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Abstract: When we communicate with other people in Japan, we are largely relying on English loan-
words brought into the Japanese language. However, while loanwords have been playing an important
role in Japanese life as well as in the Japanese language, they have undergone various changes in their
pronunciation, meanings, and usage. Thus, it is the case that some people are familiar with certain loan-
words while others are not. In addition, many English loanwords in Japanese have a different meaning
than the original words in English. As a result, communication breakdowns occasionally occur. In this
paper, the writers concentrate on how English loanwords in Japanese are comprehended by different gen-

erations and clarify some of the various problems.

1. Introduction

According to Davis (1994), a loanword is “a
word that enters a language through borrowing
from some other languages.” If we are in line
with his definition, we are sure that the Japanese
language is also largely owing to loanwords
from other languages. Especially after the Sec-
ond World War, a great many vocabulary words
of English origin were adopted into Japanese.
Nowadays, 84 % of loanwords are English in

origin (Shibata, 1994:418). Since this abun-
dance of loanwords is one of the important char- -

acteristics of Japanese, many researchérs have
studied loanwords in various fields such as lin-
guistics, communication, and language learning.

In recent studies, Comeau (1993) and Fujiwara ]

(1996) report on vocabulary building based on
loanwords, and in terms of communication and
speaking, Goble (1996) studies how to raise stu-
dents’ awareness of misleading loanwords.
Thus the writers would like to make the studies
of those initial contributors an occasion to focus
on English loanwords in Japanese from the
viewpoint of generation gaps in communication,
with an emphasis on English loanwords used in

four major Japanese newspapers.

2. The Generation Gap: Statement of
the Problem

While loanwords have been playing an impor-
tant role in Japanese life as well as in the Japan-
ese language, they have undergone various
changes in their pronunciation, meanings, and
usage. Specifically, their semantic and pragmat-
ic changes are notable, for example, the word
‘apato’ originating from the English counterpart

" ‘apartment.’ In the Meiji Era (1868-1912), this

loanword indicated a luxurious apartment for
modern and wealthy people to reside. But, by
the middle of the Showa Era (1926-1989), the

-word implicated a shabby, small, and old apart-

ment (Hida, 1981). Ito (1992) categorizes this
semantic discrepancy between the English origi-
nal and the loanword in Japanese into three
components: (1) reduction of meaning, (2)
modification of meaning, and (3) cultural modi-
fication. Sato’s classification (1994), though, is
more accepting of semantic possibilities:

(1) complete disagreement of meaning
(2) reduction of meaning
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(3) expansion of meaning
(4) reduction and expansion of meaning.

These historical changes of loanwords could
conceivably cause a discrepancy of their inter-
pretation and usage between different genera-
tions. As Kanno (1976) states, the generation
gap seems greater and greater these days, and
that difference influences our uses of the lan-
guage.

English loanwords have been used to date by
multiple generations in Japanese society as one
of the most common methods of communica-
tion. However, the conception of these loan-
words is quite prone to change as time goes on.
Unless we have practice and experience, the
way we choose words sometimes differs
depending on the generation.

There are some researchers who have focused
on generational differences in terms of word
choice. For example, Egawa (1977) studies how
standard Japanese is used in Tsuruoka, Yamaga-
ta prefecture, among various generations in
terms of phonetics and morphology. Research
by Bunkacho (1997) indicates actual usage of
loanwords considering the existence of differ-
ences in comprehension between people from
different generations. Endo and Ozaki (1988)
focus on particular women’s expressions such as
‘wa’,‘da’,‘na’, and ‘ne’ endings as used by
different generations. In relation to preference of
word choice, Imamura (1996) describes how
young people are likely to use katakana and
express themselves differently from older peo-
ple by utilizing different words. For instance, to
express ‘kitchen,” older people are likely to use
‘okatte’ instead of ‘kittin’ which is mainly used
by younger people. Romain (1984) observes
multiple negation and finds out that as age
increases, the frequency of utilization regarding
multiple negation declines. Andersson and
Trudgill (1990) show generational differences in
terms of the usage of slang. They note that Eng-
lish slang primarily used by adults and slang
used by young people is different.

As we can see through the studies of these
initial researchers, the ways of utilizing words
differ depending on the generation. However,
there is hardly any research on the relationship
between different word choices among various

generations and the resulting communication
gaps. Consequently, our purpose in this paper
lies in focusing on this point and thereby con-
tributing to the further understanding of loan-
words. As with the researchers previously men-
tioned, we use as our background research sur-
veys among different generations. By applying
the data obtained from our surveys, we intend to
clarify how English loanwords in Japanese are
recognized among different generations.

3. Survey Design

il 3.1. Purposes
The purpose of this study is twofold.
(1) To examine if there will be a generation
gap in the reception of English loanwords in
Japanese between Japanese university stu-
dents and their parents
(2) To examine how English loanwords in
Japanese are comprehended by Japanese uni-
versity students and their parents

@ 3.2. Subjects

The subjects were 200 (m/f: 100/100) under-
graduate students (Group A) and 200 (m/f:
100/100) of their parents (Group B) from
Shizuoka University, Kyorin University, Tama-
gawa University, and Kyoritsu Women’s Junior
College. The age range of Group A is from 18
to 22. The age range from Group B is from 40
to 60. Both groups were randomly selected
from the designated age range.

M 3.3. Survey Form

The form analyzed in this study considers
English loanwords widely used in Japanese.
They are selected from four major daily newspa-
pers: The Asahi Shimbun, The Mainichi Shim-
bun, The Yomiuri Shimbun, and The Sankei
Shimbun. All newspapers were dated May 7,
1998. The Front Page Headlines, General
News, International, Political, Economic, Social,
and Editorial sections were all considered.
Therefore, the content of the surveys presented
to the subjects was rather varied. The number of
words treated in the form is twenty. They are as
follows:
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1) hiaringu (hearing)

2) inishiatibu (initiative)
3) bijuaru (visual)

4) obuzaba (observer)

5) kyarakuta (character)
6) patonashippu (partnership)
7) komitto (commit)

8) manyuaru (manual)

9) pi ku (peak)

10) barometa (barometer)
11) kaba (cover)

12) surogan (slogan)

13) burando (brand)

14) kyanpenn (campaign)
15) risuku (risk)

16) taimingu (timing)

17) gurobaru (global)

19) nettowaku (network)
20) puru (pool)

These twenty English loanwords placed in the
questionnaire conformed with either the same
context or a similar context used by the targeted
newspapers (see Appendix ).

M 3.4. Procedure
A multiple-choice test was administered to
the subjects in both Group A and Group B. The
questionnaire consisted of twenty items, and
each item also consisted of two parts, (a) and
(b). First, a short sentence, which had the same
or approximately close context as the sentence
which appeared in the targeted newspapers, was
presented to the subjects. However, the targeted
English loanwords were blanked out. Second,
another short sentence followed. The first ques-
tion, (a), was to ask subjects to choose an appro-
priate loanword from four alternatives in line
with the given context. The second question,
(b), asked the subjects to choose an appropriate
definition of the word that they choose in ques-
tion (a) from four alternatives. These types of
questions were imposed for the purpose of clari-
fying whether the subjects could choose an
answer on the basis of their correct comprehen-
sion, so confusing alternatives in Japanese were
listed (see Appendix). ‘
The questionnaire used casual sentence styles
“as much as possible by presenting a mixture of
the tones used by both males and females. This

was done to allow the subjects to feel relaxed
and natural while they answered. The subjects
were given twenty minutes to complete the task.
First, the survey for Group A was administered
during classes, using 20 minutes out of a 90
minute lecture. After collecting all the sheets,
the surveys for the subjects' parents (Group B)
were delivered to the students. The subjects in
Group A were told to hand them to either their
father or mother. But they were strictly instruct-
ed not to comment on the surveys to their par-
ents except to repeat the instructions which they
were given in the classes.

B 3.5. Scoring Method

If both the answers to (a) and (b) were cor-
rect, 3 points were awarded. If either (a) or (b)
was correct, 1 point was given. In the case of
being unable to give the right answers, no
points were given if neither (a) or (b) were cor-
rect. With a total of twenty questions, the maxi-
mum points possible for each survey was 60
points. Some questions were left blank, in
which case they were treated as incorrect
answers.

4. Predictions

The following predictions were made for the
survey.
Prediction 1: There should be a certain differ-
ence in the reception of English loanwords in
Japanese between Japanese students and their
parents. It is anticipated that there will be a sig-
nificant difference between those two genera-
tions.
Prediction 2: There will be no significant dif-
ference between sexes in the obtained scores.
Prediction 3: Uncommon uses of English loan-
words, such as in items No. 7, No. 15, No. 17,
and 20, in certain contexts may confuse sub-
jects, resulting in a lower score for these ques-
tions between the two groups.

5. Rationales

The rationales related to each prediction are
as follows:
(1) Rationale for Prediction 1

As English loanwords prevailing in Japan
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strongly reflect social backgrounds chronologi-
cally, the obtained scores for each item between
Group A and Group B will be remarkably var-
ied. As a result, the sum for each group will be
significantly influenced.
(2) Rationale for Prediction 2

Social equality for women has improved from
what it used to be. Men used to be more
exposed to social affairs than women. In other
words, men had more exposure to social events
than women. Now, both men and women have
a tendency to be more active: talking to others
about social issues actively, reading newspapers
and watching TV news more frequently.
(3) Rationale for Prediction 3

Despite the fact that readers are not acquaint-
ed with new English loanwords, such loanwords
often appear in the daily newspapers. This is
due to the fact that journalists have a tendency
to directly quote what prominent speakers say.
However, many readers often find it difficult to
catch the exact meaning of these new loan-
words.

6. Data Analysis

After calculating the total scores for-both
groups, a statistical analysis was made. This
analysis was orientated by the writers’ theories
about whether there was a significant difference
between Group A and Group B. In order to ana-
lyze all factors involved in the survey, the writ-
ers also considered that there might be a differ-
ence between men and women. Therefore, fur-
ther statistical analysis was performed.

As the writers wanted to clarify which ques-
tions had the strongest influence upon the total
scores for each group, the distribution rate for
the twenty questions for both groups was also
calculated (see Figure 1).

7. Results and Discussions

First, the two means between Group A and
Group B were analyzed (see Table 1). Second,
the two means between the surveyed men and
women were analyzed (see Table 2). Third, the
two means between the men and women in each
group were analyzed (see Table 3). In order to
examine the differences between each pair

means, z-tests were used as the statistical analy-
ses, and the following findings were observed:
(1) There was a significant difference in the
reception of English loanwords between
students and their parents ( p<0.01).
(2) There was a significant difference
between men and women ( p<0.01).
(3) There was no significant difference
between male students and female
students in Group A.
(4) There was a significant difference
between male parents and female
parents in Group B (p<0.01).

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviation for
Group A and Group B

N Mean SD
Group A 200 32.77 6.32
GroupB 200 39.19 8.22

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviation for
Men and Women

N Mean SD
Male 200 37.05 8.63
Female 200 3490 7.18

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviation for
Men and Women in Each Group

N Mean SD
Group (M) 100 3246 6.97
A F 100 33.07 5.61
Group (M) 100 41.46 7.65
B (F 100 36.74 8.07

The data in Table 1 is consistent with the first
prediction that a generation gap for recognizing
English loanwords in Japanese exists ( z value =
8.76, **p<0.01). However, the results did not
prove to be fully consistent with the first predic-
tion, because, as Table 2 shows, the second pre-
diction was rejected ( z value = 2.70, **
p<0.01). This reveals the possibility that a sig-
nificant difference between Group A and Group
B is more or less sexually differentiated. In
other words, female parents are less interested in
social issues, which are often treated in the
newspapers. This gender difference suggests a
wide area for future empirical research.
Although the second prediction was rejected, we
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found it interesting that there was no significant
difference between male students and female
students as shown in Table 3 ( z value = 0.68, N.
S.). This is probably due to the fact that both
male and female students are not interested in
current topics due to a relatively undeveloped
awareness of social issues.

As for Prediction Three, the results did not
prove to be totally consistent. Question 7 and
20 proved to be the lowest scoring questions on
the survey, but Question 15 and 17 ranked nor-
mal (see Figure 1). As is shown in the bar graph
displayed below, the total scores for Question 15
and 17 and which we pointed out in relation to
the third prediction did not support our premise.
This means that, even though certain English
loanwords were unfamiliar to both students and
their parents, they had the ability to guess their
exact meaning from the given contexts. It can
be said, however, students had a tendency to
guess the meaning of targeted English loan-
words without using context clues. Despite the
fact that older people scored higher than
younger people, the obtained scores of some
items, such as No. 3, No.5, No.9, and No.12,
were reversed this norm. Taking this into con-
sideration, it is clear that the recognition of Eng-
lish loanwords in Japanese varies, depending on
the given contexts.

8. Conclusion

Our conclusion, our predictions were half
proven and half rejected. Upon reflecting on
our survey, the major fault seems to lay in the
procedures. That is, we failed to correctly
match all of the students with their parents. For
our further research, we intend to mount another
survey in which students and their biological
parents are exactly matched. Also, we are going
to clarify if there exists a certain correlation
between these samples. Although the results of
our survey did not totally support our main
hypothesis concerning loanword generational
comprehension gaps, there should be a signifi-
cant difference in comprehension and usage of
English loanwords between students and their
parents. The survey made clear that English
loanwords in Japanese which appear in the daily
newspapers are not always universally under-
stood by the readers. This phenomenon primari-
ly arises from the fact that journalists often
introduce new loanwords in the paper before
each loanword is socially recognized. It is,
therefore, indispensable to utilize translations at
the time when journalists introduce difficult
loanwords. In future, the writers would like to
propose ideas for using loanwords appropriately
in the mass media.

Figure 1. Distribution of the Total Score of Correct Answers in Each Item
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