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The study of Japanese language speakers  

Riikka Länsisalmi 

 

Introduction 

Discussing “speakers of Japanese” is a challenging task. Already a quick look at the tables of 

contents of handbooks and introductions to sociolinguistics shows that “speaker” and “language 

user” usually do not appear as chapter titles. The term “language” dominates instead. Widely used 

introductions to Japanese language scantly state that “Japanese is the native language of virtually all 

Japanese nationals” (Hasegawa 2015: 3), or that “Japanese is currently spoken by approximately 

127 million people in Japan” (Iwasaki 2013: 1). Iwasaki (2013: 1) further refers to kokugo (national 

language), “especially as the name of a school subject”, versus nihongo (Japanese language), a term 

used when Japanese “is contrasted with other languages”. Others elaborate that nihongo is 

commonly understood to be “what the Japanese people speak” so that it can be considered 

equivalent to kokugo. In the modern period, Japanese is associated with the standard or common 

language, “spoken (or speakable) by everyone everywhere in Japan” (Shibamoto and Smith 2016: 

27).1  

 

In order to sketch an overview of “Japanese and its speakers”, one first needs to dismantle the 

concept of “speaker”, and then elaborate on the notion that Japanese is “speakable by everyone 

everywhere” in Japan. This leads straight to discussions of “non-native” users of Japanese, i.e., 

second language Japanese learners in Japan (henceforth, J2) and outside Japan (henceforth, JFL).2 

The number of Japanese language learners in Japan was approximately 190,000 in 2015 (Bunkachō 

2016: 57–58), while some 3,6 million learners studied the language outside Japan (Japan 

Foundation 2016a).3  

 

Speakers of Japanese: A terminological account  

A common-sensical understanding of “native speakers” (henceforth, NS) refers to people speaking 

their “mother tongue” or “first acquired language”. The concept of “native” is thereby contrasted 

with “non-native”. This definition relates to lifetime. Learning a language in early childhood is 

what makes a speaker “native”. Other definitions relate to competence. A NS has a “perfect” 

command of the language, making NS linguistic authorities in their native tongue.4 Limiting our 

discussions to such idealized “Japanese NS” would be misleading. To start, Japanese-first language 

speakers (henceforth, J1) speak Japanese in various ways. Then there are J1 speakers outside Japan, 

and those who have learned Japanese side-by-side with another language, in various circumstances. 

Japanese is also learned as a second language (J2) and a foreign language (JFL). Japanese was also 
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enforced as a “national language” (kokugo) in colonial Taiwan and Korea, where many of the older 

generation still speak Japanese (Jian and Sanada 2011; Long and Imamura 2013; Loveday 1996; 

Miyajima 1999; Mühlhäusler and Trew 2000; Sanada 2009; Yim 2001). Forced Japanese language 

learning also took place within what is currently Japanese territory, namely in Hokkaido and in the 

Ryukyu Islands (Anderson and Heinrich 2014; Heinrich 2015a; Maher 2014).  

 

Let us consider some of the Japanese terminology used for “language” and for “speaker”. 

Dictionary and encyclopedia definitions of nihongo (Japanese language) customarily define it as 

kokugo (national language) or kōyōgo (official language). Japanese is said to be the language used 

across the Japanese Archipelago, mainly by Japanese. The common definition of a “speaker of 

Japanese” is a person who is monolingual, a native speaker and a Japanese national. Outside 

linguistics, the term nihongo washa (Japanese language speaker) is not commonly used. It usually 

appears in articles on J1 speakers learning foreign languages. Nihongo bogo washa (Japanese 

mother tongue speaker) tends to be contrasted with nihongo hi-bogo washa (non-native speaker). 

Also the loanwords neitibu (naitive) and nonneitibu (non-native) are used. On the other hand, 

concepts such as kokugo washa (national language speaker) and kōyōgo washa (official language 

speaker) do not exist.5 Kokugo is an essentialist term that departs from an ideological assumption 

that speakers of kokugo are Japanese nationals and native speakers, while kyōtsūgo (common 

language) is a functional variety of Japanese. The latter is too specific to warrant a term designating 

its speakers. There is also the term nihongo jun-bogo washa (semi-native speakers of Japanese), 

which implies that “speakerhood” is based on deficiencies, rather than on differences. In other 

words, if one is not a “genuine” NS, one will be labeled as someone requiring an extra prefix that 

indicates that the language is “incomplete” (jun-, semi-/quasi-) or “non-native” (hi-, non-). Such 

speakers are on a quest to reach the unattainable target of “native speakerhood”. This shows also in 

the fact that advanced learners of Japanese (jōkyū nihongo gakushūsha) are contrasted with NS, and 

that there are further categories beyond “advanced” such as super-advanced level speaker (nihongo 

chōkyū washa). There is however no doubt that even “super-advanced” is not “native”.  

 

Research on J1 speakers in Japan 

What could be termed “regular” J1 speakers were the main object of research in Japanese 

sociolinguistics up until the 1990s. A number of overviews have summarized these works.6 

 

Sociolinguists would not exist if it were not for the speakers. When adopting a speaker-centered 

perspective (Coulmas 2013), then variability in Japanese is evidenced in speakers’ micro-choices 

regarding, for example, standard and regional dialects, gender-specific/-preferred forms, age-
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specific forms, occupational jargon, etc. Macro-choices pertain to higher-level units, such as 

linguistic choices across and functional restrictions on languages (code-switching, bilingualism), 

and phenomena related to language spread, shift, maintenance and planning. Identity, previously 

often conceived of in terms of ethnic, social and national identities, is examined as a dynamic and 

negotiable concept in interaction. Speakers are seen as “active creative agents, able to choose their 

verbal means”, and it consequently becomes the task of sociolinguistics to “explain why they speak 

the way they do” (Coulmas 2013: 14).  

 

How has Japanese sociolinguistics dealt with this? Heinrich and Masiko (2015) indicate that 

defining the range of sociolinguistics in Japan is not easy. Social stratification, a core phenomenon 

examined in Anglo-American “first wave” sociolinguistics (Eckert 2012), is approached in Japan in 

an emic way through the concept of zokusei to kotoba or kotoba no zokusei (social variables and 

language). Japanese studies relate language predominantly to age differences (nenreisa) or to sex 

differences (seisa), later reframed as gender and language (jendā to kotoba), to specific varieties 

used at some stage of life such as school slang and youth language, as well as to group language 

(shūdango) (Sanada et al. 2010; Long, Nakai and Miyaji 2001). An overview on applied Japanese 

sociolinguistics by Long, Nakai and Miyaji (2001) includes also language contact (gengo sesshoku) 

in and outside Japan and discussions on immigrants and language (imin to kotoba) under the 

heading of zokusei (literally “attribute”). Numerous studies have dealt with language variation in 

Japan accounting to social variables such as age, sex/gender and formality in the standard language 

spoken in Tokyo (e.g., Lauwereyns 2002; Takano 1998; Tomosada and Jinnouchi 2004; Matsuda 

1993). Studies such as Hibiya (1995) on “uptown” Yamanote and “downtown” Shitamachi Tokyo 

Japanese, and variationist sociolinguistics in general, could draw on insights gained in the 

dialectological studies that predated the first sociolinguistic studies in Japan.7  

 

“Second wave” approaches, relying on large-scale empirical surveys to grasp the local dynamics of 

variation and change have dominated research on regional speech. Patterns and diversity of 

honorific expressions, particularly “honorifics-as-politeness” (Okamoto and Shibamoto-Smith 

2016: 292) is another prominent field of second wave sociolinguistics in Japan (e.g., Ogino, Misono 

and Fukushima 1985; Ogino 1986). Politeness and honorifics have also been examined from 

multiple alternative perspectives: e.g., structure and displays of “linguistic femininity”, 

conceptualizations of linguistically polite behavior, consciousness in regional and generational 

variation, discourse politeness theory, and assessment and evaluation of politeness, including in 

cross-cultural contexts (Dunn 2013; Fukushima 2004; Ide et al. 1986; Okamoto 2013; Usami 2002, 

2008, 2015; Yoshioka 2004). The concepts of “power” and “compliance” have been discussed in 
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asymmetrical institutional settings, such as doctor-patient communication and eldercare facilities 

(Backhaus and Suzuki 2010; Ohtaki 2013). Social constructionist theories have inspired more 

recent “third wave” investigations of “Japanese politeness” and its varying manifestations. In this 

research strand, speakers are seen as active agents in actual interaction (Adachi 2016; Cook 2013; 

Geyer 2013).   

 

Interactional resources used in discourse have also been popular topics, e.g., postpositions and cleft-

constructions, laughter, interactional particles, and discourse markers used in processes of self-

contextualization or the management of information structure (Hayashi 2004; Ikeda 2003; Maynard 

1989; Mori 2008; Morita 2008; Onodera 2004; Tanaka 2001, 2005). Heinrich and Masiko (2015) 

underline the important role of interdisciplinary work in Japanese sociolinguistics. Scholars trained 

in neighboring disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, political science and historical studies, 

have crucially expanded the field. In English contributions from outside of Japan, speech styles by 

female NS have attracted much attention (Heinrich 2015b). This has resulted in socio-culturally 

inspired criticism on “universal models” of politeness (e.g., Ide 1989; Ide et al. 1986; Takahara 

1991; Takano 2000; Tsuji 2002) and on the second wave-type focus on “the lexicon and 

morphology of gendered expression” (Okamoto and Shibamoto-Smith 2016: 292). While studies 

published in the 1980s rarely went beyond claims of cultural exceptionalism, recent inquiries have 

shifted attention towards speakers and their stylistic practices. Transgression of normative notions, 

particularly as displayed by young female speakers (Gagné 2008; Kataoka 1997; Miller 2004, 2011; 

Tranter 2008) and discourse of older women (Matsumoto 2009, 2011) have been addressed. While 

the “gap” how female speakers are expected to speak and how they actually speak has been widely 

explored, Japanese “men’s speech” has much received less attention. It has typically been 

considered unmarked language and as such uninteresting for sociolinguistic research. In folk 

linguistics, in particular, “female language” has been viewed with respect to a presupposed “male 

norm” and female speakers resorting to “masculine expressions” have been criticized (Satake 

2005).8 “Manly” speech register by students, “salarymen speech” and “senior speakers” are among 

the topics covered by SturtzSreetharan (2004, 2006a, 2006b) in her important contributions to close 

this research gap.  

 

In-between speakers and in-between Japanese 

Less typical in Japanese sociolinguistics is the study of “in-between” speakers. The distinction 

between speakers and in-between speakers is usually drawn on ethnic or on linguistic grounds, but 

the difference between the two is far from clear. A recent solution is to place language users on a 

continuum (Takagi 2016). In 2014, the journal Nihongogaku (Studies in Japanese Language) 
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devoted a special issue to aida no nihongo (in-between Japanese). It refrained from applying binary 

categories such as “young versus old”, or “female versus male”, placing the focus instead on the 

fluidity of language use and on varieties that often escape attention.  
 
Notable contributions to aida no nihongo studies are works by Abe (2010, 2014), Maree (2014), 

Okamoto (2016), and Okamoto and Shibamoto-Smith (2004) on gay, onee and “new-half” sexual 

minority varieties, which do not fit traditional categories of women’s language (joseigo) or men’s 

language (danseigo).9 The loanword gei (gay) is used to refer to male homosexuals, “new-half” to 

“male-to-female transsexuals” and “onee language” to “feminine speech associated with 

(effeminate) gay men” (Okamoto 2016: 15). Okamoto’s (2016: 5) observation that “the relationship 

between linguistic forms and gender is variable, not fixed” is echoed in a number of studies. 

Contributions by Inoue (2002), Endō (2006), Nakamura (1995, 2001, 2007) and Okamoto and 

Shibamoto-Smith (2016) demonstrate the construction of gendered speech. Okamoto’s (2016) focus 

on metapragmatic comments on the use of gendered language, and the interpretation of such forms 

used in local discourse contexts, further expands sociocultural analyses on the discursive 

construction of identity. Abe (2014) also points out that exaggerated stereotypical gendered features 

function as hybrid language acts, simultaneously criticizing the underlying heterosexual–queer 

dichotomy.  

 

Terms such as onee and onabe (masculine female homosexual) index possible identity features, but 

they can also be employed in relation to specific professional roles. Besides investigating how 

language users deal with dominant perceptions of language, other vantage points consider 

“gendered” professions from a discourse-analytic angle. In the so-called water trade (mizu shōbai), 

i.e., Japan’s nightlife entertainment business, skillfully balancing the public and the private, the 

familiar and the formal, and the relevant speech styles that accompany these acts are part of the 

professional toolkit (Nakata 2016). Onabe, for example, typically work in service profession in bars 

frequented by female homosexuals attracted to masculine counterparts, in contrast to rezubian 

(lesbians), who identify themselves as female (Abe 2004, 2010).10  

 

Another group of the “in-between” category are Japanese repatriate or returnee children (kikoku 

shijo). In schools, the number of returnee pupils has been hovering around 10,000 to 11,000 

children (MEXT 2015a). Carroll (2011: 189) observes that these pupils have brought with them 

“influences from other languages and attitudes from their experiences living in other countries that 

affect their own language use and may have a wider impact in the longer term.” Often lacking (full) 

exposure to Japan’s national school curricula, their command of honorific registers or Japanese 
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script are frequently less solid than that of their Japan-based peers. This notwithstanding, only circa 

1,500 of the returnee pupils are seen to require additional “Japanese language guidance” at school 

(MEXT 2015b).11 In the literature on returnee children, language education has customarily been 

discussed in the context of national language education. Studies focusing on (War) Returnees from 

China (chūgoku kikokusha) and on foreign spouses (gaikokujin haigūsha), on the other hand, have 

been related to regional J2 education. 

 

“New speakers” of Japanese 

The longstanding “belief in the myth of a classless and mono-ethnic Japanese society” (Heinrich 

and Masiko 2015: 256) together with the loss of Japanese colonies are the main reason why 

language diversity did not receive much attention in Japanese sociolinguistics before the mid-1990s 

(Carroll 2010; Noguchi and Fotos 2001). Speakers, who represent “Otherness” vis-à-vis the 

“prototypical” J1 speakers in Japan were addressed outside the realm of “mainstream 

sociolinguistics” (Heinrich and Masiko 2015). Although Ainu, Ruykuyans, Koreans and Chinese 

have often been referred to as established “minorities” in Japan, the terminology is not entirely 

clear. Iwama (2007) distinguishes several ways in which the term mainoriti (minority) is used in 

social sciences, newspapers and in popular use to denote either the socially disadvantaged (shakai 

jakusha), ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities (shōsūsha), or simply odd people (kawatta 

hitobito) who do not blend in with the “majority”. Outside Japanese academia, mainoriti tends to be 

used in reference to the “discriminated and disadvantaged”, that is, it refers to issues of disability, 

age, sexual orientation, race and religion (Takagi 2016). English-language scholarship on Japan, by 

contrast, applied the term “minority” from the mid-1990s onwards to refer to Ainu, Ryukyuans, 

Koreans, Chinese or nikkeijin. Also the Burakumin have been discussed under the umbrella term of 

“minority”, despite the fact that they do not differ ethnically or linguistically from “majority 

Japanese”.12 Lumping together such diverse groups has its problems. Hankins (2014: 227) has a 

point in writing that “[g]roups, the recognition of which has been intended to show diversity in 

Japan, are, ironically, being homogenized as ‘minorities’.”  

 

It is now mainstream in Japanese sociolinguistics to turn towards marginalized groups “in a move to 

dethrone the specter of homogeneity” (Hankins 2014: 222). It must be noted in this context that the 

number of resident foreigners in Japan represents only 1,8% of the population, a small number 

compared to other developed economies (Green 2017; Hōmushō 2016). Shibuya (2010) reviews 

studies related to Japanese in immigration contexts and classifies the types of Japanese in two 

categories: Japanese used by (1) permanent residents such as zainichi Koreans and Chinese, spouses 

and foreign family members of Japanese nationals, Returnees from China, etc., and (2) others 
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residing in Japan for longer or shorter periods such as most nikkeijin, other foreign laborers, and 

Japanese languages learners. People of Ainu and Ryukyuan heritage are now all J1 speakers, and 

the number of bilingual speakers among these populations is declining. Yamamoto (2001: 28–29) 

distinguished between four types of bilinguals in Japan: (1) “mainstream Japanese studying a 

foreign/second language”, (2) kikoku shijo returnees, (3) “offspring of parents who have different 

native languages”, and (4) “ethnic minorities (born) and residing in Japan”. Individuals falling into 

the first two groups are usually highly educated “elite bilinguals”, who choose to acquire another 

language. Individuals of the third group may be evaluated similarly, if the combination of languages 

includes Japanese or English. Non-Japanese speakers in the last three groups would be categorized 

as “folk or circumstantial bilinguals”, learning the dominant language (Japanese) in order to adapt 

to mainstream society. In particular studies on “folk or circumstantial bilinguals” of the second and 

third category are scarce in Japanese sociolinguistics. 

 

Since Japan saw itself as a monolingual and homogenous nation until the 1990s, and with Japanese 

sociolinguistics reproducing this belief, it is not surprising to find that issues on former colonial 

subjects residing in Japan were not addressed. Doing otherwise would have been counter-

ideological. In the 1990s, the remnants of the Japanese language (zanson nihongo) in the former 

colonies, together with Nikkeijin language problems and other migrant language issues became 

more prominent (Nakamizu 2001). Initially the main attention was directed to identifying “non-

native” features in their Japanese. More recently, scholars from neighboring fields of study have 

expanded their research to also include related macro-level phenomena (Heinrich and Masiko 2015: 

260). Sanada and Shōji (2005) or Tagengoka Genshō Kenkyūkai (2013) are useful introductions to 

this type of research. 

 

In the case of Chinese and Korean residents, “oldcomers” and “newcomers” are customarily 

distinguished. The distinction is based on the period of time they came to Japan.13 Forced to hide 

their mother tongue, oldcomer Koreans acquired Japanese without much notice. Language shift 

among them proceeded rapidly, so that the second, third, fourth and fifth generations are J1 

speakers. The usual pattern is that the second generation is passively bilinguals and from the third 

generation onwards, descendants are often monolingual J1 speakers (Kim 2005). Newcomer 

students, trainees, spouses and others, by contrast, have found better conditions to maintain their 

bilingualism (Long et al. 2002; Sanada, Ogoshi and Yim 2005). About 14% of Korean children are 

educated in ethnic Korean schools, most of them operated by Chongryun (pro-North Korea General 

Federation of Korean Residents in Japan). Though J1 speakers in early childhood, the children 

frequenting these schools learn Korean within a couple of years (Cary 2001).14 In general, the 
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situation of residents of Korean background and their language life are better documented than 

those of the Chinese, nikkeijin, and other foreign communities (Huzii 2005; Ryang 2000; Sanada, 

Ogoshi and Yim 2005).  

 

Oldcomer Chinese tend to maintain bilingualism up until the second generation, but among the third 

generation bilingual proficiency becomes weaker (Long et al. 2002: 147). Chinese newcomers have 

been arriving in Japan since the resumption of diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of 

China in 1972, particularly after the beginning of China’s “reform and open door” policy in 1978 

(Tajima 2003: 68). One particular group among them are the above-mentioned war orphans 

(chūgoku kikokusha), who lost their parents or remained in China during the Japanese retreat at the 

end of WWII when they were small children. Some of them have been “repatriated” together with 

their family members with support of the Japanese government, others came to Japan on their own 

initiative, and at their own expense. They lack long-established organizations that represent their 

interest and frequently experience settlement problems due to the complex nature of their ethnic 

identity (Tomozawa 2001: 137). Much effort has been made to teach them (basic) Japanese. Most 

research on them has been related to J2 education. Tomozawa, who aptly refers to them as “Japan’s 

hidden bilinguals”, states that younger “returnees” and their offspring generally acquire Japanese 

without difficulty in compulsory education. Maintaining Japanese-Chinese bilingualism is difficult, 

though. Just like Koreans and nikkeijin, bilingual Chinese residents adapt their linguistic resources 

to their environment and use code-switching in different domains, depending on whom they speak 

to and about what (Tagengoka Genshō Kenkyūkai 2013; Kawakami 2012).  

 

Reforms of immigration laws from the 1990s onwards have opened the door to South American 

nikkeijin immigrants of Japanese ancestry and their spouses, down to the third generation (Hirataka, 

Koishi and Kato 2001: 165). The biggest communities originate from Brazil (184,000) and Peru 

(48,000) (Hōmushō 2016). The largest number of Nikkeijin residents can be found in Aichi 

Prefecture and Shizuoka Prefecture, where Japan’s car industry is mainly located. The Japanese 

used by nikkeijin has attracted interest since the late 1990s (Nakamizu 2005; Shibuya 2010: 13). 

While older Brazilian nikkeijin rely on Portuguese and use the language at home and restricted other 

domains (e.g., shops run and church frequented by fellow-Brazilians), young children grow up as J1 

speakers.  

 

There are few comparative studies of foreign populations in sociolinguistics. Sociologists have been 

more active. For example, a study by Chiavacchi (2013: 224) identifies the factors that have led to 

Korean assimilation and to the development of the nikkeijin into a “socially detached underclass”. 
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Third and fourth generation Koreans are J1 speakers, who often do not speak Korean fluently. 

Furthermore, mixed Korean-Japanese marriages are now conventional. On the other hand, nikkeijin 

children remain not well integrated in the national school system and, as a consequence thereof, 

“face very limited opportunities in the Japanese labour market” (Chiavacchi 2013: 224).  

 

Japanese as lingua franca in contemporary Japan remains understudied, too. Most sociolinguistic 

inquiries on the topic concentrate on the former colonies, most notably on Taiwan (e.g., Jian and 

Sanada 2011). Saitō (2015) examined Japanese as lingua franca in the domains of “restaurant and 

drinking establishments”, church and in the linguistic landscape in two localities in Gunma 

Prefecture and Mie Prefecture. Both prefectures have high concentrations of foreign residents. 

Maher (2004) sketches the history of pidgins and creoles in Japan, including modern varieties such 

as Japanese-Ryukyu pidgins and Gastarbeiter (dekasegi) pidgins among migrant laborers, in 

existence since the 1980s.15 Maher (2004: 183–184) supplements these with military base pidgins 

(“Hamamatsu pidgin” in Shizuoka Prefecture in the 1950s) and “Ogasawara pidgin”, concluding 

that “[p]idgin research in Japan has been long neglected and does not now feature in contemporary 

linguistic research.” This lack of research is of course regrettable and the topic should be addressed 

in future sociolinguistic studies. 

 

Besides historical and colonial settings, the study of pidgins falls into the realm of “late modern” 

sociolinguistic trends in Japan. A novel broad definition of new speakers (nouveaux locuteurs) in 

the era of globalization would, if applied to Japanese contexts, extend from J1-speaking learners of 

Ainu and Ryukyuan languages to international students, transnational workers, migrants and 

refugees, and others crossing national or virtual boundaries, adopting and using Japanese and other 

languages as a result (Guilleux 2015).16 Short-term foreign residents (students, trainees, laborers, 

businesspeople, etc.) as well as illegal residents further add to the current situation of nationalities, 

ethnicities, residence-permit types, language repertoires and proficiencies in Japan.17 To cater to 

these diverse populations and to the increasing number of incoming tourists, multilingual 

information in East Asian languages, English, Portuguese, etc., is now relatively widely available in 

Japan. These materials and their production have been examined (Shōji, Backhaus and Coulmas 

2009; Gottlieb 2011). These developments have prompted Carroll to point to  

 

the need to strike a balance between ensuring that foreign residents obtain essential 

information in appropriate languages on one hand, and, on the other, the provision of 

opportunities for newcomers to learn Japanese language and culture on a long-term basis 

in order to live together with Japanese people. (Carroll 2010: 390) 
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J2 speakers in Japan  

Providing opportunities for newcomers to learn Japanese has turned into a crucial theme in Japan’s 

super-aged society with too few children. Recent years have seen a surge of interest in and 

initiatives for J2 education on a local level. At the same time, the national government has been 

slow to address the needs of immigrants (Green 2014). J2 speakers typically have specific 

motivations for learning Japanese, e.g., being able to work, study and live in Japan as functional 

citizens. In this context reference is often made to “children crossing borders” (Kawakami 2012), 

but in reality children have no choice but to follow their parents, who cross borders and move to 

Japan for one reason or another (Ozeki 2013).  

 

Seibert Vaipae (2001: 186) distinguishes what she terms “language minority students” into three 

groups depending on who their parents are: (1) “foreign academics and professionals, (2) working 

class immigrants, and (3) Chinese ‘war orphans’ and their families”. Note that Japanese children 

returning from abroad (kikoku shijo) do not fall into this category, because they usually have two 

Japanese-speaking parents and use Japanese as home language. She points out that the quality of the 

educational programs and measures targeting this heterogeneous population have not been 

evaluated for their effectiveness. Educational institutions and government authorities minimize their 

efforts in dealing with these students, “mainstreaming” them in the absence of a migrant policy. As 

an effect newcomer nikkeijin children may end up in the very same classes with “elite bilinguals” 

such as kikoku shijo, despite the fact that they have very different linguistic skills (Carroll 2011: 

189).  

 

Kawakami (2012: 81) prefers to consider children crossing borders as a concept that represents 

characteristics of (1) geographical and (2) linguistic mobility, as well as (3) mobility in terms of the 

type of language education they are immersed in (kokugo, JFL, J2, heritage language). Kawakami 

(2012: 81) focuses on “the relationship between children’s language education, identity formation, 

and citizenship and the kind of society and system of language education needed by children living 

in a context of increasing mobility.” In his view, “plurilinguality” should be “fostered as an 

reorganized resource” which has meaning for each individual child and is employed in their daily 

lives (Kawakami 2012: 96). However, it is questionable to what extent this is a sociolinguistic 

reality in contemporary Japan beyond the small group of students with “elite bilingualism” 

(Yamamoto 2011). 

 



                                             

 11 

J2 children and pupils is another concept that has drawn much attention recently. Over 70,000 

foreign children are currently enrolled in Japanese public schools, almost 60% in primary school, 

some 30% in junior high school, and the rest in senior high school. These numbers have remained 

relatively stable during the past decade (MEXT 2015b). The number of foreign children requiring 

additional Japanese language guidance (nihongo shidō) has increased from less than 30% a decade 

ago to nearly 40% today. In addition, the number of children with Japanese nationality in need of 

“guidance” is on the rise, reaching nearly 8,000 pupils according to official statistics. Such children 

have either one non-Japanese parent or have their “roots abroad” (MEXT 2015a). In 2016, over 

34,000 children were reported to be in need of “Japanese language guidance” in primary and middle 

school (MEXT 2016a). Pupils attending Japanese schools have more than sixty different language 

backgrounds (Kawakami 2012: 96). Most of these foreign children are speakers of Asian languages 

(Chinese, Filipino/Tagalog, Vietnamese, Korean, etc.), or speakers of nikkeijin languages such as 

Brazilian Portuguese and Spanish. These children are concentrated in specific schools in the car-

manufacturing region of Aichi Prefecture, as well as in Kanagawa Prefecture and Tokyo Prefecture. 

Nearly 80% of public primary and middle schools in Japan have no such pupils (MEXT 2015b, 

2016a). 

 

The organization of J2 education at schools frequented by children of migrant families has not 

escaped criticism (e.g., Ōtsu 2005), and efforts are currently made to support residents with non-

dominant language proficiencies in order to turn them into seikatsusha (citizens and consumers) 

(Kakazu 2011: 69; Kumagai and Satō 2011). Japanese language guidance for foreign children in 

compulsory education is organized in various ways. It is either included in the curriculum or 

provided as an extra-curricular activity (Miyazaki and Kimura 2014).18 Various measures targeting 

Japanese language learning by pupils (and their parents) have been taken, including the deployment 

of new instructors, the granting of financial assistance, offering training for administrative and 

teaching personnel at schools, compilation and distribution of instructional booklets on schooling in 

Japan in multiple languages, and the creation of special curricula, materials and learning targets 

(MEXT 2015b).19 Academic analyses of learning materials and recommendations for pedagogical 

practices exist, but the effects of educational efforts are still to be fully explored. The concept itself, 

gaikokujin jidō seito (“foreign children and pupils”) is oblivious of the diverse backgrounds of these 

children (Ozeki 2013). It also excludes those going to schools for foreign nationals or those refusing 

to go to school.20 The danger of becoming daburu rimiteddo (double limited), that is, starting 

school in Japanese while the mother tongue is still underdeveloped, is another point of concern. In 

addition, the criteria determining who is “in need of Japanese language guidance” have been 

criticized for being too vague. Ozeki (2013: 3) claims that the numbers published by the Ministry of 



                                             

 12 

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) do not reflect the real scope of 

language problems that J2 speakers are experiencing in educational settings.  

 

The majority of research activities in this field consists of surveys and case studies targeting 

localities where the majority of nikkeijin or other foreign national children go to school, but also of 

proposals for J2 assessment, curriculum development, teacher education, and reflections on 

multicultural education and “co-living” (kyōsei). Also the technical aspects of a bibliographical 

heritage language education database have been addressed under the umbrella of large research 

projects (Nakajima, Tanaka and Morishita 2011). This notwithstanding, comprehensive overviews 

are hard to come by. Part of the problem is that academic publications in Japan do not rigorously 

separate reports on J2 and JFL education. Established in 2003, a research network entitled “The 

Mother Tongue, Heritage Language, and Bilingual Education (MHB) Research Association” is 

divided into interest groups covering “Overseas Heritage Japanese Language”, “International 

School”, “Assessment”, and “Bilingual Writing” (MHB 2016).  

 

Besides “JSL children”, other J2/JFL speaker groups are well represented in Japan. The number of 

students in language education facilities for foreigners totaled almost 175,000 in 2014, and nearly 

190,000 one year later (Bunkachō 2014, 2016). More than 50,000 such students are enrolled in 

institutions of tertiary education. Roughly 120,000 are learning Japanese in educational institutions. 

More than 80% of these learners are from Asian countries. Students from the Republic of China 

(36%) provide for the largest group, followed by Vietnamese (15%). Nepalese, South Korean, 

Taiwanese and Filipino students represent each about 5%. Roughly 2% of these students have 

Japanese nationality. The majority of the students (over 60%) are exchange students. Other 

categories include technical trainees, businesspeople, short-term visitors, spouses of Japanese 

citizens, nikkeijin, “returnees from China”, refugees, and others. More than half of the students stay 

in Japan for a period of one to three years. Most students reside in the Tokyo metropolitan area and 

the surrounding prefectures. Other large concentrations can be found in the Kansai area, in Fukuoka 

Prefecture and in Aichi Prefecture. 

 

Ongoing JSL research is reported by the Research Division on Japanese as a Second Language at 

the National Institute for Japanese Language and Linguistics.21 There are also a number of 

specialist periodicals such as Nihongo kyōiku (Journal of Japanese Language Teaching) or 

Nihongo/nihongo kyōiku kenkyū (Studies in Japanese Language and Japanese Language Teaching). 

The latter journal carries articles on Korean-, Chinese-, Hindi-, Vietnamese-, Malay-, and Thai-

speaking learners, including contrastive analyses. It concentrates mainly on (contrastive) pragmatics 
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and analysis of selected syntactic or discourse elements and structures. The more established 

Nihongo kyōiku regularly publishes articles and special issues relevant to sociolinguistics (e.g., 

language minority children, “Easy Japanese”, universal communication design, language 

empowerment, nikkeijin laborers, or multilingualization). On the occasion of its 150th edition, 

Usami (2012) provided for an overview of 610 articles with “sociological perspectives” that were 

published in the journal. While the earliest issues concentrated on JFL education and its conditions 

abroad, attention placed on learners in Japan has increased since the late 1980s. Key concepts that 

reflect sociolinguistic research topics include context and language use (bamen to gengo un’yō), 

culture (bunka), and social conditions and learning (shakai jōsei to gakushū).  
 

JFL speakers  

Increasing the number of JFL speakers has been an objective of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs for many decades now (Gaimushō 2013). Currently, the objective is to have five million 

JFL learners by 2020. While Japanese still attracts quite a large number of language learners outside 

of Japan, surveys demonstrate that Japanese is losing ground to Mandarin Chinese.22  

 

Compared to J2 education, JFL education abroad has a long history of systematic governmental 

policies. Learners having mastered and those endeavoring to master Japanese are nowadays often 

referred to as nihongo jinzai (Japanese language human resources). They tend to be seen uniquely 

as concrete assets for Japan, e.g., shisan (property, asset), jintekina asetto (human asset) or ōkina 

rieki (great profit) (Länsisalmi 2016: 222). The Japan Foundation – an independent administrative 

institution financed by the Japanese government, investment revenues and private donations – has 

been carrying out surveys on Japanese-language education abroad since 1974 (Japan Foundation 

2016b). The latest survey reveals that Japanese is studied in 137 countries worldwide, but that the 

number of overseas learners has decreased by roughly 300,000 after a long period of steady growth. 

In addition to the current learners, former JFL learners outside educational institutions constitute an 

important group around the globe, but the size of active Japanese users is hard to guess. Gottlieb 

(2005: 6) puts the number of current and former learners at an estimated ten million.  

 

Language learning motivations listed in surveys prominently include “interest in Japanese 

language” (62%), followed by “communication in Japanese” (56%), “interest in manga, anime, J-

Pop, etc.” (54%), and “interest in history, literature, etc.” (50%) (Japan Foundation 2012: 4). 

Knowledge about Japan and its language has been a more important factor than utility-based 

motivations. “Future employment” (42%) ranks fifth in the survey and “study in Japan” (34%) is in 

seventh place. The majority of learners, nearly 80%, reside in regions close to Japan in East and 
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Southeast Asia (People’s Republic of China, Indonesia, South Korea) where knowledge of Japanese 

has an instrumental value in the job market. Roughly 10% of the learners live in Australia, less than 

5% in the US, and only 3% in Europe. The smallest numbers of learners are found in Africa (Japan 

Foundation 2016a).  

 

Inoue (2007: 98) distinguishes three factors determining the market value of languages, (1) 

population size (global scale), (2) economic power of the speech community (global and regional 

scale), and (3) information quantity and cultural elaboration (global, regional and personal scale), 

and includes Japanese in all these categories. While the Japan Foundation produces JFL reports on a 

regular basis, these do not capture the full picture of Japanese language studies outside Japan. 

Currently available mobile and digital technologies offer unprecedented possibilities and resources 

to anyone interested in learning Japanese independently. This phenomenon can be evidenced in 

formal classroom education where JLF teachers nowadays deal with students of increasingly 

varying proficiencies.23 

 

In linguistic research, in particular Japanese inter-language produced by NNS learners has been 

studied. The areas and research interests in JLF and J2 education intersect with many fields of 

sociolinguistics. However, it is often primarily the specific ways in which NNS use Japanese that 

capture the interest of scholars. Sasaki (2005) and Mori and Mori (2011) offer extended reviews on 

J2/JFL research for the period of time from 2000 to 2010, covering both “second language 

acquisition” and pedagogical practices. In another overview, Nuibe (2007) lists the following main 

areas of research: teaching Japanese to young children, Japanese for academic purposes, teacher 

training, teaching methods, second language acquisition, and pedagogical grammar. In this 

overview, sociolinguistics ranks last, covering only about 10% of the reviewed articles and reports. 

Besides information and publications on JFL by the Japan Foundation, information on the latest 

trends in Japanese language education is easily available. There are a number of academic 

associations and research centers that publish journals, newsletters or proceedings. Examples 

include the Japan Association for Language Teaching (JALT) in Japan, and The Association of 

Japanese Language Teachers in Europe (AJE) or The American Association of Teachers of 

Japanese (AATJ) overseas. 

 

In the past decade, identity and language learning has received more attention. It is studied how 

learners establish “their ability to make their own choices as to how they [want] to present 

themselves in different social contexts” (Mori and Mori 2011: 459–460). JLF speakers, often a long 

distance away from Japan, do not necessarily ascribe to idealized linguistic NS models.24 Critical 
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approaches now address the obvious power imbalances that are inherent in NS versus NNS 

categorizations (Cook 1999, in Tanaka 2013). Other related areas of interest include “easy” or 

“plain” Japanese (yasashii nihongo and wakariyasui nihongo, respectively), connecting directly to 

discussions on “barrier-free information” and “co-living Japanese” (kyōsei nihongo), a language 

variety created in actual communication situations involving NNS and NS (Yoshinaga 2015; 

Gottlieb 2012; Matsuo et al. 2013). Besides J2 and JFL education, these topics are often researched 

in the fields of critical sociolinguistics or welfare-linguistics (Murata 2015). 

 

“Virtual speakers” in fiction, translation, and real life 

There is one more type of speaker – speakers who are “purposefully ‘incoherent’” when speaking 

(Heinrich 2017). There is no label for such speakers yet, but the kind of language they produce is 

discussed in Japan as yakuwarigo (role language), or as vācharu nihongo (virtual Japanese). This 

kind of language use, associated with features of imaginary speakers, has grown in a popular field 

of cross-disciplinary study. Consumers of Japanese novels, manga comics, soap operas, anime, TV 

drama, games, translated literature, etc., regularly come across such language use. Kinsui (2007) 

notes that speaker-characteristics in role language include age, gender, social status or occupation, 

regional origin, nationality, race or historical period. There is no end to this list. It includes also, for 

example, imagined alien or robot speech.25 Teshigawara and Kinsui (2011) state that crafted role 

language is typically rooted in non-fictional language use, and that Japanese NS audience is well 

aware of the fictional character of such speakers, and such speech. However, only sporadic 

information is available on the actual abilities to infer the type of role portrayed by virtual speech 

styles (for both NS and NNS). One of the rare exceptions is Shukuri’s (2012) work which focuses 

on first person pronouns in “virtual Japanese”.26 

 

The most typical virtual features are associated with particular speaker first person pronouns, 

variants of the copula, and sentence-final interactional particles. Also many other features such as 

honorifics, Sino-Japanese words (kango), loanwords (gairaigo), interjections, laughter, pidgin-like 

expressions, accent, intonation, voice quality, and particular pragmatic and discourse features are 

listed in the research literature. This type of research culminates in a role language dictionary, 

which explains on more than 200 pages lexical items, morphosyntactic features and other 

expressions that are often linked to fictional characters (Kinsui 2014). Contrastive studies 

comparing Japanese and (translations into) Korean, Chinese, English, Spanish and Finnish, and 

reflections on role language in Japanese language education are other additions to the field (Kinsui 

2011; Teshigawara and Kinsui 2011). A sub-field of role-language studies also looks at expressions 
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of non-human characters such as animals or hybrid human-animals (Akizuki 2012; Kawasaki 

2015). 

 

Translation, contrastive studies or Japanese language education are other areas, where “hidden” 

stereotypes incorporated in role language have been studied. Ōta (2009, 2017), for example, 

investigates how athletics superstar Usain Bolt’s “stardom” is reflected in the Japanese translations 

of his comments (e.g., tough masculine first person pronoun ore in edgy katakana) and how 

Japanese TV subtitles of interviews with foreign athletes reflect their expected roles in “Olympic 

Stories”. Although “role language” is a novel term, similar studies were carried out before the 

popularization of this field. Examples include dialect use by Japanese romantic heroines in the 

construction of “authentic femininity” (Shibamoto-Smith 2009), or the manipulation of honorifics 

in the construction of social identities in Japanese TV drama (Barke 2010). Translated Western 

heroines continue to speak onna kotoba (women’s language), reflecting a Japanese-inspired 

normative femininity, while Western youngsters resort to frank masculine otoko kotoba (male 

language), and black people are portrayed to speak “dialect”, reproducing thereby stereotypes and 

discriminatory images via translation (Nakamura 2013; Hiramoto 2009).  

 

Japanese language users on the Internet and in social media constitute another area of research. 

How bloggers write, talk and present themselves to their audiences, how dialectal features and 

verbal styles are used in messaging, chatting and tweeting are areas that remain little developed at 

the moment.27 Rather than approaching such phenomena as “varieties” or “registers” partaking in a 

“structural system”, Heinrich (2017: 221) offers an analysis how such “new presentations of self” 

by a new generation are now linked to “showing how things are done with words, by doing 

unexpected things with words, in order to change how things are done with words.” Analyzing 

these phenomena with the customary “first and second wave” sociolinguist’s toolkit will prove 

unsuccessful. 

 

Japanese and its speakers in the future 

For the most part, Japan is today an urban society. In such contexts new types of speakers and 

learners, various degrees of language ownership, poly- and translanguaging and crossing are widely 

observed. In such settings, the conceptual framework of “speech communities” is taking a backseat 

to “individual speakers”. Diverse groups of speakers are further diversifying, and as an effect 

sociolinguistic research has to zoom in on individual “linguistic repertoires” (Blommaert and 

Backus 2013). Such kind of research is not yet prominent in Japanese sociolinguistics. However, in 

Japan, too, the notion of “speaker” needs to be expanded in order to do justice to fluidity of urban, 
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globalized and digital life (cf. Nakane, Otsuji and Armour 2015; Pennycook and Otsuji 2010, 2014, 

2015). Any overview of “speaker” needs to consider global communication and mobility, outcomes 

of personal and socio-political (power-related) histories traced over time, attempts at maintaining 

and revitalizing languages, efforts of adding or strengthening new languages to the existing 

repertoire, and how all of this intersects in some way or another with everyday language practices. 

Sociolinguistics needs to investigate who speaks what kind of Japanese, what it means to them to 

speak this way, and what they do with language in various local socio-cultural environments around 

the globe. 
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1 In a translator’s note to Lee (2010: xiv) Hirano Hubbard explains that the expression “Japanese language” in 

English corresponds to the Japanese terms nihongo and kokugo. Symbolic of the nation-state (kokka), kokugo, 

including its history and nationalistic connotations with “our language” and development as a scholarly discipline 

have been widely discussed (e.g., Nishihara 2015; Yasuda 2004). See Galan (2005) on learning how to read and 

write in Japanese. 
2 “Historical speakers” are not discussed here. For overviews, see Takagi, Shibuya and Iyeiri (2015); Frellesvig 

(2010); Okada (2006). 
3 The Agency for Cultural Affairs (Bunkachō 2016: 58) categorizes its policies related to the Japanese language 

under the headings “Japanese-language policy” and “Japanese-language education policy”, the former covering 

mainly issues pertaining to L1 Japanese and the latter to those relevant to “Japanese language education for 

foreigners”. It has surveyed the “current status and efforts for the preservation and succession” of Ainu, Hachijo, 

and the Ryukyuan languages. 
4 The concept of “native speaker” has been discussed widely elsewhere (e.g., Meyerhoff and Stanford 2015).  
5 Kokugo usually refers to Japanese mother tongue education at school. Kōyōgo is the de facto Japanese in use. If 

Japanese is contrasted with other languages, the term nihongo is used. 
6 For overviews in Japanese sociolinguistics, past and present, see Heinrich and Masiko (2015); Ide (1986); 

Loveday (1986); Sanada (2006); Sibata (1985); Sibata et al. (1998); Shibamoto (1987). 
7 In her study of western middle- and upper-class residential Yamanote and eastern lower-middle class and blue-

collar Shitamachi Hibiya (1995) shows that change and variation pertaining to velar plosive have been particularly 

influenced by the extralinguistic factors of age and contact with the socio-economically more affluent Yamanote.  
8 Satake (2005) examined discourses on male and female language norms in post-war Japanese newspapers. The 

majority of comments showed concern about an increasing masculinization, neutralization, or increased 

“roughness” of language use by women.  
9 The latter are usually “characterized in terms of a set of specific linguistic forms involving features such as self-

reference and address terms, sentence-final forms, and honorifics, and also in terms of general stylistic features 

such as politeness, gentleness, and refinement (for joseigo) and forcefulness, decisiveness, and roughness (for 

danseigo)” (Okamoto 2016: 10–11).  
10 “[O]nabe refers, not to female homosexuals in general (rezu ‘lesbian’ serves this function), but specifically to a 

‘lesbian who dresses and acts like a man’ (cf. English nouns butch, passing woman, or dyke)” (Long 1996: 216).  
11 The Clarinet site (Children Living Abroad and Returnees Internet) includes a lengthy manual on Dialogic 

Language Assessment For Japanese as a Second Language (MEXT 2016b).  
12 The burakumin, estimated to number circa three million people, are ethnically Japanese. They “remain – albeit 

less now than formerly – victims of status discrimination” (Gottlieb 2001: 983).  
13 Imperial expansion during the colonial period 1905–1945 brought with it an influx of Korean, Chinese, and 

Taiwanese immigrants to Japan referred to as zainichi.  
14 “For half a century, Japan has permitted ethnic minorities, notably Koreans, to run their own schools while 

refusing to recognize these schools’ graduates by denying their students the right to sit for entrance examinations 
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at national universities. The controversy has centered above all on the rights of graduates of pro-North Korean 

schools.” (Arita 2003: 1) 
15 See also Long’s (2003) publication on the linguistic heritage of the Ogasawara (Bonin) Islands. 
16 See Kawaguchi and Tsunoda (2005) on language ownership. In English-language literature “new speakers”, as 

opposed to “traditional speakers” is conventionally employed in the context of minority languages, particularly 

when discussing language endangerment, maintenance and revitalization.  
17 The Ministry of Justice currently puts the number of illegal residents at 60,000 (Hōmushō 2015). 
18 One example from Toyohashi City (2016: 53), Aichi Prefecture, schematically describes how an individual 

study path, stretching from the first six months to two years and beyond, can be composed of “survival”, “basic” 

and “skill-specific” Japanese. This is supplemented by learning Japanese through other school subjects and extra 

support in them. The Japanese writing system receives some treatment in the instructions, but they also point out 

that it is difficult to learn to write kanji characters during the time reserved for Japanese language guidance. Thus 

assigning daily kanji writing homework or other additional measures of “support” for non-kanji background 

pupils is necessary (Toyohashi City 2016: 57). 
19 For example the Castanet site includes a collection of extra learning materials in twelve languages for a number 

of school subjects such as maths, society, kokugo and nihongo. Furthermore, guidelines and tools to help 

implement special Japanese as a Second Language (JSL) curricula in various subjects have been developed for 

primary and middle school, and senior high schools in some prefectures have special quota for returnees and 

foreign students. 
20 More than 20,000 students are enrolled in some 200 gaikokujin gakkō, i.e., Korean, (English-language) 

international school, Brazilian, Peruvian, Chinese and other ethnic schools. The School Education Act recognizes 

no more than a handful of these schools, whilst about 120 are accredited as “miscellaneous schools” or “quasi-

incorporated educational institutions”. The rest of the schools are unaccredited (Miyawaki 2005).  
21 NINJAL’s JSL Research Division (2009) defines its scope as follows. “In addition to producing purely 

linguistic descriptions and analyses, it also seeks to clarify the nature of social and cultural problems that non-

native learners are likely to face in the process of adjusting themselves to Japanese society.” 
22 Whilst some surveys on the current and future demand for foreign languages now rank Chinese highest, 

followed by English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Portuguese, Russian and Spanish (IALC 2016), others 

exclude Japanese from the category of the most useful languages when estimated on economic terms. The British 

Council (2013), to name an example, now ranks Japanese in tenth place, but it is no longer specifically listed as a 

language needed for economic purposes, neither for cultural, educational and diplomatic ones.  
23 A Portal for Learning Japanese maintained by the Japan Foundation, Nihongo e na (2016), currently lists over 

350 links to online sites for learners and teachers of Japanese, and dozens of applications for mobile devices exist. 
24 See Mizumoto (2015) on gender, Heinrich (2005) on language ideology in Japanese language learning 

materials, Kinsui (2011) on role language by Japanese language learners, and Abe (2014) on “universal design” in 

language learning. Inoue (1995, 2008) notes that Japanese language education does not yet incorporate 

sociolinguistic perspectives and proposes that it should include attention to variation and discourse.  
25 Speech recognition and research and development of social and chat robots are thriving fields in Japan (see 

Takase, Yoshino and Nakano 2017; Yamazaki 2011). 



                                             

 33 

 
26 Shukuri (2012) reports that for example the first person pronoun watashi used by male characters was 

associated to gay language by NS but to polite language by NNS. 
27 See vācharu hōgen “virtual dialect”, nise hōgen (“fake dialect”), etc. Okamoto and Shibamoto-Smith (2016: 

67–68) note that it is “necessary to place changes in dialect representations in media texts against a non-

mediatized social shift.”   


