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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Monolingual Assumption and Societal Translingual Practices in Japan  

The present paper discusses societal translingual practices in the context of contemporary Japan. Due to globalisation, 

the 21st century has become the era of multiculturalism, and hence multilingualism. Japan is no exception. Increased 

mobility has allowed migration since the 1990s, and superdiversity (Vertovec, 2010) has led to “social, cultural and 

linguistic diversity” (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011, p. 1). Nevertheless, in Japan, monolingual, monocultural ideologies 

and assumptions persist. Such discourses of Japan as an “imagined community” (Anderson, 1991) with “one 

language/one culture/one nation paradigm” (Pujolar, 2007, p. 71, italics in original) can be exemplified by the notorious 

remark made by the deputy prime minister Taro Aso: “No other country but here (Japan) has a nation where one ethnic 

group, one dynasty, has lasted for 2000 years” (Kakihana & Toyama, 2020, para 3, translated by the author). Back in 2005, 

when he was the minister of Internal Affairs and Communications, Aso also proclaimed , “There is no other country with 

one culture, one civilization, one ethnicity, and one language but Japan”, which is contrary to the recent government policy 

that explicitly states Ainu as indigenous people (ibid., para 4). The enduring sense of Japan as a monolingual country 

proliferates in public and political discourses. Therefore, there is a strong urgency among applied linguists to promote an 

epistemological shift in the conceptualisation of Japan, from a monolingual society towards a multilingual and even 

translingual one.  

 

1.2 Multilingual Turn 

In contemporary Japan where monolingualism and uniculturalism are deemed to be the norm, bilingualism or 

multilingualism are often thought to be something special. What is underlying monolingualism is the monoglossic view 

of language. Monoglossia positions monolingualism as the norm, and bilingualism in this view is associated with 

monolingualism. That is, bilingualism is considered to be the mastery over two autonomous system of languages (Flores 

& Garcia, 2013). However, applied linguists have come to recognise the monoglossic view of language as problematic 

since it is in reality a deficit framing of the non-standardised varieties of language. Such deficit framing often leads to the 

marginalisation of such languages. A good example of this is how indigenous languages such as Ainu or Ryukyu have 

been neglected in Japan’s education.   

To undo the issue of monolingualism, the value of multilingualism underlined with heteroglossia has come to be 

accepted in applied linguistics. In the heteroglossic view, languages are not understood as “separable and countable, or 

associated with nation states” (Flores & Garcia, 2013 p. 245). As such, multilingualism acknowledges the fluidity and 
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dynamics of language practices over time and space. This paradigm shift from monolingualism to multilingualism is often 

referred to as the multilingual turn. In recent years, the discussion around multilingual realities is further elaborated with 

notions such as translingualism and translanguaging.   

 

1.3 Translingualism and Translanguaging 

According to Cangarajah (2013), translingualism is a view of communication as something that “transcends 

individual languages,” and “communication transcends words and involves diverse semiotic resources and ecological 

affordances” (p. 6, italics by the author). Translingualism attempts to undo the essentialist account of languages whereby 

named languages are assumed to have distinct boundaries, and instead treats divergent linguistic and semiotic resources 

as repertoires.  

Inheriting the core idea of translingualism, the concept of translanguaging has been proposed to emphasise the 

multimodal and multisensory dimensions of translingual communication (see García, 2009; Wei, 2011, 2017). García 

defined translanguging as “multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals engage in order to make sense of their 

bilingual worlds” (2009, p. 45, italics in original); thus, it is not a mere descriptive term that replaces code-switching (see 

Wei, 2018). It is a theoretical concept that aims to undo the monoglossic view of bilingualism as autonomous systems with 

independent L1 and L2. Flores and García (2013) put forward translanguaging as a pedagogy with which they aim to 

empower minoritised language users in the educational context. Translanguaging pedagogy can furnish the epistemological 

shift to bilingualism as it resonates with the heteroglossic perspective of bilingualism in which all linguistic, cultural, semiotic 

repertories comprise one system. Accordingly, bilinguals /multilinguals are seen as a complete person in the translanguaging lens. 

I have opted for translanguaging because of its potential (i) for empowering bilinguals and multilinguals but also (ii) for dispelling  

the myth of monolingual Japan, which will be discussed in detail in Section 4. 

  

1.4 Previous Studies on Bilingual/Multilingual Practices in Japan 

Scholars concerned with bilingual/multilingual/translingual practices in Japan pursue key questions of (i) what 

discourses and ideologies impact the linguistic practices in Japan and (ii) why Japanese people fail to acknowledge their 

bilingual/multilingual/translingual practices? While the question of self-identifying oneself as a bilingual is partly to do 

with the question of how we define “bilinguals” (see Wei, 2007, for more discussion), a central aim of the ongoing 

scholarly enquiry into Japan’s linguistic practices is the disruption of the monolingual ideology by revealing its “hidden” 

multilingual/translingual practices.  
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A wide range of relevant factors and contexts related to linguistic practices in Japan have been contemplated. For 

example, on the societal level, socioeconomic factors involved in multilingual signs (Inoue, 2005), political factors 

involved in Japanese post-war TV shows (Doerr, 2020), and ideological and identity influences upon decision-making to 

translanguage or not (Nagashima & Lawrence, 2020) have been discussed. In the education context, relations between the 

translingual practices by English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers and their identity and agency (Ishihara et al., 2018) 

as well as the possibility of employing translanguaging as a pedagogy in EFL classrooms at the tertiary level (Turnbull, 

2018) have been considered. In the context of migration, Takeuchi (2014) and Nakamura (2016) investigated the 

ideological influences of bilingualism/multilingualism on family language practices among bilingual Filipino mothers and 

multilingual Thai mothers in Japan, respectively. Mori and Shima (2014) focused on (Japanese) doctor – (migrant) patient 

interactions to examine the use of multilingual repertoires. Their subsequent study on work interactions between Japanese 

and foreign care workers expanded their focus by discussing multimodal repertoires as well (Mori & Shima, 2020). 

Despite the differences in their empirical focus, the common underlying aim of these studies has been to destabilise 

the taken-for-granted assumption of  “monolingual Japan” by providing insights into the linguistic (and semiotic) diversity 

in everyday social encounters in Japan. By doing so, the researchers in this field advocate for language practices in Japan 

that make the most of available resources for effective communication. Simultaneously, they intend to prevent language-

related inequalities and struggles that arise as a result of dominant discourses and ideologies.  

 

1.5 Critical Synthesis 

To further investigate the multilingual/translingual realities in Japan, the following three journal articles will be 

reviewed: 

1. Rowland, L. (2016). English in the Japanese linguistic landscape: A motive analysis. Journal of Multilingual 

and Multicultural Development, 37(1), 40-55. 

2. Kato, R, & Kumagai, Y. (2020). Translingual practices in a ‘Monolingual’ society: Discourses, learners’ 

subjectivities and language choices. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 1-16. 

3. Turnbull, B. (2020) Beyond bilingualism in Japan: Examining the translingual trends of a “monolingual” nation, 

International Journal of Bilingualism, 24(4) 634–650. 

All three articles probe the multilingual/translingual practices in Japan, especially those primarily involving Japanese 

and English. Translingual practices are, of course, a part of life among people who would identify themselves as bilinguals 

or multilinguals, such as mixed-race people, migrants, and study-abroad students. However, to focus on practices among 
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the majority of the Japanese who are likely to identify themselves as monolinguals, the Japanese-English translingual 

context is most apt since English is the only foreign language taught as a compulsory subject in Japan. 

The first paper, Rowland (2016), is emblematic of societal multilingualism due to its focus on signage in the Japanese 

Linguistic Landscape (LL). This is a good starting point for grasping the multilingual reality of Japan because public 

signage can be one of the most eye-catching multilingual artefacts. In the second paper, Kato and Kumagai (2020) focus 

on the language practices of Japanese EFL students in the university intercultural classroom. The paper is unique in its 

demonstration of how dominant discourses hinder students from explicitly engaging in translingual practices despite their 

diverse repertoires. The third paper by Turnbull (2020) investigates translanguaging practices employed in advertisements. 

His adaptation of translanguaging, contrasting with Rowland’s (2016) application of multilingualism and Kato and 

Kumagai’s (2020) translingualism as a theoretical framework, allows us to compare different ways of framing creative 

linguistic/semiotic practices. 

By scrutinising three articles on the public signage, intercultural classroom, and advertisements and their different 

ways of framing and realizing communicative practices, this paper aims to shed light on too-often overlooked practices of 

translingualism in contemporary Japan. Hence, I pose the following question: how can we promote a recognition among 

ordinary Japanese people of their own translingual practices, and foster linguistic and semiotic diversity? 

This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews the chosen three articles. After the reviews, Section 3 is 

dedicated to discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the studies. Finally, in Section 4, I will discuss the societal 

translingualism in Japan with a self-reflexive account and conclude by suggesting future trajectories of the field. 

 

2. Summaries of the Studies 

 

2.1 Rowland (2016)  

Rowland’s (2016) investigation of multilingual signage aimed at understanding Japanese students’ perception of the 

motivation behind the signs involving English in the Japanese LL. Hence, his research question is “[w]hat is involved 

when these students describe the use of English on public signage in Japan and the reasons for it? (2016, p. 46).  

Reviewing the literature on LL studies extensively, he finds that quantitative research on LL has tended to overlook the 

social aspect of multilingual signage. Therefore, his aim of uncovering the underlying discourses and ideologies of English 

use in Japan from the audience’s perceptive is added-value. 

Turning to the research design, the participants were 41 Japanese university students, majoring in English language. 

As part of Rowland’s EFL reading course, the students’ task was to recognize English use on their local signage and record 
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their thoughts in writing. In class, they shared their opinions in small groups. After obtaining the students’ informed consent, 

the anonymous texts were submitted to the author. 

A motive analysis was employed for data analysis in order to critically unpack how audiences of multilingual signage 

in Japan perceive its rhetoric. To systematically conduct the qualitative LL study, interpretation of the data was informed 

by Burke’s pentad, “five interrelated aspects of a person’s description of events: the act (what took place), the scene (where 

and when did the act happen), the agent (who committed the act), the agency (by what means was the act accomplished), 

and the purpose (why did the act happen)” (Burke, 1962, cited in Rowland, 2016, p. 45). Combining Burke’s dramatism, 

within which language use is considered to be symbolic action, Rowland’s theoretical framework aptly elicits the students’ 

shared views towards the sign’s intentions regarding the use of multiple languages in Japanese LL. 

The data analysis revealed three characteristic motivations underpinning English usage in the Japanese LL. Firstly, 

discourses of consumerism and commercialism were noticeable when English was employed (a scene-agency ratio). By 

using English, the signage becomes “eye-catching” (agency), and thus becomes more economically effective in 

contemporary, neoliberal Japanese society (scene). Secondly, the discourse of cultural essentialism in Japan, known as 

Nihonjinron, becomes prominent, when Japanese people (agent) attempt to embody a “polite, hospitable Japanese” 

character so that they can reduce the confrontations and misunderstandings (purpose) between Japanese culture and other 

foreign cultures (an agent–purpose ratio). Finally, discourses of globalisation are marked when the Japanese are driven by 

global trends (scene), to be globally competent (purpose) Japanese English users (a scene-purpose ratio). Rowland (2016) 

argued that, overall, students exhibited two competing worldviews: materialism and idealism. Whereas the materialistic 

viewpoint is motivated by the “capitalist endeavour” and “global homogenisation” (Rowland, 2016, p. 51), a distinctively 

Japanese disposition of altruism resides in the display of English to meet the needs of foreigners in Japan. His claim about 

the coexistence of two seemingly antagonistic ideologies in modern Japanese society is therefore well-supported by the 

discourse data.  

The theoretical arguments Rowland (2016) put forward are in line with the current trajectory of LL research. Aligned 

with the growing literature of qualitative LL research whose ontology informs the gap of quantitative LL research as 

overlooking the influence of social discourse which affects people’s interpretation, Rowland’s approach in this paper well-

articulates the importance of qualitative LL studies, taking social aspects into consideration. Simultaneously, the study sets 

a good example of applying Burke’s pentad as a discourse analytic method to investigate what informs people’s language 

choices. 

 The primary findings of this study resonate with the theoretical arguments. While quantitative LL research 

provides the overview of where multilingual signage is observable in a given society, how people interpret and account 
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for it is under-researched. As such, the qualitative method of motive analysis adopting Burke’s pentad, is apposite to 

unmask the hidden discourses of interpretation in LL. His cautious remark on the academic practice itself involving the 

author’s interpretation is an essential caveat for all qualitative researchers. 

 

2.2 Kato & Kumagai (2020)  

In this study, Kato and Kumagai (2020) investigated the way Japanese EFL students at university invested themselves 

in translingual practices during an online collaborative project with college students in the US. They aimed to promote 

students’ recognition of the abundant linguistic and cultural resources they possess. The ultimate goal was to foster their 

communicative repertoires which transcend the boundaries between English and Japanese so that they can negotiate 

meanings creatively. Their previous study (Kumagai & Kato, 2014) found that Japanese students have a tendency to avoid 

“codemeshing–a typical and most noticeable manifestation of translingual practice” (Kato & Kumagai, 2020, p. 13). Thus, 

to unveil the underlying reasons and process of their language choice, Kumagai and Kato posed the following research 

questions (2014, p. 6): 

 How did students in Japan choose language(s) and negotiate their subjectivities?  

 What motivated or impeded their use of available linguistic resources?  

 What discourses in local contexts might have influenced the students’ language practices?   

The theoretical framework applied in this research was translingualism (Canagrajah, 2013), as a paradigm that 

questions monolingualism. Having reviewed the development of translingualism with appropriate references, their 

definition of translingual practices emphasised not only diverse linguistic codes but also situational and contextual factors 

that influence people’s agency in negotiating meanings. Their understanding of key concepts, language and subjectivities, 

were based on poststructuralist theory. Poststructuralism views language and subjectivities as mutually constitutive, and 

considers them pivotal in understanding ways language learners negotiate their self (Kato & Kumagai, 2020). This theory 

was compatible with the researchers’ sensitivity towards the effects of subjectivity and positionality on students’ language 

practices. 

Turning to the research design, the telecollaborative project was conducted from October to December 2013 via 

Google Group discussion forum, in the form of writing. The authors worked as teacher-researchers. The participants were 

32 Japanese EFL students at university, and seven American Japanese as Foreign Language students at college. 

Participation in the project was mandatory for the students’ academic credits. The written discussion was divided into two 

rounds, R1 and R2. As for R1, instruction to discuss in Japanese was given to the students. Regarding R2, explicit 

instruction welcomed the students to utilise whatever linguistic resources and modes (e.g., visual and audio) preferred. The 
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authors’ reassurance appropriately aimed at mitigating students’ anxiety about the potential influence of their language 

performance on grades. 

The data collection for this project was multilayered. The initial classroom discussions were audio-recorded. 

Following that, post-project questionnaires were distributed. Once the grades were submitted, interviews were conducted. 

These included one individual interview and two focus group interviews with students at the Japanese university, and three 

individual interviews with students at the US college. As with the discussion, the interviews were audio-recorded.  

Despite the richness of data, their analysis primarily focused on interview data with six students from the Japanese 

university, but this was justifiable given the study’s focus on these students’ linguistic practices. The data analysis adopted 

a recursive, inductive analysis which sought to extract fundamental ideologies that impinged on language choices. 

Although the interviews were originally conducted in Japanese, they were translated into English by the authors and 

supplied as speech transcriptions. Though transcriptions allowed in-depth investigation, it is worth noting that detailed 

descriptions (which indicate, for example, tone, stress, and pitch) were not included. Instead, they italicised the focus of 

discussions. The absence of interview data in Japanese and paralinguistic elements in the transcription raises the question 

of what had been lost from their original interviews.   

Overall, the key findings of the analysis suggested three themes underlying the local discourses that seemed to 

influence the Japanese students’ insistence on the monolingual norm, both in written English and/or Japanese. The first 

was privileged English, which aligns with Rowland’s (2016) globalisation. The prestige of English over Japanese was 

interpreted as the students’ performance of their identity as “good” students who were competent in monolingual English, 

while it also became a source of struggle, not to be perceived as “snobby” 1 by codemeshing. The second was the 

monolingual norm as preferable language practice, that is, a perception that codemeshing would have detrimental effects 

on identity performance. The last was the embodiment of “Japaneseness”, which parallels Rowland’s (2016) cultural 

essentialism. The stereotypical idea of Japanese people as “considerate” and “polite” and a misconception of the Japanese 

language as “distinctive” was found to be the reason students avoid codemeshing. Their claim of identity politics being 

largely to do with Japanese students’ maintenance of single language mode was well-supported by the interview data. 

The important theoretical argument Kato and Kumagai raised was that even when no instances of codemeshing were 

observed on the surface, in-depth investigation of interview data can reveal the students’ hidden translingual choices made 

in their avoidance of codemeshing. The claim eloquently cautions us not to jump to the conclusion that Japan is a 

monolingual nation. 

The take-home message of the article informs applied linguists and educators how to take an initiative to empower 

students by encouraging them to embrace their communicative repertoires.  By calling for a change not only in individual 
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attitudes toward languages but also in societal norms associate with them, Kato and Kumagai aim explicitly at disrupting 

the monolingual fallacy in Japan. In doing so, their advocacy to devise a local community that embraces linguistic plurality 

seems feasible since students can appreciate using available resources creatively without fear of being considered as 

“snobs.” I am convinced that, in this way, students can build ownership of languages and position themselves as “language 

users”, not “learners.”  

 

2.3 Turnbull (2020)  

Turnbull (2020) investigated Japan’s translingual trends in everyday life, adopting a visual ethnographic approach. 

He opens up the controversy on the ideology of Japan as “linguistically homogeneous” and “monolingual” by citing 

various studies by Japanologists and political statements which tend to contrast Japanese society with the West. 

Acknowledging the ethnolinguistic researchers who promote the recognition of Japan’s multilingual, multicultural reality 

by seeking recognition for indigenous people such as Okinawan and Ainu, he positioned his study to illuminate 

translanguaging practices of Japan.  

Having reviewed the literature extensively, he identifies dominant discourses and ideologies as possible reasons 

affecting Japanese people’s self-recognition as monolingual. These include: the governmental position on Japan as 

monoracial and unique; Japanese people’s reluctance to self-praise; and a maximalist definition of bi-/multilingualism as 

“a native-like control”. With the aim of contesting the dominant belief of Japan as linguistically homogeneous, he asks the 

question, “why Japanese people largely fail to recognize their own translingual status despite their ability to live and act 

in an increasingly translingual society with few communicative issues?” (Turnbull, 2020, p. 637). 

Regarding methodology, Turnbull (2020) frames the translingual practices (Canagarajah, 2013), particularly as 

translanguaging (García, 2009; Wei, 2011, 2017) practices, emphasising the creative use of multiple linguistic and 

semiotic resources within the target advertisements.  The translanguaging lens is apt for discussing the complex interplay 

of both linguistic and semiotic repertoires in Japanese translingual practices. His thorough understanding of 

translanguaging is prevalent in his emphasis on its multimodal features. Adopting visual ethnography to examine the 

translingual landscape in Japan, he collected photographic data in two cities in Japan, each during a single walk although 

he did not mention the name of specific sites (a point which will be discussed in detail in Section 3). His intentional 

avoidance of collecting data via online search as well as from Western-based international corporations enabled him to 

maintain a focus on “Japanese” translanguaging practices. Ten photos out of many others were chosen to be presented 

according to their representativeness of key findings. The data analysis was informed by a descriptive qualitative 
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framework “whereby written explanations and interpretation consolidate visual photographic representations” (Turnbull, 

2020, p. 639). The framework fruitfully supports his argument along with the visual evidence. 

Overall, the key findings of the research corroborate the idea of Japan as linguistically rich. Turnbull’s analysis 

demonstrates that six different modes emerge from translanguaging practices in Japan: “simple translation, intersentential 

practices, intrasentential practices, interlexical practices, intralexical practices, and semiotic-reliant practices” (2020, p. 640). 

He argues that, whilst simple translation is targeted at foreigners in Japan, the other five modes involving meshings of 

linguistic and semiotic repertoires are aimed at Japanese audiences. These findings instantiate the creative use of 

multimodal resources available in Japanese society by Japanese people. Therefore, Turnbull’s claim that Japan is 

“undeniably deserving of a translingual accreditation” (2020, p. 648) is persuasive. 

The theoretical arguments Turnbull (2020) raises concerning the motivation behind the translanguaging practices 

echo those of Rowland (2016) and Kato and Kumagai (2020). Based on the regular occurrence of practices in marketing 

and branding, he indicates that this could be due to globalisation and internationalization. Thus, Turnbull’s conclusion 

that it is “unjust and illogical to deny them (Japan’s linguistic practices) a translingual status beyond that of simple 

bilingualism” (2020, p. 647) is convincing. 

 

3. Strengths and Weaknesses of the Respective Studies 

 

3.1 Rowland (2016): Multilingual Approach to Public Signage 

First, the strengths of Rowland (2016) lie in its empirical focus on the perception of the multilingual signage in 

Japanese display. By approaching Japanese LL qualitatively, the author successfully contributes to promoting the 

epistemological shift in LL studies from what Blommaert (p. 41, cited in Rowland, 2016) describes as the “rather 

superficial, ‘horizontal’ and distributional image of multilingualism” offered by quantitatively oriented LL scholarship. 

The qualitative framework that was employed, motive analysis, rigorously uncovered the common motivations behind 

multilingual signage in Japan. The argument is well-supported by the collected discourse data, and his insights are pivotal 

in accounting for how Japanese people as audiences subconsciously accept the hidden multilingual practices in Japan.   

Two weaknesses of the study are identified by Rowland (2016). The first is to do with the minimal range of research 

participants. Due to the lack of diverse population in terms of age or educational background, the study only managed to 

present the agreed opinions among younger, well-educated Japanese who acknowledge the need to learn English. This 

was evident from their investment in English economically and timewise.  
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The second weakness is that the collected opinions of students might have tended towards academically favourable 

views to impress the teacher-researcher and other students. Given Rowland’s (2016) defence upon this issue, as the focus 

of the motive analysis being placed on readers’ perception of the sign’s intention that are opened for interpretation, the 

limitation regarding the degree of artificiality does not seem problematic. 

Finally, one shortcoming unacknowledged by Rowland (2016) is the presumed framing of signage as “multilingual”. 

Since the photographic data of signage was not presented in the article, it is beyond my scope to suggest the way to best 

conceptualise the practices. Nonetheless, there should have been a clear rationale for his chosen term, “multilingual”, 

instead of “bilingual” or “translingual”. The location of the target student-participants’ university being in the prefecture 

next to Tokyo may suggest the thriving international exchange. As such, I would assume his choice of  “multilingualism” 

indicates his acknowledgement of diverse linguistic practices beyond English and Japanese. Nonetheless, as with the 

nature of signage involving semiotic resources, an adaptation of the “translingual” framework may have been warranted. 

 

3.2 Kumagai and Kato (2020): Translingual Approach to Intercultural Classrooms  

Regarding Kumagai and Kato (2020), the strength of this study arises from the background of Japanese participants 

being from a rural area, rarely in contact with people with foreign backgrounds. This makes the research intriguing as most 

studies of translingual practices are set in metropolitan areas. As Japanese students, the participants seemed well chosen as 

representatives of a monolingual identity. Furthermore, their innovative research design using an online platform 

connecting two classrooms in Japan and the US makes this study appealing to the readers/educators. 

Nevertheless, the study has three weaknesses in terms of the research design. The major weakness comes from an 

insufficient emphasis on semiotic repertoires involved in the written communication. While they presented Japanese 

students’ writing as being consistent with the monolingual norm on the surface, if they had attended to the use of three 

different but fundamental scripts used in Japanese (hiragana, kanji, and katakana), there would have been more to discuss. 

For instance, the use of hiragana for words usually written in kanji (e.g., おもしろい (interesting in hiragana), p. 6, 

instead of 面白い (interesting in kanji)) may indicate the Japanese students’ translingual practice by writing in what is 

calledやさしい日本語 (Yasashii Nihongo) [Plain Japanese]. Plain Japanese, often seen in governmental websites, is 

targeted at foreigners whose Japanese proficiency level is emerging. It avoids difficult scripts, words and sentences. The 

use of different modes of Japanese can be a pivotal example of the Japanese students’ strategy of employing their 

considerate “Japaneseness”.  

Besides, their focus on the asynchronous written exchanges may give a limited view of the students’ creative and 

dynamic linguistic resources. As synchronous spoken interaction would demand higher-level communicative strategies, 
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the mode of speech could have provided a higher chance of the Japanese students engaging in more flexible, creative 

language use. 

Lastly and importantly, even though the authors guaranteed that grading would not be affected by the content of 

written outputs, the precise grading criteria explained to the students were left ambiguous to the readers. Accordingly, even 

after the teachers’ invitation to the students to engage in translingual practices, it is likely that students were inclined to 

follow the monolingual norm for the sake of assessment. However, their insight that seemingly monolingual language use 

by Japanese students actually involves translingual choices affected by the dominant ideologies is extremely important as 

it challenges the simplistic view of Japan as a monolingual country.  

 

3.3 Turnbull (2020): Translanguaging Approach to Advertisements 

Turning to Turnbull (2020), this paper is the first to have examined the translanguaging practices in Japanese society. 

His claim that translingual practices deserve public accreditation in Japan is crucial in promoting the recognition to 

laypeople. What is more, his presentation of photographic data as evidence is convincing to highlight the intricate yet 

creative linguistic and semiotic practices. With the notion of translanguaging. the emphasis on both linguistic and semiotic 

repertoires is prevalent throughout the study (as opposed to Kumagai and Kato, 2020), which is indispensable in analysing 

translingual practices. Hence, the paper clearly substantiates the appositeness of the translanguaging framework due to its 

multimodal emphasis on communication. 

Nonetheless, two major weaknesses are apparent. The first arises from the fact that there is no specification about the 

location of data collection, in contrast with Kumagai and Kato’s (2020) explicit explanation about the area being rural. 

While it is largely undeniable that Japanese society embraces translanguaging practices, more elaboration of the particular 

data collection sites would have been better for the readers to understand the background of the study since the 

understandings of data analysis could vary according to population, ethnic diversity, and so forth. If it were a rural area, it 

would have been more interesting to see examples that transcend the boundaries between Japanese and dialects as well. 

Another weakness was acknowledged by Turnbull (2020). As his study focused on written discourse, spoken 

translingual practices are glossed over. Thus, his suggestion to investigate how foreign languages are imbued into spoken 

Japanese, especially among the youth is worth consideration in future research. 
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4. Discussion and Conclusion 

 

4.1 Key Research Questions and Theoretical Frameworks  

The three studies discussed in this paper intended to reveal unrecognised multilingual/translingual practices in Japan, 

particularly of those primarily involving Japanese and English. They all aimed at dismissing the fallacy of Japan as a 

monolingual nation, focusing on the written discourses in different contexts (Rowland, 2016, signage; Kato & Kumagai, 

2020, intercultural classroom; Turnbull, 2020, advertisements). The major questions in the field of studies addressed: What 

discourses and ideologies impact the use of linguistic practices in Japan? and why do Japanese people tend to overlook 

the multilingual/translingual reality of their society?  

The exploration of bilingual/multilingual/translingual practices in Japan initially evolved with quantitative LL studies. 

However, the growing literature has started to focus on social aspects of LL, and thus has adopted qualitative research 

methodology (Rowland, 2016). Meanwhile, given the semiotic characteristic of written language practices, dynamic, 

creative usage of linguistic and semiotic resources were not foregrounded enough in Rowland’s (2016) multilingual or 

Kato and Kumagai’s (2020) translingual framework. Translanguaging (García, 2009; Wei, 2011, 2017) succeeds the 

philosophy of translingualism (Cangarajah, 2013) but due to its emphasis on the multimodal feature of communication, 

translanguaging is better able to shed light on the diverse linguistic and semiotic repertoires available. In other words, the 

translanguaging framework can highlight the reality of practices transcending the boundaries not only between named 

languages but also linguistic and “non-linguistic” resources2. Thus, the notion of translanguaging appears to have a stronger 

basis for investigating translingual practices than simply adopting the framework of translingualism. 

 

4.2 Four Discourses Affecting English Use in Japan’s Societal Linguistic Practices  

Despite the differences in the theoretical frameworks, the findings of the three studies were complementary. Four 

discourses which affect the choices of utilising English in societal linguistic practices in Japan were discovered. Those 

were: (i) commercialism/marketing (Rowland, 2016; Turnbull, 2020); (ii) cultural essentialism/embodiment of 

“Japaneseness” (Rowland, 2016; Kato & Kumagai, 2020); (iii) globalisation/privileged English (Rowland, 2016; Kato 

& Kumagai, 2020; Turnbull, 2020); (iv) monolingualism as a preferable practice of language (Kato & Kumagai, 2020). 

Based on the arguments of the three articles, I will discuss the research question I posed: How can we encourage lay 

Japanese people to recognise their own translingual practices, and foster linguistic and semiotic diversity? As briefly 

implied in the Introduction, my interests in societal translingualism in Japan arose from my awareness of social injustices 

stemming from dominant monolingual discourses. This was reinforced when I witnessed one consequence of such 
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discourse during my part-time teaching at a free educational support project organised by my city in Japan, dedicated to 

middle and high school students from underprivileged socioeconomic backgrounds. Many of the students I tutored were 

mixed-race, yet very few of them seemed to have received support to maintain their heritage language outside their home. 

They were also underachieving academically although I acknowledge other factors such as domestic violence and 

bullying were present. Enlightened by translanguaging as a pedagogy (Flores & Garcia, 2013), which attempts to 

empower minoritised students in classrooms, I came to appreciate the need for intervention to change the monolingual 

standard in Japan’s education. However, to implement translanguaging pedagogy at school, first and foremost, it is 

inevitable to alter the public (including governmental) misbelief of Japan as a monolingual, monocultural nation. 

 

4.3 Possible Ways to Embrace Overlooked Translanguaging Practices in Japan 

There are several feasible ways to encourage Japanese people to recognise their translingual practices. The first is to 

educate students (Kato & Kumagai, 2020) and foster their creative usage of linguistic and semiotic repertoires in classroom 

settings by designing a safe space to translanguage. The second is to highlight the hidden translanguaging practices in 

Japan (Turnbull, 2020). Moreover, it is necessary to question the taken-for-granted maximalist definition of bilinguals as 

having a “native-like” proficiency. 

By embracing the plurality of languages in Japanese society, Japanese people can not only become confident as 

English users (not learners) but also as globally competent pupils who can respect diversity in the society. Being able to 

speak in English, surely widens their chance to gain prospective economic capital (Kubota, 2015). However, to become 

truly “global” cosmopolitans capable of embracing diversity, I believe Japanese people also have to challenge their 

stereotypical idea of foreigners as English speakers. With the idea of “World Japaneses”3 (Fujinaga & Fuji, 2017), 

Japanese people would be obliged to learn to respect and appreciate the interlocutors’ diverse linguistic resources. 

Not so much discussed in the context of translingual practices in Japan are connotations of Japanglish or Japlish, the 

terms which refer to the mixing of Japanese and English. In the case of Japlish, despite the fact that the word Jap is 

considered as racist pejorative, the negative, self-deprecating use of it is sometimes left unquestioned. Upon this issue, 

Barrs (2015) problematised the constant ridiculer towards misuse of English words in Japanese society being compiled 

on the websites such as Engrish.com (https://www.engrish.com/). Today, such criticism deeply embedded in native-

speakerism and accentism has advanced to the social media sphere. On Twitter, the hashtag #泣いちゃう英語 

(#EnglishThatMakesMeCry, translated by the author) was popularised by Rochelle Kopp, a consultant at Japan 

Intercultural Consulting, LLC. Her two Twitter accounts in English and Japanese mark 14,700 and 24,200 followers4, 

respectively. With such an influential figure promoting the ridicule of erroneous English uses, linguistic discrimination 
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towards the Japanese continues to be perpetuated. For the Japanese to foster their ownership of English, the recognition of 

fully-fledged English in Japan as a variety of World Englishes must be endorsed by foreigners in Japan as well. 

 

4.4 Further Areas of Research 

It is worthwhile noting that the three studies discussed in this paper focused on written discourses, since spoken 

translingual practices in Japan have not been widely researched. This might be due to the feasibility of the research design. 

On the one hand, some Japanese actively engage in translingual practices (including myself, as someone born to Japanese 

parents with no experiences of living abroad), reaching out to such people and obtaining informed consent can be tricky. 

Not only because translingual practices are conceived to be inappropriate by the majority, but also from my personal 

experiences, translingual practices can work as a unique, exclusive code that indexes and embodies a certain identity. 

That being said, future studies should overcome such difficulties in research design, so that versatile translanguaging 

practices can be unveiled to further promote Japan’s translingual reality. In other words, so that monolingual 

misconception can be altered, and people can benefit from diverse ways of communication in the present multicultural 

society. Concurrently with what Ortega (2021) called a “social justice turn” emerging in current applied linguistics, future 

studies on Japan’s societal translingualism should endeavour to solve language-related inequalities. In doing so, the 

translanguaging perspective would become beneficial to empower the Japanese by promoting them to embrace the 

unrecognised diversity in society. 
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Endnotes 

1  In today’s Japanese society where the monolingual norm is present, someone who is overinfluenced by foreign cultures is often 

referred to as “kaigai-kabure”. One of the representative instances is the use of English in daily conversation. Those who engage 

in such linguistic practices may appear superior to those with minimum English fluency, and can be falsely considered as them 

being “snobby”.  This is to do with recurring white supremacy and the hegemonic status of English.  
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2 Note that my take on communication is being multimodal. As such, so-called “linguistic” and “non-linguistic” resources are all 

considered as semiotic resources. Multimodal researchers avoid terms such as “non-linguistic” in order to undo the privileged 

view towards language as a primary mode of communication.  

3 “World Japaneses” (Fujinaga & Fuji, 2017), in response to the call for “World Englishes”, is a term that refers to the varieties 

of Japanese used in the world, encompassing not only standardised Japanese used in Japan but also Japanese as second or foreign 

language.  

4 As of January 28, 2022. 


