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Introduction

Languages are living, changing entities that 
adapt to societies by developing to meet the 

various demands of their users. In this way, 
languages expand or contract depending on their 
relative user base, with some languages 
descending into extinction while others flourish 
into global systems of communication. Languages 

are not static, concrete systems but instead are 
dynamic, flexible and at best allow only a partial 
understanding of their generation in the human 
brain and application in society.
 

This dynamism and flexibility is shown in the 
productivity of human language; the ability of 
humans to generate an infinite number of 
expressions from a limited stock of linguistic 
elements. This productivity is a defining, and 

indeed unique, feature of human linguistic 
systems and is shown throughout society in the 
creative uses we make of language, such as 
poetry, song, advertising and fiction writing. In 
the area of vocabulary development in 

particular, this creativity can be seen with such 
processes as: blending (e.g. Japlish = Japanese + 
English; emoticon = emotion + icon; churkey = 
chicken + turkey), compounding (e.g. airport = 
air + port; whiteboard = white + board), 

functional shifting (e.g. email = originally a noun 
but now also a verb) and semantic shifting (e.g. 

a mouse = originally the animal but now also a 

piece of computer hardware). It is also an 
unfortunate reality that creative uses of 
vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, 
orthography, or indeed any aspect of language, 
sometimes attract the contempt of particular 

individuals who feel that a supposed 'standard' 
variety of their language, with which they feel 
comfortable, is being 'corrupted'. 

When we add labels to any aspect of language 

use such as 'right' and 'wrong', 'good' and 'bad', 
and 'proper' and 'improper', we are making 
subjective personal judgements which can 
justifiably be opposed by others. Language is a 
system of arbitrary signs with no intrinsic 

concept of objectivity, and it is for this reason 
that Finegan (2008) states “there is no 
justification for claiming there is only one right 
way of saying something” (p. 16). So we should 
be embracing creativity as a unique capacity of 

human language, unparalleled by other species, 
and something which can be celebrated and 
researched to help inform our understanding of 
how languages work. 

The Japanese language, because of its hybrid 
nature resulting from the various sources from 
which it draws its vocabulary and orthography, is 
a prime example of creativity in language use. As 
such, it is also a prime example of a language 

which, because of its incorporation and 
adaptation of English language linguistic 
elements, has been comprehensively 'attacked' 
in the academic literature (see for example 
Dougill, 2008; Hyde, 2002; Martin, 2004; Nuttall, 

2000). 
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Such attacks deride what has been termed 

'Japlish'; ironic in that a lexical example of 
creative blending (Japlish = Japanese + English) 
has itself become a word used to derogate 
creative uses of language. This article will 
showcase some of the productivity and creativity 

in the Japanese language, in regards to its 
dynamic and multi-functional use of scripts, and 
by doing so aims to encourage similar positive 
perspectives on creativity in Japanese language 
use. 

Historical Development of the Japanese 
Language

The admixture of scripts in the modern Japanese 

language reflects an extensive history of 
linguistic contact, beginning with the 
importation of Chinese characters in the 1st 
century AD, continuing with the absorption of 
words from various European languages from the 

15th century onwards, and ending up in the 
modern day with the prolific adoption of English-
based vocabulary. Such extensive linguistic 
contact has resulted in a Japanese orthographic 
system which consists primarily of interplay 

between five separate scripts: (1) kanji, (2) 
hiragana, (3) katakana, (4) romaji, and (5) the 
English alphabet. In fact, Backhaus (2010) has 
identified up to 15 scripts used in the Japanese 
linguistic landscape, but the above five are the 

primary ones seen in a majority of contexts.

Even a casual observation of the Japanese 
linguistic landscape, such as department store 
signs, road markings and shop-window 

advertising posters, reveals a complex and 
creative blending of these scripts. In fact, it is 
this very creativity in the use of scripts, with a 

particular focus centred on the use of the English 

alphabet, which often leads both casual 
observers and academic researchers to comment 
on how the Japanese language is being 'polluted' 
and negatively impaired by such multi-script 
usage (see for example Kirkup, 1971; Martin, 

2004). 

The Scripts of the Japanese Language

Modern Japanese has assigned similarly modern 

functions to the five primary scripts: (1) kanji is 
a logographic/ideographic script composed of 
primarily Chinese characters and used mainly for 
content words, (2) hiragana is a syllabic script 
composed of phonetic characters derived from 

simplified kanji and used mainly for grammatical 
words or simplifying the reading of kanji, (3) 
katakana is a second syllabic script composed of 
phonetic characters derived from simplified 
kanji and used primarily for the Japanese 

transliteration of foreign words, (4) romaji is a 
Latin-derived alphabetic script used for the 
transliteration of Japanese words into alphabetic  
characters, and (5) the English alphabet is a 
Latin-derived alphabetic script used for writing 

English words. Often the last two scripts of 
romaji and the English alphabet are incorrectly 
labelled under the one heading of romaji, which 
fails to make an important distinction between 
the variant functions and orthographic forms of 

the two scripts (Barrs, in press)

Creativity in the Japanese Language

Script Mixing in Japanese Advertising Texts

When examining texts written in Japanese, it is 
extremely rare, although not impossible, to 
observe situations where only one script has 
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been employed. In advertising posters, in shop 

signs, in news articles, in magazine pieces, there 
is often an obvious visual display of various 
scripts interacting with each other in the one 
text type. As examples, Figures 1 and 2 below 
show a dynamic mix of (1) kanji, (2) hiragana, 

(3) katakana, and (4) the English alphabet, all 
used in various styles and situations throughout 
the advertising text. Figure 1 shows a prolific use 
of katakana for listing the household goods which 
the company says it will recycle. Of the 44 main 

items listed, 26 are written in katakana and 25 
of these are words of English origin. Hiragana 
and kanji are primarily used for informing the 

purpose and any specific details of the advert, as 

well as in listing the remaining items, and the 
English alphabet seems to be used sparingly and 
possibly only for design purposes. Figure 2 shows 
a more balanced mixed between all four scripts. 
In this example, the katakana script is used for 

the words プレゼントand クーポンwhich are terms 

that have been integrated into the Japanese 
language, and the English alphabet is used to 
highlight the word 'OFF'. Hiragana and kanji are 
again used to denote the principle meaning and 

specific details of the advert.
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Figure 1: A pamphlet advertising a recycling service.



P e e r s p e c t i v e s  i s s u e  7  p a g e  17

Script Multi-Functionality Encouraging Creativity 

in Japanese Advertising Texts
Although we would benefit from direct 
consultation and confirmation with the 
designers of the advertising texts in Figures 1 
and 2, we can suppose that the employment of 

different scripts in the texts relates to different 
desired functions, and it is this very multi-
functionality that leads to creativity when the 
scripts are employed in written texts. Indeed, it 
has been regularly stated in the academic 

literature (see Hyde, 2002; Stanlaw, 1994) that 
the use of the English alphabet in Japanese 
writing is often for connotative rather than 
denotative purposes, and this can be seen with 
the use of 'Step 1', 'Step 2' in Figure 1 and 'OFF', 

'OPEN' in Figure 2, which could easily be 
replaced by simple Japanese language 
equivalents.  This use of English has been called 
'decorative' and 'emblematic' and stands in 
marked contrast in these texts to the uses of 

kanji, hiragana and katakana, which appear 

primarily (although not exclusively) to be for 

denotative purposes.

However, the situation is complicated by the 
fact that scripts in any language can take on a 
variety of functions. For example, although 

katakana is the normal and accepted script for 
the transcription of words of foreign origin 
(except those of Chinese origin which are 
generally presented in kanji), and as such we 
can expect to see it employed regularly in 

Figure 1 for the transcription of household items 
of foreign origin, katakana is also used as an 
'emphasising' script because of its bold, angular 
style which makes it stand out amongst a page 
of kanji and hiragana. Therefore we can see the 

employment of the word リサイクル (recycle) in 

Figure 1, written in large katakana text near the 
top-middle of the advert, as being multi-
functional. 
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It denotes the semantic meaning of 'recycle', 

because this word of English origin has become 
an integrated part of the Japanese linguistic 
system, and it also attracts our attention, as a 
design element on the page, because not only is 
it the singular instance of the katakana script in 

this top section of the page which itself sets it 
apart from the rest of the text (the other scripts 
being kanji and hiragana), but it also presented 
in a large and stylistic font which draws our 
vision towards the word. 

As such, it is very difficult to state definitively 
the function of each script on the advertising 
texts and it is because of this that the various 
scripts in Japan can be so innovatively used in 

writing. As with spoken utterances, written 
examples of language can have different 
meanings to different people.  This can be shown 
by the fact that Japanese people with very 
limited English knowledge may not understand 

the denoted meaning of the words written in the 
English alphabet in Figures 1 and 2, especially as 
English is not a second language in Japan. For 
them the words may appear just as a 'fashion' 
item on the text, without any understood literal 

meaning. True, without research investigation it 
is difficult to gauge exactly how the different 
scripts in Figures 1 and 2 cause different 
individuals to react, but some sense of what is 
happening to the reader can be understood by 

considering why clothing found in one country 
often contains scripts of a language from a 
different country (such as the use of English on 
Japanese clothing and the use of kanji on British 
clothing); scripts can be attractive to people 

without necessarily having to denote specific 
meanings.

Conclusion

Language contact has significantly contributed to 
language creativity in Japan; from Chinese 
linguistic influence beginning in the 5th century 
A.D. through to modern day incorporations of 

English words and phrases, the Japanese 
language has been continually and 
comprehensively influenced and altered by 
foreign languages. Displaying this influence 
orthographically, Japanese texts are able to 

employ a variety of scripts in creative ways 
because not only are so many at work in the 
Japanese orthographic system, but each one is 
multi-functional allowing the script user to get 
creative with their writing. Rather than treating 

such creativity as a 'pollution' to a language, in 
the light of the linguistic field of 'World 
Englishes' which promotes a more informed and 
less ethno-centric perspective on language 
variation and change across the globe, a more 

enlightened perspective is to view such 
creativity as a natural, unique and fascinating 
aspect of human language. 
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Introduction
 
The ineffectiveness of the Japanese education 

system in fostering English language learners 
who can communicate effectively in English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) has provoked outcries 
and calls for change from the corporate sector, 
politicians, and the general public (Butler, 2007). 

In response to Japan’s growing dissatisfaction 
with its English proficiency levels compared to 
the rest of the world, the Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) 

has moved to restructure its courses in English as 
a Foreign Language (EFL) throughout both upper 
elementary and secondary school. MEXT formally 
released these revised courses of study in 2008 
and 2009 (Yoshida, 2009). Uncertainties about 

how to implement the policies in the classroom 
initially ignited much debate. Attitudes remain 
unsettled, and, like it or not, these policies 
continue to ‘rock the boat’ in the EFL world. 
Regardless of a language instructor’s 

qualifications, teaching context, or level of 
experience, across the board, these policies 
affect to different degrees.  Moreover, as 
messengers of the new policies, teachers will be 
held responsible for the outcomes. Yet, MEXT has 

still not made it clear to teachers and 
administrators how the new policies should be 
implemented within the Teaching of English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL).  This 
critical point must be analytically illustrated 

and, as such, is the impetus for this collaborative 
research, as it is presented by five candidates in 
the Master of Arts (TESOL) at Columbia 
University Teachers College, Tokyo. Through a 
literature review, and a series of personal 

interviews with high school and university 
educators, the five researchers have 
collaboratively reached an understanding of the 
reasons for the changes, the reactions to the 
changes, and, as a result of better understanding 

the whole picture, we are able to distil 
recommendations for how the changes can be 
more effectively implemented. While this 
research hopes to provide a clearer pathway for 
implementation, it also aims to create a dialogue 

amongst educators, administrators, policy 
makers, and learners, as we promote a positive 
culture of English language learning. 
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