Emergent Processes of Language Acquisition:
Japanese Language Learning and the Consumption of
Japanese Cultural Products in Thailand

Noboru Toyoshima*

Motivation for learning a second language varies among individuals: some people
enjoy the process of learning languages, while others learn a second language for
practical reasons. Previous fieldwork research in Thailand has shown that many
consumers of Japanese cultural products are also learners of the Japanese language.
This suggests that Japanese cultural products motivate consumers to start studying
Japanese and to continue learning it. In this study, two hypotheses will be posed in
order to reveal the relationship between the consumption of Japanese cultural prod-
ucts and Japanese language learning: (1) exposure to Japanese cultural products
induces Japanese language learning, and (2) Japanese language learning induces the
consumption of other Japanese cultural products. Through questionnaire research
conducted on university students in Thailand and through ethnographic data, this
study attempts to examine the hypotheses and to demonstrate a continuous cycle
model of Japanese language learning and the consumption of Japanese cultural
products.
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Introduction

During the last few decades, Japanese pop culture has become very popular throughout
the world, especially in Asian countries. Newsweek on November 8, 1999 reported that
many characters from anime (Japanese animation) such as Pikachu (Pokémon), Hello
Kitty, and Doraemon were consumed by the new generation of middle-class Asian con-
sumers, and that X-Japan, Puffy, and other Japanese music icons as well as TV stars had
attracted the younger Asian generation, which yearned for more Japanese pop culture
(Koh 1999).
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Although commodified culture, which generally comprises a high proportion of
native speakers, tends to flow between countries of the same language culture, Japanese
1s spoken only in Japan—and its commodified culture is formed mostly from the Japanese
language. In order to consume Japanese cultural products, however, knowledge of the
Japanese language is not necessary, since most of the products are translated and/or
localized for consumption in each country and region of the world. In Thailand, manga
(Japanese comics) are translated into Thai, and anime (Japanese animation) is subtitled
or dubbed in Thai by Thai voice actors. Some Japanese fashion magazines are published
in Thai, and readers can obtain up-to-date information about Japanese clothes, fashion,
cosmetics, and accessories in their first language. Most of these products are readily
available in Bangkok and are also sold in stores across Thailand.

Although Japanese language ability is not absolutely necessary for the consumption
or enjoyment of Japanese cultural products, it can be an advantage for consumers of them
if they want to consume them enthusiastically and pleasurably. In a previous study, a
questionnaire research on fans of the Japanese male idol group w-inds., which was con-
ducted in Bangkok in 2007, revealed that 52.9 percent of respondents started studying
the Japanese language after they became w-inds. fans (Toyoshima 2011, 122). Twenty-
five percent of respondents had started learning Japanese before they became fans, and
18.3 percent said they wanted to learn Japanese, which means 97.1 percent of fans had
experienced learning Japanese or were interested in doing so. They needed Japanese
language ability to read the lyrics of the songs, to listen to the video interviews, to write
fan letters, to read idol magazines, to read information on the Internet, and so on.

In another study conducted in Bangkok, in October 2008, a questionnaire research
on cosplayers—fans of the ofaku subcultures of manga, anime, or video games who create
costumes and props related to their favorite characters and wear them to conventions
and expositions—revealed that 42.3 percent of respondents had studied Japanese in the
past and 23.1 percent were currently studying Japanese (ibid., 180). Titles of several
manga, anime, and video games are translated into Thai, but there are many more that
have not been translated yet. If Thais want to consume such “untranslated” products,
they need to study Japanese.

The two above-cited questionnaire research surveys on Thai youths reveal that the
consumption of Japanese cultural products is closely related to Japanese language learn-
ing. Based on the research results as well as interviews I have conducted in Thailand
over the past several years, I realize that there is a relationship between the consumption
of Japanese cultural products and language learning; these surmises can be summarized
in the hypotheses in the following paragraph.

First, exposure to Japanese cultural products induces Japanese language learning
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Fig. 1 The Hypotheses

(Hypothesis 1). When one starts liking a Japanese cultural product and wants to consume
it more seriously or deeply, one may start wanting to learn Japanese. Second, Japanese
language learning induces the consumption of other Japanese cultural products (Hypo-
thesis 2). When one studies Japanese, one may be exposed to additional Japanese cultural
products, especially through interaction with other Japanese learners who are consumers
of those products, and one may develop an interest in other Japanese cultural products.
Lastly, if the first and second hypotheses are proved to be true, they can be combined to
theorize a continuous cycle of language learning and consumption of Japanese cultural
products (Fig. 1).

This study seeks evidence to prove the two hypotheses, and it discusses the process
of the continuous cycle as the driving force for the popularization of Japanese cultural
products in Thailand. Through discussing and testing these hypotheses, I will try to
answer two questions: Is the consumption of Japanese cultural products a motivation for
starting to learn the Japanese language among Thais? And does Japanese language
learning motivate language learners to consume more Japanese cultural products in
Thailand?
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Research Method

The discussions in the following sections are supported by three kinds of sources: (1)
concepts from previous studies (literature review), (2) an overview of Japanese language
education in Thailand, and (3) questionnaire research results. In the following sections,

” “«

concepts in culture and media studies (“geolinguistic region,” “cultural discount,” and
“cultural odorlessness”) will be introduced, and then language acquisition will be pre-
sented. Following the literature review, there is a brief explanation of the Japanese
language education system in Thailand. After that, I present the results of a questionnaire
survey on university students majoring in Japanese in Thailand. Lastly, the discussion
and conclusion are presented.

In this study, a questionnaire was administered to 78 Japanese major students in
Chulalongkorn University (Table 1) between October and December 2008. The question-
naire forms were distributed in classrooms by a professor in the Japanese language
department. Most of the respondents were in their third or fourth year of studies at the
university, but there were a few first- and second-year students among the respondents.
The questionnaire was qualitative in nature, as many of the questions were open-ended
and the students could write freely in the space provided. In addition to the open-ended
questions, the questionnaire included “Yes/No” questions and “fill-in number” questions
that could be analyzed statistically. The reason I embedded the latter questions in the
questionnaire was that such questions can provide basic descriptive data on the respon-
dents—and because they are simple and easy for students to answer instinctively.

It is important to note that the questionnaire results in this research are mostly
descriptive; and they are used to complement the qualitative analyses. What is important
for this research is to show as many opinions and comments from the respondents as

Table 1 Questionnaire Respondents’ Age and Sex

Sex

Age Total
Male Female No Answer

17 0 0 1 1
19 0 25 1 26
20 3 14 2 19
21 0 6 0 6
22 4 0 7
23 0 1 0 1

Total 7 49 4 60

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
Note: Only 60 respondents divulged their age.
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possible, thus demonstrating with empirical data the relationship between Japanese lan-
guage learning and the consumption of Japanese cultural products.

Concepts from Previous Studies

Language, Culture, and Cultural Products

In discourses on audiovisual cultural products or “media products” such as films and
television programs, some cultural and media scholars have used the term “geolinguistic
region,” which means “all the countries throughout the world in which the same language
is spoken.” According to these scholars, media products in a certain language can be
marketed more easily in countries that belong to the same geolinguistic region (Sinclair
1996, 42). A good example is the English-speaking world: producers in the United States
are able to spend expensive budgets on the production of media products, as they can
expect greater returns on their products by taking advantage of the expansive English-
speaking markets of the world. Richard Collins points to “the language advantage” that
Anglophone producers have: English is not only the language with the largest population
of native speakers, it is also the world’s most important second language (Collins 1990,
54-55).

In discussions on the international trade of television programs, the term “cultural
discount” is used to express a reduction in appreciation of the value of a television pro-
gram in the recipient country. When a foreign program is broadcast, the value of the
program is diminished and fewer viewers will watch the program than a domestic pro-
gram of the same type and quality (Hoskins and Mirus 1988, 500; Lee 2006). In the notion
of cultural discount, the factor of how closely viewers can identify with the culture in the
content of programs is very important. Although language can be translated or dubbed
by local voice actors, the culture of the country of origin remains in the content. Colin
Hoskins and Rolf Mirus point out that Japan has been successful in exporting VCRs to
the American market, but it has not been successful in exporting television programs to
the American market. They explain that “a VCR is culturally neutral, an American or
German is indifferent to the country of origin of a VCR unit because this does not affect
the way it works and the satisfaction he obtains from usage” (Hoskins and Mirus 1988,
503).

The notion of cultural discount is not in line with the worldwide success of anime
and Japanese video games. Koichi Iwabuchi argues that the notion of cultural discount
does not explain a consumer’s cultural preference and that the concept of “cultural
neutrality” is misleading (Iwabuchi 2002, 27). Iwabuchi uses the term “cultural odor” to
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mean the symbolic image of the country of origin of cultural products; and he finds the
“cultural odorlessness” of Japanese video games and anime to be one of the reasons for
their popularity throughout the world. The concept of cultural “odorlessness” thus
denies “Japaneseness” as the reason why Japanese cultural products are so popular
throughout the world.

When we apply these notions of media studies to Japanese cultural products that are
not “culturally neutral” but are “culturally very Japanese,” it can be predicted that there
is likely to be a depreciation in value of such cultural products in the Thai market.

Second Language Motivation

Researchers in social psychology and education have been discussing the importance of
motivation for second language acquisition for several decades (Gardner and Lambert
1972; Clément and Kruidenier 1983; Noels et al. 2000). One of the first—and important—
theoretical discussions on the issue was by Richard Gardner and Wallace Lambert, who
suggested that a student’s motivation to learn a second language was determined by the
student’s attitude toward the linguistic-cultural group in particular, by the student’s
attitude toward foreign people in general, and by the student’s orientation toward the
learning task itself. They identified two classes of orientation. The first is instrumental,
which refers to a desire to learn the second language to achieve some practical goal, such
as job advancement or course credit. The second orientation is integrative—that is, the
student wishes to acquire the second language in order to learn more about the other
cultural community (Gardner and Lambert 1972, 3; Noels ef al. 2000).

By applying the notions of instrumental and integrative orientation, Natnicha
Vadhannapanich analyzed the motivations of 40 Japanese language learners in Thailand—
language learners she had recruited through the Internet and who had been studying
Japanese for more than five years (Natnicha 2010). She found that 36 of the 40 language
learners had started to study Japanese in order to obtain information about Japanese pop
culture (instrumentality) and that learning Japanese made the language learners foster
and nurture a love for Japan (integrativeness) (zbid.). Although the notion of instrumental
and integrative orientation in discourses of second language motivation seems useful in
classifying each individual motivation, it seems oversimplistic to label a language learner
with the dichotomic orientational types.

An Overview of Japanese Language Education in Thailand

According to the Survey Report on Japanese-Language Education Abroad 2006, approxi-
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Table 2 Change in Number of Learners (2003-6)

Prlmarg ;nd Secondary Higher Education Non-Formal Education
Country ucation
(Region) o, % %
2006 2003 Increase 2006 2003 Increase 2006 2003 Increase
1 Korea 769,034 780,573 A1l5 58,727 83,514 A29.7 83,196 30,044 176.9
2 China 76,020 79,661 A4.6 407,603 205,481 98.4 200,743 102,782 95.3
3 Australia 352,629 369,157 A45 9,395 8,269 13.6 4,141 4,528 A8S5
4 Indonesia 244,304 61,723  295.8 17,777 13,881 28.1 10,638 9,617 10.6
5 Taiwan 58,198 36,597 59.0 118,541 75,242 57.5 14,628 16,802 A12.9
6 USA 58,181 87,949 A33.8 45,263 42,018 7.7 14,525 10,233 41.9
7 Thailand 31,679 17,516 80.9 21,634 22,273 A2.9 17,770 15,095 17.7
8 Hong Kong 3,614 1,612 124.2 4971 3,872 284 24,374 12,800 90.4
9 Vietnam 1,888 0 10,446 5,988 74.4 17,648 12,041 46.6
10 New Zealand 27,369 26,012 52 2,230 2,293 A27 305 12 2441.7
11 Canada 11,043 9,471 16.6 8,508 7,092 20.0 4,283 3,894 10.0
12 Malaysia 8,984 5,562 61.5 7,804 6,472 20.6 6,132 5,372 14.1
13 Brazil 3,638 3,154 12.2 1,560 1,549 0.7 16,533 15,041 9.9
14 Philippines 2,251 1,621 38.9 9,398 6,179 52.1 6,550 3,459 89.4
15 France 3,940 3,710 6.2 8,451 7,580 115 3,143 3,155 A04
16 UK 8,510 9,700 A12.3 3,630 3,636 A0.2 2,788 2,987 A6.7
17 Mongolia 5,339 3,601 48.3 5,368 4,243 26.5 1,913 1,236 54.8
18 Singapore 1,755 1,660 5.7 5,708 5,478 4.2 4613 4,862 A5.1
19 Germany 1,986 2,008 All 5797 6,783 A145 4162 3,864 7.7
20 India 1,001 446 1244 1,444 653 121.1 8,566 4,347 97.1

Source: Kaigai no Nihongo Kyoiku no Genjo 2006 Nen (Survey report on Japanese-language education abroad
2006) (Japan Foundation 2008a).
Note: “% Increase” indicates the change in percentage calculated from the numbers of Japanese language
learners in 2003 and 2006. 4 indicates negative numbers.

mately 2.98 million students were studying Japanese in 133 countries outside Japan in
2006 (Japan Foundation 2008a). Thailand is one of the 133 countries that offer Japanese
language education. As shown in Table 2, the number of Japanese language learners in
Thailand is the seventh largest among the 133 countries. The Japan Foundation conducts
a survey on Japanese language education abroad every three years. Table 2 is based on
the results of its 2006 survey, which indicates that the number of Japanese learners in
primary and secondary schools in Thailand increased by 80.9 percent in 2006 compared
to 2003.

As shown in Table 3, Japanese language education is highly prevalent in Thailand
in proportion to the size of the population; there is one Japanese language learner for
every 903 people. This figure is ranked 16™ in the Top 30 list, which means that Japanese
language education is very popular in Thailand.
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Table 3 Ratio of Japanese Learners in Population

Counry (Region ioiaionper  Poptin  Jepnee

1 Korea 52 47.8 910,957
2 Australia 55 20.2 366,165
3 <Taiwan> 119 22.8 191,367
4 New Zealand 134 4.0 29,904
5 <Guam> 179 0.2 1,120
6 <New Caledonia> 202 0.2 989
7 Mongolia 206 2.6 12,620
8 <Hong Kong> 209 6.9 32,959
9 Singapore 356 4.3 12,076
10 Tonga 380 0.1 263
11 Macau 401 0.5 1,246
12 Vanuatu 447 0.2 447
13 Marshall Islands 488 0.1 205
14 <Northern Mariana Islands> 495 0.1 202
15 Indonesia 817 222.8 272,719
16 Thailand 903 64.2 71,083
17 Malaysia 1,104 25.3 22,920
18 Brunei 1,146 0.4 349
19 Canada 1,355 32.3 23,834
20 China 1,923 1,315.8 684,366
21 Paraguay 1,931 6.2 3,211
22 Sri Lanka 2,267 20.7 9,133
23 Ireland 2,287 4.1 1,793
24 Finland 2,414 5.2 2,154
25 USA 2,528 298.2 117,969
26 Cambodia 2,596 14.1 5,431
27 Kiribati 2,632 0.1 38
28 Vietnam 2,308 84.2 29,982
29 Fiji 3,252 0.8 246
30 France 3,895 60.5 15,534

Source: Kaigai no Nihongo Kyoiku no Genjo 2006 Nen (Survey report on Japanese-language education
abroad 2006) (Japan Foundation 2008a: 19).

Japanese Language Education in Secondary Schools in Thailand

In 1980, Japanese was adopted as one of the foreign languages to be taught in secondary
schools in Thailand (Matsui et al. 1999, 61). The Basic Education Core Curriculum B.E.
2551 (A.D. 2008) prescribes basic learning content for English, but “for other foreign
languages, e.g., French, German, Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, Pali and languages of neigh-
boring countries, it is left to the discretion of educational institutions to prepare courses
and provide learning management as appropriate” (Thailand, Ministry of Education 2008).
In reality, foreign languages other than English are taught in upper secondary schools in
Thailand (Fig. 2): French, German, Spanish, Italian, Hindi, Pali, Japanese, Chinese,
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Age | Grade Level of Education
3 Pre-Primary
4 .
5 Education
6 1
7 2
8 3 Primary
9 4 Education
10 5
11 6
12 7 Lower
13 8 S d
14 9 Secondary ccondary
15 10 Education
Upper
16 11 S d
17 D econdary
18 13
19 14 Bachelor's
20 15 Program
21 16 Higher
22 17 .
23 13 Education
Graduate
Level

Fig. 2 School System in Thailand

Source: Compiled from the figure in Education in Thailand 2004 (Thailand, Office of the
Education Council, Ministry of Education 2004).

Korean, Vietnamese, Malay, and Arabic (Ebihara 2004).

In her report on the content of Japanese language education in upper secondary
schools in Thailand, Fumiko Shiratori wrote that in 2001 there were about 2,400 public
secondary schools in Thailand, of which about 120 taught Japanese. According to the
report, although the guidelines for Japanese language instruction were issued by the
Ministry of Education in Thailand, the content that was taught in schools was not stand-
ardized and each teacher could choose what to teach (Shiratori 2002).

When I visited the Ministry of Education in Thailand for an interview in 2007,
Chantra Tantipong, who was an officer at the Bureau of Academic Affairs and Educational
Standards, told me that the Japanese language curriculum for upper secondary schools
was developed and maintained with the collaboration of the Japan Foundation (Personal
communication, December 14, 2007). At the time of the interview, the Basic Education
Curriculum B.E. 2544 (A.D. 2001) was in effect, but it also let each school decide what
to teach and how to teach foreign languages besides English (Thailand, Ministry of Edu-
cation 2001). The ministry, therefore, did not have any statistical data or information on
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Table 4 Number of Japanese Learners in ASEAN Countries (by Type of Education)

Brunei Cambodia Indonesia Laos Malaysia Myanmar Philippines Singapore Thailand Vietnam

Primaryand No. 0 817 244304 40 8984 0 2251 1,755 31,679 1,888
secondary % 0% 15%  90% 9%  39% 0% 12%  15%  45% 8%
Higher No. 99 759 17,777 47 7804 1,382 9,398 5708 21,634 10446
education %  28% @ 14% 7%  11%  34%  20%  52%  4T%  30%  42%
Non-academic No. 250 3,855 10,638 350 6132 5594 6550 4,613 17,770 12,334
education % 72%  T1% 4%  80%  27%  80%  36%  38%  25%  50%
Total number 349 5431 272,719 437 22,920 6976 18199 12,076 = 71,083 24,668

Source: Calculated from the data in Kaigai no Nihongo Kyoiku no Genjo 2006 Nen (Survey report on Japanese-
language education abroad 2006) (Japan Foundation 2008a).

Japanese language education in Thailand, and the Japan Foundation was the agency that
developed the Japanese language education curriculum for secondary schools in Thailand.

The Japan Foundation in Bangkok is the center of Japanese education in Thailand.
It organizes several programs that contribute to Japanese education, such as holding
seminars and training courses for teachers, providing teaching materials, dispatching
Japanese education experts to educational institutions, executing the Japanese-Language
Proficiency Test (JLPT), and so on. In an interview, Kazutoshi Hirano, the head of the
Japanese language department of the Japan Foundation in Bangkok, explained the purpose
of the Japan Foundation in regards to Japanese language education (Personal communica-
tion, April 2, 2008). Hirano’s detailed explanations on the projects clarified that the
activities of the Japan Foundation greatly supported teachers and secondary schools. As
Chantra Tantipong of the Ministry of Education suggested, Japanese language education
in upper secondary schools in Thailand is supported by the activities and services of the
Japan Foundation.

The number of learners by type of education in ASEAN countries is shown in Table
4. In Thailand, 45 percent of Japanese language learners are in primary and secondary
school. For secondary students in Thailand, there may be another incentive to study
Japanese. Since 1998, the Japanese language has been one of the subjects in the standard-
ized university entrance examination system in Thailand. Upper secondary school stu-
dents who want to enter non-science major programs (departments) at university are
usually required to take four subject examinations: Thai, social studies, English, and an
elective. In the entrance examination, there are six foreign languages: French, German,
Pali, Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese. Many non-science major students take a foreign
language examination as an elective; in the entrance examination of 2004, there were
2,558 students who chose Japanese as an elective (Ebihara 2005).
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Japanese Language Education in Higher Education

The curriculum for higher education is prepared by individual institutions. Teaching
materials and methods are also developed by each individual university. Although the
Ministry of Education (Thailand) requires that each university revise its curriculum every
five years and that the new curriculum go through an authorization process that has to
be approved by the ministry, the current curriculum is not evaluated systematically to
reflect on the new curriculum (Ek-Ariyasiri 2008). Before the mandated curriculum
revisions, therefore, some university professors try to evaluate their own curriculum by
comparing it and the results of their JLPT with other universities.

As can be seen in Table 4, 30 percent of Japanese language learners in Thailand are
in higher educational institutions. This number includes students who major in Japanese
language, as well as students who take Japanese as an elective course. As university
curricula vary, it is not easy to grasp the overall picture of Japanese language education
in higher education in Thailand. When university professors evaluate their curriculum,
they sometimes use the JLPT as an index to decide the level of instruction. In the next
section, therefore, I will review the results of the JLPT from the past few decades to
reveal the trend of Japanese language learning in Thailand.

The Japanese-Language Proficiency Test

The Japanese-Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) has been offered by the Japan Founda-
tion and Japan Educational Exchanges and Services since 1984 to evaluate Japanese
language aptitude among non-native speakers. In the previous version of the test, which
was administered until 2009, there were four levels (I to 4); but a new test, which was
introduced in 2010, offers five levels (N1 to N5, with level N3 having been added as a
new level between levels 2 and 3 of the old test). In 2008, 449,810 examinees (total for
all levels) sat the test in 144 cities, in 51 countries and regions. In Thailand there were
four test sites: Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Songkla, and Khon Kaen; 15,846 examinees (total
for all levels) sat the test (Japan Foundation 2009). The Japan Foundation publishes the
number of applicants and examinees for each level by country every year, but the number
of successful examinees from each country is not announced. For the purpose of this
study, I use the total number of examinees of all levels in Thailand from the published
data.

The number of JLPT examinees (and applications) in ASEAN countries from 1984
to 2008 is shown in Table 5. For the table, I calculated the rate of increase that compares
the numbers with previous years in percentile. The cells in the table that indicate a rate
of increase of more than 115 percent are shaded gray. Looking at the table, we can see
that the rate of increase remains high (as shown by the shaded cells in the table) when
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Note: Populations used in calculation were retrieved from World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision,
Vol. 2 (United Nations, DESA 2009).

the JLPT is first introduced in a country. In order to discern the trend in the popularity
of Japanese language learning, I calculated the number of JLPT examinees per one million
people in ASEAN countries (except Cambodia, Brunei, and Laos) and plotted this data
on the semilog graph (Fig. 3) for every five years. If we look at the number of JLPT
examinees adjusted by population in the ASEAN countries, Japanese language learning
was most popular in Singapore—there were more than 877.2 Japanese language learners
per one million people. Thailand was in second place, with 156.7 Japanese language
learners per one million people in 2005.

As we see in Table 5, Thailand has kept the rate of increase at a “high” percentage
since the mid-1990s, which suggests that Japanese language learning has been popular
since then. Fig. 3 also suggests that the number of JLPT examinees increased in the
1990s in Thailand. In the 1990s, manga started to be published under the license of
Japanese publishers; the import of Japanese TV programs and animation increased after
the collapse of the bubble economy in Japan; and J-Rock and J-Pop became popular in
Thailand as well as in other Asian countries. The increasing growth of Japanese language
learning during the 1990s coincided with the influx of cultural products from Japan, which
suggests that many Thai people were exposed to Japanese cultural products during the
decade and many of them started learning Japanese. Furthermore, Fig. 3 indicates that
the influence of the Japanese language in Thailand has become more marked after the
year 2000.
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Textbook for Secondary Schools: Akiko to Tomodachi

In 2004, a new textbook for teaching Japanese in secondary schools was published by the
Japan Foundation. The title of the textbook was Akiko to Tomodachi. The textbook was
a collaborative effort by university professors, secondary school teachers, experts in
Japanese language education, and the Japan Foundation (Bussaba 2004). As we have seen
in this study, the number of Japanese learners in Thailand increased especially after the
1990s, and the demand for Japanese language teachers also became very high. In order
to provide quality Japanese language textbooks for secondary schools, therefore, a special
textbook writing project was started at the Japan Foundation in February 2000. Since
the textbooks contain explanations and instructions in Thai, especially in the introductory
volumes, Thai students and teachers can fully understand each step before they proceed
to the next level (Bussaba ef al. 2005).

Questionnaire Results

In this section, I will briefly review the results of the questionnaire to demonstrate the
relationship between Japanese language learning and Japanese cultural products. Let us
start with Table 6, which shows the age respondents started to learn Japanese. As we
can see, 15 years old is the mode; students who started to learn Japanese between the
ages of 15 and 16 make up 68 percent of respondents. This suggests the students started
learning Japanese when they were in upper secondary school. Most of the students
started to learn Japanese before they entered university, and the average duration of
Japanese language learning was 5.26 years (N=78) at the time the questionnaire survey
was carried out.

Motivation to Start Learning Japanese

The question I was most interested in asking students was, “What caused you to want
to learn Japanese?” The question was intended to find out the students’ motivation to
start learning the Japanese language. Some students wrote down multiple reasons that
had caused them to start learning Japanese. As we can see in Table 7, there were 37
elements in their answers to the question, and I tried to group them into the following
seven types: (1) “Japanese cultural products (JCP)” means that they started learning
Japanese because they liked Japanese cultural products (mainly media products, such as
manga, anime, games, movies, or music); (2) “Language (LNG)” means that they liked
learning the language for itself; (3) “People (PPL)” means that they liked Japanese
people or they wanted to learn the language in order to interact with Japanese people;
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Table 6 J-Language Study Starting-Age Distribution

Starting Age Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

7 1 1.3% 1.3%

9 1 1.3% 2.6%
11 3 3.8% 6.4%
13 1 1.3% 7.7%
14 13 16.7% 24.4%
15 30 38.5% 62.8%
16 23 29.5% 92.3%
17 5 6.4% 98.7%
19 1 1.3% 100.0%

Total 78 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
Note: N=78

(4) “Business (BSI)” means that they learned Japanese for the sake of a future career;
(5) “Japanese food (JFD)” means that they started learning Japanese because they liked
Japanese food; (6) “Travel experience to Japan (TRV)” means that their experiences
traveling to Japan encouraged them to start learning Japanese or that they started learn-
ing the language because they wanted to visit Japan; (7) “Other (OTR)” is the category
for everything else, which includes comments such as “I like Japanese culture” and “I
was born in Japan.”

The survey results show that 68.1 percent of the comments indicate that the stu-
dents started learning Japanese because they liked Japanese cultural products. From
Doraemon to Utada Hikaru, I often heard the names of Japanese manga characters and
idols when I asked the research informants and assistants what had motivated them to
learn Japanese. I had already assumed that Japanese cultural products motivated Thai
youths to start learning the Japanese language, and the questionnaire results supported

this assumption.

“Good Experience with Japanese Language”

The purpose of the next question in the questionnaire was to ask about good experiences
resulting from having acquired Japanese language ability: “Have you had any experiences
that made you think Japanese language ability is an advantage or has benefits? If so, will
you tell me about the incident(s)?” I wanted to know when and how the respondents
thought the Japanese language would benefit their lives. Ihad already asked them about
their motivations to start learning the language, and I wanted to know their opinions on
learning Japanese. Therefore, I expected the replies to this question to be stories about
incidents in which the respondents felt good about being able to speak Japanese. How-
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Table 7 Reasons for Learning Japanese

Responses Catego!
Category N Percent Togtgalry Percent
1 Ilike manga JjCcp 23 20.4% 77 68.1%
2 Ilike J-Pop music and idols JCP 12 10.6%
3 Ilike games JCp 10 8.8%
4 Ilike anime Jjcp 7 6.2%
5 Ilike Japanese TV drama JCP 7 6.2%
6 Ilike Johnny’s idols JCP 5 4.4%
7 1like Doraemon JCP 2 1.8%
8 Ilike J-Rock music JCP 2 1.8%
9 Ilike w-inds. JCP 2 1.8%
10 Ilike Japanese novels JCP 2 1.8%
11 Ilike Pokémon JCP 1 0.9%
12 Ilike Utada Hikaru (J-Pop idol) JjCcp 1 0.9%
13 Tlike Crayon Shinchan (manga anime) JCP 1 0.9%
14 1like Japanese radio programs (music programs) JCp 1 0.9%
15 Ilike Japanese movies Jjcp 1 0.9%
16 The Japanese language is kawaii (cute, lovely) LNG 7 6.2% 14 12.4%
17 A family member or a friend was studying Japanese LNG 2 1.8%
18 Iwanted to learn a foreign language besides English LNG 1 0.9%
19 Ilike Kanji LNG 1 0.9%
20 Ilike the Japanese language LNG 1 0.9%
21 Learning Japanese seemed “cool” LNG 1 0.9%
22 1like Japanese letters (Kanji, Hiragana, Katakana) LNG 1 0.9%
23 I have a friend or relative living in Japan PPL 2 1.8% 5 4.4%
24 1had a Japanese friend and wanted to speak PPL 1 0.9%
in Japanese
25 A friend asked me to study Japanese together PPL 1 0.9%
26 I had Japanese friends PPL 1 0.9%
27 ['want to work at a Japanese company in the future BSI 2 1.8% 4 3.5%
28 The Japanese language will be useful in international BSI 2 1.8%
business
29 Tlike Japanese food JFD 2 1.8% 2 1.8%
30 [went to study in Japan, and I liked the country TRV 1 0.9% 2 1.8%
31 When I was small, I went to Japan TRV 1 0.9%
32 Ilike Japanese culture OTR 3 2.7% 9 8.0%
33 [did not like math and science subjects when I was OTR 2 1.8%
in high school
34 ['wanted to speak Japanese because I look Japanese OTR 1 0.9%
35 ['wanted to know the Japanese way of thinking OTR 1 0.9%
36 I like Japanese fashion OTR 1 0.9%
37 I'was born in Japan OTR 1 0.9%
Total 113 1000% 113 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
Note: JCP=]apanese cultural products, LNG=Language, PPL=People, BSI=Business, JFD=Japanese food,
TRV =Travel experience to Japan, OTR=0Other
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ever, as shown in Table 8, many respondents wrote down their thoughts and opinions
that had motivated them to start studying the language rather than specific incidents in
their lives. By grouping their answers, I found that 23.7 percent of the answers to the
question fell into the category of “communication ability (COM),” which means that the
ability to communicate in Japanese itself was a “good experience.” The fact that respon-
dents could communicate with Japanese people in Japanese seems to have been an impor-
tant experience for them.

Contrary to my expectation, 20.4 percent of answers fell into the category of “Japa-
nese cultural product consumption (JCP),” such as “I can read Japanese in manga and
games,” “I can understand the lyrics of J-Pop songs,” and so on. At first, I was a little
surprised to see this type of response, because “being able to read Japanese” is too obvi-
ous aresponse. I had expected to be told stories about personal incidents that related to
the individuals. Talso thought that the respondents who wrote other answers might have
felt confident enough to be able to read Japanese manga or text in games, since for 68.1
percent of them the consumption of Japanese cultural products was the motivation to
start learning the language in the first place. Consequently, I assumed that the respon-
dents who wrote answers in the JCP category could not think of any incident that would
fulfill the requirement of the question.

Another category, which I did not expect to see but found interesting, was “desire
to help Japanese people (HLP).” This category is closer to the previous category (COM)
in terms of communication with Japanese people. However, the category HLP focuses
on the altruistic attitude of respondents, while the category COM focuses on communi-
cation itself. When I read such answers as “I can help Japanese tourists and give them
directions in Japanese” and “Japanese people are not good at English, so I can help them
if I can speak in Japanese,” I remembered that Chulalongkorn University is located right
next to Siam Square, which is the center of shopping and dining in Bangkok. Because
there are many Japanese tourists visiting the area every day, I assumed that the students
had helped Japanese tourists on the streets and that these encounters had become an
important undertaking for them.

There were other kinds of answers as well, which fell into the categories of “travel
to Japan (TRV),” “advantage for work (BSI),” and “language (LNG).” In summary, I
realized that many of the answers reflected the students’ motivation to continue learning
the Japanese language. The category JCP may have been the initial incentive to begin
learning the language for the majority of students, but as they continued learning they
accumulated new experiences related to the language and some of them discovered an
additional motivation to learn Japanese.
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Table 8 Advantage of Being Able to Speak Japanese

Response Catego
Category ——— 8O Percent
gy N  Percent Total
1 Ican understand the language when I see Japanese JCP 7 7.5% 19 20.4%
movies
2 [ can read Japanese in manga and games JCP 6 6.5%
3 I can understand lyrics of J-Pop songs Jjcp 3 3.2%
4 I can read information about Japan on the Internet JCP 1 1.1%
(Idol blogs, etc.)
5 I can read manga that have not been translated jcp 1 1.1%
into Thai
6 I can understand radio programs JjCcp 1 1.1%
(radio station in Bangkok)
7 I can talk with Japanese people COM 16 17.2% 22 23.7%
8 I can speak with Japanese when I'm lost in Japan CoOM 2 2.2%
9 I could speak with the people when I visited Japan COM 2 2.2%
10 Ican talk to Japanese people and become friends COM 1 1.1%
11 I could speak with the host family in Japan CoOM 1 1.1%
12 Ican help Japanese tourists and give them directions ~ HLP 11 11.8% 15 16.1%
in Japanese
13 Japanese people are not good at English, so I can HLP 4 4.3%
help them if I can speak in Japanese
14 Iwent to Japan TRV 10 10.8% 11 11.8%
15 I could go to study in Japan TRV 1 1.1%
16 Ican get a part-time job that requires Japanese BSI 2 2.2% 4 4.3%
language ability
17 Japanese people have creativity, and I can learn it BSI 1 1.1%
from them
18 Japanese language ability is an advantage in finding BSI 1 1.1%
a part-time job
19 Japanese is kawaii (cute, lovely) to hear LNG 1 1.1% 4 4.3%
20 Tam happy when I hear Japanese LNG 1 1.1%
21 I can get information from Japanese sources LNG 1 1.1%
22 1 can translate between English and Japanese LNG 1 1.1%
23 I can order easily at Japanese restaurants OTR 1 1.1% 5 5.4%
24 1 could get into university because my Japanese OTR 1 1.1%
grade was good
25 I can read the signs in Japanese on the street OTR 1 1.1%
26 I can read instructions of Japanese products OTR 1 1.1%
(imported directly from Japan)
27 1 spoke in Japanese when I didn’t want other people OTR 1 1.1%
to understand
28 None 9 9.7% 13 14.0%
29 None in particular 3 3.2%
30 No answer 1 1.1%

Total 93 100.0% 93 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
Note: JCP=Japanese cultural products, COM=Desire to communicate with Japanese, HLP=Desire to help
Japanese, TRV =Visited Japan, BSI=Advantages for work, LNG=Language, OTR=O0thers
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“Learning Another Foreign Language?”

In the next question, I asked whether the respondents were learning other foreign lan-
guages besides Japanese. The question inquired about the foreign language(s) that they
were learning at the time of the questionnaire. So, if they were too busy learning Japa-
nese, for instance, their answers might have been “none” or they might have left the
space blank. In Table 9, the results show that English (44.7 percent) was the most
popular foreign language. The second-most popular foreign language was Korean (14.9
percent), and the third was Chinese (13.8 percent). There were other foreign languages
mentioned in the answers, but most of those languages had only a few learners. Also, a
few students who liked to study foreign languages replied that they were studying more
than two foreign languages besides Japanese—Arabic, Burmese, and so on.

To demonstrate the attitudes of respondents toward foreign language studies, I also
asked about the students’ reasons for studying foreign languages. The results have been
compiled in Table 10. The reasons listed in Table 10 are for all the languages listed in
Table 9. As I reviewed the answers, I noticed that many students who were studying

” ”

English wrote reasons such as “for future work,” “to communicate with foreigners,” “as
basic education,” and “useful.” In Thailand, English language education starts from the
first grade in primary school as “preparatory English” class, and it continues throughout
students’ basic education (Thailand, Ministry of Education 2008). In higher education,
required subjects vary according to institutional curricula, but many students realize the

importance of English as a lingua franca and continue learning it.

Table 9 Other Foreign Language

Response
N Percent
1 English 42 44.7%
2 Korean 14 14.9%
3 Chinese 13 13.8%
4 Spanish 2 2.1%
5 German 2 2.1%
6 Italian 2 2.1%
7 French 1 1.1%
8 Malay 1 1.1%
9 Portuguese 1 1.1%
10 Burmese 1 1.1%
11 Arabic 1 1.1%
None 12 12.8%
Not in particular 2 2.1%
e 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
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Table 10 Reasons for Studying a Foreign Language

Responses

N Percent
For (future) work 15 20.5%
Useful 10 13.7%
To communicate with foreigners 7 9.6%
As basic education 5 6.8%
I want to learn many foreign languages 4 5.5%
I like K-Pop music 4 5.5%
Required subject at school 3 4.1%
Ethnic background (Chinese Thai) 3 4.1%
To improve my language skills 3 4.1%
I just want to study 3 4.1%
It is necessary 3 4.1%
Just for fun 2 2.7%
Required to take another foreign language at school 2 2.7%
I like the culture of the country 1 1.4%
The grammar of Korean is close to Japanese 1 1.4%
I want to study more about Kanji 1 1.4%
My major in high school 1 1.4%
To work at international organizations in the future 1 1.4%
My major at university 1 1.4%
None in particular 1 1.4%
None 2 2.7%

73 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.

The answer “I like K-Pop music” is obviously a reason to study Korean. As Korean
1dols have become popular in Thailand in recent years, the Korean language has been
attracting people who like to consume Korean cultural products. On the other hand,
respondents were learning Chinese “for future work,” because it was “useful,” and
because they “want to learn many foreign languages,” all of which are reasons unrelated
to Chinese cultural products.

“Has Your Life Changed since You Started to Learn Japanese?”

Table 11 contains a list of answers to the question “Has your life changed since you started
to learn Japanese?” By asking this question, I aimed to find out whether the respondents’
lives had changed in terms of the consumption of Japanese cultural products and their
relationships with Japan and Japanese people. The answers were grouped into seven
categories: (1) relationships with Japanese people (JPN), (2) Japanese cultural products
(JCP), (3) business-related changes (BSI), (4) knowledge about Japan (KNW), (5) lan-
guage ability (LNG), (6) lifestyle change (LSC), and (7) travel experience to Japan (TRV).
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Table 11 Changes in Life after Japanese Language Study

Responses Category Category
N Percent Jlotal Percent
1 Ihave made Japanese friends JPN 24 22.0% 33 30.3%
2 I can talk with Japanese people in Japanese JPN 4 3.7%
3 I can communicate well with Japanese people JPN 3 2.8%
4 I can help Japanese people when they are lost JPN 1 0.9%
in Bangkok
5 Ihave a Japanese boyfriend JPN 1 0.9%
6 1 can understand the language when I see Japanese JCP 11 10.1% 25 22.9%
movies
7 Ican understand the lyrics of J-Pop songs JCp 5 4.6%
8 I can read manga JjCcp 4 3.7%
9 I can play games JCP 3 2.8%
10 I got addicted to Japanese media JCp 1 0.9%
11 Toften go to see Japanese movies JCP 1 0.9%
12 Ican find a part-time job with a good salary BSI 9 8.3% 11 10.1%
13 Now I want to get a job that uses Japanese language BSI 1 0.9%
ability
14 T got ajob as a tutor of the Japanese language BSI 1 0.9%
15 Icould learn Japanese customs and culture KNW 3 2.8% 5 4.6%
16 I can understand the Japanese way of thinking KNW 1 0.9%
17 I can get information about Japan KNW 1 0.9%
18 I can read Japanese LNG 2 1.8% 5 4.6%
19 Ican go to Japan by myself LNG 1 0.9%
20 I can read information on Japanese Web sites LNG 1 0.9%
21 When I went to Japan, I did not have much difficulty LNG 1 0.9%
in living
22 1 could enter university with Japanese language ability ~ LSC 2 1.8% 8 7.3%
23 I became fond of Japanese culture LSC 2 1.8%
24 1 made Thai friends who are studying Japanese LSC 1 0.9%
25 T often go to Kinokuniya bookstore LSC 1 0.9%
26 I prefer to use Japanese products LSC 1 0.9%
27 Iread more Japanese books than Thai books LSC 1 0.9%
28 [went to Japan TRV 2 1.8% 4 3.7%
29 Iwent to study in Japan TRV 2 1.8%
30 None 12 11.0% 18 16.5%
31 None in particular 6 5.5%
Total 109  100.0% 109 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
Note: JPN=Relationships with Japanese people, JCP=Japanese cultural products, BSI=Work-related
changes, KNW=Knowledge about Japan, LNG=Language ability, LSC=Lifestyle change, TRV =Travel

experience to Japan
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As we can see, 30.3 percent of answers were in the JPN category. The respondents
thought their relationships with Japanese people had changed after they started learning
Japanese. In fact, 24 respondents answered that they had made Japanese friends, and one
student said she had got a Japanese boyfriend, which shows that Japanese people became
closer and more accessible for them after they started learning the Japanese language.

Another popular answer was “I can understand the language when I see Japanese
movies,” which belongs in the JCP category. As we have already seen, 68.1 percent of
answers in Table 7 indicated that the respondents started learning Japanese because they
liked consuming Japanese cultural products. However, before they started learning the
language, they consumed Japanese cultural products in their native Thai language. For
the students, therefore, being able to watch Japanese movies in Japanese is an achieve-
ment that they attained and should be regarded as an important change.

Answers in the BSI category, such as “I can find a part-time job with a good salary,”
indicate the advantage of having Japanese language ability. The importance of Japanese
language ability in searching for jobs is probably recognized by most of the respondents,
since most graduates having a Japanese-language major will work in Japanese companies.
According to surveys conducted at Thammasat University, among 500 graduates who
obtained a degree with a Japanese-language major between 1986 and 2000, 81.6 percent
secured jobs at Japanese companies; in 2007, 91.18 percent of graduates entered Japanese
companies as translators, interpreters, secretaries, and so on (Somkiat 2008). Even
before they graduate from university, Japanese-major students in Thailand know that
Japanese language proficiency will be an advantage in obtaining a good job and receiving
good remuneration.

The other answers in the categories “knowledge about Japan” and “language ability”
are also important in terms of the consumption of Japanese cultural products. Through
the process of reading information about Japan in Japanese and accumulating knowledge
about Japan with their Japanese language ability, the students will form a better under-
standing about Japan and its people, which will develop new interests in other Japanese
cultural products and various places in Japan.

Japanese Cultural Products and Japanese Language

In the next question, I listed 10 Japanese cultural products—(1) manga, (2) anime, (3)
Japanese TV dramas, (4) Japanese TV variety programs, (5) J-Pop music, (6) Japanese
idols, (7) Japanese games, (8) cosplay, (9) Japanese food, and (10) Japanese fashion—and
asked respondents whether they liked the products “before” or “after” they started
learning the Japanese language. The respondents could mark “Never” if they had never
tried the product and “Don’t like” if they didn’t like the product at all. The results are
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compiled in Table 12.

“Before” was marked most often in regard to Japanese cultural products except
“cosplay,” which only 12 percent of respondents stated that they liked before they started
learning Japanese. Even if we include the people who marked “after,” only 29 percent
of respondents liked cosplay, which means it was the least popular among the 10 Japanese
cultural products. Unlike other cultural products, cosplay is a participatory culture:
people have to participate in manga and anime conventions. As cosplay is not something
that can be consumed at home, the results seem to show the real popularity of cosplay.

In regard to manga and anime, we can see that many of the respondents liked these
products before they started learning Japanese. For manga, 82.1 percent answered they
liked them before and only 6.4 percent answered they liked them after; for anime, 69.2
percent said “before” and only 9 percent said “after,” which means that 88.5 percent of
respondents liked manga and 78.2 percent liked anime. Also, we have already seen that
92.3 percent of respondents started learning Japanese before they turned 17 years old
(Table 6), and the results from Table 12 suggest that manga and anime were already

Table 12 Consumption of JCP and Japanese Language Learning

JCP Before After Never Don’t Like  Total
M Number 64 5 4 5 78
anga Percent 82.1% 6.4% 5.1% 6.4% 100.0%
Ani Number 54 7 9 8 78
ume Percent 69.2% 9.0% 11.5% 103%  100.0%
Number 37 30 6 5 78
J-TV drama Percent 47.4% 38.5% 7.7% 6.4% 100.0%
TV vari Number 32 31 10 5 78
J-TVvariety  peent 41.0% 39.7% 12.8% 6.4% 100.0%
b ) Number 43 14 5 16 78
J-Pop music Percent 55.1% 17.9% 6.4% 205%  100.0%
Number 31 10 15 22 78
J-1dol Percent 307%  12.8%  192%  282%  100.0%
G Number 49 7 10 12 78
J-Game Percent 62.8% 9.0% 12.8% 154%  100.0%
c Number 9 13 20 36 78
osplay Percent 12% 17% 26% 46% 100%
Number 67 9 1 1 78
J_FOOd 0, 0, 0, 0, 0,
Percent 85.9% 11.5% 1.3% 1.3% 100.0%
Fashi Number 35 17 16 10 78
J-Fashion Percent 44.9% 21.8% 20.5% 128%  100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.
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popular among the respondents while they were attending secondary school.

The questionnaire results for Japanese games appear to be similar to those for manga
and anime, although games were not as popular as the other two products. A total of 62.8
percent of respondents replied that they liked games before they started learning Japa-
nese and 9 percent started liking Japanese games after they began learning Japanese. A
possible reason for Japanese games being less popular among secondary school students
(compared to manga and anime) is the cost of game machines and software. While manga
books are sold for about 40 baht on the streets, and Japanese anime can be watched on
television for free, game machines such as the PlayStation 3 and Wii cost from several
thousand baht to more than 10,000 baht (approximately US$200-300). Furthermore, in
order to play games, it is necessary to connect game machines to television sets, and
there may be times when parents do not allow their children to play games at home.
Moreover, the table shows that 15.4 percent of respondents answered that they “don’t
like” games, which may simply mean that games are less popular among Thai youths.

In Table 12, it is also important to note that percentages of “after” as a response on
the questionnaire for J-TV drama and J-TV variety programs were 38.5 percent and 39.7
percent respectively. The percentages demonstrate that many respondents started
liking Japanese television programs after they started learning Japanese. As more than
40 percent of respondents liked Japanese TV dramas and variety programs before they
started learning Japanese, Japanese TV programs could be enjoyed without any prior
knowledge of the Japanese language. From these results, however, it seems that the
respondents became more interested in Japan after they started learning Japanese, which
made many of the respondents start watching Japanese television programs in order to
see scenes of contemporary Japan and Japanese modern lifestyles in the dramas, and to
find out the latest information about Japanese society and culture in variety programs.

There is a close relationship between the cultural products J-Pop music and J-Idols.
The category of “J-Idols” includes J-Pop music idols as well as young actors and actresses.
On the other hand, when we say “J-Pop music,” the category includes music artists who
are not called “idols” (as well as young singers who are “J-Pop Idols”). When it comes
to J-Pop music, 55.1 percent of respondents answered that they liked J-Pop before they
started learning Japanese and 17.9 percent said they liked it after they started learning
Japanese. As for J-Idols, 39.7 percent of respondents said they liked them before they
started learning Japanese, and 12.8 percent said they liked them after they started learn-
ing the language. These results suggest that respondents (17.9 percent in the case of
J-Pop music and 12.8 percent in the case of J-Idol) may have been exposed to cultural
products after they started learning Japanese and may have been influenced to like these
products by other Japanese learners.
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Of the respondents, 85.9 percent appreciated Japanese food before they started
learning Japanese and 11.5 percent liked it after Japanese language learning, which means
that a total of 97.4 percent of respondents liked Japanese food. Just as in the case of
manga, Japanese food has been accepted by the majority of Thai people, as evidenced by
the large number of Japanese restaurants in Bangkok and the many supermarkets carry-
ing Japanese food products that are served at Thai families’ dinner tables. The results
indicate that most secondary school students in Thailand liked Japanese food before they
began learning Japanese.

Table 12 also reveals that Japanese fashion is less popular among secondary school
students. Among the respondents, 44.9 percent answered that they liked Japanese fash-
ion before they started learning Japanese, while 21.8 percent said they liked it after they
started learning Japanese. The respondents who liked Japanese TV dramas, Japanese
TV variety programs, J-Pop music, and J-Idols before they started learning Japanese
might have been exposed to Japanese fashion before Japanese language learning. For
the most part, Japanese fashion clothes may not be easy to obtain for secondary school
students in Thailand, as they are sold only in certain boutiques and stores in the main
cities and have limited availability in small towns and villages. The clothes are also
more expensive in small towns and villages than local or casual clothes. Students of
Chulalongkorn University, on the other hand, inevitably see Japanese fashion clothes
every day because Siam Square, a shopping area located next to the university, is the
center of J-Fashion in Bangkok.

“Favorite Japanese Cultural Product after Starting Language Learning”

As a supplement to the previous question, I asked the respondents whether there was
any Japanese cultural product that they became very interested in after they began learn-
ing the Japanese language. The results are shown in Table 13. Some respondents wrote
more than two answers to the question. The most frequent answer to this question was
“music.” When we think of Japanese cultural products with high percentages in the
“After” column of Table 12, we might expect “TV dramas,” “TV variety programs,”
“fashion,” and “music” to be higher in Table 13. The results show that music is the
highest in percentage; however, the other three cultural products also became favorites
after the respondents started to learn Japanese.

Japanese Cuisine/Food

As we have already seen, Japanese cuisine was popular among respondents even before
they started learning the Japanese language. In order to see how much they would ordi-
narily consume Japanese food in their everyday lives as university students, I asked the
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Table 13 More Interested after Japanese Language Study

Responses

N Percent

1 Music 18 16.8%
2 TV variety programs 15 14.0%
3 Anime 13 12.1%
4 TV dramas 7 6.5%
5 Manga 6 5.6%
6 Fashion 5 4.7%
7 Games 4 3.7%
8 Food 4 3.7%
9 Cosplay 3 2.8%
10 No difference (before or after) 3 2.8%
11 Idol 2 1.9%
12 Movies 2 1.9%
13 Everyday life of Japanese 1 0.9%
14 Seiyu (voice actors) 1 0.9%
15 Novels 1 0.9%
16 Nothing 12 11.2%
17 No answer 10 9.3%
107 100.0%

Source: Compiled from questionnaire results.

question “How often do you eat Japanese dishes per month?” As shown in Fig. 4, the
minimum was 0.5 times per month and the maximum was 20 times per month. The
mode of the frequency distribution was 3 times per month, which was the response of
15 students; and the average frequency was 3.934 times per month, which means that

respondents ate Japanese dishes approximately once a week.

Discussion

Motivation for Japanese Language Learners

In Table 7, we saw that 68.1 percent of the answers were in the JCP category, which
proved that an interest in Japanese cultural products motivated many of the respondents
to start learning Japanese. For instance, if a student started to learn Japanese in order
to read a J-Pop idol’s blog on the Internet, the motivation may be classified as “instru-
mental,” as the language is a tool to obtain information available in Japanese. But closer
observation may reveal that the student wanted to read the blog because he/she was
interested in the J-Pop idol, and his/her interest in J-Pop music might be derived from
an interest in Japan, the country. In such a case, the desire to read the blog has underly-
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Fig. 4 How Often Do You Eat Japanese Dishes? /Month

ing reasons—the student’s interest in Japan and its culture—and may be classified as
“Integrative.”

Considering the interrelatedness of Japanese cultural products and other factors
about Japan, the classification into instrumental and integrative orientations seems too
vague to be used in the analyses of the motivation of respondents in this study. Richard
Clément and Bastian Kruidenier also point out the ambiguities in definitions of these
orientations, as well as the influence of the social milieu, which causes variances in
classification among scholars (Clément and Kruidenier 1983, 274-276). In their study
to assess the influence of ethnicity, milieu, and target language on the emergence of
orientations to second language acquisition, they suggested that four orientations are
common to all second language student groups: (1) travel, (2) friendship, (3) knowledge,
and (4) the instrumental orientations (ibid., 286).

In this research, many of the respondents started to learn Japanese because they
were motivated to consume Japanese cultural products. As they continued learning the
language, then, they seemed to gain more motivation for learning the language, which
may be classified in any of the four orientations. But since each individual had multiple
reasons for their motivation to learn Japanese, it is not possible to classify a student’s
motivation in a single orientation. Consumers of Japanese cultural products are always
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influenced by trends in Japanese pop culture, which may offer them a new motivation for
learning Japanese. As theories of second language acquisition are focused mainly on
classroom settings, they tend to overlook the complexities of the learners’ social milieu.

Despite the ambiguity and difficulty in defining or classifying the various motivations
of Japanese language learners, however, the discussions suggest that having a clear and
strong motivation for learning a second language could well be an important factor in
becoming a successful language learner. It is important to note that the respondents in
this research were part of an elite in terms of Japanese language learning, since
Chulalongkorn University is the highest-ranking university in Thailand and the Japanese
language department admits only 35 students every year (Table 14). As we have seen
in the study, many of the respondents started to learn Japanese because of their interest
in Japanese cultural products and many of them became interested in further Japanese
cultural products after they started to learn Japanese. This suggests that Japanese
cultural products are not only a motivation to start learning Japanese but also a motivator
to continue learning. Finding new Japanese cultural products of interest while they are
learning Japanese, the students continuously have new sources of motivation to learn
the language, which consequently leads them to be successful learners of the language.
It is hoped that future research will attempt to prove such assumptions and assess the
power of Japanese cultural products as a source of motivation in becoming a successful
learner of the Japanese language.

The Virtuous Cycle of Language Learning and the Consumption of Cultural Products
At the beginning of this study, I posed two hypotheses in order to try to disclose the
relationship between the consumption of Japanese cultural products and Japanese lan-
guage learning: (1) exposure to Japanese cultural products induces Japanese language
learning, and (2) Japanese language learning induces the consumption of other Japanese
cultural products. The first hypothesis has been tested, as we have already discussed at
several junctures in this study, and the results in Table 7 prove that 68.1 percent of
respondents started learning the Japanese language because of Japanese cultural products.
Tables 12 and 13 suggest that Japanese language learning may result in the con-
sumption of Japanese cultural products, implying that there is an explanation underlying
the second hypothesis. We have seen that all the Japanese cultural products listed in
Table 12 have some respondents who started liking them “after” commencing Japanese
language learning. Among the Japanese cultural products, TV dramas and TV variety
programs gained a particularly large number of new fans after the respondents started
learning Japanese, while J-Pop, J-Idol, cosplay, J-Food, and J-Fashion attracted some new
consumers from among the respondents. If we study Table 13 closely, we see that
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respondents tended to become more interested in music, TV variety programs, and anime
after starting to learn Japanese. The results suggest that Japanese language learning
reinforced the interest in Japanese cultural products that the respondents had before they
started learning Japanese, and that increased their motivation to learn the language.

Today, young Thai people are raised in an environment in which they are exposed
to an abundance of Japanese culture. Cultural carriers, such as sojourners from Japan
and Japanophiles in Thailand, increase Japan’s presence in Thailand and make Thai
people more familiar with Japan. The cultural proximity, including the physical features
and the imagery of Japan in the mass media, also makes Thai people think that Japan and
Thailand have similarities in culture. Furthermore, the influx of Japanese culture through
various channels such as media, products, or people reinforces a favorable attitude toward
Japan. Encounters with, and the attraction of, Japanese cultural products in such an
environment often motivate young Thais to start learning Japanese.

In Thailand, there are numerous opportunities for young people to start learning the
Japanese language. The fact that Japanese is one of the subjects in university entrance
examinations in Thailand offers secondary school students a good reason to start learning
Japanese, and the Japanese language education system in Thailand provides a good
environment for students to learn the language. Then, while they are learning Japanese,
they are exposed to new Japanese cultural products through Japanese teachers, school
friends, and Japanese friends they make. As they discover new Japanese cultural products
that they like, they are motivated to continue learning the Japanese language, which
furnishes them with even more opportunities to encounter additional Japanese cultural
products.

The continuous cycle (of interests in learning the Japanese language and in consum-
ing Japanese cultural products continuously enhancing each other) can be called the
“virtuous cycle model” (Fig. 5). The cycle describes Thai youths’ experiences in con-
suming Japanese cultural products and learning Japanese in the present day. For exam-
ple, when a student becomes interested in manga (JCP 1), the interest will be a motivation
to learn the Japanese language. After the student starts to learn Japanese, he or she may
become interested in J-Pop (JCP 2), which may motivate the student to learn the language
with even greater enthusiasm. Later, as the student’s language ability improves, the
student may in turn become interested in Japanese dramas and movies (JCP 3). The
encounters with new Japanese cultural products become motivators for the student to
continue learning the language, and they also enhance the student’s interest in Japan and
its culture.

It is important to note, however, that the sample in this research is a group of elite
university students who are successful learners of Japanese. They may be leaders in the
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JCP is a motivation to learn Japanese.

Japanese Language Learning
enhances interest in JCP.

Increased interest in JCP strengthens
the motivation to learn Japanese.

l JCP=Japanese Cultural Product

Fig.5 The Virtuous Cycle Model (The Relationship between JCP and Japanese Language Learning)

consumption of Japanese cultural products in Thailand, as the university is located in the
center of Bangkok, where Japanese cultural products and Japanese culture can be found
more easily than in the provincial areas of the country. It is hoped, therefore, that the
cultural consumption model for other consumers of Japanese cultural products—those
who have different backgrounds in terms of location and socioeconomic status—will be
constructed in future studies.

Concluding Remarks

The Same Cultural Zone

The notion of the “cultural discount” in media studies suggests that the value of Japanese
cultural products could be diminished in Thailand, since Japan and Thailand are not in the
same geolinguistic region. In this study, however, the values of Japanese cultural
products do not seem to depreciate in Thailand; rather, they seem to be celebrated widely
by Thai youths. Thus, the idea of “cultural discount” does not seem to work in the case
of Japanese cultural products in Thailand, probably because there are no comparable
quality cultural products among either domestic or other foreign products and also
because of the cultural environment of the country.
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Although Japan and Thailand are not in the same geolinguistic region, young people
in Thailand are familiar with Japanese youth culture thanks to the abundant exposure to
Japanese cultural products in everyday life. The proliferation of Japanese cultural
products in Thailand during the last few decades has led Thai people to feel comfortable
and familiar with Japan and Japanese culture. For instance, today most Thai people start
reading manga and watching anime in early childhood, and therefore manga and anime
may not be perceived as foreign. I asked one of my informants (a university student),
“Do Thai children have opportunities to see and get to know Japanese culture through
manga and anime?” I was referring to scenes in anime, for example, where people take
off their shoes at the entrance of houses and tatami mats are laid out on the floor. She
replied, “Yes, I think they do. But they may not be conscious that they are seeing Japa-
nese culture” (Personal communication, March 10, 2010). This suggests that Thai youths
are exposed to Japanese culture subconsciously and that they learn about Japanese cul-
ture without realizing it, which would indicate the impreciseness of the argument that
major Japanese cultural products are characterized as “culturally odorless” (Iwabuchi
2002, 94). Thai youths consume Japanese cultural products not because those products
are “culturally odorless,” but because the “Japanese odor” does not feel foreign to them.

In the discourse on the transnational consumption of television dramas, Ien Ang
points to the important role of cultural proximity between two countries, rather than just
arbitrary consumption by an audience (Ang 2003, 290). Ang points to the cultural prox-
imity between Australia and the UK as a reason for the popularity of television dramas
in both countries. In the global world, according to Ang, culture is not diffused homo-
geneously but unevenly—sometimes overlapping, creating certain regions of trans-
national cultural proximity and similarity (“transnational cultural zones”) (ibid.; 2004,
305). The example of Australia and the UK is similar to the notion of the geolinguistic
region, as these countries are both English speaking. However, if we put more emphasis
on the common values in the cultures of different countries, Japan and Thailand have
common values in terms of pop culture, subculture, and youth culture, which consequently
places them in the same cultural zone. Despite the difference in the languages spoken
and the geographical distance between the two countries, the youth culture of Thailand
seems to have adopted many elements of Japanese youth culture; this forms the foundation
for the continuous cycle of consumption of Japanese cultural products in Thailand.

Emergent Processes of Language Acquisition

Thought development is determined by language, i.e., by the linguistic tools of thought and by the
sociocultural experience of the child. Essentially, the development of inner speech depends on
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outside factors; the development of logic in the child, as Piaget’s studies have shown, is a direct
function of his socialized speech. The child’s intellectual growth is contingent on his mastering
the social means of thought, that is, language. (Vygotsky 1986, 94)

Lev Vygotsky’s notion of first language acquisition and the development of logic in a child
can be applied to the discussion of second language acquisition, revealing a new layer of
understanding about the culture of the second language and the consumption of cultural
products. In fact, if we replace “Thought development” with “Understanding of another
culture” in Vygotsky’s discussion, the above statement can point to the importance of
language in understanding other cultures. Before a person starts to acquire a second
language (as is the case with the first language), language acquisition and understanding
of the other culture are entirely different processes. But after one begins learning a
second language—at some point in the process of learning the language—language and
thought start interacting. Through these interactions, then, language learning helps
develop an understanding of the culture, and cultural understanding enhances learning
of the second language.

In an illustration of the relationship between language learning and an understanding
of culture, a female student majoring in economics at Thammasat University once told
me that while she was studying at Kyoto University as part of an exchange program, she
learned that Japanese people use different “name honorifics” depending on the speaker’s
relationship with other people. She also learned that these honorifics reflect the speaker’s
respect toward the person (Personal communication, July 14, 2011). For example, the
honorific sama is usually used to express respect toward a person, and it suggests that
the speaker does not have a close relationship with that person. On the other hand, the
honorific chan is used to address someone the speaker considers to be very close, and it
also often expresses fondness or a feeling of affection toward the person. When the Thai
student learned that there were different kinds of name honorifics in Japanese, she
realized that when selecting the appropriate name honorific to use in each particular
situation, Japanese people take into account the interpersonal relationship with the
person. Furthermore, once the Thai student started to understand how Japanese people
maintain social distance and manage interpersonal relationships with others, she began
to understand which name honorific was required in each particular situation.

To cite another example, a female student majoring in Japanese at Chulalongkorn
University told me that she learned about the concept of #chi (meaning one’s home or
one’s closest inner circle) and sofo (meaning “others outside” or those who are outside
uchi) in Japanese culture during the course of her language studies. She realized the
importance of this concept when trying to understand the different forms in Japanese
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speech, such as the humble form (kenjogo), the honorific form (sonkeigo), and the polite
form (teineigo) (Personal communication, January 23, 2012). The spatial distinction
between uchi and sofo may not be unique to Japanese culture, but Robert Sukle argues
that the relationship between the distinction of uchi/soto and linguistic forms is found to
exist in Japanese expressions (Sukle 1994). It is important to note that beyond the
various linguistic discussions, the Thai student was able to learn the linguistic forms
through practicing speaking Japanese and that she came to understand that a
comprehension of the distinction of #chi/soto plays an important role in improving
Japanese proficiency. As we can see in these examples, one key to successful language
learning appears to be the synergistic effect of the interaction between language learning
and an understanding of culture.

A speech act may therefore be culturally defined as a complaint, a compliment, an apology, or a
refusal, and competent native speakers will have little difficulty in identifying them as such. A
given speech act or event is, as Hymes points out, conditioned by rules of conduct and interpreta-
tion, and the ability to use these rules appropriately is a critical part of the communicative compe-
tence of the native speaker. (Wolfson 1989, 7)

In her explanation of the speech act in sociolinguistics theory, Nessa Wolfson points
out that cultural definitions of speech—which are conditioned by the rules of the society
that the speaker belongs to—are necessary in order to interpret the meaning of speech.
In other words, the interpretation of cultural definitions is communicative competence in
the language. In concluding this study, I can confirm that the discussions throughout this
research have convinced me that many young Thai people who participated in my
research developed an interest in Japanese culture and cultural products as they started
learning the Japanese language, and that this learning enhanced their consumption of
Japanese culture and cultural products. In the consumption of Japanese cultural products
in Thailand, therefore, Japanese language learning is the gateway to the virtuous cycle
of Japanese cultural product consumption.
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