrew Miller, Fapan’s Modern
Myth, took issue during a period at which Nihonjinron literature was
particularly flourishing with what he described as the mass of theories
and misconceptions that the Japanese had built up around their own
language:

The myth itself essentially consists of the constant repetition of a relatively small
number of claims relating to the Japanese language. All these claims share one
concept in common - something that we may call the ‘allegation of uniqueness’.
All these claims have in common the allegation that the Japanese language is
somehow unique among all the languages of the world . . . From this essential
claim of absolute uniqueness, for example, it is only a short step to simultaneous
claims to the effect that the Japanese language is exceptionally difficult in com-
parison with all other languages; or that the Japanese language possesses a kind
of spirit or soul that sets it apart from all other languages, which do not possess
such a spiritual entity; or that the Japanese language is somehow purer, and has
been less involved in the course of its history with that normal process of language
change and language mixture that has been the common fate of all other known
human languages; or that the Japanese language is endowed with a distinctive
character of special inner nature that makes it possible for Japanese society to use
it for a variety of supralinguistic or nonverbal communication not enjoyed by any
other society — a variety of communication not possible in societies that can only
employ other, ordinary languages. (10-11)

Miller demonstrates (while at the same time debunking) the manner in
which this myth constructs an indissoluble link between the country’s
language and race, culture and even morality, and functions to keep the
linguistic barrier between Japan and the outside world unbreached. “It
is the myth that argues that there is a need for foreigners to learn the
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Japanese language but also simultaneously claims that the Japanese lan-
guage is so uniquely difficult that it is all but impossible for anyone to
learn it, whether Japanese or foreigner.” (20) Dale (1985:60-61) like-
wise takes issue with the manner in which, in the Nihonjinron tradition,
perfectly ordinary Japanese words have been loaded with ideologically
constructed “nuances” which can be understood only by Japanese, so
that attempts by foreigners to translate are doomed to failure. He speaks
of this practice as “an academic metadiscourse, implicated with intertex-
tual reverberations of uniqueness, that raises a semantic bamboo curtain
between Japan and the outside world.”

Outside academic circles, the view of the Japanese language as a barrier
both in Japan and in the world at large remained robust throughout the
twentieth century, even well after the Japan Foundation® began its efforts
to promote the study of Japan overseas in the 1970s. To draw just a
few statements at random from the wealth of popular literature on Japan
over this period: “his language is extremely difficult; it is a formidable
barrier to complete interchange of thought with the foreigner . . . this
language barrier, believe me, accounts for nine-tenths of the Asiatic mys-
tery” (Clarke 1918: 3-4); “the Japanese language looms as a never-never
land which few dare to explore. It simply is not a tourist’s dish. More-
over, anybody who has acquired by some gruesome brain manipulation
the faculty to speak Japanese realizes how futile were his efforts. His dif-
ficulty in communicating with the Japanese has merely grown in depth”
(Rudofsky 1974: 156-157); “language difficulties are one of the major
sources of misunderstanding between the Japanese and other peoples”
(Wilkinson 1991:244).

And yet: millions of non-Japanese can testify to the fact that they are
able to speak, read and write Japanese, a reality which confounds the
Nihonjinron claims of race and language being one and indivisible and
of the Japanese language being uniquely difficult and impenetrable for
foreigners. Spoken Japanese is actually no more difficult than French
and much easier than German. Learning to read and write takes longer,
of course, owing to the nature of the script, but many people manage it
not just successfully but outstandingly well (Dhugal Lindsay, for example,
the young Australian marine scientist living in Japan who recently became
the first foreigner to win a prestigious Japanese-language haiku prize, or
Swiss-born author David Zoppetti, who won Japan’s Subaru Literature
Award for a novel written in Japanese). The Nihonjinron myth of lin-
guistic homogeneity in Japan, too, has been challenged by recent studies,
notably Maher and Macdonald (1995), Maher and Yashiro (1995) and
Ryang (1997), all of whom deal with language diversity in Japan, as we
shall see in Chapter Two.
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What, then, is “the real story” about language in Japan? This chapter
will discuss the varying ways in which the term “the Japanese language”
can be interpreted. We will begin by looking at who speaks Japanese in
the world today and why, and will then turn to a discussion of some of
the major characteristics of Japanese and the manner in which some of
them are changing.

Who speaks Japanese in the world today?

Japanese today is spoken by most of the 126.5 million people in Japan.
The main areas where it is spoken outside Japan, following earlier periods
of limited Japanese diaspora, are the west coast of North America, Hawaii
and South America, although many people of Japanese descent living in
those areas no longer speak their heritage language. In other countries,
Japanese is learnt as a foreign language and during the Japanese economic
boom of the 1980s became one of the top languages of choice for students
with their eyes on a career involving working in a Japan-related business,
either in Japan or in their home country.

Weber (1997, cited in Turner 2003) lists the number of secondary
speakers of Japanese (defined as those who use the language regularly
or primarily even though it is not their native language) as eight million.
This figure, going by his definition, seems unlikely to include the two
million students of the language worldwide identified by a 1998 Japan
Foundation survey published in 2000. The number of overseas learners
has greatly increased since the 1970s, actually doubling between 1988
and 1993, as a result of the activities of the Japan Foundation and of
governments such as state and federal governments of Australia since
the 1980s, all of which have devoted policies and funding to increasing
the number of people learning Japanese. Much of this increase, however,
including the late 1980s zsunami of learners, was predicated on Japan’s
status as an economic superpower, which meant that the primary motiva-
tion for studying Japanese was job-related rather than intrinsic curiosity
in a majority of cases.

The Director of the Japan Foundation’s Urawa Language Institute,
Kato Hidetoshi, suggests that the total number of learners of Japanese
worldwide is likely to be around five million, given that the most recent
survey figure of two million referred only to those studying at the time
of the 1998 survey and did not take into account those who had figured
in earlier surveys. Once those studying informally or learning to speak
on an experiential basis are also added in, perhaps a total of ten mil-
lion people are now able to speak Japanese as a foreign language (Kato
2000: 3).
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What kind of Japanese do they speak?

The standard form of Japanese, designated as such by the National
Language Research Council in 1916 and spoken and understood
throughout the country, is called Ayojungo and is based on the speech
of the Tokyo dialect, in particular the dialect of the Yamanote area of
the city. Standard Japanese is used in writing and in formal speaking sit-
uations. In casual interaction, however, people usually speak a variant
called kyorsiigo (common Japanese). This is close to Standard Japanese in
all its main features but not as formal; it includes contractions, for exam-
ple, and people living in regional areas might include expressions from
their local dialect (Neustupny 1987: 158-160). Regional dialects, which
were accentuated by the political segmentation of Japan during the feudal
period, do remain, and some of them are quite markedly different from
those of other areas. However, the overarching use of the standard lan-
guage throughout Japan overcomes any communication difficulties this
might cause. The Japanese taught to overseas learners is uniformly stan-
dard Japanese; those few books meant for non-Japanese which have been
published on dialects are for personal interest rather than formal study.

Standard Fapanese

Today, a visitor to Japan who can speak the language takes it for granted
that they will be understood anywhere in the country, but this was not
always the case. To understand just how important the development of the
standard language was to what we now think of as modern Japan, we must
consider the language situation in pre-modern Japan, i.e. until the Meiji
Restoration in 1868. During the period during which Japan was unified
under the Tokugawa Shogunate (1603-1867), Japan was divided into
upwards of 250 autonomous domains called san,* each ruled by its own
feudal lord, or daimyo. The military rulers in Edo (today’s Tokyo) kept a
very tight control on the feudal lords of each region in order to prevent
challenges to their authority. Except for a very few categories of people,
such as the daimyo themselves on their mandatory periods of travel to
Edo, religious pilgrims and wandering entertainers, travel outside one’s
own domain was forbidden. The linguistic consequence of this was that
local dialects flourished, unaffected by more than occasional contact with
passers-through from other places who spoke a different dialect.

Until the middle of the Tokugawa Period, the lingua franca of these
times, at least among those in a position to travel and therefore to need a
lingua franca, was the dialect of Kyoto, which was then the capital. This
was widely perceived as the “best” form of spoken Japanese because of the



8 Language and society in Japan

upper-class status of its speakers; although power had begun to shift to
the east some time before, with the earlier Kamakura Shogunate, Kyoto
remained both the city where the emperor lived and the centre of culture.
Around the middle of the eighteenth century, the language of Edo, seat
of power of the Tokugawa military rulers, became a second contender for
lingua franca. Over the preceding 150 years, Edo had begun to develop
its own distinct culture and its language then began to exert an influence
on other parts of Japan (see Twine 1991: 210-213).

In 1868, however, with the overthrow of the Tokugawas and the restora-
tion of the Emperor Meiji to power, things began to change rapidly. In
order to create a unified modern state, the better to fight off the perceived
threat from colonizing western powers after Japan was reopened in 1854,
statesmen and intellectuals began to put into place during the last three
decades of the nineteenth century the required infrastructure: a modern
press, an education system, a postal system, an army, transport and com-
munications systems such as railways and telegraphs, and much, much
more. By about the middle of the 1880s it became clear that a standard
form of both spoken and written Japanese was needed, not only to play
an important unifying role in enabling communication between citizens
from one end of the archipelago to the other but also to form the basis
for the future development of a modern written style based on the con-
temporary spoken language. The modern novels which began to appear
in the 1880s used the dialect of Tokyo as the basis for realistic portrayals
of modern life; thus, their adoption of educated Tokyo speech strength-
ened the claims of that particular dialect as the matrix for the standard
language by modeling it in the novel.

The active co-operation of the intellectual elite of a speech commu-
nity is required for the standardization of its language (Garvin 1974: 71).
From the mid-1890s, men such as Ueda Kazutoshi (1867-1937) adopted
a centralist approach to the issue of standardization, forming interest
groups and lobbying for a government-supported approach. When even-
tually the National Language Research Council, Japan’s first language
policy board, was formed in 1902 as the result of their efforts, one of its
tasks was to conduct a survey of the dialects in order to settle upon one
as the standard. There was already by this time substantial support for
the choice of the Tokyo dialect: the Ministry of Education had stipulated
in 1901 that the Japanese taught in schools would be that of middle-
and upper-class Tokyo residents and subsequent textbooks had therefore
begun to disseminate this throughout Japan. It was only a matter of time
before the standard was formally defined in 1916 as the Japanese spoken
by the educated people of Tokyo, specifying the speech of the Yamanote
district.
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While school textbooks disseminated the written form of the stan-
dard, the most influential organization in spreading the spoken form was
Nippon Ho6so Kyokai (NHK, Japan Broadcasting Corporation) through
radio and, later, television. NHK is a public broadcasting organization
but not a state organ; it places considerable importance on its role as a
modeler of correct language, issuing pronunciation dictionaries and other
language-related publications and from time to time conducting surveys
on aspects of language. The advent of national broadcasting in the 1920s
presented a fortuitous opportunity to model the recently adopted stan-
dard in spoken form for listeners throughout Japan. Today, the heavy tele-
vision viewing habits of the Japanese ensure that exposure to the standard
is constant (Carroll 1997: 10-11).

Daialects

The presence of a standard language, of course, is little more than a com-
municative convenience and does not mean that no layers of linguistic
diversity exist in addition: quite the opposite, the fact that there is a need
for a standard acknowledges that they do. Regional dialects continue to
flourish, and dialectology is a strong field of research in Japan. An inter-
esting Perceptual Dialect Atlas which offers insight into how Japanese
people living in different areas perceive both the use of the standard lan-
guage and the characteristics of various dialects is maintained online by
linguist Daniel Long of Tokyo Metropolitan University.” Respondents
native to eight different areas of Japan were asked to indicate in which
areas they thought that standard Japanese was spoken. The results from
respondents from the Kanto area around Tokyo show that they believe
standard Japanese to be spoken only in the central part of Japan, from
a core in Tokyo reaching across to the west coast and diminishing as it
goes. Hokkaido (but not the other major islands of Shikoku and Kyushu)
is included as a standard-speaking area in their perceptions, though at a
fairly low rate. This research also elicited perceptions of which areas use
the most pleasant and the least pleasant speech, and which areas are seen
to use a specific dialect. Again looking at the responses from the Kanto
group of respondents, the results are highest for the area in and around
Tokyo, tapering off to less than 20 percent in the rest of the country,
while a higher proportion of Kansai respondents nominated the Kansai
area (in western Japan, around Osaka) and its surrounds, across to the
west coast.

Leaving aside the Ryukyuan dialects in Okinawa Prefecture, the major
categorization of dialects is into eastern Japan, western Japan and Kyushu,
although Kyushu may be subsumed into western Japan (Shibatani
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1990: 196). Dialects vary in terms of lexical items (including, of course,
the names of items specific to that particular region, such as particular
local foods and drinks): one example is the use of bikk: instead of the
standard kaeru for “frog” in Miyagi dialect and ango for the same thing in
Chiba Prefecture’s Chikura dialect. Verbal inflections will usually differ
as well: in Osaka dialect, for example, mahen is used instead of masen in
the negative inflection, while in Nagoya janyaa replaces de wa arimasen
for “is not” and in Fukuoka 7 is used instead of na: for negative verbs,
e.g. taben for “don’t eat,” which in standard Japanese would be tabenai.
Particles vary too: in Miyagi dialect, —ccha is added for emphasis (yo in
standard Japanese) while in Nagoya dialect an elongated yo fulfils the
same purpose.

Dialects underwent a period of repression during the first half of the
twentieth century during which the newly designated standard language
was being disseminated through the newspapers and the national broad-
caster. Children who were heard to speak dialects at school were often
punished and ridiculed as a means of discouraging local usage (although
of course those same students returned home in the afternoon to families
who spoke the local dialect). As time passed, and more and more children
became educated in the standard, they themselves became parents who
were able to speak that standard, so that with time the degree of frac-
ture between standard and dialect blurred, though never disappearing.
Ministry of Education guidelines for teaching kokugo® still clearly stated
in 1947 and 1951 that dialect expressions were to be avoided in favor
of “correct forms,” i.e. the standard language. Pressure was particularly
applied in rural areas, where people were likely to go elsewhere to look
for employment and could find their chances diminished if they did not
speak the standard (Carroll 2001: 183-184).

As we see in Chapter Five, the current national curriculum guidelines
for kokugo, issued in 1998, provide for students in the latter years of ele-
mentary school to be able to distinguish between dialect and standard;
this is presumably applied in terms of the local dialect in the area in
which the school is located. Students at middle school are expected to
develop an understanding of the different roles of the standard and the
dialects in sociolinguistic terms. This represents a complete change from
the previous prohibition of dialects, although “despite the more positive
comments on dialects in curriculum guidelines, the emphasis is largely
on tolerance, rather than any active promotion of dialects” (Carroll 2001:
186). Policy statements from the National Language Council in the 1990s
urged a new respect for local dialects, probably in response to the pol-
icy of regionalism which informed government directions from the late
1980s. The 1995 report, for example, while it restated the centrality of
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kyotsiigo for purposes of communication throughout Japan, stressed that
dialects should be valued as an important element in the overall picture
of a rich and beautiful national language, showcasing the vibrancy of the
people and cultures of local areas (Kokugo Shingikai 1995:432). While
this might seem like a nod in the direction of cultural and linguistic diver-
sity, we need to remember that cultural diversity here is firmly located
within the boundaries of the Japanese language itself. As we shall see in
Chapter Two, minority languages in Japan face a very different situation.

Influences from other languages

No language exists in a vacuum. All are influenced to varying degrees
by others with which they have contact. We need only think about the
number of widely-accepted Americanisms or words and expressions from
non-English languages current in Australia today to see this in action. Any
native speaker of English (or for that matter, French, German, Spanish
and a host of other languages), even without detailed knowledge of or con-
tact with Japan, will know what sush: means, or, thanks to Tom Cruise’s
recent blockbuster film, samurai. The two major linguistic influences in
the case of Japanese have been Chinese and English (see Loveday 1996).
Around 60% of today’s Japanese vocabulary, or at least of that part of
it found in dictionaries, is made up of loanwords from other languages.
Around 6% of these are from western languages, but the vast majority
come from Chinese (Backhouse 1993: 74, 76). Kango, Sino-Japanese
words, reflect the long history of language and cultural contact between
China and Japan since the fifth century (see Twine 1991). Most Japanese
hardly think of these as loanwords, however, as over the centuries they
have become absorbed so thoroughly into Japanese as to seem not at all
foreign. Even those words which had to be specifically created in the Meiji
Period (1868-1912) using Chinese characters (shinkango, or new Sino-
Japanese words) in order to express new concepts such as kenr: (rights)
or describe new objects (denwa, telephone) have long been accepted as
natural Japanese. The focus of discussion on loanwords rests with the
other category, gairaigo (foreign loanwords), which come from western
languages, predominantly English.

While Backhouse gives the number of gairaigo in the Japanese lexicon
as around 6%, Honna (1995:45) puts it higher, at around 10% of the
lexicon of a standard dictionary. We could be forgiven for thinking that it
was much higher even than that, since magazines, advertisements, depart-
ment store counters and restaurant and fast-food outlets all push loan-
words at anyone walking down a street in Tokyo. “Present day Japanese
is literally inundated with an inordinate number of loanwords borrowed
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chiefly from English in various forms” (Suzuki 1991:99). The spread
of computers in particular brought with it a flood of new terms from
English, e.g. mausu (mouse), fuairu (file) and kurikku (click). Compul-
sory English study at school may also have been a contributing factor in
the preponderance of English loanwords.

In just the same way as the Australian press carries occasional opin-
ion pieces about the influx of Americanisms into Australian English, so
Japanese papers now and then publish letters from readers bemoaning
the popularity of gairaigo in Japanese, particularly among young people.
The matter has been examined at official levels as well: the National Lan-
guage Council warned against the practice of using foreign words where
Japanese equivalents exist, particularly in public government documents
where readers unfamiliar with the loanwords might be confused (Kokugo
Shingikai 1995:437). The Ministry of Health and Welfare attempted
to address this issue by replacing loanwords with Japanese equivalents
in medical care programs for elderly people, who were least likely to
understand the loanwords; it ran into difficulties with finding appropri-
ate Japanese equivalents, however, and had to put the initiative on hold
(Honna 1995:46).

In 1995, the Agency for Cultural Affairs, located within the Ministry of
Education,’ carried out a survey which indicated that most respondents
did not view the overuse of loanwords with any particular alarm, which
perhaps accorded with the increasing internationalization of Japanese
society since the 1980s. The survey nevertheless found evidence of a
few who feared that using a loanword rather than its Japanese equivalent
could lead to a loss of respect for the national language and a consequent
breakdown in its traditions. Intergenerational communication could suf-
fer as a result, since the most enthusiastic users of loanwords were younger
people. Subsequently, the National Language Council acknowledged in
a position paper that while the use of loanwords was to a certain extent
unavoidable, given the progress of internationalization and the develop-
ment of new technologies, a cautious approach was appropriate in general
communication where misunderstandings might disrupt communication
(Kokugo Shingikai 1995: 449-450).

A more assertive approach has been taken by Prime Minister Koizumi.
In 2002, a panel was formed at the National Institute for Japanese
Language at his request to provide some suggestions on stemming the
flow. Following extensive surveys, this panel has to date produced three
lists of gairaigo found not to be widely understood, with suggestions
for Japanese equivalents to use instead. Anarisuto (analyst), for exam-
ple, should be replaced with bunsekika, konsensasu (consensus) with goz,
and shinkutanku (thinktank) with seisaku kenkyii kikan.® Japan is not the
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only nation to have adopted this stance; most notable among others are
France and Russia. The State Duma in Russia approved a draft bill in
2003 defending the Russian language from foreign contamination and
prescribing penalties for the use of foreign-derived words where adequate
Russian equivalents exist. However, since the drafters of the bill were
unable to refrain from using the words they sought to root out, this led to
lively comment in the press. The Upper House has now deferred discus-
sion of the proposals indefinitely and President Putin, unlike Koizumi, is
not pushing the issue at all.

The trend to overuse, however, seems certain to continue among
younger users concerned with image and its role in personal identity.
Very often, a loanword is used when a perfectly functional Japanese word
already exists, for a variety of reasons ranging from euphemism to status-
marking in the belief that using the foreign loanword will give a sophis-
ticated image, for example, biggu-na instead of okii for “big.” The link
between foreign-ness (or rather, knowledge of things foreign) and con-
struction of a cosmopolitan personal identity has been well documented
across cultures, and Japan is no exception. Sprinkling conversation or
text with gairaigo can be considered to mark the user as someone “in the
know,” sophisticated and cosmopolitan, much as phrases from French
(and Latin before that) used to appear in English conversation in cer-
tain circles for the same purposes: to exhibit education and underline
the user’s supposed sophistication. In Japan, in addition to these more
weighty reasons, loanwords are often used just for the sheer fun of it, in
language play.

Men, women and other subcultural variations

One well known area of variation in Japanese is the manner in which
speech conventions differ between the genders. Not only do certain spe-
cific conventions confirm the gender identity of the speaker, they can
also be used to flout assigned gender identity. Sometimes this is done
deliberately as when gay Japanese men use markers of women’s speech:

Gay men who wish to perform a feminine role (in Japanese, onéesan, or ‘big sister’)
can do so simply by switching to a female-coded speech pattern. The film-critics
and panel stars, Osugi and Piiko, do not cross-dress at all, but use hyper-feminine
onesan kotoba (literally ‘big-sister speech’) which marks them as transgendered.
(McLelland 2000: 47)

At other times, it is unwitting (as in the case of foreign men who pick
up some Japanese from bar hostesses and think they are speaking correct



14 Language and society in Japan

Japanese without realizing that the female characteristics of the speech
are inappropriate for a man).

The major differences occur in verb forms used, personal pronouns,
sentence final particles and use of honorifics. Men will use the short,
impersonal form of the verb and its imperative in speech in informal
situations, e.g. tku yo for “I’m going” and ike for “go!”, where a woman
would use tkimasu or tku wa and itte (kudasai). The personal pronoun ore
is used only by men, with women referring to themselves as watashi or
atashi. Certain sentence final particles, e.g. wa with a rising intonation,
are reserved for women, others, e.g. 2o, for men. In general, women have
traditionally used more honorific language than men (see Ide 1982 and
1991), and many Japanese women (but certainly not all) pitch their voices
higher (see Loveday 1981). Shibamoto (1985) found that women often
reverse the normal word order, putting the subject after the predicate,
and drop particles more often than men.

In recent years, however, the gap seems to be narrowing. Okamoto
(1994, cited in Adachi 2002), for example, reports on the phenomenon
of unmarried female university students’ use of an abrupt speech style
which incorporates sentence-final particles usually reserved for men.
Since around 1990, schoolgirls have been using the pronoun boku, once
the preserve of men (particularly young men and schoolboys), to mean
“I.” This was originally confined to the period of schooling, in which
girls felt able to compete with boys on equal terms, and tapered off after
the girls left school (Reynolds 1991: 140-141), but more recently it has
remained in use among young women after they leave school. There have
also been changes in the relative degree of honorifics use in informal con-
texts. Whereas a 1952 report on polite speech by the National LLanguage
Council had criticized the overuse of honorifics and euphemisms by
women, a similar investigation conducted in the early 1990s found almost
no difference between the language use of men and women in this respect
(Kokugo Shingikai 1995:432-433). Differences still remain, of course,
but the lines are less clear-cut than they once were.

As with any language, subcultures (defined by Sugimoto 2003:5 as
“a set of value expectations and life-styles shared by a section of a given
population”) among speakers of Japanese use variants of language as a
kind of group identity code intended to set themselves apart and, in some
cases, exclude outsiders. Examples of this in English are the language
of computer nerds and of police and the military. In Japan, subculture
variants often include an excessive use of foreign terms: ko-garu-go (high
school girl-talk, gal-talk), for example, is liberally sprinkled with English
terms, many from American pop culture, which in some cases have been
adapted to fit Japanese grammar. Hageru in this idiom, for example, is a
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verb meaning to buy a Hiaagen-Dazs ice-cream, formed by adding the —ru
verb ending to the first part of the trade name.

Kokugo and Nihongo

One interesting feature about Japanese is that it goes by two different
names. A native speaker will refer to it as kokugo (lit: language of our coun-
try, our language) rather than nikongo (lit: language of Japan). Classes in
language in Japanese schools for Japanese students are kokugo classes and
the textbooks are kokugo textbooks; classes where Japanese is taught as a
foreign language are nzhongo classes and most textbooks have nihongo in
the title. Most, if not all, of the twentieth-century debate about language
reform used the term kokugo kairyo, not nihongo kairyo. The term nihongo
is reserved for the Japanese which is taught as a foreign language to non-
Japanese. In the case of English, this distinction is observed by adding a
few more words to the name of the language: native-speaker students go
to English classes at school, whereas non-native speakers study English
as a Second Language (ESL) or English as a Foreign Language (EFL).
In Japanese, however, the actual native-speaker word for the language
is different, although the language itself is of course the same, clearly
designating the insider-outsider tenets of the Nihonjinron stance on lan-
guage. In the push by the Japan Foundation to promote the study of
Japanese around the world since the 1970s in line with Japan’s growth as
an economic superpower, it is always nihongo which is to be spread, never
kokugo, although kokugo was what was taught in schools in the two pre-
war colonies of Taiwan and Korea. Linguist Kindaichi Haruhiko speaks
of this use of koku to indicate Japan in words such as kokushi (Japanese
history) as “one indication of our feeling that distinctions should be made
between Japanese and foreign things. The writing of foreign words in stiff
katakana to distinguish them from other words as if they were objects
of our enmity is an expression of that same feeling” (1978: 154). In the
matter of “ownership” of the language, the use of kokugo indicates that it
remains firmly in Japanese hands.

Many in Japan, however, aspire to see Japanese become an international
or world language. Several things would be necessary for this to occur,
not least among them the development in Japan of a different mindset in
relation to global use of language rather than local. With any international
language, the issue of “ownership” is usually of keen interest to those
whose first language it is not. In the case of English, for example, Suzuki
has argued that as English is an international language the English can
no longer lay claim to sole ownership and that Japanese English ought to
be accepted as a legitimate variant (Suzuki 1987: 113-118).
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Kato recently made a similar point in relation to Japanese. Musing
on the number of learners identified by the Japan Foundation’s 1998
survey, mentioned above, and other evidence of international interest in
Japanese,” he pointed out that Japanese had progressed from being the
preserve fifty years ago of a small and select group of scholars to the
point where it was now offered as a language elective in schools in many
countries, even in primary schools in Australia and New Zealand and
elsewhere. Given that the role and position of Japanese in the world had
changed such that it was no longer a minority language spoken only by
those born and raised in Japan, he suggested, a re-evaluation of earlier
attitudes and beliefs was in order.

First among the steps he proposed for “liberating” Japanese to play
a role as an international language was one well known to those famil-
iar with the World Englishes debate: namely, that native speakers of the
language should stop demanding perfection from non-native speakers. In
much the same way that Phillipson (2002:7) draws a distinction between
English as a globalizing language and global English, which exists only as
an abstraction, Kato argues that native speakers of Japanese must con-
centrate not on the mistakes made by non-native speakers but rather on
the communication event taking place. If Japanese becomes a world lan-
guage like English, communication — and not perfect grammar — will be
the most important thing; not even native speakers themselves adhere to
a consistent, ideal standard of perfection in their use of Japanese.'’ In
Katd’s view, the final responsibility for successful communication rests
not with the non-native speaker but with the native speaker, who can
easily infer what was meant from the context, regardless of grammatical
inaccuracies. Given that local Englishes are replete with differences from
the UK or US versions and yet are accepted, the Japanese propensity to
focus on small mistakes makes it difficult to view Japanese as a world
language, with all that this entails in terms of local appropriations (Kato
2000: 10-17).

This is a valid point, and one which has not until now been made
with any degree of conviction about Japanese. Until the almost coy
inside-outside mindset encapsulated by the kokugo/nihongo terminology
divide becomes less entrenched, Japanese has little hope of becoming
a world language, which by its very nature would be open to and used
by many. Quite recently, however, a small departure from this practice
occurred when the Society of Japanese Linguistics voted in early 2003
to change its Japanese name in 2004 from Kokugo Gakkai to Nihongo
Gakkai. In a 2002 survey, also, seventy-four universities were found to
have changed the name of the department concerned with Japanese lan-
guage to Nihongo Gakka, while only twenty-nine retained the name
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Kokugo Gakka. There is thus evidence of some change at tertiary levels of
education; the same change, however, is unlikely to occur in elementary
and high schools (Okada 2003).

We have examined in this chapter some of the issues relating to the
seemingly unproblematic phrase “the Japanese language” as it relates to
the national language of Japan. In the following chapter we will look in
detail at the variety of other languages spoken in Japan.



2 Language diversity in Japan

As we saw in Chapter One, Japanese is not the only language spoken in
Japan, although it is of course, as the national language, the main one.
It has never faced the struggle for dominance against the language of
a colonizing power we find in other parts of Asia and elsewhere; there
has been no other contender for the status of national language. That
does not mean, however, that Japan’s linguistic profile lacks complexity.
Regional dialects, the minority languages in use among various ethnic
groups and the powerful influence of English mean that the linguistic
landscape is far from one-dimensional. This chapter will examine the
ways in which minority and other languages have played an important
role in the construction of Japanese identity, either by defining an “other”
against which the “self” (or “the nation”) can be delineated, as in the case
of the Ainu and the Okinawans, or by enabling an expanded notion of
the self as citizen of the world.

Ainu

The Ainu language was reputed to be in danger of dying out until a 1997
law mandated its protection and promotion. The Ainu people themselves,
who today number around 25,000' and live mainly in the northern island
of Hokkaido, experienced considerable oppression at the hands of the
Japanese over the last four centuries, during which time the use of their
language had been at one time mandatory and then later proscribed. For
two hundred years before the Meiji Period, the Matsumae clan and the
Japanese in charge of the trading posts drafted Ainu men as fishermen
in places far away from their home villages. It was important, during this
period, that Ainu people were perceived as non-Japanese, as the barbarian
periphery of Japan, and they were therefore forbidden to speak or write
Japanese, to adopt Japanese dress and practices or to learn agricultural
skills. Mogami Tokunai, a Tokugawa official of this period, suggested that
Matsumae policy “sought to dramatize the cultural and ethnic distinc-
tiveness which divided the two people, in turn using this distinctiveness

18
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to demarcate boundaries in the north” (Walker 1999:124). To couch this
in more practical terms, the ban was intended “to minimise the danger
of Ainu’s destabilising the status quo; a situation that would have been
inconvenient for the government intent on confining the natives to the
island and which would have occurred if the Ainu had been able to freely
communicate with the outside world and brought new information to
and from their territory” (Taira 1996).

After the Meiji Period, however, Japan, in the interests of nation build-
ing, needed to define its northern borders in relation to nearby Russia. It
thus became crucial to assert that the Ainu were in fact Japanese in order
to maintain a claim on Hokkaido as Japanese territory. Ainu people were
therefore given Japanese citizenship and subjected to a policy of assimi-
lation which forbade them to use their own language or to practice many
of their customs. Ainu children were to be educated only in the Japanese
language. Difference, in other words, was subjugated to the needs of the
state, as “with this, the status of the Ainu was transformed from that
of an oppressed racial group into a minority in a modern nation state”
(Baba 1980: 63). Ueda Kazutoshi, as we shall see in a later chapter, was
one who argued fervently in 1894 that language was a tool for creating a
cohesive nation. Tellingly, he expressed gratitude that Japan, not being a
multi-ethnic state like some of the European nations he had experienced
in his recent years of study abroad, had no need to proscribe the use
of other languages within its borders (Ueda 1894: 1-11). The existence
of the Ainu language had apparently escaped his attention; nor, indeed,
would recognition of its presence have suited the nationalist project of
conflating language with national spirit.

The Ainu language is what is known as a language isolate, i.e. “a lan-
guage which has no known structural or historical relationship to any
other language” (Crystal 1987: 326). In other words, it is not a member of
any known language family. The Japanese language also fits this category:
although it has been considered to be a member of the Altaic language
group (see Miller 1971), theories have been advanced for genetic relation-
ships with other languages in relative geographic proximity (see Shibatani
1990: 94 for a detailed list). Within Ainu itself, there are regional vari-
ations, as detailed in linguist Hattori Shiro’s 1964 dictionary of Ainu
dialects.

As a result of the assimilation policy described above, the Ainu lan-
guage dropped out of daily use in many areas but was preserved through
oral transmission of songs and stories, there being no written form of the
language. DeChicchis (1995: 110) identifies four main types of present-
day Ainu speakers: “archival Ainu speakers, old Ainu-Japanese bilinguals,
token Ainu speakers, and second language learners of Ainu.” Recordings
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of the speech of those in the first category, most of whom are no longer liv-
ing, earn them this designation; the second is self-explanatory, referring
to older members of the community who grew up speaking both Ainu and
Japanese. The “token Ainu speaker” group requires more explanation:
this term describes those who normally speak Japanese but retain a few
stock words and expressions of Ainu which they occasionally sprinkle
into their conversation. Lastly, there are those who study Ainu as a sec-
ond language either for heritage reasons or from personal interest: these
are the people who populate the Ainu language classes held at various
universities, community education and other venues.

DeChicchis (1995: 112-115) also provides us with a useful overview of
bibliographies and publications on Ainu language, concentrating on the
four main subcategories of glossaries, archival texts, linguistic studies and
books for the popular market, as well as a discussion of the audio and video
recordings available. At Tokyo University, which has a long connection
with the Ainu language,” the Department of Dynamic Linguistics® hosts
the International Clearing House for Endangered Languages ICHEL),
which also lists an extensive bibliography of work done on the Ainu lan-
guage, nearly all of which dates from 1990.* ICHEL’s own publication
series includes a book written in English on the Ainu language (Tamura
2000, translated from a Japanese original which appeared in the 1988
Sanseido Encyclopedia of Linguistics). The Endangered Languages of the
Pacific Rim Project at Kyoto University likewise provides bibliographies
of publications on Ainu both in western languages and in Japanese.’

In terms of non-Japanese scholars, John Batchelor, who had come to
Japan as a Christian missionary in the nineteenth century and is cred-
ited with being the first westerner to learn the Ainu language, published
many works on Ainu, including an Ainu-Japanese-English dictionary in
1938. The best-known western scholar of the Ainu language today is
Danish scholar Kirsten Refsing, whose works include a study of the
Shizunai dialect (Refsing 1986) and a massive ten-volume edition of early
European writings on Ainu language (Refsing 1996).°

Maher (2002: 172) recapitulates the marked propensity of Japanese
linguists during the twentieth century to insist that the Ainu language
was all but gone: “The death of Ainu was announced in the early part
of the twentieth century. Remarks on the de facto disappearance of the
Ainu language have been standard from the earliest ethnographies of
Ishida (1910), Goto (1934) and Kubodera (1939),” to give but a few of
the studies he cites. And yet, he reminds us:

Although Ainu is not a language of everyday communication, it is dubious to
equate ethno-linguistic vitality of a language only with psycho-linguistic capacity
(i.e., possession of spoken fluency). It is a language of archival and literary study,
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recitation, speech contests and song — from traditional to jazz — with a radio
program, newsletters and Ainu festivals that feature the language and scores of
small language classes throughout Hokkaido. Of course, within all this diverse
use of Ainu, there is code-mixing with Japanese among some speakers. (Sawai
1998)

Following a remark by then Prime Minister Nakasone in 1986 to the effect
that Japan was a mono-ethnic nation, Ainu activism began to reassert
itself, newly invigorated by contact with other ethnic minorities around
the world during this decade. Three members of the Ainu Association
of Hokkaido (AAH) in 1987 attended a meeting of the International
Labor Organization (ILO) which discussed the revision of ILO Conven-
tion No. 107, removing from it the reference to assimilation of indigenous
peoples into mainstream dominant cultures. Making a clear connection
between identity politics and language, the subsequently released AAH
statement stressed over and over the fact that the Ainu people had their
own language; that fact was viewed as an important political tool in their
struggle to gain recognition as an indigenous minority in Japan in the
late 1980s. The document reads, for example: “in the field of education,
the law trampled down the dignity of our people’s own language”; “this
people’s own language, culture, life-customs, and so on are still retained.”

The overarching legal document pertaining to Ainu people during
all but a few years of the twentieth century was the Hokkaido Former
Aborigines Protection Act, which stipulated a policy of total assimilation,
including mandatory education in the Japanese language. The goal of
Ainu activism from the 1980s on was to replace this discriminatory law —
even the term “former aborigines” had offensive connotations — with one
which would recognize the status of the Ainu people as separate and val-
ued for their difference. A court case brought by two Ainu men (one
of whom was the high-profile Kayano Shigeru, the first Ainu man to be
elected to the Diet) over the construction of the Nibutani Dam on ances-
tral lands saw a ruling by the Sapporo District Court in 1997 that the
Ainu fitted the international definition of an indigenous people. Subse-
quently, the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act (CPA), commonly referred to
as the Ainu New Law, came into being on 1 July 1997, replacing the
disputed Protection Act.

As we shall see in more detail in Chapter Four, which discusses the pol-
icy approach to languages, the Foundation for Research and Promotion
of Ainu Culture established later that year took as one wing of its activities
the promotion of Ainu language, focusing its attention on ethnicity rather
than on more substantive issues related to indigenous status. The Foun-
dation’s four main activities are: promotion of research on the Ainu; the
revival of the Ainu language; the revival of Ainu culture, and the dissemi-
nation of and education about Ainu traditions. In terms of Ainu language
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teaching, the first Ainu language schools in Japan actually predated the
New Law by a decade or so: the Nibutani Ainu Language School was
opened in 1983 by Kayano Shigeru and another opened in Asahikawa in
1987 (Hanazaki 1996: 125). After government-sponsored promotion of
language classes began in 1997, the number of classes and radio broad-
casts increased. The website of the Foundation for the Research and
Promotion of Ainu Culture’ offers rudimentary details of that organi-
zation’s teacher training programs and of Ainu radio broadcasts. Several
websites currently exist where those interested in learning Ainu can begin
to do so: http://ramat.ram.ne.jp/ainu/, for example, offers audio files of
common Ainu phrases and numbers and also features a map of areas
where Ainu is spoken.

Ainu activists are not happy with the CPA, Siddle (2002: 413) reports,
since Ainu culture remains defined in terms of difference with no recogni-
tion of the hybridity that is as much a feature of present-day Ainu culture
as it is of other cultures, and no mention of the Ainu struggle against
colonial oppression and discrimination. “Official Ainu culture is thus
limited to language and the creative or artistic production of objects or
performances in clearly defined contexts largely divorced from everyday
life.” Even the promotion of Ainu language ignores present-day realities,
choosing to equate language with identity without recognizing that most
Ainu pour their creative energies into dance and handicrafts rather than
Ainu-language cultural production and that in fact most of the Ainu lan-
guage classes in Hokkaido are attended by Japanese. The cultural pro-
motion activities do not contribute to Ainu economic stability (Siddle
2002: 414). Ainu representatives told a meeting of the UN’s Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues in 2002 that the Law had “mostly benefited
Japanese scholars, while the Ainu culture was being ‘Japanized’, a cul-
tural invasion that could be seen as a new form of colonization” (United
Nations 2002).

Despite the increased emphasis on teaching Ainu, then, the reception of
the New Law by those it most concerns has not been rapturous, because
it seems to stereotype them into yet another cultural ghetto based on
cultural traditions without recognizing the clearly visible lingering effects
of the earlier assimilation policy in the way today’s Ainu live their lives
and in their present-day interests. And yet Maher (2002: 174-175), using
the Ainu New Law as his example, wisely cautions against discounting
interim solutions which may seem fragmentary and imperfect:

Interim, piecemeal solutions can provide momentum, time and space to think
more about the multilingual situation in Japan, as the Ainu saying opines: Naa
somo kuokere (the work is always unfinished) . . . However, in the absence of a
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broad acceptance or understanding of a multilingualism framework, it is pos-
sible to move forward by making use of many types of institutions, events and
people, some of which may appear, mistakenly, hostile. Thus, paradoxically, the
Nakasone speech, nter alia, continues to serve as an important ideological axis
for cultural theorists, and provide activists with a touchstone for continued social
action.

The cultural promotion activities may not be what Ainu activists had
hoped for. Nevertheless, the fact that they exist is an improvement over
the former situation and in time they may provide a useful launch pad
for future activities while raising awareness of the Ainu language itself in
the meantime.

OKkinawan

The Okinawan languages (also referred to as the Ryukyuan languages)
include those languages spoken across the group of islands stretching
from Amami-Oshima near Kyashi in the north to Yonaguni-jima near
Taiwan in the south. Okinawan is thought to have separated off from
Japanese before the eighth century CE and to have developed along
its own trajectory thereafter. It is not a dialect of Japanese as is often
mistakenly believed, although it does tend to be called the Okinawan
dialect for political reasons (rather than linguistic) (Matsumori 1995:
20),® presumably for the same nation-building purposes which informed
the treatment of Ainu. It is an independent language, not intelligible to
speakers of standard Japanese, but with historical connections and con-
sonances. Today, speakers of Okinawan also speak standard Japanese,
although the reverse is not necessarily true: the younger generation may
be heading towards a monolingual command of Japanese only, as young
people shift away from areas in which older bilinguals live and as stan-
dard Japanese dominates the structures of everyday life (Matsumori
1995: 40).

Okinawans are the largest ethnic minority group in Japan today (as
opposed to the largest recognized minority group, the Burakumin, who
are themselves Japanese and therefore not an ethnic minority). It is dif-
ficult to know how to arrive at a figure for this population: the 2002
population for Okinawa Prefecture is given as a total of 1,339,000, of
whom “Japanese” are separated out at 1,332,000, or 96.6% of the pop-
ulation (Statistics Bureau 2002). Presumably the remaining 3.4% refers
to non-Japanese such as the Americans living on United States bases.
Of the Japanese section of the population, however, no distinction is
made between those with Okinawan lineage and those without. Taira
(1997: 142), presumably conflating residence in Okinawa with Okinawan
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descent, which of course will to a large extent be true, gives the popula-
tion of the Okinawan minority group as 1.3 million in their home islands
with another 300,000 living in other parts of Japan and an equivalent
number living overseas in places like Hawaii.

Like the Ainu, the Okinawans were caught up in Japan’s haste to build a
unified modern nation during the Meiji Period. Just as a policy of forced
assimilation was applied to the Ainu in order to solidify the perceived
porosity of Japan’s northern border in Hokkaido, so the indigenous pop-
ulation of the Ryukyus’ was likewise treated in the south. The Ryukyus
had been invaded by the Satsuma clan, native to Kyushu, in 1609, bring-
ing to an end the sole domination of the Ryukyu kingdom rulers, at least
in the Amami Islands. In 1879, however, the islands were annexed by the
Meiji government and turned into the new prefecture of Okinawa. As a
result, the indigenous inhabitants of the former kingdom were absorbed
willy-nilly into and disguised by the myth of a mono-ethnic Japan which
was to prevail for more than a century after that, just as had happened
with the Ainu, in a kind of instant transformation of ethnicity to serve the
ends of the state.

As happened with the Ainu, however, political absorption, while con-
venient at the level of nationalist rhetoric, did not equate to cultural
acceptance in everyday life. Nor did it entail allowing education to occur
in the native language, in this case Okinawan. In 1916, as we saw in
Chapter One, the dialect of the Yamanote district in Tokyo was officially
named the standard variant of Japanese, henceforth to be used throughout
the Japanese archipelago as the official form of Japanese. The Education
Ministry then embarked on a program of spreading the standard through
textbooks and schools throughout Japan. During this period, children
who were found to be speaking their own regional dialects at school were
often subjected to punishment and/or ridicule. It was important for the
needs of the classroom that everybody be able to use the common lan-
guage, and therefore infractions were not permitted. In Okinawa, pun-
ishment took the form of being made to wear the hogen fuda (dialect
placard):

Because they had their own language, culture and history, the people of Okinawa
had to endure excessive measures as the Japanese government worked to make
them “Japanese.” For example in public schools, the use of the Okinawan lan-
guage was forbidden. A student who spoke even a word of the Okinawan language
in class was forced to wear a dialect placard (hogen fuda) around his or her neck,
enduring humiliation until another student made the same mistake and was in
turn, forced to assume the role of class dunce. Okinawa prefecture governor Ota
Masahide once stated that process of making Okinawans “Japanese” resulted in
human alienation. (Aikyo 1998: 6)
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Okinawans themselves would seem to have been complicit in the practice.
Matsumori (1995: 32) reports that Okinawans were quick to adopt the
rhetoric of standardization in the early part of the twentieth century and
later. Students at a Naha'!® school in 1916 themselves agreed to counte-
nance the use of the dialect placard. “Wearing the wooden placard was
considered a disgrace and resulted in a lowered grade. And, according to
the rules, the only way a student could get rid of it was to catch another
student using Ryukyuan to whom it could be passed on” (Rabson 1996).
Interestingly enough, during the period of United States occupation after
the war when use of Okinawan dialect was encouraged by US funding
of a radio station to broadcast in it, dialect placards reappeared in the
schools at Okinawan instigation to discourage children from speaking
their dialect, as most Okinawans supported a return to Japan and knew
that they would need to be able to speak standard Japanese when that
day came (Rabson 1996). The practice seems to have persisted until the
1960s (Carroll 2001: 64); indeed, older scholars I spoke to in the early
1990s in the course of research for a book on language policy recalled
personal memories of the system.

In contrast to the marked prewar discrimination against Okinawans, the
1990s saw an “Okinawa boom,” led to a large extent by popular music.
Through the popularity of bands such as Rinkenband, Kina and later
The Boom, which combined elements of traditional Okinawan music
with modern rock and other traditions, the sense of Okinawa as a rich,
exciting local culture endowed it with, in Maher’s terms (2002: 176),
“cultural cool.” His perceptive analysis of the likely impact of this factor
on the revitalization of both Okinawan and Ainu languages is worth citing
in full here:

Contrasting Ainu with Korean social “cool” Ainu fares less well in this respect.
Quite simply, it lacks prestige, cultural and linguistic capital (Bourdieu 1991).
This contrasts with Okinawan and, more complicatedly, post-modern Korean,
which have been categorized as cultural values by the middle class. Ainu’s image
is ethnic, indigenous and rural (daishizen no naka — “in the virgin wild”) rather
than urban. Immutable ethnicization is how Ainu is presented and promoted —
now “officially” the Ainu Promotion Act — and is another reason for some negative
reaction. We are now well into the ethnic boom and Ainu fares well among per-
sons with stereotypic sympathies (e.g., environmentalists, “the left”), and those
who might drop in at the one ethnic Ainu restaurant in metropolitan Tokyo. It is
difficult to see growth in appeal outside the cultural cliché. Again, we contrast this
with the popularity of funky Okinawa as both physical territory and cultural idea.
Cultural cool fosters interest in language. Perhaps language revitaliza-
tion might emerge as a by-product of a cultural cool that overleaps older
motivations such as ethnic duty and the maintenance of ethnic orthodoxy.
(p. 176, my emphasis added)
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Certainly the cultural coolness of Okinawa is confirmed on many fronts
(e.g., Henshall 1999: 75; Taira 1997: 142). If this does indeed lead to lan-
guage revitalization, then the Ainu language promotion being undertaken
by the Foundation for Research and Promotion of Ainu Culture may
pay fewer dividends than would attention to the non-traditional cultural
activities undertaken by today’s Ainu, such as rock bands and art festi-
vals. Promotion of such activities, which include the non-traditional Ainu
Art Project and the popular jazz-influenced band Moshiri, part of the
World Music boom (Siddle 2002: 416), would better suit the aspirations
of Ainu activists dissatisfied with the current promotional activities and
could over time lead to Ainu losing the cultural-cliché image described
by Maher and becoming invested with a greater “cultural cool,” which in
turn could raise the stock of the Ainu language in the public’s perception.

Meanwhile, as is the case with Ainu, the Internet has a role to play
in offering “tastes” of language. Websites offer interested visitors audio-
files of common Okinawan phrases and more,'! or non-audio-supported
introductions to the language. One such website headlines its text with
the unequivocal statement that “Japanese IS NOT the native language
of Okinawa,”!? in case anyone should be under the mistaken impression
that it was. At the top end of Japan, then, we see technology being used to
reassert the status of an indigenous language as an indigenous language; at
the bottom end, to assert linguistic independence from Japan altogether,
perhaps as a precursor to the long-debated independence of Okinawa
itself.

Korean

Japan’s resident-alien ethnic Korean population (known as zamnichi
kankokujin, or zainichi for short), as of 2002 numbered 625,422, account-
ing for one third of the total foreign population (Ministry of Justice 2003)
and making them Japan’s largest minority group after the Burakumin and
the Okinawans. These figures do not include those Koreans who have
taken Japanese citizenship, and are therefore not an accurate guide to the
number of people who actually speak and write Korean in Japan: some
of those included among the 625,422 are third- and fourth-generation
residents who have no knowledge of their heritage language and speak
only Japanese, while some of those who have taken citizenship (and are
therefore not included here) do speak Korean. The Korean population,
itself a diverse group encompassing young job-seeking newcomers from
South Korea and permanent residents of Japan, North- or South-Korean
affiliation, and those who have taken citizenship and those who have not
(Okano and Tsuchiya, 1999: 111-112), is clustered in large urban centers
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such as Tokyo, Osaka and other cities, where Koreatowns function both
as a focus of shared community aims and as a visible manifestation of
the vibrancy of this section of Japan’s population (see Maher 1995a for
details, and Sabin 2002 for a description of Kawasaki’s Koreatown).

Longstanding historical factors have meant that Koreans in Japan have
been subject to discrimination on a par with that experienced by the
Burakumin (see Chapter Six, and see Weiner 1997: 83—-84 for detalils),
although in recent years the Korean community, like the Okinawans,
have seen “cultural cool” confer a kind of social cachet on being Korean
through rock bands, soccer players and other manifestations of popular
culture:

Does multiculturalism in post-modern Japan reside in the celebration of mere
“difference” or in some other kind of lifestyle hybridity and cultural mixing? . . .
Korean cool is much in evidence in Japan. Being a minority is, after all, being
someone. Korean cool is linked to weekend trips to Korea, Korean Esze (body
conditioning salon), rock music, Japanese culture in Korean, film, kimchi and
Korean language classes in university (attended also by zainichi Korean students).
Korean-Japanese writers have won major literary prizes and the “cool” world of
recently established J-League soccer teams features many Korean soccer players.
(Maher 2002: 176)

Mabher, as we saw earlier, suggests that a growth in awareness of the
groups to which this concept of cultural cool attaches may in turn lead to
an acceptance of the concept that Japan is in fact multilingual, despite the
strong and persisting popular belief that it is monolingual. Certainly the
more people become accustomed to hearing Korean spoken or sung in
certain contexts, the more they will come to realize that Korean is being
spoken in Fapan by people who live there, rather than by visitors. The
fact that only around 20% of young zainichi Koreans are estimated to be
able to speak Korean (Fukuoka 2000: 27), however, may mean that this
realization could be a long time coming through any more generalized
exposure to the language outside of Koreatowns.

Korean is maintained as a community language through the activities
of resident groups such as Mindan (Korean Residents Union, pro-South
Korea) and Soren (General Association of Korean Residents in Japan,
pro-North Korea, also known as Chongryun). Both these organizations
run their own school systems which teach curricula both in Korean and
Japanese, Soren having a much larger number of schools than Mindan
and also a four-year university in Tokyo (see Ryang 1997 for details).
Korea University was until very recently particularly important for chil-
dren educated at these schools since the Japanese government would not
allow them to apply to enter national universities because they had not
gone through the standard Japanese education system.'’ This created
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the anomalous situation whereby a student from Korea could apply for
entrance to a prestigious national university and be accepted as an inter-
national student, but a Korean-background student who had grown up
in Japan, spoke Japanese as his/her first language and had been educated
in Japan, albeit at a non-government school, could not (Tanaka 1991:
164-166, cited in Sugimoto 2003). From April 2004, however, this rule
has been changed; graduates of all foreign schools in Japan will be permit-
ted to sit for university entrance examinations, including the 1,000 or so
students who graduate from Korean schools each year. The original deci-
sion, announced in March 2003, that only graduates of foreign schools
affiliated with Europe or America could do so was expanded to include
them after complaints that the original plan was racist. Kyoto University
had already announced in 2002 that it would accept graduates of foreign
schools in Japan (Mainichi Shimbun 5 August 2003).

In addition to ethnic community schools, Korean is also taught
through community education classes. NHK, the national broadcaster,
has offered weekly Korean language classes since the 1980s, prompted
by the advance of Japanese companies into Asian markets (NHK 1999).
In 2000 a report commissioned by then Prime Minister Obuchi on
Japan’s goals in the twenty-first century recommended that Japan pay
greater attention to developing rinko (neighborly relations) with Korea
and China:

To achieve this, we should increase the amount of school time devoted to the
study of Korean and Chinese history and the history of these countries’ relations
with Japan, particularly in modern times, and dramatically expand our programs
of Korean and Chinese language instruction. In addition, we should develop a
sense of neighborliness by providing multilingual information displays at major
locations throughout Japan that include Korean and Chinese alongside English.
(Prime Minister’s Commission 2000)

Korean-language signs are much in evidence at Narita airport and other
places in Tokyo in recent years, perhaps as a result of this report. The
Narita International Airport website offers a Korean-language version;
Kansai International Airport (Osaka’s airport) offers both Korean and
Chinese versions, as does the JR (East Japan Railway Company) site.
A report on the teaching of Korean in Japanese schools listed details
of 246 schools which in September 2003 were either offering classes in
Korean or planned to introduce them by 2005, up from 165 in a 1997—
1998 survey of 5,493 schools (The Japan Forum 2003). The Korean
language classes are variously called Hangul, Kankokugo, Chosengo or
(since 1990) KankokuChosengo. A message on the Network for Korean-
Language Education in High Schools bulletin board in 2003 made
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the point that Korean should not be subsumed under the rhetoric of
“diversifying foreign language education,” as the education reforms of
1987 had suggested,'* and viewed as coming in second-best to the domi-
nance of English and Chinese, but should be viewed rather as a com-
munity language to promote the concept of multilingualism in Japan
(Oguri 2003). This network, established in 1999, maintains an active
website at http://www.iie.ac.kr/~jakehs/index.html to promote the teach-
ing of Korean in Japanese schools.

International events which have contributed over recent years to a rising
awareness of Korean culture in Japan include the 1988 Seoul Olympics,
a gourmet boom in Japan which has prompted interest in Korean cui-
sine, and an ethnic boom where Asia is seen as cool. Local events include
an increase in the media visibility of Korean singers, journalists, news-
readers and writers (Maher 1995a: 99). The soccer World Cup final held
jointly in Korea and Japan in 2002 also contributed to an increase in
interest in things Korean; in an Internet survey conducted immediately
after the final had finished, more than half of respondents felt it had led to
an improvement in Japan-South Korean relations (Japan Times Online
2002). Zainichi authors (writing, of course, in Japanese) have won presti-
gious literary awards for their fiction dealing with the Korean experience
in Japan. Korean films have been big hits (see S6z6 2001). Popular cul-
ture is the driving engine behind these events. Whether that leads in time
to an increased uptake of Korean language study in Japan in recognition
that Korean is not solely a foreign language, but is actually one of the
languages of Japan, remains to be seen; it may signal no more than an
increased acceptance of Korean ethnicity, but on Japanese terms.

Chinese

Japan’s Chinese community in 2002 numbered 424,282 (Ministry of
Justice 2003), most of whom live in large cities in the Tokyo-Yokohama
conurbation, the Kansai region of western Japan and parts of Southern
Kyushu (Maher 1995b: 126). Early immigrants settled in Yokohama,
Nagasaki and Kobe; the Chinatown in Yokohama is the world’s oldest
and largest (Chang 1998).

Vasishth (1997) questions but then ends by affirming the “model
minority” view of Chinese diaspora groups!’ in relation to this group
in Japan, deconstructing the history of oppression and marginalization
that the stereotype conceals (see also Nagano 1994). The assumption
behind the “model minority” image is that such a minority is doing so
well in terms of affluence and education that its members no longer expe-
rience discrimination. It is true that today the Chinese community is in
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general more affluent than, say, the Korean or Okinawan minorities,
but this follows a long history of discrimination and persecution reliant
upon anti-Chinese attitudes which continue today, such as those dis-
played in the comments made in 2000 and discussed in Chapter Six
by Tokyo’s Governor Ishihara, imputing a purported rise in crime to
Chinese, Koreans and illegal immigrants. The Tokyo Overseas Chinese
Federation on that occasion held a special meeting to protest strongly
against the governor’s remarks (People’s Dazily 2000).

Many of the Chinese community now live outside the Chinatown
areas to which Chinese were originally confined in the early Meiji Period
and work in the professions, or own restaurants or food-industry busi-
nesses. In 1975, Vasishth (1997: 134) reports, patterns of residence
reflected province of origin, with Chinese living in Kanagawa being
mainly Cantonese, in Osaka from Jiangsu and in Kyoto and Nagasaki
from Fujian. Schools teaching in Japanese and Chinese, which like the
Korean schools were until recently not accredited by the government for
university entrance exams, educate the children of the postwar wave of
Chinese immigrants from Taiwan, although many children attend main-
stream Japanese schools. The Chinese and Korean languages were added
comparatively recently (1997 and 2002) to the list of foreign languages
students could choose from in the national university entrance examina-
tion, joining English, French and German (Izumi ez al. 2003). Chinese-
language newspapers and web-based news sites such as RakuRaku China
provide other outlets for use of Chinese in Japan. Whereas Cantonese
was spoken by the majority of the prewar immigrants, the majority of the
postwar influx speak Mandarin (Maher 1995b: 127).

Outside the Chinese community schools, Chinese (Mandarin), like
Korean, is taught in a number of other schools: in a 1998 report by
The Japan Forum, 353 schools across Japan, many of them private
schools, either taught Chinese or intended to introduce it by 2001, com-
pared to 165 with Korean (52 schools offered both). This reflected a big
increase for both languages since 1987, thought to be the result of the
release in that year of the final report of the Ad-Hoc Council on Edu-
cation which recommended nzer alia that the range of elective subjects
in the high school curriculum be expanded. In 1991 a group of Schools
for Collaborative Research on the Diversification of Foreign Language
Education began research on foreign languages other than English; two
reports ensued in 1993, the first of which suggested that the languages of
neighboring Asian countries be introduced into the curriculum of mid-
dle and high schools (The Japan Forum 1998). A survey conducted by
the Yomiuri Shimbun in January 2004 found that 67% of respondents
thought universities needed to place greater emphasis on giving students
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the foreign languages they would need to play a role in the international
community: after English, Chinese and Korean were nominated as strong
contenders (ELT News 2004).

English and other European languages

We shall see in Chapter Four the policies which have been adopted at
government level with regard to the teaching of English. The present
chapter will concentrate on the history and current state of the teaching
of English and other European languages in Japanese schools.

English was brought into middle schools as an elective subject in 1947,
where it was seen as a “window to the world.” The aim of the curriculum
was to teach students to “think in English,” not to think in Japanese
and translate it into English, i.e. to treat English as a living language
rather than as an object of study. Ironically, in view of the direction the
curriculum later took, listening and speaking were listed as primary skills,
reading and writing as secondary skills. The method of instruction was
premised, in theory at least, on an audiolingual approach (Ministry of
Education 1947). Four years later, the preface to the 1951 Course of
Study for English made it clear that no guidelines would be issued by the
Ministry for the teaching of foreign languages other than English, as the
study of such languages, compared to that of English, was minuscule in
scale. Teachers of other languages were exhorted to refer to the Course
of Study for English (Ministry of Education 1951).

A student completing the nine years of compulsory education today
would therefore have studied English for three years; those who complete
a further three years (the majority of students) would have studied for six
years. While English was not a compulsory subject (except at certain
schools), it was taken by most students because of the foreign language
requirement for many university degrees and the consequent emphasis
in high school and university entrance exams on English (Kitao ez al.
1994). The central university examination system tests students applying
to national and public universities through multiple-choice questions in
the six areas of mathematics, science, history, language arts, humanities
and foreign languages; some private universities may require only three
or four of these areas (Moriyoshi and Trelfa, n.d.). After the new Course
of Study was introduced in 2002 following the introduction of the five-
day school week, foreign language education became a required subject
at middle and high school (MEXT 2003a).

Despite the emphasis on listening and speaking in the 1947 Course
of Study, Japanese proficiency in spoken English has been historically
poor, given that extensive classroom practice time based on written
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multi-choice tests is required for the university entrance examinations,
resulting in a focus on reading and writing. One view of this is that since
spoken English levels were so poor, the most noticeable end result of the
six years of compulsory English education has been the creation of a high
proportion of loanwords from English in the Japanese lexicon (Honna
1995: 57-59). It is certainly true that Japan has historically scored very
low among Asian nations’ mean scores in the Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL)!® score rankings, and this has prompted various
knee-jerk reactions. In 1998, as we see in Chapter Four, Japan’s score
ranked 180th among the 189 countries in the United Nations (Inoguchi
1999: 1). The test and score data summary for 2001-2002 showed Japan
as twenty-ninth out of thirty nations on the computer-based test and
fourteenth out of fifteen on the paper-based test (TOEFL 2003). In July
2003, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technol-
ogy (MEXT) issued a press release unveiling a strategic plan for improv-
ing the English abilities of Japanese citizens which linked progress in this
area with Japan’s ability to participate on the world stage:

With the progress of globalization in the economy and in society, it is essential
that our children acquire communication skills in English, which has become a
common international language, in order for living in the 21st century. This has
become an extremely important issue both in terms of the future of our children
and the further development of Japan as a nation. At present, though, the English-
speaking abilities of a large percentage of the population are inadequate, and this
imposes restrictions on exchanges with foreigners and creates occasions when the
ideas and opinions of Japanese people are not appropriately evaluated (MEXT
2002).

This was followed up in March 2003 by an action plan setting specific
proficiency targets for junior and senior high school graduates; universi-
ties were exhorted to set their own targets such that graduates could use
English in their work. Specific steps detailed the strategies to be used to
achieve these targets, including upgrading of teacher proficiency and of
pedagogical methods and also improving motivation for learning English
through study abroad and other means (MEXT 2003a).

The JET (Japan Exchange and Teaching) program!” introduced in
1987 was intended in part to promote a shift towards a more communica-
tive focus in language teaching in junior and senior high school language
classrooms in order to foster internationalization. Assistant Language
Teachers (ALTs) are placed in English, French and German classrooms
to assist Japanese teachers and provide students with native-speaker con-
tact. An evaluation of the program’s effectiveness carried out in 2001
reported high degrees of satisfaction from primary, junior and senior
high schools taking part. Primary schools spoke of perceived increases
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in student interest in foreign languages and cultures, ease in mixing with
foreigners and willingness to try communicating in English; high schools
reported an increase in the number of students attempting the Step Testin
Practical English Proficiency (Eiken), officially accredited by the Ministry
of Education in 2000 (MEXT 2001a). The major emphasis of the pro-
gram, it is clear, is on English. The program continues its annual intake
of ALTs from around the world: the 2003-2004 intake, for example,
included 2,582 ALTSs from the USA, 1,165 from the United Kingdom,
368 from Australia, 340 from New Zealand, 942 from Canada and 103
from Ireland, all major English-speaking countries. Much smaller intakes
were accepted from France (9), Germany (3), China (12), Korea (4) and
a long list of other countries (JET Programme 2003).

Whether languages other than English are taught depends on the
school. Japan has no overarching national language policy which deter-
mines which community languages should be taught (hardly surprising
in view of the monolingual belief still largely prevailing) or which lan-
guages should be strategically introduced with a view to Japan’s regional
and international linkages. English is by default the catch-all solution to
engagement with the rest of the world. This is reflected by the gradu-
ally increasing but still very small enrolments in foreign languages other
than English at high schools: in 1998 3.5 and 0.9 students in every
1,000 studied Chinese, dropping to 2.1, 1.1, 0.5 and 0.2 for French,
German, Spanish and Russian respectively (The Japan Forum 1998). A
total of twenty-two languages were taught in 551 schools that year (about
60% of them government schools) to about 40,000 students. Chinese
was the most widely taught, in 372 schools, followed by French in 206,
Korean in 131, German in 109 and Spanish in 76 (MEXT 1999, cited in
The Japan Forum 1999). These figures accord reasonably well with the
1993 Keidanren (Confederation of Japanese Industry) survey reported
by Maher (1995a: 93): when asked which languages they thought would
be important for Japan in the future, businessmen and “salarymen”
responded that they would be English (50%), Chinese (25%), French
(5.7%), German (5.4%, Spanish (5%), Korean 4.7% and others too
small to mention. Classification of responses by age showed that those
over forty chose European languages, those under forty Asian languages
(in addition to English).

Interestingly, an examination of the Ministry of Education’s Course of
Study guidelines'® over the years turns up changes in approach. In 1947,
the name of the subject in the Course of Study, which covered both mid-
dle and high schools, was “English” and not “Foreign Languages.” Four
years later, the name had changed to Gaikokugoka: Eigo-hen (Foreign
Language curriculum, English section), with other languages to follow
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the English curriculum guidelines. After this, the guidelines no longer
treated middle and high school curricula together. Looking first at the
progress of the guidelines for middle school, which falls still within the
period of compulsory education: in the 1958 revisions, that format had
changed. The overall objectives of learning a foreign language were stated
first, followed by year-level goals for English, German and French in sep-
arate sections. The same format recurred in the next revision in 1969,
with a sociocultural dimension of understanding through language of the
way foreigners lived and thought now added to the previously linguistic
objectives. This format remained mostly unchanged through the revisions
of 1967. In 1989 the year-level objectives were stated in terms of the four
separate skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, whereas previ-
ously listening and speaking had been treated together. Students’ affective
motivations were also to progress with the year levels, from “interest” in
the first year of middle school to a positive desire to use the language in
the third. By 1998, the middle school guideline revisions, referring now
to Gaikokugo, reflected the changes which had been occurring since the
education reforms of the previous decade. “Foreign language” was now
a compulsory subject and English was to be selected. Other languages
could be offered as electives. The objectives now referred specifically to
communication, with listening and speaking singled out as essential to
communicative competence. The course of study was laid out not in
terms of objectives by grade level as formerly, when the focus had been
on linguistic structures, but in terms of functions (greeting, shopping,
traveling and so on) to be mastered.

The preface to the Gatkokugoka (Foreign Languages) section of the
revised high school Course of Study guidelines in 1956 pointed out that
it would now be possible to take a second foreign language elective in
schools which had many students wishing to do so. The guidelines listed
the objectives for English, French and German when taught as the first
foreign language, and again when taught as the second foreign language.
These differed in that the former sought to extend students’ abilities in
the four macroskills, whereas the latter sought the same but to incul-
cate those skills with regard to a “simple” modern language. Four years
later, “foreign language™ was listed as a compulsory subject; this changed
in 1970. By 1978, “foreign languages™ included five English-related sub-
jects, distinguished by emphasis on different skills; this increased to seven
in 1989, three of which were subjects in oral communication. The objec-
tives include inculcation of a willingness to communicate. In 1999 the
English subjects were restructured and one was made compulsory. As in
the 1989 revisions, emphasis was placed on a student-centered approach
to teaching. The 1991 report of the Central Deliberative Committee
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on Education (Chuo Kyoiku Shingikai) recommended that the number
of young people from other countries who teach languages in Japanese
schools through the JET program be increased in order to improve the
standard of foreign language teaching and that the Course of Study
guidelines be revised to promote a greater emphasis on communication
(MEXT 1991).

Clearly the Course of Study guidelines over the years have reflected
a move towards a communicative function-based approach to language
teaching, pushing for greater student participation and less “chalk and
talk” by the teacher. Whether these guidelines have been followed
to their maximum extent, though, is debatable. JET program partici-
pants tell of top academic schools with high aspirations for tertiary study
among their student body where the focus remains firmly on the fill-
in-the-blank preparation for the entrance examinations and both teach-
ers and students resist distraction, while other less academically focused
schools welcome the more communicative approach in their classrooms
(McConnell 2000).

In the private sector, language teaching is big business at private lan-
guage academies, and occasionally the newspapers contain stories of such
schools which have disappeared with their customers’ fees. The Japan
Association for the Promotion of Foreign Language Education, an asso-
ciation of private language schools, attempts to regulate this industry
by stipulating a code of practice; member schools advertise their affilia-
tion with this body to assure clients of their credibility. The languages
on offer through these schools, apart from English, include Chinese,
French, German, Italian, Korean, Latin, classical Greek and Spanish,
with several of the larger schools, such as DILA (http://www.dila.co.jp/)
offering a much wider range. We can get a good idea of the range and
frequency of the languages taught at private academies from the ALC
website (www.alc.co.jp).

A growing number of Japanese universities have begun teaching both
undergraduate and postgraduate programs in English in a bid to attract
higher numbers of international students who might otherwise have been
deterred by the difficulty of studying Japanese to the level required for
entrance to university programs. Short-term exchange programs were
also set up in 1995 following a recommendation from a Ministry of
Education conference on the progress of the plan to achieve the govern-
ment’s target of having 100,000 foreign students studying in Japan. At
least seventeen universities have had such short-term exchange programs,
in which courses are taught in English, approved since then. Some private
universities, such as the International Christian University in Tokyo, also
teach in English.
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Internationalization and foreign language learning

The learning of foreign languages, predominantly English, has been a
major thrust of the government’s push for greater internationalization of
Japanese society since the 1980s, as we have seen in the exemplar of the
JET program. Policy document after policy document, discussion paper
after discussion paper has focused on the need for Japanese to learn to
speak English better and more widely. Little more than lip service seems
to have been paid to the idea of learning other languages, apart from
the paper referred to above which called for wider teaching of Chinese
and Korean, “neighbor languages.” In response to a question in a 1995
survey carried out by the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute
as to what (if any) language/s respondents could speak other than the
one they used at home, 89% said none and 9% nominated English. To
another question in the same survey, 76% of respondents ticked “agree”
or “somewhat agree” to the proposition that foreign languages should be
taught more thoroughly in schools in Japan (NHK Broadcasting Culture
Research Institute 1995).

And yet, as we have seen, languages other than English are nor taught
very widely in schools, although growth in Korean and Chinese is evi-
dent over the last few years. The dominance of English reflects a trend
which began in Japan in the early Meiji Period. Up until that time the
foreign language most studied was Dutch, given that the Dutch were the
only Europeans allowed to maintain a toehold in Japan, on a little island
called Deshima in Nagasaki Harbor, during the more than two hundred
years for which Japan closed itself off to the world as a reaction to fears
of European colonial ambitions during the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries. A school of studies known as rangaku (Dutch studies)
flourished during this period. When the period of isolation came to an
end, however, it soon became evident that Dutch was not a major inter-
national language and that English was the one most needed for contact
with the west, particularly the United States and Britain. Japan’s inter-
national relations with western powers since then have focused to a large
extent on English-speaking countries, although German and French were
important in the early modern period when Japan modeled its army on
the Prussians and its legal codes on the Napoleonic codes.

The lack of a national strategic plan for the role of both community
and foreign languages in Japan’s present and future activities is one fac-
tor contributing to the low rates of language study in schools, with of
course the exception of English. Another is the old Japanese belief that
Japanese people cannot learn other languages, a formerly surprisingly well
entrenched conviction despite all evidence to the contrary in the form of



Language diversity in Japan 37

students who return from study abroad virtually bilingual, depending on
the amount of time spent in the other country. Returnees (kikokushijo),
as the children of parents who have been posted abroad for business and
other reasons are known, often come into Japanese schools knowing less
of their own language than of the language they acquired overseas; a huge
literature exists which details the problems these children face and the
strategies that have been taken to deal with them (see, for example, Pang
2000; Goodman 1990).

The origins of this belief, Miller (1982: 222-253) contends, lie in the
layers of illogical argument with which what he terms Japan’s modern
myth — the belief in the extraordinary uniqueness of the Japanese lan-
guage which manifests itself in different ways relating language to soci-
ety, race and culture — has coated Japanese views of language learning.
While it is certainly true that all languages involve a certain level of diffi-
culty for adults in learning them, “the construction that the myth places
upon this kernel of truth, the universal experience of difficulty that we all
have in learning a foreign language, is that the Japanese experience this
difficulty to a greater extent than anyone else because they are Japanese”
(my emphasis added). Miller, while at the same time pouring scorn on
this belief in terms of its universality, isolated some local factors which
may cause Japanese difficulty in speaking foreign languages. One is the
sound structure of Japanese itself, with its relatively small number of syl-
lables and their fixed consonant-vowel structure, which makes it difficult
for Japanese tongues to deal with runs of vowels or consonants in for-
eign words. Another is the marked preference for hiring only Japanese
nationals in permanent positions in Japanese universities and schools to
teach foreign languages rather than native speakers of those languages,
and the skewing of language teaching away from communicative profi-
ciency towards answering written examination questions. “What is actu-
ally implied by ‘using English’ in a Japanese sociolinguistic context is
‘using English to pass the university or other admissions examinations’”
(254).

That was more than twenty years ago. Since then, the reforms to
Japanese education in the mid-1980s have included a marked swing to
embracing the concept of communicative language teaching, backed up
with large injections of government funding, through the JET program
after 1987. English conversation was introduced into Japanese elementary
schools as an internationalization-oriented elective in Period of Integrated
Study activities from 1997, and in 2002 was taken up by approximately
50% of public elementary schools (MEXT 2003a). The Action Plan to
Cultivate “Japanese with English Abilities” aims to build on this by hav-
ing at least one third of such classes led in student-centered activities
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by native English speakers or junior high school English teachers and to
support the undertaking with research and materials development. Ten
thousand high school students are to study abroad each year. Between
2003 and 2005, as part of the plan to increase the English-speaking abil-
ities of Japanese, 100 high schools are to be designated as Super English
Language High Schools (SELHis) which will teach part of their curricu-
lum in English. From 2006, the central university entrance examination
will include a listening test in addition to a written test. Japan’s govern-
ment, then, is serious about developing the English abilities of its citizens.
It will be interesting to evaluate in ten years’ time what effect these strate-
gies have had. In the meantime, however, it would seem that belief in the
ability of individual Japanese to learn other languages is growing, helped
along by the changes in teaching methodology (which may increase once
the domination of the written-only central admissions test is broken), by
grassroots practical experience through young people studying abroad
or meeting foreign students studying in Japan, and by Internet-related
activities which require English.

In this chapter we have seen something of the diversity of language
used in Japan, from Japanese as the mainstream language to minority
languages such as Ainu, Okinawan, Korean and Chinese, and to foreign
language study trends and attitudes. In terms of the experience of minor-
ity language users, Maher encapsulates their difficulties “not merely as
a ‘minority problem’ but more as an overarching problem of hegemonic
practice” (2002: 176), and we have seen that without exception these
groups have gone through experiences of discrimination and marginal-
ization that have without doubt affected their ability or desire to speak
their own languages to a certain extent. In the case of foreign language
study, it is English which has proved the hegemonic power which has
eclipsed the study of other foreign languages in a short-sighted approach
to foreign language policy, although we are seeing encouraging signs with
the growth in the number of schools offering Korean and Chinese. In the
private sector, of course, other languages are available on demand for
those willing to pay; the public sector, however, has a long way to go to
achieve a reasonable spread of language provision.



3 Language and national identity:
evolving views

In this chapter, we will examine earlier overt ideological connections
between language and identity and engage in more speculative theorizing
about what the more recent variations might be. During Japan’s modern
period the language (often confused with the writing system) has func-
tioned as a marker of shifting cultural identity. Contrasting views on how
the language should develop sparked heated and often bitter debate dur-
ing the twentieth century as the evolving demands of history placed a
new importance on the role of language in modernization and in Japan’s
interface with the world. I will discuss the major views put forward on
the role of Japan’s language in the construction of a particular cultural
identity relative to the circumstances of the time, up to and including the
present.

Personal and national identity in a modernizing Japan

To go back to the very beginning of Japan’s modern period in 1868, the
language practices then in use would have clearly identified someone in
terms of class and location. As we saw in Chapter One, the pre-modern
division of Japan into multiple closed-off domains meant a highly seg-
mented society and a complicated network of regional dialects. Dialectal
variations could be extreme: the dialects of Kagoshima in the south
and Sendai in the north-east, for example, were mutually unintelligi-
ble (Hattori 1960: 733). None of the dialects, even that of Kyoto or Edo,
was officially designated as the standard language; that would not hap-
pen until 1916, although in practice these functioned as lingua franca for
those able to travel. Within each domain, of course, the local dialect was
that region’s standard, used for the normal purposes of communication
between residents who were unlikely, given the restrictions on travel, to
have occasion to communicate with speakers of other dialects from dif-
ferent regions. Any Japanese, therefore, would be identifiable in terms of
region by the dialect they spoke.

39
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In terms of written Japanese, identity in terms of social class was
strongly marked by the system of writing then in use. Not only orthogra-
phy but stylistic genres as well indicated whether the user was a member
of the educated elite. During the pre-modern period, “educated” meant
the upper classes, aristocrats and samurai, who were the only ones for
whom education was officially provided in the form of domain schools
at which students were drilled in the Chinese classics and the writing
of innumerable characters. Those who were not members of the upper
classes were not necessarily illiterate; far from it, self~education among
townspeople and villagers flourished in the zerakoya (temple schools),
lending libraries did a roaring trade (see Kornicki 1998) and Japan had
a higher rate of literacy during the late pre-modern period than Europe.
The growing influence of the merchant class in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries saw rapid growth in the number of private schools for
the lower classes in both rural and urban areas, giving basic instruction
in the three Rs along with moral and occupational training. Some com-
moners acquired only the bare essentials of literacy; others developed an
advanced ability to read and write, though usually only in certain areas.'

An upper-class educated man (and I use the word advisedly, rather
than “person™) in the pre-modern period could be expected to have a
familiarity with the Chinese classics, to be able to read and write kambun
(Sino-Japanese) and sorobun (its epistolary equivalent) and in general
to be familiar with the Japanese classics and their literary conventions
as well. Writing (or at least the then prevailing idea of the written lan-
guage of public life between educated men) was far from being an easy
approximation of speech on paper; the several varieties of formal writ-
ten Japanese adhered to classical traditions which resembled the spoken
language only slightly. These varieties, or styles, are today collectively
known as bungorai (literary styles based on classical forms), to differenti-
ate them from kogorai, the modern written colloquial style which is based
on — though not entirely identical to — today’s spoken Japanese. Today’s
kogotar did not exist at the beginning of the modern period. It developed
over time during the Meiji and subsequent periods, in response to the
social changes during Japan’s modernization which meant that a demo-
cratic written language was needed to replace the existing conventions
which carried strong overtones of the power structure and values of the
feudal period.

To understand the nature of written Japanese at the time and how it
related to identity, we need to look briefly at the four major written con-
ventions then in use: kambun (Sino-Japanese), sorobun (epistolary style),
wabun (classical Japanese) and wakankonkobun (a style combining ele-
ments of both Chinese and Japanese). Each of them, although necessarily
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having incorporated newer lexical items over the centuries, relied heavily
on the use of archaic literary conventions and idioms: kambun and sorobun
on classical Chinese and wabun on classical Japanese. Wakankonkobun,
while it combined both these traditions, did so with a heavy admixture of
contemporary elements which made it less arcane (for details, examples
and history of the development of each of these four styles, see Twine
1991a).

Sino-Japanese was the form of writing used in official documents, crit-
icism and exposition, history and critical essays, early Meiji translations
of western literature and in general in upper class education. The term
kambun (literally “Chinese writing,” denoting the Chinese language as
used in Japan), actually encompasses several different types of Chinese
or Chinese-influenced writing in Japan, including jun kambun (pure
Chinese, or a Japanese attempt at writing Chinese as a foreign lan-
guage using Chinese word order®) and kambun kundoku (Chinese read
as Japanese with the help of diacritics and glosses to indicate word order
and pronunciation, or written out in full as Japanese with a combination
of Chinese characters and Japanese phonetic katakana).

We may wonder why Chinese should have played such an influential
role in written Japanese, until we realize that in the sixth century, Japan,
having no writing system of its own, adopted the Chinese writing system
along with Buddhism during a period of extensive cultural borrowing.
Chinese was originally written as a foreign language in Japan. Over time,
however, systems such as the phonetic kana scripts were derived from the
Chinese characters to indicate both those features of Japanese grammar
not present in Chinese and the Japanese pronunciation of the words which
the characters represented. It might have seemed only natural that the
role of Chinese would diminish once the Japanese had developed writing
systems of their own, but this did not happen. The use of Chinese or one
of its derivatives signified erudition and prestige. As such, men chose to
continue writing in that vein, and kana writing based on classical Japanese
speech was left to women. Kambun, valued for its conciseness and formal
erudite tone, enjoyed a prestige higher than that accorded to other forms
of writing right up until and into the Meiji Period, bolstered along the
way by the Tokugawa Shogunate’s revival of Confucian studies.

Sorobun used the verb soro as its copula. Men used this as their epis-
tolary style in both public and private correspondence. Unlike kambun,
which remained the province of the upper class, sorobun — descended from
a modified form of classical Chinese developed in the Middle Ages in
Japan — was used by commoners as well in correspondence, records and
public notices. Commoner education included classes in sorobun, despite
the fact that its marked Chinese influence made it quite difficult to master.
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Originally written in Chinese characters alone, by the beginning of
the Meiji Period it had evolved into a mixture of characters and
katakana.

Wabun, on the other hand, was not Chinese-derived but rather
descended from the court literature of the Heian Period (794-1192).
Once kana scripts had been developed by the ninth century, it became
possible for the literate few to write down Japanese in a manner approx-
imating the way it was spoken. As we have seen, however, the prestige
script of Chinese remained the one used by men, and kana were known
as onnade, women’s writing. Court ladies used kana to write the great
early classics of Japanese literature, among them The Tale of Genyji, which
is known as the world’s first novel. The soft elegance inherited from
Japanese poetry lent to wabun a preference for graceful circumlocution
and euphemism, with long meandering sentences very different from the
brevity of kambun, lexicon drawn predominantly from native Japanese
words and a marked preference for the use of such rhetorical devices as
pivot words.” Honorifics, rare in kambun, were abundant in wabun. In
the early Meiji Period, wabun was used by women in correspondence,
men in correspondence to women or near relatives, court ladies in the
diaries which had been traditionally kept since the days of The Tale of
Genyt, essays by neo-classical scholars and some translations.

The fourth major literary style, wakankonkobun, was essentially kambun
kundoku made softer by a mixture of classical Japanese; it also incor-
porated colloquialisms from the eleventh century on. This became the
major general-purpose literary style outside those areas in which kambun,
sorobun and wabun were mandated. Its uses were many and varied:
Buddhist sermons, plays, fairytales, ballad-dramas, certain genres of
Tokugawa Period fiction, the dialogue passages in popular novels, prose
poems and essays. Its grammar was still that of a past age and its nucleus
was Chinese, but the familiarity imparted by the use of Japanese expres-
sions made it popular with the many literate townsmen of the Tokugawa
Period.

Going back to our theme of identity, then, both the variant of spoken
language a person used and their degree of literacy and knowledge of the
above literary conventions would have functioned to identify what part
of Japan that person came from and whether the degree of education
they possessed stamped them as upper or lower class. That was about
to change, however, as the Meiji Period wore on, bringing a swift and
all-encompassing transition from old to new. In quick succession came a
national postal system (1871), a national education system (1872) and
a modern communications network featuring, rail, telegraph and tele-
phone networks. After 1870, the publication of newspapers and journals
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mushroomed. The lifting of the earlier restrictions on travel and choice
of occupation led to a new freedom of social interaction and mobility.
At national, community and personal levels, life changed on a scale not
previously experienced.

The changes in language over this period reflected what was happening
in society at large. A written language predicated on classical conventions
and on notions of class made redundant by the sudden abolition of the
previous four-tier class system® now inevitably came under scrutiny in
terms of whether it helped or hindered the modernization process. What
was needed was a new written style based on modern speech which every-
one could read and write and which was based on a standard language
taught and used throughout the country. The orthography needed to be
overhauled: kana spellings based on the speech of the classical era’® still
in use needed to be replaced with a streamlined system of kana spelling
reflecting modern speech, and a limit needed to be placed on the number
of Chinese characters to be used and to be taught in schools for daily use.
Advocates of language reform argued that these changes would simplify
the education system by reducing the time needed to learn to read and
write, would facilitate full literacy and would result in a language able to
be more or less uniformly spoken and written throughout Japan.

Although this may seem like good common sense from our present
historical perspective, it was not an uncontested position. In fact, with
the possible exception of the standard language, these reforms were bit-
terly fought. Colloquial Japanese had long been considered too vulgar
and wordy to be used in writing, except where the dialogue of popular
fiction demanded it. To suggest that a modern written style be based on
contemporary speech was viewed as an affront to centuries of belief that
kambun and wabun and their derivatives were the only forms of writing
possible for educated people of refined sensibilities. To suggest that the
existing orthography be rationalized was tantamount to rejecting cen-
turies of literary and cultural tradition. LLanguage, in short, was a sacred
cultural icon which embodied all that was good and true in the worldview
of those keen to retain the status quo. Because those who reacted in this
way were to a large extent those in power, it was a long time before any
serious consideration was given to the issue of language reform, although
both script and style reform were debated from time to time in newspa-
pers and journals during the latter part of the nineteenth century.

The major engine which drove the development of a modern written
style during this period was the newly emerging modern Japanese novel.
Because authors such as Futabatei Shimei (1864-1909), the writers of the
later Naturalist school and the great anti-Naturalist writers dealt with the
alienation and psychological trauma experienced by their characters in
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the new Japan, it became imperative to develop a new way of writing flexi-
ble and contemporary enough to properly express personal issues of iden-
tity and change. Futabatei’s Ukigumo (The Drifting Cloud, 1887-1889)
is generally regarded as Japan’s first major modern novel, both because
Futabatei, under the influence of Russian literary theory, used new tech-
niques of psychological realism in depicting the main character’s inner
turmoil and because in order to do so he pioneered the use of the Tokyo
dialect in his text, on the grounds that the character’s thoughts could only
be realistically conveyed in the language used in his everyday life. Later
authors such as Yamada Bimyo (1868-1910), Shimazaki Toson (1872—
1943) and others, through successive waves of literary endeavor, devel-
oped and polished the style further, until in the works of the Shirakaba
group of authors in the years around 1920 the modern colloquial style
reached perfection as a literary medium which from then on held unchal-
lenged sway in the novel. Outside literary circles, and spurred on by their
revelation that it was in fact possible to create a polished written style
based on speech, progress in simplifying the language used in textbooks
had been made by 1910; newspapers veered away from the traditional
styles in the 1920s; and finally, the 1940s saw colloquial style being used
in official documents and government decrees.

We can see from this string of developments that the relatively static
relationship between language and identity that pertained in 1868 began
to shift and change during the ensuing decades as former social struc-
tures were broken down and new ways of doing things emerged. Language
became important to the identity of the new “modern” Japanese in sev-
eral ways, marking him/her as a citizen of an emerging modern nation
state where one language acted as a unifying force understood (in theory,
at least) by all citizens and where the kind of written language that a cit-
izen should be exposed to in the press and use in his/her daily life was
coming increasingly under scrutiny. At the macro level, concepts of per-
sonal identity in relation to language remained fluid during this period,
under tension from opposing views of how language should function and
what it should represent. Just as the structures of the past were changing,
so too, though at a much slower rate, were mindsets about speech and
writing.

Personal identity was soon to be linked with national identity through
the medium of language. In the 1890s, following Japan’s victory over
China in the Sino-Japanese war (1894—-1895), nationalistic sentiment led
to a new interest in language issues. Prominent among those engaged
in the debate at this time was Ueda Kazutoshi, whom we first met in
Chapter One. Ueda had just returned to Japan from his studies of west-
ern linguistics in Germany. He was very much influenced by the western
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view of writing as secondary to speech and therefore a perfectible resource
rather than a sacred icon which must not be tampered with. As linguis-
tics lecturer at Tokyo Imperial University and later head of the Education
Ministry’s Special Education Bureau, he threw his energies into lobbying
the government to establish a body to research and oversee the implemen-
tation of a standardized form of written Japanese based on the contem-
porary spoken language, as we saw in Chapter One. What motivated him
more than anything else was the connection he saw between national iden-
tity and the treatment of language. The Japanese language, he asserted,
could be greatly improved by the adoption of a standard form of the
language and of the colloquial style in writing. Ueda did not view this
as tampering with tradition or destroying a respected cultural icon; far
from it, to refine the national language — which he described as the spir-
itual blood binding Japan’s people together — was to treat it with respect.
Japanese, as the identifying mark of the state and of its people, must be
respected and protected, not through allowing it to stagnate but through
modification appropriate to the circumstances (Ueda 1894). A standard
language and a modern written style were, in his view, interdependent;
both were essential to the future development of language in modern
Japan.

We have seen some of the ways in which language related to shift-
ing and fluid views of identity in mainland Japan during this period of
sudden change. Identity issues for the Ainu and Okinawan populations
were of course much greater. Dragooned into service as “Japanese” for
the purposes of establishing the geographical borders of the nation state,
they were assimilated to the point of being unable to receive education in
their own languages. For these sections of Japanese society, identity as a
Japanese citizen equated to erasure of personal identity through the most
intimate identity marker of all: their own language.

Language issues in the Meiji Period, then, functioned as a symbol of
modernized Japan: as a marker of personal identity and later also of iden-
tity as a national subject. Not everyone viewed either of these in the same
way, however; most of those in power or positions of influence rejected
the idea of manipulated language change. The calls for script reform that
began to surface in the 1870s and 1880s® were opposed just as vehe-
mently as the development of a modern written style. Chinese characters
had formed the basis of written Japanese since the sixth century. Over
the intervening centuries, they had become not just a form of writing,
which could be altered as circumstances might demand, but a value-
laden cultural institution, yardstick of erudition and marker of power
and prestige. Those who espoused such values in regard to the writing
system were therefore very strongly opposed to any attempt to rationalize



46 Language and society in Japan

it. As we shall see in the following section, language (and to a large extent
this meant characters) came to function as an icon of ultranationalism
under a militarist government.

Language and ultranationalist identity

We have seen that during the Meiji Period those who held that language
represented some sort of ineffable connection to Japan’s heritage and
encapsulated the indescribable but unique essence of the Japanese spirit
managed to suppress ideas that language might be changed, although
as time went on novelists and people like Ueda and his followers took
the argument out of their hands. Nevertheless, such people continued to
hold powerful positions in government, and it was government through
which any codified change would have to be approved. As we shall see
in Chapter Four, proposals on script reform put to the government by
the language policy bodies established in the early twentieth century were
routinely knocked back.

The debate about language reform as an attack on national values cen-
tered on script to a much larger extent than might have been expected.
In one sense, of course, given the complexity of the orthography at that
time, a concentration on script was entirely natural, but in another it was
ironic, given that characters had after all originated in China and not
Japan. There is a widespread tendency in Japan to this day to conflate
language with script (see, for example, Brown 1985 and Unger 1987:
98-104). Discussions of the difficulty of Japanese invariably center on
the writing system. The same attitude informed the earlier arguments of
those who were against change: to change the script in some way would
be to change the language itself. The ultranationalism that developed
and became increasingly powerful in the early part of the twentieth cen-
tury therefore played a reactionary role in terms of language. The link
between the status quo in language and a particular kind of identity in
this view could not be disentangled without irreparable harm to both.
In the years following the Manchurian Incident in 1931, when Japan
occupied Manchuria and the power and influence of the military grew,
extreme right-wing militarists came to dominate the political and intel-
lectual climate in Japan. Two particular concepts were key to their views
on language.

The first of these, kokura: (national polity), denoted “the development
of a distinct pattern of national unity around the emperor” (Mitchell
1976:20). This term and its connotations came to be surrounded with an
almost mystical aura of nationalism, to the extent that a 1937 Education
Ministry-issued book Kokutai no Hongi (The Fundamentals of Kokutai)
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was banned in schools during the subsequent Allied Occupation of Japan
(1945-1952). Forming one of the basic constructs within kokutar was
kotodama, “the spirit of the Japanese language,” a term used to imply an
inseparable connection existing between the unique Japanese language
and the essence of the Japanese spirit. Chinese characters in particular,
sanctified by centuries of use in Japan, were particularly venerated. It was
only possible to express Japanese thought through the existing script, in
which so much tradition resided; not unnaturally, therefore, any attempt
to tamper with that existing script system equated to a treasonous viola-
tion of kokutai itself. Where nationalism had provided a positive stimulus
for efforts by Ueda and others to reshape language in the wake of the first
Sino-Japanese war, ultranationalism now acted as a deterrent to language
reform by emphasizing that any such reform would be an attack on the
national identity of Japan’s citizens.

During this period, therefore, a Japanese person was being reminded
constantly through the school system and through the press of the link
between language and heritage, the ineffable essence of being Japanese.
Using the Japanese language stamped them not simply as being Japanese
in ordinary terms but as being an important cog in the kokutzai system,
part of a mystical whole set apart from other peoples and linked back
through the ages to the wellsprings of national tradition in a nexus which
more than anything else was considered to shape identity at this time.
Identity here was conceptualized not as something fluid and multifaceted
but as something static and unchanging, solid but at the same time vul-
nerable to attack. Such attacks were firmly repulsed, both by government
which repulsed proposals for script reforms, and in some cases by the
police: in June 1939, for example, some Waseda University students who
supported replacing characters with the western alphabet were accused
of anti-nationalist sympathies and arrested by the secret police (Kitta
1989:53). Clearly, only one form of identity was permissible at this time.

Language and the citizen of empire

Concurrently with the developments described above, the Japanese lan-
guage began to play an important role in the two colonies of Taiwan
(1895-1945) and Korea (1910-1945). This added a new dimension to
the linguistic and other identity of Japanese citizens, that of citizen of a
colonial power whose language was used outside its own borders. The
policy adopted in Taiwan was one of assimilation, in which the teach-
ing of the Japanese language had first priority, with the threefold aim of
providing a standard language for communication between the disparate
groups who lived on the island, raising the cultural level of the Taiwanese,
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and assimilating them by teaching them the Japanese way of doing things
(Tsurumi 1967:133). Japan’s experience in Taiwan later provided the
model for its language policy in Korea, where Japanese was again used
as the medium of education, in order to assimilate the Korean people
spiritually and culturally as subjects of the Emperor.

By the end of 1942, Japan had three kinds of territory under its control:
the two colonies and the mandate of Micronesia, which Japan had held
since 1922; areas such as Manchuria and North China under the nominal
control of a puppet government; and occupied areas under military con-
trol in South East Asia, known as the Nanpd (southern region). With the
Japanese Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere thus established, the
Japanese language was to be disseminated in order to afford the peoples
of East Asia an understanding of and respect for the “Japanese spirit” so
that they would become loyal subjects of the Emperor. Japanese was to
be seen not as a foreign language but as the common language of the Co-
Prosperity Sphere, one wing of the historic creation of a new order which
by its nature as a lingua franca facilitating communication and business
would bring together the diverse peoples of this vast region (Eto 1943:
66—68). Japanese and not Chinese was the natural choice for this role not
only because of the political and cultural force of Japan but also because
of the intrinsic superiority of the language itself (Shinohara 1944: 24).
The influence of korodama now extended far outside Japan’s borders.

Many felt that Japanese at this time was poised to become a world
language like English and French on the international scene. One writer
remarked, for example, that Pearl Harbor had launched Japanese on the
road to becoming an international language; just as English had become a
world language after England’s defeat of Spain, Japanese would soon rise
to equal stature after Japan defeated the United States (T'surumi 1942:
3-5). The close connection between strategies to disseminate Japanese
and the construction of the new world order became a favorite theme.
Responsibility for the teaching of Japanese in the two colonies lay with
the governments-general there. In the territories occupied after the Pacific
War broke out in 1941, the military — specifically the Propaganda Corps
of the General Staff Office — were put in charge of spreading the lan-
guage. Teachers were trained, textbooks were written, methodologies
were debated and the field of teaching Japanese as a foreign language was
given a boost through publication of the findings of related research activ-
ities. The main focus of the textbooks, given that the aim was to assimilate
subjects of the Emperor, was on presenting a picture of life in Japan rather
than on incorporating material relevant to local areas. In the colonies,
Japanese was kokugo, the national language. Its status in Manchuria was
that of one of the national languages; in puppet-government areas of
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China, it was a foreign language; and in South East Asia and Micronesia
it was taught as a compulsory school subject. The dichotomy between
kokugo (Japanese for Japanese) and nihongo (Japanese for foreigners) dis-
cussed in Chapter One can be seen here reflected in the titles of textbooks,
e.g. Nihongo Tokuhon (A Japanese Reader) produced for use in China.

When the war ended, the teaching of Japanese outside Japan, or at
least that sponsored by Japan itself, came to a halt; indeed, a backlash
occurred in the previously occupied territories, although evidence of colo-
nial cultural policies lingered in Korea and Taiwan for quite some time.
The kind of identity conferred on users of Japanese during the preceding
years had been twofold: dutiful subject of the Emperor and consumer of
Japanese culture on the one hand, and dutiful subject of the Emperor
and colonial/imperial master on the other. What was to happen next,
however, would sweep away the ultranationalistic views of language and
identity with a vengeance as the end of the war ushered in both a new
era in politics and a new view of the citizens of Japan and their linguistic
rights.

Language and the sovereign citizen

Immediately after World War Two, language became an expression of
Japan’s new identity as a democratic society freed from the rule of ultra-
nationalism and imperialism which had led it into conflict. The ulti-
mate symbol of this was of course the new Constitution, today’s “Peace
Constitution,” enacted in 1946 during the Allied Occupation of Japan.
Chief among the changes in this constitution from the earlier 1889 Meiji
Constitution was the fact that sovereignty now rested with the people of
Japan and not with the Emperor, as Article 1 made clear from the outset:
“The Emperor shall be the symbol of the State and the unity of the peo-
ple, deriving his position from the will of the people with whom resides
sovereign power.”

The following passage, though dealing with an Okinawan context, sums
up the sense of alienation from the construct of korodama that the after-
math of the war inspired in relation to identity:

If we look at Okinawa through the constitutional patriotism definition of Jurgen
Habermas, after the terrible experiences of the Rape of Nanking and the Battle
of Okinawa (in particular the mass suicides of non-combatants), it is clear
that Japanese citizens cannot be expected to look for a sense of identity in
the “unbroken imperial line” or “the beautiful Japanese language” which are
in the end nothing more than ideas developed by the government. The identity of
the Japanese people can only be found in the model of a Japanese citizen defined
in the postwar Japanese constitution. (Aikyo 1998:7)
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In language terms, this shift in focus was symbolized by the fact that the
new Constitution, the nation’s premier legal document, was not only writ-
ten in modern Japanese but also in today’s combination of kanji and hira-
gana rather than the older kanji and katakana of official documents (see
Twine 1991b). One of those responsible for this change was Yamamoto
Y1z0 (1887-1974), a novelist and dramatist keenly interested in language
issues who argued that a strong connection existed between democracy
and language. An editorial in the major newspaper Asahi Shimbun on
20 November 1945 sought to impress upon the drafters of the new consti-
tution the importance of seizing this opportunity to produce a document
written not in kambun but in a style that everyone could understand: it
was essential that, in a Japan where democracy was becoming a reality
with the enfranchisement of women and the lowering of the voting age,
the document which was the source of the nation’s laws be open and
accessible to everyone. A subsequent period of argument was followed
by a capitulation by the Minister of State, which led some to speculate
that he may have felt that to use colloquial style in the Constitution,
while a radical departure from tradition, would at least make it seem like
an original Japanese document rather than the translation of an English
original. The Constitution was then written in modern Japanese.

The postwar Japanese citizen, then, was newly empowered not only
by the change in status to locus of sovereignty but also by the change in
written language which enabled them, once educated, to read the laws
of the land without undue difficulty. The connection between language
and identity on a national-to-individual level had never been stronger. A
second area in which this connection was underlined, indeed headlined,
during the Occupation was the long-delayed script reforms. Released
from the decades of right-wing dominance which had seen prewar pro-
posals repressed (see Gottlieb 1995 and Seeley 1991), the revitalized
National Language Council, which had gone into eclipse after 1942, was
given government approval to proceed. The connection between lan-
guage and democracy was a constant theme: how were the people in
whom sovereignty now resided to participate effectively in public life if
the period of compulsory education did not fully equip them with the level
of literacy required to read political debate in the newspapers? Clearly it
was time to do something about the writing system, to reshape it from
its existing state into something more streamlined and up to date. In
script reform terms, the democracy argument meant that because com-
plex Chinese characters were a relic of the old ruling class they should
be changed — numbers limited, shapes and numbers of possible readings
simplified — such that everyone could handle them with ease. The slogan
kokugo wa kokumin zentai no mono (our language belongs to all the people)
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was often heard during this period. The script reforms that will be
described in Chapter Four followed in short order.

What sort of Japanese person did the new script policies imply? One
who was — assuming that person to be not a member of a minority group —
empowered to take part in public debate by virtue of being able to read
without excessive difficulty, who could spend more time on education in
other subjects by virtue of the scaled-down time needed to learn to read
and who was no longer constrained by the dead hand of a writing system
and written language which reflected feudal power structures and values.
In short, the changes in the written language reflected the change in Japan
itself, from imperialist state to democracy, no matter how contested the
nature of that democracy may have been both then and now.

Those who held the old views on language and script had not of course
gone away simply because they no longer held power. They bided their
time until they were able to maneuver a partial political reversal of some
of the reforms. While the psychological background to the postwar script
reforms had been a desire to break with the past, this in time gave way
to a sense that, although the reforms had indeed brought about a form
of political disjunction, they had also led to a less than desirable cultural
disjunction with prewar literary culture which needed to be addressed.
We will see in Chapter Four how that came about.

Citizen of the world?

Once Japan had recovered from the disaster of the war and the years of
desolation which followed, the economy began to grow strongly. By the
mid-1970s, language was beginning to be regarded as a symbol of eco-
nomic power and to become the subject of cultural policy promotion.
The Japan Foundation was set up within the Foreign Ministry in 1972
with the brief of promoting Japanese culture overseas, and as we shall see
in Chapter Four, a large part of its activities were devoted to fostering
the study of Japanese language overseas in the belief that “the main pillar
of international cultural exchange (is) the teaching of language” (Japan
Foundation Nihongo Kokusai Sentaa 2000). The number of overseas
learners of Japanese worldwide more than doubled between 1988 and
1993, and by 1999 the figure had reached approximately two million.
To Japan-bashers during this period, these activities equated to a kind of
cultural imperialism; to those who sought to benefit in terms of employ-
ment from Japan’s economic miracle, they offered a way of increasing the
prospect of employment with a Japanese company.

A hypothetical mainstream Japanese person during this period, there-
fore, could at a stretch be described in terms of affective linguistic identity
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as seeking cultural recognition for his/her language concomitant with
Japan’s economic power. Other economic empires had seen their lan-
guages spread far outside the borders of the metropolitan power; why not
Japanese also? At the same time, however, as we saw in Chapter One, this
period of greater prosperity afforded the leisure for introspection missing
in the frantic postwar years and saw the flourishing of Nihonjinron litera-
ture which came into conflict with the search for external recognition by
its insistence that the Japanese language was uniquely difficult and that
only the Japanese (and sometimes not even they) could fully understand
it. Language in this view functioned as a linguistic barrier, with language,
race and culture inseparably linked.

This period, then, saw something of an identity split: on the one
hand Japanese could consider themselves increasingly cosmopolitan in
the sense that their language was now being promoted more and more
strongly overseas, with willing uptake from those who saw in it the way to
future prosperity or whose interest in Japanese culture, spurred by devel-
opments in fashion and popular culture, prompted them to learn the lan-
guage in order to immerse themselves in the study of Japan. Government
was keen to foster recognition of the language on the international scene,
and it was during this period that the idea was first mooted that Japanese
should become one of the official languages of the United Nations, in
recognition of Japan’s huge economic contribution to that body. On the
other hand, against this stood the Nihonjinron view, widely held among
Japanese people themselves, that they were isolated speakers of a uniquely
difficult language, that they had no facility for learning foreign languages
and that no foreigner could properly learn to speak Japanese. What,
then, to do?

One novel but relatively short-lived proposal was put forward by
Nomoto Kikuo of the National Language Research Institute’ in Tokyo
in the late 1980s. It came at a time in the 1980s when the power of
Japan’s economy was at its height, before the bubble burst and led to
the recession of the 1990s, and when inside Japan itself the government
emphasis on kokusaika (internationalization) was also strong. Within this
framework, articles and books began to appear outlining reasons why
Japan’s language should attain a position of greater international promi-
nence. Nomoto suggested that a kind of kan’yaku nihongo (Simplified
Japanese), not as complex as the real thing, should be developed. The
plan was that in order to foster the spread of Japanese on the international
scene and to provide those seeking to use the language for business pur-
poses with an easier version than the real thing, only a restricted range
of adjectival inflections and verb forms would be taught, together with a
basic vocabulary of 1,000 words.
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The Simplified Japanese project married the two opposing views
described above: that Japanese should become an international language
but that it was too difficult for non-Japanese to learn properly. The decep-
tively logical solution to this impasse was to develop a dumbed-down
version, with the stated aim of facilitating communication by pruning
the linguistic complexity of “real Japanese” to a more manageable set of
rules which could more easily be assimilated by non-Japanese learners: a
kind of “us” and “them,” which Nagata (1991) has described as linguis-
tic apartheid. The project fudged the issue, however, of whether speak-
ers of an artificially created simplified variant of a language — what really
amounted to a pidgin — had any real chance of acceptance on equal terms
by native speakers of that language, particularly in business, or whether
their credibility would be perpetually marred by the perceived deficien-
cies of their Japanese. Nevertheless, the Agency for Cultural Affairs within
the Education Ministry considered it worth funding for several years from
1988 and teaching materials were developed. The project was widely crit-
icized both within and outside Japan and did not achieve any substantive
result.

The twenty-first century

And finally, what of today? What kind of identity might today’s Japanese
person attain through the medium of his/her language? The last dozen or
so years have probably not seen any really significant degree of change,
i.e. Japanese remains important to economic and trade concerns but
has made no real progress on the international scene in terms of influ-
ence. Despite its recent recession, Japan is still one of the world’s major
economies but, by comparison with languages such as English, French,
Chinese and Arabic, remains under-recognized culturally in terms of its
language (though not of other popular cultural forms such as anime,
fashion, martial arts, kabuki and computer games). Strong western per-
ceptions that Japanese is “too hard” remain. Nevertheless, as we saw
in Chapter One, the number of students worldwide has grown. The eco-
nomic significance of the language has clearly not diminished, as any visi-
tor to tourist resorts frequented by groups from Japan will testify on seeing
the multiple signs in shops. A recent Australian film, “Japanese Story,”
showed Australian mining executives meeting an important Japanese vis-
itor with prepared Japanese speeches and handling intercultural commu-
nication issues such as the correct Japanese way of handling business cards
with aplomb. In business, knowledge of Japanese remains an advantage.

We might think that the Internet would have played a role in spread-
ing Japanese, but Japanese is rarely used on the Internet outside Japan.
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The language remains, even in relation to this truly borderless technol-
ogy, a local player, with the exception, of course, of those who access
Japanese-language pages for research and teaching in Japanese Studies
all around the world. Although Japanese rapidly established a web pres-
ence for itself in 1998 after a relatively slow start with Internet use (as
we shall see in Chapter Seven), rising to become the second most widely
used language on the Internet after English, it has now been overtaken by
Chinese (Global Internet Statistics by Language 2003). In online terms
as well as other terms, it is nowhere near an international language.

All of this should, in theory, leave our hypothetical Japanese citizen
in something of a state of confusion in regard to language and iden-
tity, particularly given the suggestion — not well received — in 2000 that
English might at some future stage become an official second language.
I doubt very much, however, that this is the case. We have seen already
that Japanese are comfortable with language diversity within the national
language itself, if not yet in the sense of accepting the concept of multilin-
gualism within Japan. Attitudes towards foreign language learning, mov-
ing away from the old belief that the Japanese somehow are just not good
at learning other languages, are bound to change, and indeed have no
doubt begun to change already, given the government’s proactive stance
on English education and communicative teaching and the number of
Japanese students who study overseas. The building blocks are in place
for a substantial shift of mindset here. It remains only to remove the exist-
ing impediments, such as the format of the university language entrance
examinations which discourage communicative competence, and we will
see a surge of language awareness and capability unlike any seen before.
I do not think this is too optimistic a forecast. The world has changed,
Japan has changed with it, and twentieth-century structures and ideas
on language and identity are no longer as inflexible as once they were.
Recognition of other languages used in Japan will come too, probably
driven not by the popular culture successes of those who use the minor-
ity languages as much as by the fact of the increasing numbers of children
speaking other languages in the public school system (MEXT 2001b).
We might say, then, that views of language and identity are currently in
a transitional stage; rather than Japanese as an international language
becoming the next step, the recognition of Japan as a multilingual coun-
try is likely to be the road traveled, bringing us full-circle away from the
Nihonjinron philosophy of language and identity.



4 Language and identity: the policy approach

In Chapter Three, we looked at the broad themes inherent in the ide-
ology of language and identity. The present chapter will discuss how
those themes played out in actual policy approaches to language man-
agement. Few things reveal more about a society’s attitude to the role of
language in national identity than the types of language policy it develops.
To arrive at any real understanding of language in today’s Japan, we need
to know what the official views of language at government level have been,
because language policy decisions reflect and attempt to come to terms
with the linguistic implications of major social developments. Language
policies originate in recommendations made by high-level government
bodies set up expressly to deal with perceived language-related problems
and to guide future development. As such, they illuminate — and some-
times confront head-on — the cherished beliefs of users of the language(s)
in question. Debates over language policy frequently escalate (or per-
haps descend) into full-blown furors, sometimes among members of the
committees only, sometimes — as in the case, for example, of India in
the 1950s — in the wider social arena. As we shall see in this chapter,
twentieth-century language policy in Japan was no exception.

People sometimes assume that language policies in Japan deal only with
the Japanese language itself, but this is not the case. The term “language
policy” refers to the specific strategies formulated and implemented by
language planners to achieve certain objectives: to restrict the number of
characters in general use, for example, or to make it easier to teach foreign
languages, in particular English. These usually take the form of laws,
regulations or guidelines laid down by authoritative agencies and intended
to direct, change, or preserve the acquisition, structure, or functional
allocation of language codes. What, then, is the “language planning”
on which this is based? Simply defined, it is “the organized pursuit of
solutions to language problems, typically at the national level” (Fishman
1974:70). Others define it as “the activity of manipulating language as a
social resource in order to reach objectives set out by planning agencies
which, in general, are an area’s governmental, educational, economic and
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linguistic authorities” (Eastman 1983:29), or, in a more restricted sense,
as “deliberate efforts to influence the behaviors of others with respect to
the acquisition, structure, or functional allocation of their language code”
(Cooper 1989:45).

Language planning and language policy formulation occur in several
areas in Japan today. The focal points of these activities reflect the coun-
try’s historical and cultural background, the make-up of its population
and its position in the international community. This chapter will examine
three particular issues: language policy relating to the Japanese language
within Japan; to other languages within Japan (Ainu and English); and to
the teaching of Japanese as a foreign language, both inside and outside
Japan. The discussion will bring together threads already picked up in
earlier chapters and consider them from a policy angle.

Japanese as the national language

We might usefully begin by considering how language policy relating to
Japanese as the national language has developed. Japan today has a cen-
tury of hard-won experience with language policy formulation behind
it. It faces an equally challenging set of contemporary and future issues
as technological advances such as computerization impact on language.
The history of these developments very clearly illustrates the major issues
relating to language and identity in Japan in terms of its national language.
As we saw in Chapter Three and will continue to explore in this chap-
ter, they illuminate what social perceptions of the connection between
language and identity have been in terms of Japanese identity as citi-
zens in a modernizing nation, as subjects of the Emperor during wartime
expansion, as members of a society climbing back from postwar chaos to
affluence, and finally as members of the information society.

Language policy formulation began in Japan in 1902, when the govern-
ment set up a small committee called the National Language Research
Council (Kokugo Chosa linkai) within the Ministry of Education. It did
this in response to a growing groundswell of public opinion in favor of
changing certain aspects of the language and in particular of the writ-
ing system, which were believed to be detrimental to the progress of
modern Japan (see Twine 1991a). Those who raised initially sporadic
but increasingly vehement voices in support of reforms of various kinds
included educators, journalists, civil rights activists and novelists, most of
whom were motivated by pragmatic concerns related to their own fields.
Some saw characters as the enemy of progress because it took so much
time to master them: time which could be better spent, they thought, on
acquiring other learning more urgently needed for national development.
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Script reform therefore became a goal, either through limiting the number
of characters, abolishing them completely in favor of kana, or adopting
the western alphabet, depending on the views of the advocate. Others
believed that the development of a written style based on modern spoken
Japanese rather than the archaic literary conventions discussed in Chapter
Three was imperative to achieving their ends, be those education, writ-
ing realistic contemporary fiction or political education of the masses.
Still others argued that Japan needed an official standard language which
would override the multiplicity of dialects and unite the nation under one
linguistic banner; this would foster a sense of national unity and identity
as Japan entered the world stage again after two hundred and fifty years
of self-imposed isolation.

Those who advocated language reform during the period from around
the time of the Meiji Restoration in 1867 to the turn of the century
were for the most part isolated intellectuals whose views found no favor
with the majority. The small private script reform groups which formed
in the 1880s proved insufficiently focused to push their then unpopular
cause effectively. Despite the newly instituted national education system,
scholarship and erudition (though not literacy per se) remained largely
the preserve of the upper classes and were demonstrated by mastery of
the old literary styles and of a very large number of characters. Many
of the character forms were much more complex than today’s simpler
versions; kana spelling was based on classical speech centuries out of
date. A thorough grounding in the Chinese classics was considered an
essential part of the education of many of the men who now held power.
To suggest that the literary conventions and the script which had formed
the backbone of high culture for centuries should be in any way changed
or simplified was thus tantamount in many people’s eyes to heresy. Those
advocating such a path were for the most part either ridiculed or ignored.

After the Sino-Japanese war of 1894-1895, however, an upsurge of
national pride and confidence saw a renewed push for language to cast
off the Chinese influence and return to its Japanese roots. This coincided
with the return from Europe of the first western-trained linguist, Ueda
Kazutoshi (also known as Mannen), who founded the linguistics depart-
ment of Tokyo Imperial University and there trained many of the men
who were to become influential in the twentieth-century script reform
movement.

In 1898 Ueda and others established the Linguistics Society (Gengo
Gakkai) to push these views. Its members, together with those of the
Genbun’itchi Club (formed in 1900 by the Imperial Society for Educa-
tion to promote the spread of a written colloquial style outside literature),
petitioned both Houses of the Diet to establish a government agency to
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work toward achieving their aims. An initial committee was formed as a
result, but Ueda and his supporters had something more high-powered
in mind and kept up a campaign of pressure on the Education Minister
and other politicians to establish a national body. The citizens of modern
Japan needed a language which could be understood from one end of the
archipelago to the other, regardless of local dialectal differences, and a
modern written style based on that standard language and not on clas-
sical Chinese or Japanese. Only thus could a modern linguistic identity
available to all Japanese be formed. Eventually, in 1902, the government
agreed.

The National Language Research Council set itself four tasks: to inves-
tigate adopting a phonetic script, either kana or romaji; to encourage the
widespread use of colloquial style; to examine the phonemic system of
Japanese; and to settle upon a standard language from among the dialects.
Over its eleven years of activity, it carried out many of Japan’s first large-
scale language surveys, documenting and classifying information which
would in time provide the basis for policy decisions by later bodies. It did
not succeed in formulating any lasting policies, in part because of the still
strongly-entrenched, generalized political opposition to language reform
of any kind. It did, however, succeed in its aim of delineating a standard
form of Japanese in its normative grammars, A Grammar of the Spoken
Language (Kogoho 1916) and a supplementary volume in 1917, pub-
lished four years after the Council itself had disappeared in an adminis-
trative reshuffle. In these books, the standard language was clearly defined
as that currently spoken by educated people in the Yamanote district of
Tokyo.

What was the overall impact of the Council’s work and to what extent
did political and social currents support or hinder this? It achieved its
aim of defining the standard language because the government could
see that a standard language was important to education, which was in
turn important to national progress (for a discussion of the role and
influence of language standardization, see Joseph 1987). It was also suc-
cessful in promoting the advancement of the modern written colloquial,
though this had already attained a momentum of its own in society as a
whole. The Council was not at all successful with script reforms, however,
because of that entrenched belief about script held by powerful men in
the Diet: namely, that the written language was a sacred treasure which
must on no account be tampered with lest the cultural heritage of the
nation be lost. Ironically, of course, as we know, Japan’s script was entirely
derived from the Chinese, both through the initial adoption of the char-
acters themselves and the later derivation of the phonetic scripts from the
characters.
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This struggle over script between the western-trained linguists who
regarded script as secondary to language itself and those who treasured
language traditions as an icon of national spirit was to characterize lan-
guage planning and policy formulation during the entire first half of the
twentieth century. Government input was revitalized in 1921 with the
formation of the Interim National Language Research Council (Rinji
Kokugo Chosa linkai) and its replacement in 1934 with the National
Language Council (Kokugo Shingikai), which remained in charge of
language policy issues until 2000.! Both these bodies tried in vain to
induce the Diet to accept proposals limiting the number of characters
in use (an enduring concern to newspaper owners interested in increas-
ing their circulation and educators wanting to cut the amount of time
spent on teaching characters in schools). The Interim Council’s mem-
bers included scholars (Ueda among them), educators, journalists and
writers committed to language reform, each for their own compelling set
of reasons. Its brief was to find solutions to those aspects of language
which caused difficulties in daily life and education; its members chose,
therefore, to concentrate on investigating character limits, revising kana
spellings and rationalizing written conventions such as the multiple pro-
nunciations a character could have. Among its proposals were a list of
1,962 characters for general use (1923), a change to kana spelling based
on modern Tokyo pronunciation (1924), modification of Sino-Japanese
words to replace some of the more difficult characters with simpler ones
(1926-1929) and simplification of character shapes in general (1926).
For full details of events in the following discussion, see Gottlieb 1995
and Seeley 1991.

The government accepted neither of the major proposals on characters
and kana. The former was warmly welcomed by twenty influential news-
papers, however, who announced that they would adopt this approach
from 1 September 1923. This plan, however, was thwarted by the great
Tokyo earthquake which occurred on that day, leaving many of the news-
papers unable to publish at all. The proposal to alter kana usage met
with concerted opposition from ultranationalist classicists and others who
believed, as we saw in Chapter Three, that script should not be changed
artificially but should evolve naturally over time. Historical kana spelling,
therefore, being like characters the product of long tradition, was viewed
as a repository of the cherished cultural and spiritual values of the nation.
Reaction to the proposal was so virulent that the Education Minister even-
tually had to announce in the Diet that he would not implement it. Seven
years later, in 1931, a revised version of the proposal looked likely to suc-
ceed when the Education Ministry decided that — despite ultranationalist
opposition — it would implement this policy in state textbooks once it had
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been passed by the Educational Administration Committee. Before that
could happen, however, the Cabinet changed and with it the Minister;
the Prime Minister then shelved the proposal on the grounds that it could
disturb public opinion at a time when unity was important.

Attempts to democratize the written language by making it more acces-
sible through reforms of this sort were thus viewed with deep suspicion
by the conservative establishment. As long as the military, which upheld
rigid views on the sanctity of tradition, held power, script reform was a
lost cause. When the successor National Language Council tried a similar
proposal to limit characters in 1942, Japan had already been at war for a
long time, and attempts to change the sacred script, by then the repos-
itory of kotodama, were viewed as akin to treason. We saw in Chapter
Three that kotodama (the spirit of the Japanese language) was a term
used to encapsulate the belief that the national language (by which was
usually meant the time-hallowed characters and historical kana usage),
bound up as it was with the essence of the national spirit, was sacrosanct,
never to be altered. Advocates of script reform were subject to right-wing
vilification campaigns; foreign loanwords were dropped in favor of Sino-
Japanese equivalents; and in general, tradition, rather than convenience,
ruled. The officially sanctioned linguistic identity of the “good” Japanese
of this period, at least as far as writing was concerned, depended on
knowledge of the old forms of both kana and characters.

While this was happening in Japan itself, the Japanese government
was pushing ahead with policies aimed at spreading the Japanese lan-
guage abroad in the conquered territories, as part of a scheme to foster
in the various peoples of the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere
an understanding of “the Japanese spirit” and respect for the Emperor.
The East Asia war was seen as a war of ideas in which language was
both the advance guard and the rearguard (Nishio 1943); Japanese was
to be the lingua franca of the Sphere. Many people at this time, judging
from the literature of the period, felt that the words “language policy”
referred only to the spread of the Japanese language overseas, not to the
management of language issues at home, so that the next few years saw
heated debate as to how the teaching of Japanese in the conquered terri-
tories should be handled (see Gottlieb 1994a and 1995).

The end of the war in 1945 brought an end to these activities. In
Japan itself, a new intellectual current propitious to change emerged.
With the fall from power of the ultranationalists came a golden chance
for those who wished to initiate reform of the writing system. These
men adopted “democracy,” then a popular catch cry, as their slogan and
argued cogently that existing script conventions were anti-democratic in
that they made it needlessly difficult for all sections of the populace to
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participate in the written debate on public life in postwar Japan. Given
the changes then sweeping occupied Japan, it was not difficult to find sup-
port for these views as people distanced themselves either voluntarily or
with a nudge from elsewhere from the views which had underpinned the
militarists. Some” mounted a renewed push for the abolition of charac-
ters through romanization or other means (see Gottlieb 1995 and Unger
1996), but the majority of members of the reconvened Council in 1945
favored the middle-of-the-road approach of limiting the number of char-
acters for general use, modifying the shape of the more complicated ones,
bringing kana spelling into line with modern pronunciation, and in gen-
eral implementing related changes aimed at reducing complexity. This
resulted in a slew of policy documents over the ensuing decade or so, of
which the most important were the List of Characters for Interim Use
(T oyo Kangi Hyo, 1946), a list of 1,850 characters of which 881 were
later designated to be taught during the nine years of compulsory educa-
tion, and the policy on Modern Kana Usage (Genda: Kanazukai, 1946),
which aligned kana spelling and modern pronunciation in all but a few
specialized instances.? Other significant policies specified the number of
different pronunciations a character could have in different contexts and
how much of a word customarily written in a kanji-kana mix should be
taken up by the character and how much by the appended okurigana.*

So far, so good, in the eyes of those who had now finally made
some progress toward their goals. The policies were officially promul-
gated through Cabinet and became binding on all government ministries
(though not on the private sector). As the Education Ministry was part of
the government, this naturally meant that they were disseminated through
school textbooks and that the postwar generation of school children grew
up under their influence. Just because right-wing views had fallen from
grace, however, did not mean that they had disappeared altogether. Con-
servative Council members such as Fujimura Tsukuru (1875-1953) were
appalled by the changes, deploring the erosion of prewar literacy stan-
dards and worrying that people would no longer be able to read the
literature of the past without substantial help in the form of annotations,
dictionaries and other supports. To them, the reforms were the thin end
of a wedge intended eventually to lead to the total abolition of characters
(a fear not entirely unjustified, as some vocal members of the Council
did in fact support this aim). The perceived “compulsory,” government-
mandated nature of the policies also caused concern, although in fact
the changes were binding only on government offices and not on private
citizens.

Spurred on by these worries, they began before long to plan a counter-
offensive, devising a clever plan to draw public attention to what was
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happening in the Council. Many of them were also members of a pri-
vate pressure group, the Council for Language Matters (Kokugo Mondai
Kyogikai, set up in 1958), which skillfully used the media to air concerns
over the direction in which the Council’s policies seemed headed. At the
same time, sympathetic politicians in the Diet made speeches raising the
specter of a communist-motivated national “dumbing-down” (a signifi-
cant claim during that Cold War period). In 1961, disaffected Council
members succeeded in focusing media attention on what they perceived
as the stacking of successive Councils’ memberships with script reform
supporters by staging a well-publicized walkout from a general meeting.
The subsequent coverage, which included a mock trial of the Council
on television, did in fact put the issue in the public eye for long enough
to persuade the Education Minister to change the method of selecting
incoming members. In 1965, as a result of these upheavals and the later
establishment of a subcommittee on language within the Liberal Demo-
cratic Party (see Gottlieb 1994b), the Council was asked to re-evaluate
the postwar script reforms in the light of the concerns which had been
raised.

The next twenty-five years, from 1966 to 1991, saw the postwar poli-
cies systematically evaluated and, in some cases, revised. The 1948
list limiting the number of different pronunciations a character could
have in different contexts was expanded by 357 in 1973; also in that
year, the expanded role accorded to okurigana in 1959 was reduced
somewhat in a revised policy, restoring to a certain extent an empha-
sis on the role of kanji rather than kana in inflected words. The major
change, however, and the one which took the longest to achieve due
to its contentious nature, was the revision of the list of characters. At
issue were the word seigen (limit) in the preface of the 1946 list and
the number of characters, felt to be too restrictive. After eight years of
deliberation and extensive consultation, the list was revised to today’s
List of Characters for General Use (Foyo Kanji Hyo, issued in 1981).
The main changes were an increase from 1,851 to 1,945 characters
and the substitution of “guide” for “limit” in the accompanying doc-
umentation. Other policies, specifically the change to modern kana
spelling and the simplification of complex character shapes, remained
unchanged; they had by that time become so embedded through the
education system that any attempt to revert to the prewar systems would
have been counterproductive. The cycle of re-evaluation ended in 1991,
with the final document being a revised policy on how to write foreign
loanwords.

What had this re-evaluation actually achieved? It had succeeded
to some extent in stopping the continuing erosion of prewar script
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conventions; no further reformist policies could be implemented during
that period, and those already in existence were reviewed and in some
cases revised. The extent of the revision, however, was perhaps not as
great as its instigators might have wished. There had been no return to
the prewar situation of virtually untrammeled orthographic freedom at
a formal level; the postwar intervention of official policies continued to
exist (albeit in slightly watered-down form), so that the much-contested
involvement of government in the domain of writing remained. Never-
theless, the more radical members of the Council, those who had sought
the eventual abolition of characters, were now muzzled, and indeed, side-
lined for good. Supporters of the alphabet or kana as the national script
lost whatever degree of influence they had had; today they continue their
advocacy from within small private interest groups which have no repre-
sentatives on the Council.

All this had taken place within an overall national context of a review
of policies enacted during the Allied Occupation of Japan. Some Occu-
pation policies, such as administrative decentralization of education and
the police force, were revoked. The major script reform policies had also
been enacted during the Occupation; this meant that their detractors had
been keen to point out that they, too, had been foisted upon the unwill-
ing Japanese by their conquerors. In fact this was not a tenable position,
as the evidence shows. Isolated Allied staff members did indeed voice
opinions as to the desirability of romanization and the 1946 report of the
United States Education Mission to Japan gently suggested this as a pos-
sible avenue to be explored for the future. The clearly expressed belief of
General MacArthur’s office, however, was that the nature of the Japanese
script was a matter for the Japanese themselves to decide and that was
how things had developed, along the middle path of rationalization of the
existing orthography rather than its wholesale abandonment.

The early 1990s, then, found the National LLanguage Council having
completed a major task. Its direction changed after that to a renewed con-
cern with the spoken language. At first glance the new direction might
seem to be no more than a natural consequence of the end of the script-
related re-evaluation, but in fact other contributing factors had come
into play during the 1980s. For one thing, an increased political focus on
regionalism led to a reconsideration of the status of dialects, as we saw
in Chapter One. For another, both the post-1970s emphasis on interna-
tionalization and the take-up of new technologies, in particular informa-
tion technology, contributed to an increasing tendency to use (mainly)
English loanwords instead of Japanese equivalents where they exist. This
in turn contributed to an often-expressed view that the language is in
a state of decline. The apparently decreasing ability of young people to
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use honorifics properly also features large within complaints of this sort,
which appear regularly in newspapers in Japan. Japan is not alone in this
concern with what are perceived as deteriorating language standards, of
course. Language change often attracts such charges, particularly from
older people (Crystal 1987:4), and we can find similar refrains in other
countries where changes wrought by technology and increasingly fluid
boundaries between languages appear to an older generation brought up
with fewer choices to be eroding standards.

The Council took up both these issues in the mid-1990s. It concluded
in 1995 that the use of loanwords was to a certain extent unavoidable,
given the nature of the modern world, and that this was particularly true in
specialist arenas, such as information technology. In non-specialist areas,
however, as we saw in Chapter Three, it counseled caution; the use of
words not universally understood could impede communication, partic-
ularly with older people (Kokugo Shingikai 1995: 449-450). With regard
to honorifics, its reports advised in 1995 and again in 1997 that it was
no longer so much the correct forms of honorifics that were important
as knowing when their use was appropriate to achieve smooth communi-
cation (Kokugo Shingikai 1995: 432-433 and 1997). This represented a
clear move away from the more prescriptive attitudes of the past toward a
more holistic view of language and communication and also formed the
refrain of the Council’s final report on the subject (Kokugo Shingikai
2000) before its disappearance in an administrative reorganization in
2001.

The renewed interest in the spoken language did not mean, of course,
that the Council no longer concerned itself with the writing system. One
of the biggest changes of the 1980s, and one with the potential for enor-
mous ramifications for how Japanese is written this century, was the inven-
tion of character-capable technology. This enabled both a rapid swing to
the use of word processors and later computers and, by extension, the
eventual construction of a substantial Japanese-language presence on the
Internet in the second half of the 1990s. One of the pillars of the post-
war script reforms was that characters would in the main continue to be
written by hand, a Japanese typewriter being too time-consuming and
cumbersome. The new technology, of course, changed that. Some have
since suggested that the current policy on characters ought to be changed
so that fewer are taught for reproduction and more for recognition, as
word processing software contains many thousands more characters than
the 1,945 characters for general use. Council documentation after 1992
acknowledged the challenges posed by the rapidly expanding use of com-
puters, and sought ways of responding to the two areas identified as being
of most concern: the effect of information technology on the language and
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the issue of the characters and the dictionaries within the software (see
Gottlieb 2000 for details).

Policies relating to other languages

Ainu

Thus far we have seen how language policy is formulated with regard to
Japanese as the national language and how the hot issues have linked
to perceptions of national identity. We would be hard pressed, how-
ever, to find any country whose residents speak only one language to the
exclusion of all others. Multicultural societies such as Australia and the
United States have language policies which encompass or offer views on
the use of languages other than the dominant English. How does Japan
deal in policy terms with other languages used within its borders? We
saw in Chapter Three that many minority language communities exist:
Ainu, Korean, Chinese, English, Okinawan and others. I will concen-
trate in this discussion on Ainu and English, the first because it is the
language of Japan’s only indigenous minority and the second because
it is the international language most influential in Japan’s dealings with
the world. Both of these make good case studies of the link between
language and identity in contemporary Japan at policy level and are in
fact the only languages other than Japanese for which policy has been
developed.

Few things do more to destabilize a people’s sense of cultural identity
than to forbid the use of their native language and impose the language of
another. Japan has implemented such a policy three times in its modern
period, first with the Ainu people and then in its colonies of Taiwan and
Korea, where — as we saw earlier — the teaching of Japanese was mandated
as the appropriate language for subjects of the Emperor. In each case, the
aim of the government was to assimilate distinct groups of people into
a proposed seamless whole, i.e. the seamless whole of a unified nation
with only one national language. Such a policy allowed for no linguistic
variation, regardless of geographic location, racial difference or historical
and cultural differentiation. To a lesser extent and in a different context,
we can see the same motives at work in the Showa Period (1926-1989),
when schools rigidly discouraged dialect use in order to facilitate the top-
priority spread of the standard language. Japan’s policy toward the Ainu
language provides us with a case study of an attempt to eradicate the
cultural identity of a people in order to create a culturally and linguisti-
cally unified homeland, in this instance to strengthen Japan’s claim to its
disputed northern borders (see Hansen 2001).
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The Ainu people, as we saw earlier, today number around 24,000 and
live mostly in the northern island of Hokkaido. Originally found also in
the main island of Honshu, they were driven gradually northward over
several centuries by the expanding Japanese, until in 1868 the government
annexed the Ainu areas of Hokkaido. There followed a rigorous policy
of assimilation aimed at strengthening Japanese sovereignty in the vul-
nerable and disputed peripheral regions. When Hokkaido’s population
increased after settlers from other parts of Japan were offered homesteads
there, the Ainu became a minority. In one of the clearest possible acknowl-
edgments by government of the link between language and identity, the
assimilation policy, which also forbade them to practice their customs,
compelled them to learn and speak Japanese and to take Japanese names.
Many Ainu lost their livelihood as a result of the annexation and lived in
poverty. Later laws such as the 1899 Hokkaido Former Natives Protec-
tion Law aimed to address this situation by granting Ainu land free of
charge to be used for farming, but they were only marginally effective, as
what land remained after settlement was often not fit for agriculture (see
Siddle 1996).

As a result of the mandatory use of Japanese, the Ainu language
declined over time to the point where it was no longer in daily use but
was preserved in an oral tradition of epics, songs and stories, as we saw
in Chapter Three. In the 1980s, however, as a result of international
attention to indigenous minorities, Ainu activists became increasingly
vocal about the conditions their people faced and the threatened disap-
pearance of their culture in all but economically useful tourism terms.
Political associations were formed to urge the government to provide
assistance. In 1995, a “Round Table on a Policy for the Ainu People”
found that only an extremely limited number of people were still able to
speak the language (MOFA]J 1999: 4); an unsourced article in the west-
ern press put the number at less than ten in 1999 (Large 2001), all of
them older people. To address this situation, the Round Table’s 1996
report recommended that legislative and other measures should be taken
to conserve and promote Ainu language and culture. Not long after this,
in May 1997, the Law for the Promotion of Ainu Culture