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This paper reports on a study that examined how four bilingual Japanese women
see their bilingual selves in a wider socio-cultural context. Their interviews
revealed that their cross-cultural experience has impacted their identity and that
their linguistic competence in English has been instrumental in empowering
them. Their responses also provided insights into how they see themselves and
the world around them once they have achieved English proficiency. The current
study was driven by my own curiosity as a late bilingual Japanese woman. My
subjective role as a researcher, my perspectives on bilingualism, and my
experience as a late bilingual Japanese woman are thus all integral parts of the

inquiry.
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The relationship between language and identity has attracted much attention since
the turn of the century and the sphere of research on bilinguals and bilingualism continues
to pose intriguing, yet formidable questions. Are the two languages represented in a rigidly
separate manner? To what extent does the regular use of two languages over an extended
period leave its mark on the speaker’s identity? Kanno’s study (2000), for instance, shed
light on the linguistic and cultural identities of young adult &ikokushijo (returnees, the
children of Japanese expatriates) through discourse analysis. The data, a collection of the
stories of four Japanese returnees who spent their adolescent years in North America,
illustrated their inner conflicts, feelings of being misfits, and a sense of insecurity about
their identity.

The current inquiry examines what it means to be a late bilingual Japanese woman
in a rapidly changing linguistic landscape, through in-depth analysis of the interview
responses of the participants. All of them were born in Japan and developed their linguistic
competence to become Japanese-English bilinguals after reaching their teenage years.
Unlike many Japanese who learn English almost exclusively in classroom settings, these
women have lived overseas, including in countries where English is widely spoken, in their
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adolescent or adult years. Pavlenko (2000) describes a group of individuals who acquired
their second language (L2) after eatly childhood as “late or adult bilinguals™ (p. 178) and
the participants in the current study match this classification.

Bilingual/Bilingualism

As the world has become intricately interconnected, bilingualism has been accepted
as a norm or has been on the rise in many parts of the world. In discussing bilingualism,
Grosjean (2010) focuses on the actual use of multiple languages. He defines bilinguals as
individuals who have two or more languages in their linguistic repertoire and use them in
everyday life. This study adopts Grosjean’s (1985) holistic stance toward bilinguals, that is,
individuals who may not have attained “native-like competence” in one of their speaking
languages but may still be regarded as being bilinguals. Regarding the age factor in
bilingualism, the terms early and Jate bilingnals are used. Pelham and Abrams (2014) base
their categorisation on the age at which people became fluent in their L2, that is, late
bilinguals are those who became bilingual after early childhood. Their definition is the one
I'adopt in this article, which aligns with that of Pavlenko (2000).

Language skills have always been a requirement in some fields, such as trade or
diplomacy. Nowadays more and more firms have a global reach. Therefore, having a solid
grasp of multiple languages can naturally widen your opportunities for career advancement.
Speaking two languages rather than just one also has practical benefits; more books you
can enjoy reading and richer international travel experiences you can have. Moreover, being
bilingual may enable a person to view the world from different perspectives.

Bilingualism in Japan

The majority of Japanese bilinguals are monocultural bilinguals, that is, they have
become bilingual in a largely monocultural environment and remain members of a single
culture. That means only a small portion of Japanese are exposed to English from early
childhood. Kikokushijo or Japanese returnees are, therefore, seen in Japan as privileged
language learners even though they often experience identity conflicts (KKanno, 2000).

Commonly held perceptions of bilingualism among Japanese nationals can be
somewhat paradoxical. The ability to use English seems to be valued in Japan; however,
bilingualism is acknowledged with tepid enthusiasm in Japanese society (Hashimoto, 2007).
What has had negative effects on Japanese people’s attitudes toward learning English? The
Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) has
stipulated that English should be used as the medium of instruction in English education
(MEXT, 2009). Although MEXT has spent significant time and monetary resources on
them, its English education policies have been criticised by the public and the business
community for not addressing weaknesses in communicating in English among Japanese
students. Keidanren (Japan Business Federation) has raised serious concerns over Japan’s
international competitiveness, saying that Japanese students were not making sufficient
progress in their communicative skills in English and has urged MEXT to take the initiative
more (2017, p.6). The toughest impediment of all, however, appears to be the university
entrance examination system. English teachers in Japan generally regard grammar-focused
teaching as essential to preparing for university entrance examinations. As Kikuchi and
Browne (2009) note, there is “a complicated gap between educational policies and actual
teaching practice in Japan” (p.172).

One common assumption in Japan is that the L2 a bilingual speaks is, in effect,
English. There is a tendency to value bilingualism more as the command of English
increases and communication skills take a front-seat role (Yamamoto, 2000). Therefore, a
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narrow definition that remains prevalent in Japan is of a bilingual who speaks English with
native-like fluency in addition to Japanese.

Literature Review

Poststructuralist scholars working in the field of second language acquisition (SLLA)
have pushed forward with sociolinguistics-oriented approaches in the past three decades.
Norton and Morgan (2013) state that “poststructuralism constitutes a set of theoretical
stances that serve to critique prevailing assumptions regarding the sources and nature of
identity” (p.1). Peirce (1995) posits a dialectical relationship between language and identity,
arguing language is both “constitutive of and constituted by a language learner’s social
identity” (p.13). And Norton (2000) argues that identity is closely connected to “how a
person understands his or her relationship to the world,” “how that relationship is
constructed across time and space,” and “how the person understands possibilities for the
future” (p.5) This article adopts a conceptual framework comprising two main strands: the
notions of 1) globalisation and 2) neoliberal subjectivities, both of which are theoretically
underpinned by poststructuralist perspectives.

Globalisation

The waves of globalisation have led to a re-evaluation of bilingualism. In Applied
Linguistics, there has been a partial shift of focus from the structure and system of language
to the more critical theorisation of language in socio-economic contexts.

Technologies of the 21st century have brought about easy access to the latest
information in English through the Internet. This feeling of closeness to communities
where English is widely spoken may serve as motivation to learn English. Thus, the identity
construction of language learners can be tied to their identification with others or affiliation
with communities beyond their geographical boundaries. For some non-native learners of
English, English-speaking communities (i.e.,, Anglophone nations) are the desired
communities that may offer them a new sense of identity in the future. Kanno and Norton
(2003) describe the concept of imagined communities as “groups of people, not immediately
tangible and accessible with whom we connect through the power of the imagination” (p.
241). According to Kanno and Norton, these communities have an impact on our learning
trajectories although we are not yet members of such societies. The notion of imagined
communities, therefore, symbolises learners’ willingness to step into unknown terrains and
undertake this process of self-reinvention (Kramsch, 2009, p.10).

Central to my understanding of the material benefits of linguistic competence is
Bourdieu’s concept of capital (1986, 1991). Bourdieu (1986) introduced the notion of
cultural capital, which symbolises the advantages that people acquire as part of their life
experiences, their peer group contacts, and their family backgrounds (e.g., certain kinds of
knowledge and linguistic abilities). Perceiving language as a locus closely associated with
individual identities, Bourdieu (1991) put forward the notion of /nguistic capital as one aspect
of cultural capital. In short, linguistic capital encompasses both linguistic competence for
accuracy and the ability to use language as a powerful instrument in a particular linguistic
market.

Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism is the hegemonic economic doctrine that underlies current market
logic (Shankar & Cavanaugh, 2012) and it frames English as a resource with enhanced
exchange value (Heller, 2010). In this paper, neoliberalism is used as a reference for
discussing two different aspects of the correlation between linguistic competence and
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identity; one is linked with the material value of linguistic competence in English and the
other is linked with self-empowerment associated with the concept of neoliberal
subjectivities.

Of importance in considering the link between neoliberalism and linguistic
competence are such notions as commodification and eliteness (Heller, 2010). In a capitalist
economic system, commodification is defined as the transformation of things into
commodities or tradable objects. The term has made inroads into the domain of
sociolinguistics, signalling the existence of markets where English has become a valued
commodity (Block, 2010; Duchéne & Heller, 2012; Heller, 2010). The idea that English is
a desirable linguistic resource and is crucial to have access to global markets has led to
competition over its distribution; speakers of standard English are much sought after in
the language teaching industry in Asia, for instance.

Heller adopts the term elite bilingualism in her study on bilingualism in Canada (2002,
p. 49) to capture the permeation of standard, monolingual forms of English as desirable
language models for French speakers, which in turn, suggests a higher level of social
achievement associated with it. In this study, she reported that, for Québécois in particular,
standardised varieties of English are so valued in the job market that managers in private
companies often request to be transferred to English-speaking regions where they can hone
their English skills. Thus, linguistic investments are often motivated by elite status in
society or economic gains such as better employment opportunities (Heller, 2007; Duchéne
and Heller, 2012). The term language commodification symbolises a shift in the way language is
viewed; language can be interpreted in relation to its marketability, which informs the
material values in our lives (Block, 2010; Heller, 2007).

As Harvey (2007) argues, neoliberalism is not simply an economic and political
framework, but it also reflects everyday language use in a globalised world. Brown (2003)
calls neoliberalism a “constructivist project” (p. 40) and explains this stance as follows:

neoliberalism normatively constructs and interpellates individuals as
entrepreneurial actors in every sphere of life. It figures individuals as
rational, calculating creatures whose moral autonomy is measured by
their capacity for “self-care” —the ability to provide for their own
needs and service their own ambitions. (p.42)

According to Brown, a neoliberal environment contributes to the formation of
subjectivities for those who want to be free and successful in life. Brown notes that the
Foucauldian notion of zechnologies of the self serves as the theoretical foundation of neoliberal
subjectivities (cited in Lemke, 2001, p. 201). Brown (2003), elaborating on this Foucauldian
scheme, argues that all dimensions of our daily life should be configured in terms of
market rationality, which in turn, formulates neoliberal subjectivities.

The voluntary competition with oneself triggered by self-interest is aggressively
sought out, which in turn leads to self-empowerment. Competence in English may further
lead to the empowerment of speakers, as it enables them to communicate with people of
various linguistic backgrounds.

Studies on Female Japanese Bilinguals

Despite the Japanese government’s attempts to boost women’s participation in the
job market by introducing legislation and by reducing discriminatory practices, gender
inequality persists in Japan. Traditional gender roles are imposed on women in a highly
male-dominant society (Belarmino & Roberts, 2019). A lack of gender equality in terms of
pay scales and promotion opportunities in the Japanese workplace has been a long-standing
issue (Yamaguchi, 2019). Women are provided with limited choices and opportunities at
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work because many Japanese companies are hierarchical and patriarchal, both in structure
and management (Kitamura, 2008; Yamaguchi, 2019). The gender wage gap in Japan stood
at 24.5% in 2018, the second largest among Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) nations (cited in Yamaguchi, 2019).

As part of structural reforms aimed at revitalising the stagnant economy, the Equal
Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL) was enacted in 1986 to address the issues of
gender inequality in the workplace. Abe (2010) examined the progress of the gender wage
gap for the period 1975-2005, employing the Basic Survey of Wage Structure, a survey
conducted every year by the Ministry of Health and Welfare. She used “pre-EEOL cohorts”
(those who finished schooling before the enactment of the EEOL) and “post-EEOL
cohorts” (those who finished schooling after 1986) for comparison. The data showed that
the gender wage ratio, measured as the ratio of the female hourly wage to the male hourly
wage, was 0.60 in 1980, while it was 0.70 in 2004. Abe reports that the EEOL contributed
to narrowing the pay gap to a certain extent and attributes the narrowing mainly to changes
in the education level of full-time female workers. Even though Japanese women are now
more economically independent than before, deep-seated societal pressures on them to be
ryosai kenbo (good wives, wise mothers) are likely to act as an impediment and keep
traditional gender bias in Japan (Belarmino & Roberts, 2019).

Inoue (2007) observed workplace gender equality programmes in a Tokyo corporate
office in the early 1990s, after the enactment of the EEOL, and reported on the interplay
of language, gender, and neoliberalism. According to Inoue, women are capable of acting
on their freedom and, at the same time, are willing to take responsibility for their conducts,
of jiko sekinin, (p.83) through a unique self-governance mechanism. Inoue thus implies that
Japanese women should find ways of empowering themselves so that they can become
proactive decision-makers, instead of waiting for top-down solutions provided by the
central government for improving their positions and opportunities in the workplace.

Some Japanese women explore the possibility of constructing new identities through
learning English abroad. Pavlenko and Norton (2007) argue that women around the world
see acquiring a global language “as a way of liberating themselves from the confines of
gender patriarchy” (p.597). Takahashi (2013) reports that female Japanese sojourners in
Australia embrace a desire to establish alternative identities, moving away from a male-
dominated society or mundane and predictable patterns of life in their motherland.

When Japanese women study English, it can broaden their sense of who they are.
McMahill (2001) undertook a case study of grassroots English classes in Japan. The classes,
named “Colors of English,” were attended by both female Japanese-born learners and their
female foreign-born English instructors. According to McMahill, the classes were
structured in such a way that a gender-related theme was picked and discussed in English,
with all the members bringing in their perspectives and expressing their views on the given
topic (p.307). McMahill revealed that all L2 learners in the classes said that English allowed
them to express different facets of their identity. It was also noted that some said that they
expressed themselves more explicitly in English than in Japanese (p.333).

Some Japanese women are motivated to perfect their English in immersive settings
and become bilinguals for the empowerment it brings. According to Takahashi (2013),
those women who choose to move to Australia often seek romantic liaisons with native
speakers of English to ultimately obtain a competitive edge as proficient users of a global
language. In the English classes McMabhill (2001) reported on, speakers of standard English
were purposefully recruited as instructors while Japanese attendees were those who have
invested substantial time and money to acquire linguistic competence in English. Therefore,
the learning environment of these particular English classes can be said to be a
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manifestation of “eliteness.” McMabhill argues that these female learners were motivated to
learn English as a means of obtaining “a weapon for self-empowerment as women in Japan
and as women of color in the world” (p.332).

The research reported in this article aims to explore the impact of cross-cultural
experience on the participants’ identities, the benefits they perceive of being bilingual, and
how their linguistic competence in English can lead to self-empowerment. To these ends,
it attempts to respond to the following research questions (RQs):

RQ1: How do the participants view cross-cultural experience and its impact on their
identity as bilinguals?

RQ2: How do the participants perceive “native-like competence in English,” “eliteness,”
and the material/non-material benefits of being bilingual?

RQ3: How do the participants relate linguistic competence in English to a sense of self-
empowerment?

Methodology

Author Positionality

Data in this study were co-constructed through close collaboration between the four
participants and myself. I have a similar linguistic background to the participants. I have
been using Japanese and English in different educational and socio-economic contexts in
Japan and internationally, which has contributed to my journey to become a bilingual and
an independent thinker. I acknowledge that my subjective role, my own lived experiences,
and my standpoint as a Japanese late bilingual woman have significant implications for the
inquiry.

Participants

To perform an in-depth analysis and interpretation of the research area, only those
who met a pre-determined set of criteria were asked to participate in this study. All of the
participants are female Japanese-English bilinguals who 1) were born in Japan and acquired
English proficiency after early childhood and 2) have sojourned or lived abroad, including
in countries where English is widely spoken, for longer than a month at a time in their
adolescent or adult years. To protect their identities, pseudonyms were assigned to each
participant. Hanae and Yumiko are my acquaintances and Kaori and Haruka were recruited
through an advertisement posted on the Japanese Society Facebook page of a UK.
university.

Hanae, 53

Hanae is a &ikokushijo who returned to Japan after living abroad when she was a
child. Due to her fathet’s relocation, she moved to Pittsburgh, PA (USA) at the age of five.
Upon returning to Japan at the age of seven, she continued her elementary and secondary
school education in Japan. While she was attending university in Japan, she visited
Nashville, TN (USA), where she took a course at a language school during her seven-week
stay. She honed her English and successfully attained a high level of proficiency without
moving out of Japan again. She is currently working for a foreign-affiliated company where
English is the official language of business.

Yumiko, 49

Yumiko started studying English in junior high school, but it was not until she went
to Canada with her husband at the age of 29 that she began using all four English skills.
Following her two-year stay in Canada, she moved to the Netherlands, accompanying her
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husband. After living in the Netherlands for seven months, she began studying at a
university in Hawaii. Upon completion of her Master’s programme, she moved to the UK,
where she was reunited with her husband. She is currently in Japan, providing linguistic
supportt to visiting foreign interns at a government-designated hospital.

Kaori, 26

Kaori started classical ballet at the age of five and left Japan when she was 15, having
been selected to join a ballet school in London. Her decision to go abroad was driven by
her desire to pursue a professional career in ballet. She tried hard to adapt to British culture
while going through rigorous demands. After graduating from ballet school, she was hired
by a ballet company in Eastern FEurope at the age of 19. She was back in the UK at the age
of 22 and is currently enrolled in an undergraduate course at a U.K. university.

Haruka, 25

Haruka started learning English when she was nine, at a small juk# (cram school) in
her neighbourhood. While she was an undergraduate at a Japanese university, she went to
Muenster, Germany, her first sojourn abroad, and attended a university there for six
months. Following a brief homecoming, she enrolled in an intensive IELTS course in the
Philippines. During a three-month stay in the Philippines, her English scores dramatically
improved. At the time of the interview, she was back in Japan after spending one year in
the UK and completing her Master’s degree at a U.K. university.

Data Collection

This study incorporated data from questionnaires and interviews as a form of
triangulation for comprehensive and rigorous data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) and
employed a constructivist paradigm which aims to “rely as much as possible on the
participants’ views of the situation being studied” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p.8). In this
research, therefore, the participants’ narratives about their lived experiences, in their own
words, serve as rich data sources.

Preliminary Questionnaires

Questionnaires in English (see Appendix) were emailed to the participants to collect
data before the interviews. This step was taken to know their socio-biographical
backgrounds and language learning history, to facilitate the flow of the sequenced data
collection, and most importantly, to create a list of interview questions. Generally speaking,
the participants in the study are well-educated individuals who have utilised their linguistic
capital for their own purposes. The information gathered through preliminary
questionnaires served as solid databases based on which interview questions were
formulated.

Online Interviews

The online interviews were conducted in Japanese, according to the choice of the
interviewees, via Skype. The interviews were organised sequentially: 1) greetings; 2)
introductory questions; 3) interview questions; 4) follow-up questions; and 5) closing
remarks. Greetings included words of appreciation for completing the preliminary
questionnaires and taking time for the interviews. Introductory questions were intended to
confirm the information obtained from the questionnaires and to establish rapport with
the participants. Interview questions were determined in such a way as to align with the
RQs. While the interview questions were scripted, follow-up questions were administered
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when the participants’ responses needed clarification.

Each interview lasted 30 to 40 minutes, during which the researcher and a participant
co-constructed a space for exploring information relevant to the inquiry. Sharing personal
experiences through a one-to-one dialogue led to creating a sense of belonging to imagined
communities of late bilingual Japanese women. The close collaboration between the
interviewer and respondents resulted in thick, descriptive data. The dialogues were audio-
recorded with the consent of the participants. The content of the interviews was
transcribed and checked by the participants to confirm their accuracy before the author
translated it into English.

Data Analysis

The data were analysed by reading each of the transcripts. The process was
undertaken in the following steps:
STEP 1: The researcher read through all the transcripts to get a general idea of what the
overall data looked like, and then re-read each transcript and took notes.
STEP 2: The researcher picked out the phrases in the transcripts from different participants
that appeared to relate to the RQs.
STEP 3: The researcher grouped together those phrases which appeared to have similar
meanings.
STEP 4: The researcher sorted the groups of phrases based on the RQs.
STEP 5: The researcher selected representative quotations which placed the RQ-related
phrases in context. Selection was made in the light of the theoretical concepts and
arguments from previous studies that were presented in earlier sections of this paper.

Research Findings and Discussion

The total recording time ran to nearly three hours when all interviews were
combined. The transcript for each participant was seven to eight pages on average. Hanae
was eager to make contributions to this research project and her answers were detailed.
Yumiko expressed her thoughts straightforwardly, recollecting episodes at different times
and places in her life. Kaori sounded confident in herself and her responses appeared to
resonate with her inner voice and mental resilience. Haruka was full of energy and her laid-
back attitude helped produce an active dialogue.

The following are key interview questions aligned with the RQs. The interviewees
responded at length to the questions that are linked to their identity and experience, without
being solicited by the researcher to do so. Consequently, the researcher was able to make
meaning out of bigger units (sentences or long phrases) rather than needing to cut the
discourse into small pieces (words or short phrases) to capture the essence of the responses.
The excerpts include the preceding and following portions of those quotations to clarify
the contexts in which they were used.

RQ1: How do the participants view cross-cultural experience and its impact on
their identity as bilinguals?

Interview Q: /25556, JULL WV ORET T, HHDOTAT T 4740
DD RFFIZEAITZH Y £ L722>? Do you find any changes in your identities and
perspectives in different linguistic and cultural settings?

Hanae: 51l DRE]O/NFIZ 5 TRV IAEN T, K[AOWEDIZ AR /NS
IRET, KIE iffi/—\ AR SHRIZ L VD T &, REFRMRICTEK L7 RR
EBRRZRFARICE T 202 X512k, ARV T, AFOMiEBLIZH
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STEEHERME LY LELE,

I was tossed into an elementary school [in the US] at the age of five. I became aware that
Japan is a small country and that America is socially and culturally diverse. When I revisited
the US while I was attending a university, I became able to blend into an international
environment, gained self-confidence, and imagined what it would be like to live by my own
values.

Yumiko: LN & FANAT T A T X THREAETE DL LT, BT
S b SEEE AN I i %%ﬁk LT TWL AT U FIIBY, e 72
BWHLELOD L OICRELch, EoltitRan T, Bbnrkbi
LWV I,

In Canada, the first foreign country I stayed in with my husband, I could hardly speak
English. We then moved to the Netherlands, where people use English as a lingua franca.
There, I felt at ease and embraced socio-cultural diversities. Well, the scales fell from my
eyes, seeing a different world.

Kaori: WS TIZAARANTZEE WS Z A LV E#MSELNE LR, HKTIX
INERITIZEATNEDT, RREWI DT IT AL FHAZREL O 2
BE T,

I was made more aware of my Japanese identity overseas. Since I lived in a small town in
Eastern Europe, local people reacted as if they saw an alien whenever they saw me, or any
Asian.

Haruka: J& U 7D, HESCYTEVFIEESsTnWEFELh ala=r—v
ay@ﬁﬁk#\mmﬁﬁ#%axwim CHROEEINLTVD EV) T L,
ZONEARHZEE LT E, BEBEETBHBY . T—ADAH] & LT
RODPRERLZEBNE LT,

I realised that certain aspects of my life, such as customs, norms, and the way I
communicate are unconsciously yet strongly influenced by Japanese culture. I found it

important to overcome stereotypes and see people as unique individuals to truly
understand them.

These responses suggest that their cross-cultural experience, mixed with hardships
and blessings, has impacted their identity as bilinguals. Kaori said that she was made more
aware of her Japanese identity in foreign countries. Hanae mentioned that she imagined
what it would be like to live by her own values, an image of American individualism, when
she revisited the US in her early 20s. Yumiko and Haruka also talked about some changes
in their way of seeing and thinking about things in light of fresh experiences abroad.

Imm@wQFﬁﬁmﬁﬁkbf@74r/7474jkF%mﬁﬁkbfm
TATYT AT 1) 1 ZiED LU ET 752 Do you feel that your Japanese-speaking
identity is different from your English-speaking z'dem‘@3

Hanae: ¥l aai TRAHEH Lo LHIADO LS ITE L E T, 23a=br—va v
ALANPEDLERAZHAT LO0FHELVOTT B, BABZH LTV D
B> & I3E D &) Bk,

I feel a bit like a different person when I speak English. It's difficult to explain why my
communication style changes, but I am aware that I am not the person I am in Japanese
when speaking English

Yumiko: 9 EWIOBRITHEV 2, L0 IOh, EbDEOICRATHIR
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WOZALITE L THTE L TV D IET THEB SRRV LI ICH BT, R
X TOSHIED | » T, HFEORIT AT T AT A BT I LEDL->TH
WETT &

I don't really feel that difference. I mean, what is perceived as an identity shift may be a
behavioural shift in a changed situation, independent of language. Well, my husband claims
that his identity changes a lot when he uses English, saying he’s “switching operating
systems.”

Kaori- 15 T CHAMCH D L WO DB AL D7 (TR 20 E 0 5 KB 28

"ML LI EBnES, EEERREFERD TN E, TNICHT DR
PIEA EZ I olz, TuDF P —& LTI R EKTIE, AR & &

PEMNS IS HYVELL, BANLLTOT AT T 4T 4 & STV

R EZTOPRITNIIRS R oT72, 16 BOKDT AT T 4T 4105

FEDVTETCVWDIRNLET. 5DTAT VT 4T 4 IFSARED SO

IROT, AARISKRIKRHCAARGEZFET 2 & THE LWV D

My decision to go abroad at the age of 15 was strongly driven by my desire to pursue a
professional career in ballet. I could hardly speak English then, but I was hardly worried
about it at all. I worked as a professional dancer in Fastern Europe, where I often
experienced unfair treatment and discrimination. I had to change my Japanese identity—
something I wanted to retain. My sense of self has shifted too much since I was 15. My
identity now is probably British, so when I came to Japan, I adjusted to the Japanese mode
of speech.

Haruka: FHERE U272 VT E SO ABO L 5 10T 5 2 & 250 0 £,
WA K5~ L ORBTIA T 4 7 R MERICHEL L TV H 00, B

RHLEXR—RBEDLST, TUBTATUTATAILHHEBRLTND LI

BnEd,

I sometimes feel like a different person when I speak something other than my native
language. Maybe 1 subconsciously imitate native speakers due to the influence of foreign
TV dramas. When switching to English, the mode changes, and I think that is linked to a
change in my identity.

These responses may well imply that it is not unusual for bilinguals to have multiple,
fluid identities, as Kanno (2000) asserts. This also seems to be aligned with the statements
made by Japanese female L2 learners in the “Colors of English” lessons (McMahill, 2001).
McMahill documented that English allowed the learners to express different facets of their
identity. However, Yumiko’s response is different from the other three; she explained that
she is uncertain if such a perceived shift can be attributed to switching from Japanese to
English.

RQ2: How do the participants perceive “native-like competence in English,”
“eliteness,” and material/non-material benefits of being bilingual?

Intetview Q: 21 7 4 7 A= —IZHZ b O& 72\ EBWE L7202 Did
you wish to emulate native English speakers?

Interview Q: T IV N HFELZ F S K OB H TL 22 ? Was that the main
motivation for learning English?

Hanae: 55505 LAV E DT T<HFE T, DESWVEHICHEWN B2 L,
BER LT ADBZ D, TRICHERET,

I love the sound and flow of English—probably because I heard it when I was little. Many
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people speak logically, and I admire that too.

Yumiko: ENSHIE S TWZnb, THT, ThH, FEFENSHTOTIZR)-
Telf & Ao TE T DITMEREITIE D,

I learned English for the sake of my husband. But I, now with English inside me, am
definitely different from what I used to be when English was not part of me.

Kaori: — & DA TIT AR oTlz, FFEFH ETALVZDD, 7272 b
DIZONTHRAT 4 TR ST TRNNINR LW KEFBAHIE L7 &,
It was not the main reason. I needed English solely for ballet. As I progressed, I started to
feel that it would be better to be a native speaker, though.

Haruka: 2 A 7 4 7 A= =05 KLY HFEPNTXTDT T AND
Bz L. XM T AHEF O LR RFEICNTZDO T, £ 9 59 121E7%
DicnWipd L,

Rather than a native speaker, I would emulate, for instance, a professor, a French national
who is extremely fluent in English or a lecturer from Vietnam—both at the [UK|]
university.

The participants’ rationales for acquiring competence in English were individually
different. Their responses revealed that the pleasure of acquiring English does not always
signal a high degree of identification with native speakers, although Kaori mentioned that
she occasionally felt like she was becoming one of them as her English proficiency
progressed. While Hanae remarked that she finds the sound and flow of English pleasing
and has admiration for native English speakers who make logical arguments, Haruka stated
that she would rather emulate non-native English speakers who have become highly
qualified professionals with native-like fluency.

Interview Q: /A U U IV AF )V RRFHNCE WL 2155 FBEZE X £T
7> ? Do you see bilingual skills as a means of gaining economically advantageous
positions?

Interview Q: JEiE 1 & 2O 7= 2 & TOHRKR O BEIZT T 7> 2 What is the
greatest benefit of having English proficiency for you?

Hanae: EERHE AR TLIZT & RO BUEIBAMEBLNL > 72 &0 9 s,
BEF AR > T2,

It proved to be advantageous in the job market. The biggest benefit is that it expanded my
perspectives or broadened my horizons.

Yumiko: #EFHIMMAE & 2>, AT —F A&, —HRIDG, FKRKO B EITHE
MBI >T, BEOZ ESABMAMICALND L) ITRo72Z &,
Economic value or status, for instance, is a thing of the past. The greatest benefit is that
my horizons were broadened and I learned to see things in perspective, even myself.

Kaori: 13->EVHASDEREFTADEITRo7cZ L, £ o) HITHREE
EESDITELELTTFE, MTHHI LAY TV THD Z LITE
oL,

I am now able to express my opinions explicitly. People learn English for different purposes
and whatever it is, it’s worth being bilingual.

Haruka: FEROFFERIE & 720, KESCRIN TE DB ONFENEAL TN D
DT, WHDiH L FKETHO TEHMTELHLEVIDNRSIT—FDAY v b,
THREFHMMELS & R E 0,
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I would like to be a researcher in the future. The USA and Europe are more advanced in
that field. I can read and understand the latest research articles in English—that is the
biggest benefit for now. Values unrelated to economic benefits also matter.

These perceptions of bilingual advantages are also diverse. The interviewees are
aware that being bilingual has given them benefits in multiple domains of life, opening
doors for appreciating different values. As for material benefits, Hanae reported that her
English proficiency was advantageous in the job market and Haruka noted that she has
access to the latest information or knowledge that would otherwise be unavailable to her
if she is not bilingual.

Regarding non-material benefits, both Hanae and Yumiko emphasised that their
horizons were broadened by being competent in English. The participants appreciate both
the material and non-material benefits of being bilingual, whether they are related or
unrelated to “eliteness.” Kaori noted that being bilingual is a blessing in itself.

RQ3: How do the participants relate linguistic competence in English to a sense
of self-empowerment?

Interview Q: REEZEHOKFHI LV A —F NCTHOREN TE L EBNET
Do you think that you can express yourself more openly when you use English?
Interview Q: &Gl TH X CEIF 2 RIS H 2 & TOMBKILH U £975°? Do
you find it liberating to express your thoughts and feelings in English?

Hanae : {161 T HAN & GETRETAFR & >, MTOSY Lo BEED LD
i, FIEMMALEZALDHETTE, AT AT DOHEFHETRITEL S U
SRV, BIELENI RS L BAERETEHY 2RVAZ LEY
&

When talking to a Japanese person for the first time, I feel restrained thinking about age,
social position, and how to use honorifics. I do not have to worry about all these when 1
talk to native [English] speakers. My facial expressions become animated. I even hug, which
never happens in a Japanese environment.

Yumiko: JEETZEE L TNDH Z L&A =T VICHICT 2D BERROT, 72
72, 7 AU I NIZ Tpolitically correct] - TV 9 D ZEFEFITEKR L E31F L
FELR RO TMRENDNGNERNZ EbH D,

In English, it is natural to speak openly about what you feel. However, Americans are very
conscious of being "politically correct," but since it is not my mother tongue, I sometimes
do not know what is wrong.

Kaori: (JEFEICIT) HAGED L O ICHGE L 370D T, HEEZFEFS Z & TA
EDOHEEDPEL 2> TVD RS> TV I KRB LET,

My relationship with others seems to get closer when I speak English, which does not have
a system of honorifics.

Haruka: WEBR72 S\ 7% AARGED % < M- TN L DT, BRARREEZ A

KREETZLEREE R MY 1T &, T LHEIT-Z VDV HDEZ > TWNDH LI 78,
T varb¥izL L, WEEIE LA =T UNIRILTE L0 bIRBUE T2 72

bLORH-TZD LET,

I use ambiguous expressions without hesitation in Japanese as I have a wider repertoire of
ambiguous phrases in Japanese. I am more assertive and use gestures more frequently when

I'speak English. I can express myself more openly in English, so there is a kind of liberating
feeling,
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McMahill reported in her study (2001) that some Japanese L2 learners said that they
express themselves more explicitly in English than in Japanese. It is interesting to note that
this view is shared by the participants in this study, who claim that they sometimes feel
more at ease when they speak English and can express themselves more openly or explicitly
in English, being freed from the linguistic rules linked with Japanese, such as honorifics.
Hanae and Haruka remarked that they are conscious of acting differently when
communicating in English, noting they use bodily actions more actively. Haruka also said
that she experienced a sense of liberation possibly evoked by the use of English.

Interview Q: HEJNH 5 Z &L THECRMINRMS 2 TH EBVET?
Do you think that linguistic competence in English affords you confidence or a sense of
self-empowerment?

Hanae: M DM S 3720, SGEEDNFEENITXME D 0D AfE. &
LRED, FICEEEE < LW ) TOEIC b £ L (M) BHd L,

I have no anxiety about going abroad. I am confident that I can manage in some way or
another since I can speak English. Well, I make it a rule to set lofty goals. I wish to achieve
a perfect score in the TOEIC [Test of English for International Communication)].
Yumiko: S IXATE Y BEDRF TT, A THICHOT LI L2 L5 AADIER
(CEITLLE I DB LET,

Now I feel more confident than before and sometimes think about how I can give back to
Japanese society what I have learned abroad.

Kaori: HIE, FWI & EPITHEE LR, BOOBERIMD 6200 THRE
TLHLDRWEWITHNRHY L LT E, AlFEFEL 2L T, BHIFZ SR
STWVWDEIT-EVFE XD,

Before, when faced with something difficult, I had to grin and bear it because I could not
express my opinion [in English]. Now I can speak my mind straightforwardly.

Haruka: AR TEHELTH, ~EXofbF2Hid L9 & idlbivy, 2ok
LITIeT v A EBORDTIZ,

Even if I work in Japan, I don’t want to keep that job for the rest of my life. I would like
to pursue new opportunities in the future.

In their responses, the participants showed a sense of confidence and purposefulness
in life. While Hanae is strongly motivated to improve her English proficiency, Haruka is
eager to seek new career opportunities in the future. Yumiko believes in making social
contributions with her knowledge, earned through her proficiency in English, and Kaori is
conscious of an empowered self, which she believes was attained through her linguistic
competence in English. Some of their words resonate with the notion of neoliberal
subjectivities that value inner competition with oneself to attain goals in life and investment
in oneself for empowerment (Brown, 2003).

As McMahill (2001) argues, some Japanese women may acquire English proficiency
as a means of obtaining “a weapon for self-empowerment as women in Japan” (p. 332)
against the backdrop of unfavourable working environments in Japan for women in terms
of pay scales and career opportunities (Yamaguchi, 2019).

Conclusion
This paper reported on a study that examined how certain bilingual Japanese women
see their identities and perspectives in a wider socio-cultural context. In this research, the
participants’ interviews served as rich data sources and subsequent analysis provided a



32 Japan Journal of Multilingualisn and Multiculturalism N ol 28 2022

unique glimpse into what it means to be a late bilingual Japanese woman in an age of
globalisation. The interview answers suggest that they are aware of the social, psychological,
and lifestyle advantages of being bilingual. Their responses also offered insights into how
they see themselves and the world around them once they have achieved the goal of
becoming and being bilingual.

RQ1 asked how the participants view cross-cultural experience and its impact on
their identity as bilinguals. Their answers suggest that they believe their experience abroad
has influenced the way they view the world. Hanae, Kaori, and Haruka reported that they
feel like a different person when they speak English, although Yumiko cast doubt on this,
saying such a perceived shift in identity may not be directly associated with the use of
different languages.

RQ2 asked how they see “native-like competence in English,” “eliteness,” and the
benefits of being bilingual. Standard English spoken by native speakers is typically seen as
a desirable model for English learners and is often linked with “eliteness” or a higher level
of social achievement associated with that variety of English. However, these female
bilinguals do not focus solely on emulating native English speakers. Taking all their answers
into account, a high level of English proficiency does not necessarily signal a high degree
of identification with native speakers or a stronger sense of belonging to English-speaking
communities.

While they are aware of commonly held advantages attributed to bilinguals, their
answers about the benefits of being bilingual proved to be personal. One of the material
benefits mentioned is having more job opportunities. Another is being able to read the
latest academic papers in English; being bilingual allows them to gain more knowledge
resources. Regarding non-material benefits, they stated that linguistic competence in
English helped broaden their horizons or see things in perspective. All in all, the
responses indicate that they value the material and non-material benefits of being
bilingual, whether or not they are directly connected to “eliteness.”

RQ3 asked how they relate their linguistic competence in English to their sense of
self-empowerment. Being capable of accessing information that would be unavailable to
them if they were not bilingual and utilising English for their own purposes seems likely
to lead to empowerment and self-confidence. Having linguistic competence in English
makes them stand out as competitive candidates to potential employers as companies today
serve diverse, multilingual populations around the world. Linguistic competence in English
also enables them to explore a daring and expressive side of themselves, which helps them
navigate their career development in Japan and abroad. Having a core set of personal values
or principles that guide their choices and judgments in their daily life, these female
bilinguals empowered themselves to choose their own paths without struggling with
traditional gender expectations imposed on them in Japanese society.

The four participants talked about the tremendous opportunities they were endowed
with throughout their linguistic journeys and I reflected on my own language learning
experience. I feel blessed to have had the opportunity to co-construct a sense of belonging
to imagined communities: global networks of late bilingual Japanese women.
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Appendix
Language Learning History Questionnaire

Participant Name:

Q1. Date of Birth:

Q2. Education (your current or most recent education level, even if you have not

finished the degree) (Circle one):

e (Graduate School (PhD/MD/JD) e High School
e (Graduate School (Masters) e Other (specify):

e College/University (BA/BS)

Q3. Indicate your native language and any other languages you have studied or
learned, the age at which you started using each language in terms of listening,
speaking, reading, and writing, and the total number of years you have spent using

each language.

Language Listening Speaking Reading Writing Years of Use*

* You may have learned a language, stopped using it, and then started using

it again. Please give the total number of years.

Q4a. Country of Current Residence:

Q4b. Country of Birth:

Q4c. If 4a and 4b are different, then when did you move to the country

where you currently reside?
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QS. If you have lived or travelled in countries other than your country of residence or

country of birth for over one month, then indicate the name of the country, your period

of stay, your age, the language you used, and the frequency of your use of the

language for each country.

Country

Period of
Stay*

Age

Language

Frequency of Use**

1234567

* You may have been to one country on multiple occasions, each for a different

length of time. Add all the trips together and indicate the total length of stay.

** Please rate according to the following scale (circle the number in the table)

If vou used more than two languages during a given stay, indicate the

frequency of use for all languages used
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Never Rarely Sometimes

Regularly

Often

Usually

Always

1 2 3

4

6

Q6. Rate your current ability in terms of listening, speaking, reading, and writing in

each of the languages you have studied or learned. Please rate according to the

following scale (circle the number in the table):

Very poor Poor Limited Functional Good Very good | Native-like
1 2 3 4 6 7
Language Listening Speaking Reading Writing

1234567 1234567 1234567 1234567

1234567 1234567 1234567 1234567

1234567 1234567 1234567 1234567

1234567 1234567 1234567 1234567

Q7. If you have taken any standardized language proficiency tests (e.g., TOEIC),

indicate the name of the test, the language assessed, and the score you received. If you

do not remember the exact score, then indicate an "Approximate Score" instead.

Test

Language

Score

(Approximate

Score)




