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Abstract

The word gaijin, typically glossed as ‘foreigner’, has been the focus of academic interest 

spanning across several disciplines, ranging from studies in intercultural communication, 

discourse analysis, and discriminatory language. These studies have perhaps logically been 

confined to the context of Japan, as it makes sense to study ‘foreigners’ in a context in which 

they are indeed ‘foreign’. It may be by an extension of this logic that the use of the word 

gaijin has not been studied in contexts outside of Japan at all.

This study made use of a novel methodology of focus groups and follow-up 

interviews to capture the use of the word gaijin by members of the Japanese speech community 

in Sydney, to ascertain empirically how members of the community use the word gaijin, and in 

what contexts such usage occurs. The article identifies the interpretations of the word of native 

and non-native speakers of Japanese, and discovers two models of the use of the word gaijin.
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Introduction

It is characteristic of communities to defi ne themselves by stating what it is that they 

are not, and this is no less true in the case of some Japanese communities. Th e  w ord 

gaijin (外人), typically glossed as ‘foreigner’, or ‘outsider’, is an example of this 

characteristic. Outside Japan, the word has become well known as a result of the 

boom in ‘gaijin businessmen’1 during the 1980s and 1990s, and popular literary 

sources such as Clavell’s novel Gai-Jin.2 Within Japan, any long-term visitor is likely to 

become familiar with the word on a much more personal level.

1 Th e t erm gaijin was commonly used in English sources in reference to foreign workers and companies in Japan in the 1980s and 1990s, see for example 

Huddleston, Gaijin Kaisha.

2 Clavell, Gai-Jin.
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While in general use the word gaijin is translated in English as ‘foreigner’, the 

meaning of its composite characters gives it the literal meaning of ‘outside-person’, or 

‘outsider’. Its composition can be compared with the word gaikoku-jin (外国人) ‘foreign-

person’, whose composite characters mean ‘outside-country-person’. Both words are in 

common use in Japan, however it is the latter that is used in offi  cial documents and 

speeches. Th ere is a growing debate in Japanese society over the legitimacy of the use 

of the former, gaijin, amongst a gradual removal of discriminatory language from 

the media and offi  cial sources.3 Th is has occurred in response to a movement against 

discriminatory language driven by minority groups such as the indigenous Ainu 

population, the burakumin, and ethnic Korean Japanese.4

Although aversion to the use of the word gaijin is not universal, it is signifi cant. 

An early online survey of foreigners residing in Japan in 1996 found that 40% of 

respondents considered the word to be discriminatory or racist, with the remaining 60% 

either unsure or not bothered by the word.5 While studies of the word have commendably 

referenced aversion to its use and its occurrence in the public sphere, no empirical 

studies have been undertaken to establish the social function of the word, or indeed, 

the underlying attitudes towards its use by Japanese speakers. Regardless of whether the 

word is considered discriminatory by the speaker or the referent, the word gaijin is a 

clear expression of diff erence with complex and varying interpretations attached. 

Less clear, is our understanding of how such diff erence is expressed by Japanese 

communities living outside Japan and the role that language such as the word gaijin 

plays in the expression of identity and community boundaries. In an eff ort to address 

this gap, this article will detail the results of a 2009 study on the actual use of the word 

gaijin by the Japanese speech community in Sydney, to determine the characteristics 

and function of such use.

Th e study was designed with two purposes. Th e fi rst was to ascertain how the 

Japanese speech community in Sydney uses the word gaijin. Th e second was to identify the 

contexts in which the Japanese speech community use the word gaijin. As such, the study 

made use of fi ve research questions in order to investigate the phenomenon of the use of 

the word gaijin in a foreign setting in the Japanese speech community in Sydney, Australia. 

1. Are members of the Japanese speech community in Sydney aware of their usage of

the word gaijin?

3 Gottlieb, Linguistic Stereotyping and Minority Groups in Japan, p. 14; Michiura, ‘Terebi hōsō yōgo no genzai (Television Broadcast Language at present)’.

4 Burakumin: the descendants of the lower echelons of the Japanese feudal system. Gottlieb, Language and Society in Japan.

5 Gottlieb, Linguistic Stereotyping and Minority Groups in Japan, p. 97. To the best of the author’s knowledge there is no more recent survey of foreign 

resident attitudes towards the word gaijin.
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2. a. In what ‘key’6 do members of the Japanese speech community in Sydney use 

 the word gaijin?

 b. What functions7 are being achieved by the use of the word gaijin, if any?

3. a. Who in the Japanese speech community uses the word gaijin?

 b. Who is being referred to by the use of the word gaijin?

4. a. What are the ‘scenes and settings’8 in which the use of the word gaijin occurs?

 b. What level of formality is associated with the use of the word gaijin?

5. In what ways is the usage of the word gaijin interpreted?

To improve our empirical understanding of the word gaijin the study made use 

of Hymes’ components of speech as a framework for developing the research questions 

as these are well established tools for sociolinguistic analysis.9 However, for the purposes 

of defi ning the social function of the word gaijin, this article will chiefl y draw upon the 

conclusions of the study in relation to research questions 2b and 5 as these generated the 

richest and most illuminating data.

Th e article will fi rst review the literature relating to the word gaijin, then detail 

the research methodology. Th e article will then identify interpretations of the word and 

discuss its function by developing two models of the word’s use.

Gaijin

While a basic defi nition of the word gaijin was provided above, this section will outline 

the existing literature regarding the word and the approaches used in its study. In doing 

so, the study can be located as addressing the general lack of consideration of the use 

of the word gaijin in a context outside of Japan, and as addressing a lack of empirical 

research pertaining to the word in general. A limitation of the present literature review 

has been the general paucity of research regarding the word gaijin, with a limited 

number of works dedicated to its study.

6 Hymes, Foundations in Sociolinguistics, p. 57.

7 Ibid., p. 64.

8 Ibid., p. 55.

9 Ibid.; Fasold, Th e sociolinguistics of language; Saville-Troike, Th e ethnography of communication: an introduction, pp. 108-11; Figueroa, Sociolinguistic Metatheory.



Daniel Curtis

35

Literature related to the word gaijin spans several academic disciplines, ranging 

from studies in intercultural communication, discourse analysis and discriminatory 

language. Although these all diff er greatly in their approach to the word, works in each of 

these disciplines have in common an exclusive focus on the use of the word within Japan. 

Ishii’s10 study of gaijin represents the most substantial consideration of the 

word in the context of studies of intercultural communication. In tracing the Japanese 

concept of ‘strangers’ through folklore as represented by tales of marebito and ijin, Ishii 

states that the word gaijin refers exclusively to those who are physically diff erent from 

the Japanese (that is, white or black).11 Th is focus on physical diff erence as a defi nition 

of the word gaijin is shared by the bulk of the literature, however this is a statement that 

seems to be taken for granted with little or no empirical evidence. 

A very diff erent approach to the study of the word gaijin is that taken by 

Nishizaka, who uses a discourse analysis approach to argue that the identities and 

interpretations of gaijin, and hen na gaijin12 are achieved through interaction. Nishizaka 

analyses a recording of a radio interview between a Japanese host and an exchange 

student, in which the host uses the word gaijin to assert his own identity as Japanese in 

a situation where the exchange student displayed an unexpected profi ciency in reading 

kanji (Chinese characters).13 Nishizaka’s analysis uncovers another dimension of the 

word gaijin that is not based purely on appearance, but that is rooted in the expression 

and assertion of identity by the speaker. However, the scope of the study is limited in its 

analysis of a single discourse, and it is diffi  cult to determine to what extent other factors, 

such as the physical appearance of the exchange student, may have prompted the use of 

the word gaijin.

Th e third study of the word gaijin is the discriminatory language research 

approach, featured in the analysis of Gottlieb.14 She off ers a brief discussion of the word 

gaijin in two studies,15 in which growing discontent towards the use of the word is 

documented from the 1980s, in particular the activities of human rights campaigners 

in Japan such as the ISSHO Kikaku group that have highlighted discrimination towards 

foreigners.16 Within the discussion of the word gaijin, Gottlieb’s analysis is congruent 

with that of Ishii and Nishizaka in regard to the referents of the word and its use.17 

10 Ishii, op. cit.

11 Marebito: ‘rare stranger’, Ijin: Archaic term for a ‘foreigner’ or for a person from outside one’s community. Ibid., p. 151.

12 hen na gaijin: ‘Strange foreigner’ generally refers to a foreigner with a high competency in Japanese and an understanding of Japanese culture; Nishizaka, 

‘Doing interpreting within interaction’, p. 246.

13 Ibid., pp. 241-6.

14 Gottlieb, Language and Society in Japan; Gottlieb, Linguistic Stereotyping and Minority Groups in Japan.

15 Gottlieb, Language and Society in Japan, pp. 117-8; Gottlieb, Linguistic Stereotyping and Minority Groups in Japan, pp. 96-7.

16 Gottlieb, Language and Society in Japan, p. 117.

17 Ibid., p. 118.
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Th e above studies of the word gaijin have perhaps logically been confi ned to the 

Japanese context. It makes sense to study foreigners in a place where they are indeed 

‘foreign’. It may be an extension of this logic that the use of the word gaijin has not been 

objectively studied in contexts outside of Japan at all.

Th e use of the word gaijin to refer to foreigners outside Japan has been 

documented briefl y by Tsuda18 in a study of Nikkei Japanese19 in Brazil, where it is 

claimed that the word is used in the Japanese community to refer to those outside of 

the community. Tsuda’s study is not focused on the language use of the community in 

Brazil, therefore little detail is provided about the circumstances in which the word is 

used. However, Tsuda’s reference to the use of the word outside Japan supports the need 

to further investigate the language use of Japanese speech communities abroad.

Th e above brief review of the literature related to the word gaijin highlights two 

main points. First, study regarding the word gaijin is limited in comparison to the study 

of words referring to other minority groups in Japan, and second, that there are several 

persistent generalisations regarding the referents and use of the word gaijin, that are 

recurrent without suffi  cient supporting empirical evidence.

Research Methodology

While early sociolinguistic studies focused on an ethnographic approach based on 

participant observation,20 in recent research interview data have oft en formed the basis 

of analysis.21 However, this study utilised focus groups and follow up interviews (FUI) 

as the primary sources of data related to the use of the word gaijin in the Japanese speech 

community. Th is was due to the breadth of the data that could be gleaned from this 

methodology, and because of the well known criticisms of co-construction occurring 

in the more traditional interview methodology.22 Ethics approval was granted by the 

university at which the study took place in May 2009.

Sampling

Six native speakers of Japanese (NSJ) and three non-native speakers of Japanese (NNSJ) 

were chosen from the Japanese speech community in Sydney. NSJ participants were 

18 Tsuda, Strangers in the ethnic homeland, p. 372.

19 Second or later generation descendants of Japanese settlers.

20 Figueroa, Sociolinguistic Metatheory.

21 Lo, op. cit.; Kotani, op. cit.

22 See Silverman, ‘Analyzing Talk and Text’, pp. 343-5; Hammersley, Questioning Qualitative Inquiry, pp. 89-98.
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chosen to refl ect a range of communicative competency with non-members of the 

Japanese speech community, and divided between three focus groups. NNSJ participants 

are included in the study in order to consider the use of the word gaijin by NNSJ 

members of the speech community, and to provide a greater breadth of viewpoints to 

be discussed by participants in the focus groups. 

26 NSJ potential participants were asked to complete a questionnaire, providing 

details on their personal background pertaining to their membership of the Japanese 

speech community in Sydney and their exposure to contact situations with non-

members of the community. Th e questionnaire collected information pertaining to the 

length of residence in Australia, and language use. Respondents were asked to rate their 

English ability, and the frequency with which they use the English language. Participants 

were able to select from one of four grades of English ability, which were adapted from 

the defi nitions of bands 4 (Limited User), 5 (Modest User), 7 (Good User) and 9 (Expert 

User) of the 9 band International English Language Testing System marking scale.23

Six potential NNSJ participants were also asked to complete a questionnaire to 

establish the extent of their interactions with the Japanese speech community in Sydney, 

their Japanese profi ciency and general language background. Th e potential participants 

included both native and non-native speakers of English. As with the NSJ questionnaire 

the NNSJ questionnaire collected information on residency in Australia and Japan, and 

the respondent’s language background, querying the frequency of Japanese language 

use, languages spoken at home and at the workplace. Respondents were asked to rate 

their Japanese ability, and the frequency with which they use the Japanese language. 

Participants were able to select from one of four grades of Japanese ability. Th e 

defi nition for each of these grades was adapted from the competencies explained in the 

defi nitions of bands 4 (Limited User), 5 (Modest User), 7 (Good User) and 9 (Expert 

User) of the 9 band IELTS marking scale for consistency, and as the explanations 

for each grade reference general communicative ability rather than English specifi c 

language skills.

Selection of participants

A simple points based scale was devised24 to rate NSJ questionnaire respondents in their 

level of experience in interacting with non-members of the Japanese speech community, 

23 IELTS, ‘Getting my results’.

24 Derived from a points system used in Masumi-So, ‘Kaigai no Nihon-go shiyō no Ibunka Sesshoku Bamen ni okeru Sōgo-kōi Bunseki’, pp. 174-175.
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and to rate NNSJ respondents in their level of experience in interacting with the Japanese 

speech community. Th is was done in order to consider the eff ect of such experience 

upon the use of the word gaijin by research participants. Th e scale rates participants 

based on their length of residence outside of or in Japan, the language spoken at their 

place of residence and workplace, length of language study and their self-assessment 

of their non-native language ability, in order to place them into corresponding focus 

groups. Th e points scheme is detailed in Table 1 below.

Table 1 – Contact Situation Experience

Variable Value Points

Length of Residency Outside of Japan (NSJ)

Length of Residency in Japan (NNSJ)

0-2 Years

2-5 Years

5-10 Years

Over 10 Years

1

2

3

4

Language Spoken at Residence Japanese (NSJ) / Other (NNSJ)

English (NSJ) / Japanese (NNSJ)

0

2

Language Spoken at Workplace Japanese (NSJ) / Other (NNSJ)

English (NSJ) / Japanese (NNSJ)

0

2

Frequency of English Use (NSJ)

Frequency of Japanese Use (NNSJ)

Less than 3 times a week

More than 3 times a week

Every day

1

2

3

Duration of English Study (NSJ)

Duration of Japanese Study (NNSJ)

0-2 Years

2-5 Years

5-10 Years

Over 10 Years

1

2

3

4

English Language Profi ciency Limited User

Modest User

Good User

Expert User

1

2

3

4

Th e purpose of the point scheme above was to provide a comparative measure 

for the level of experience that diff erent potential participants had had in interacting with 

non-members/members of the Japanese speech community by taking into consideration 

several diff erent factors that are diffi  cult to compare separately. Th e weighting of each 

item was determined by altering the fi gures to such that the point tallies for individual 

questionnaire respondents were suffi  ciently distributed to allow for comparison. Th e 
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higher the point score of a participant, the more experienced they may be considered to 

be in interacting with non-members/members of the Japanese speech community. It is 

assumed that generally, higher levels of exposure to contact situations are likely to have 

resulted in a greater number of experiences with the potential to alter the participant’s 

perceptions of non-members of the community.

Focus Groups

Focus groups have been chosen as the primary source of data as they have the potential to 

capture the use of the word gaijin as it occurs between members of the speech community, 

and to limit the involvement of the facilitator in the construction of responses. Additionally, 

the participant focus of the format allows participants to probe and challenge each other’s 

views, a practice that seldom takes place in conventional interviews.25 Th is provided 

valuable insight into the thought processes behind the use of the word.

Th e allocation of participants to focus groups is detailed in Table 2 below.

Table 2 – Focus Group Participants26

Focus 

Group

Name NSJ/NNSJ Age Gender Points

1 KimikoF13 NSJ 21 F 13

FredM11 NNSJ 21 M 11

2 EijiM16 NSJ 25 M 16

TomM10 NNSJ 23 M 10

3 SatomiF9 NSJ 26 F 9

CharlotteF12 NNSJ 28 F 12

Th e focus groups took place in a private room at the university, and were audio and 

video recorded for transcription and analytical purposes, and for the purpose of review 

during the FUIs to follow. In each group, participants were asked to view three short 

25 Bryman, Social Research Methods, pp. 475-6.

26 For example, KimikoF13 = Kimiko, Female, 13 points. Participant names are presented in this way to ensure that relevant information is contained in a 

single code.
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fi lms.27 Participants were encouraged to discuss the contents of each fi lm as well as any 

personal experiences or observations regarding interaction with non-speech community 

members. Some prompts were off ered by the facilitator where discussion faltered. 

Th ere are two reasons for the use of fi lm in the focus groups. First, the fi lm was 

used to provide an initial focus for what could have been a challenging topic for some of 

the participants, especially given the identity of the facilitator as a person who may be 

seen as a referent of the word gaijin. Second, the fi lm was intended to provide a common 

reference point for analysis of participants across the three groups, as data from each 

group was expected to vary greatly.

Th e fi lms were obtained from the Youtube website, using the search term 

“外人” (gaijin). Films were selected that contained the word gaijin in conversation, 

to act as a starting point for participants to discuss the use of the word. Th e fi lms 

chosen were also comical, to create an atmosphere in which participants could 

discuss the word freely.

Follow-Up Interviews

In this study the FUI served as an opportunity for participant and researcher to explore 

and interpret the data gained from the focus groups, and had three main purposes. First, 

the FUI was used to allow participants an opportunity to verbalise the thought processes 

or lack thereof that accompanied particular actions in the data, and in confi dence.28 

Th is is important as a means of circumventing the possible eff ect of social expectations 

in shaping participant’s responses with other members of the speech community. 

Second, the FUI allowed both researcher and participant to explore any extra-linguistic 

behaviour that may occur in the focus group data.29 Th ird, the FUI was a mechanism by 

which the researcher could clarify and validate existing data.30 

Th e FUI is a one-on-one interview that is conducted aft er the transcription of 

the original data has been completed. Th e FUIs were conducted within a week of the 

original data collection, so that the participant’s recollections of the event were clear, 

and were audio and video recorded for the purpose of transcription and analysis.

27 Film 1: ‘Azumanga Daioh: the Animation’, Unknown episode, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-kn2ogbiOuk&NR=1; Film 2: ‘Azumanga Daioh: the 

Animation’, Unknown episode, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qTm2tk1yzSI; Film 3: ‘Outside World News #2 - GAIJIN BANNED’, http://www.youtube.

com/watch?v=Dvm9X-aafWM&NR=1.

28 Ibid.

29 Fan, ‘Taishōsha no naisei wo chōsa suru: Forōappu Intabyū’, pp. 88-90.

30 Muraoka, ‘Forōappu Intabyū ni okeru shitsumon to ōtō’, p. 210.
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Th e FUI gauges the participant’s expectations of the study, and awareness before, 

during and aft er the study. Th e facilitator focuses on the participant’s awareness of their 

own behaviour and thought processes, norms and deviations on norms, evaluation 

of behaviour and behaviour of other participants, while viewing footage of the data. 

Progression through the footage is controlled by the participant, although the facilitator 

may direct the participant’s focus to a particular point where desired.31

Description of Data

Th e data collection methods outlined above yielded a rich array of data in two forms, 

the transcripts of participants’ speech, and the visual record of the participants’ non-

verbal communication, as captured on video. Th e transcripts provide a record of the 

occurrence of the word gaijin in the speech of participants, while video data contain 

a vivid and visual record of participant’s non-verbal communication, including para-

language such as pauses, fi llers and intonation that accompanied their speech.

Each of the focus groups took place with two participants, an NSJ and an NNSJ. 

Th e participants of each focus group are detailed in Table 3 below.

Table 3 – Details of Focus Groups and Follow-up Interviews (FUI)

Focus Group 1 Kimiko (KimikoF13) Fred (FredM11)

Sex F M

NSJ/NNSJ NSJ NNSJ

Points 

(See research 

methodology above)

13 11

Duration of Focus Group 

(Language)
48 minutes (Japanese)

Duration of FUI 1 hour 52 minutes (Japanese) 1 hour 50 minutes (English)

Focus Group 2 Eiji (EijiM16) Tom (TomM10)

Sex M M

NSJ/NNSJ NSJ NNSJ

31 Neustupný, op. cit., pp. 15-17; Fan, op. cit., pp. 93-4.
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Points 16 10

Duration of Focus Group 

(Language)
31 minutes (Japanese)

Duration of FUI 1 hour 29 minutes (Japanese) 1 hour 8 minutes (English)

Focus Group 3 Satomi (SatomiF9) Charlotte (CharlotteF12)

Sex F F

NSJ/NNSJ NSJ NNSJ

Points 9 12

Duration of Focus Group 

(Language)
27 minutes (Japanese)

Duration of FUI 48 minutes (Japanese) 1 hour 11 minutes (English)

Eleven interpretations of the word gaijin were identifi ed in total across the 

three focus groups, which are discussed in detail below. Th ese interpretations referred 

to particular physical, behavioural and linguistic characteristics that were associated by 

the participants with referents of the word.

Focus Group 1 (FG1)

Five interpretations of the word gaijin were identifi ed in FG1. In total, three interpretations 

of the word gaijin were identifi ed during FG1 by KimikoF13. Th e fi rst is that a gaijin 

does not speak Japanese (K1), the second that the word refers to a white person (K2a), 

with particular physical characteristics, such as height and a large nose (K2b), and the 

third, that the word refers to a person diff erent to oneself (K3). Th ese characteristics are 

not mutually exclusive, as they lend themselves to the description of a particular group 

of people. Th e three characteristics of gaijin identifi ed by KimikoF13 are congruent 

with the defi nitions of the term identifi ed in the preceding literature.32 KimikoF13 was 

forthcoming and hesitated little in identifying the above characteristics, suggesting that 

these were associations that she was readily aware of and that she had considered before.

Based on the above three interpretations of the word gaijin by KimikoF13, 

the word gaijin can be defi ned as an index as it is used here by a NSJ to point to a 

particular group, the members of which are physically and linguistically diff erent to 

32 Gottlieb, op. cit.; Ishii, op. cit.; Nishizaka, op. cit. 
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the speaker. Th e word gaijin indexes this diff erence, but is also limited to those with 

the above characteristics.

Two interpretations of the word gaijin were identifi ed by FredM11. Th e fi rst 

was a strong nuance of non-acceptance of the referents of the word gaijin when used 

by NSJ (F2). When used by NSJ, the word is interpreted as indicating non-acceptance: 

an interpretation which was partly based on negative encounters with the word while 

living in Japan. FredM11 spoke of the issue emotionally in FG1 (see extract in Table 

4), and elaborated in his FUI that he felt strongly about the word to the point that he 

would disassociate himself from those who continued its use. Th e issue of acceptance 

was not an interpretation raised directly by KimikoF13, however, parallels can be drawn 

with the notion that a gaijin is somebody who is diff erent to oneself. It would seem to 

be this notion of diff erence that contributes to an understanding of the word as being 

associated with a lack of acceptance by the speaker. 

Th e second interpretation of the word identifi ed by FredM11 off ered a very 

diff erent understanding of the word gaijin to that off ered by KimikoF13. In contrast to 

the defi nition of gaijin as a distinctly white person with certain physical characteristics, 

the defi nition off ered by FredM11 was purely that of ‘foreigner’, a word stripped of the 

context of physical appearance and linguistic ability. While the confl ation of the word 

gaijin to ‘foreigner’ may seem to be deeply related to the notion of non-acceptance 

discussed above, FredM11 claimed in the FUI that he did not associate the word 

‘foreigner’ with any negative connotation. It was revealed by FredM11’s utterances in 

the focus group and in his FUI that in his use of the word ‘foreigner’, FredM11 saw the 

referents of the word as shift ing contextually based on time and place, as opposed to 

the fi xed Japanese context constraint implied by KimikoF13’s use of the word gaijin. 

Th us, the second interpretation given here can be considered separate to the fi rst 

interpretation listed above. 

Th e two interpretations identifi ed by FredM11 cast two diff erent lights on the 

indexing function of the word gaijin exhibited by KimikoF13. In addition to indexing 

diff erence, as an NNSJ, FredM11 interprets the word gaijin as indexing acceptance, and 

sees the word as a term used to estrange the referent from the speaker. In describing 

the second characteristic of the word, FredM11 provides a diff erent interpretation of 

the word gaijin, expressing an ‘ideal’ interpretation of the word as a deictic index of the 

‘foreigner’ relevant to the speaker, and separate from its Japanese context.

Table 4 summarises the interpretations of the word gaijin shared by the 

participants of FG1, along with the original utterance and English translation. 
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Table 4 – Interpretations of the word gaijin identifi ed by KimikoF13 and FredM11

K: KimikoF13, F: FredM11

Interpretations of 

the word gaijin

Original utterance

One who does not 

speak Japanese (K1)

K：なんか本当外人を見たら日本
語喋れないみたいな前提でこう
見てしまう↑

K: It’s really like there’s an 

assumption that if you see a gaijin 

they can’t speak Japanese.

One who is referred 

to as a white person 

(K2a)

K：なんか　外人　というと　白
人ってイメージがしてなんとなく
　外国人と言うとそれ以外って感
じがする 

K: When you say ‘gaijin’ there is 

more or less an image of a white 

person. When you say ‘gaikoku-

jin’ it’s like everybody else.

One who has 

certain physical 

characteristics, like 

being tall and/or 

sharp-nosed (K2b)

K：例えば私の友達で　私の友
達の彼氏が外人さんで白人さん
だったんだけど　私の彼氏外人
なんだと言った時に皆がへ　背
高いのとか鼻高いのとか　なんか
［F：金髪なの↑］そう　そうそう
そう　ブロンド↑とか　なんかそ
ういう容姿的なイメージがやっぱ
外人というだけでこう付いてくる 

K: For example with my friend, 

my friend’s boyfriend was a gaijin, 
a white person, but when she said 

“My boyfriend’s a gaijin” everyone 

was like “is he tall?” or “does he 

have a big nose?” like [F: “Is he 

blonde?”] Yeah, yeah yeah like “Is 

he blonde?” Just by saying ‘gaijin’ 

those kinds of appearance based 

images are defi nitely attached.

One who is diff erent 

to oneself (K3)

K：だから　こっちの大学来てや
っぱアジア人同士アジア人同士
で固まっちゃうというのは　まあ
なんか　なんとなく分かる　感じ
　ちょっと嫌な気もするけど　で
も分かる感じはして　だからその
外人というと全く自分とは似てい
ない　その容姿的にも

K: Coming to this university aft er 

all I understand why the Asians 

group up with other Asians. I have 

an idea that it’s a bit unpleasant, 

but I feel like I understand. So 

when you say ‘gaijin’ it means that 

they aren’t like yourself, including 

appearance.
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Interpretations of 

the word gaijin

Original utterance

Not accepted by the 

community (F1)

F：僕もう［K：何回も］何回も行っ
ているし［K：うん］もうこれから結
構長くいるつもりなので［K：うんう
ん］まあちょっと認め　認めてもら
いたいですね
K：ああ　認めてもらうということ
はその外人という言葉を使われる
っていうのが　その認められてい
ないという風に感じますか↑
F：そうですね
K：ああ
F：私達と［K：日本人と］違いますね
［K：ああ］って感じがします

F: I’ve been many times [K: many 

times] and I intend to be there for 

a long time [K: yes, yes] and well, 

I’d like to be accepted you know

K: Ah, so when you say you’d like 

to be accepted you mean that 

when the word gaijin is used you 

feel like you’re not being accepted?

F: Th at’s right

K: Ah

F: I feels like “You’re diff erent 

from us [K: Th e Japanese] aren’t 

you” [K: Ah] 

Foreign background 

(F2)

F：オーストラリアの社会では（1.0

）ほら　multiculturalだから［K：う
ん］別にもうインドから来ても韓国
中国から来てオーストラリアに住
んでたらもう外人というforeigner

と呼びません

F: In Australian society (1.0) look, 

because it’s multicultural [K: Yeah] 

even if you come from India, or 

Korea or China when you’re living 

in Australia then you won’t be 

called gaijin or foreigner.

Focus Group 2 (FG2)

Th ree interpretations of the word gaijin were identifi ed in the discourse of FG2 

participants. Th e fi rst interpretation identifi ed by the participants related to physical 

appearance (E&T1). When asked whether he had ever been called a gaijin in 

circumstances similar to those in Film1, TomM10 claimed that he had not, because 

he was Asian in appearance. Following Film 2, EijiM16 claimed that he thought the 

depiction of the physical characteristics of the foreigner in the fi lm (tall, blue eyes) 

was “typical” of a gaijin. Th is supports the fi nding that there are particular physical 

characteristics that are associated with referents of the word gaijin.

Th e second interpretation identifi ed was non-verbal behaviour (E1). Th is 

interpretation was identifi ed aft er TomM10 related that he had been referred to 

“jokingly” as a gaijin by friends in Japan when he had diffi  culty using chopsticks. 

EijiM16 supported this claim by noting that even when a person spoke fl uent Japanese 

that he was able to discern whether they were Japanese or not based on their body 

language, and that the term gaijin is used to refer to “those with a diff erence in culture”. 
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Th is demonstrates that the characteristics referenced by the word gaijin are ultimately 

more complex than the more easily identifi ed physical and linguistic characteristics. 

EijiM16 responded at length in his FUI about the diffi  culty foreigners faced in adapting 

to Japanese cultural practices and norms, and argued that foreigners could be identifi ed 

easily by deviations from native participants’ behavioural norms, regardless of linguistic 

ability. EijiM16 revealed that his use of the word gaijin in FG2 to refer to this distinction 

between Japanese and non-Japanese occurred involuntarily, suggesting that the word 

gaijin was deeply associated with non-verbal behaviours that are considered diff erent to 

what is accepted to be the Japanese norm.

Th e third interpretation identifi ed was the use of English, which was congruent 

with interpretation K1 identifi ed in FG1. Th is fi nding indicates that the word gaijin 

indexes diff erence on multiple levels, based on observation of linguistic ability, non-

verbal behaviour and physical appearance.  

Table 5 summarises the interpretations of the word gaijin shared by the 

participants of FG2.

Table 5 - Interpretations of gaijin identifi ed by EijiM16 and TomM10

E: EijiM16, T: TomM10

Interpretations 

of gaijin

Original utterance

One who has a 

physical appearance 

diff erent to the 

Japanese (E&T1)

T：背も高いし
E：そうだね　うん　うん（2.0）目
が青いのは↑
T：うん　目青い
E：うん　ティピカルな外人と思う

T: And he’s tall

E: He is Yes Yes (2.0) and does he 

have blue eyes?

T: Yes blue eyes

E: Yes I think he’s a typical gaijin

One whose non-

verbal behaviour 

is diff erent from 

Japanese (E1)

E：やっぱりカルチャーの違いで
［R：はい］うんあのう　そういう
のが言葉からではなんか直接何
も分からないかもしれないけど　
こう外人というものと　こう認識
させたくなるとこあるなと

E: Aft er all it’s diff erences in 

culture [R: Right] Yeah umm You 

might not be able to tell that kind 

of thing directly from language, 

but it makes you want to realise 

that they are gaijin.

One who is assumed 

to speak English (T1)

T: 外人を見たら　すぐ　なんか
　その人多分英語　で通じるん
じゃないかと

T: When you see a gaijin, right 

away, it’s like “that person must 

understand English”.
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Focus Group 3

Th e interpretation of gaijin as indexing physical diff erence (C1) was identifi ed by 

CharlotteF12 who claimed that the word gaijin was not used of her because of her 

Asian experience. However, CharlotteF12’s understanding of the word gaijin diff ers in 

that it was based not on particular physical characteristics, but rather on a perception 

that the purpose of the word gaijin was to diff erentiate between races. CharlotteF12 

claimed in the focus group that negative perceptions associated with the word gaijin 

were based on poor translation and misrepresentation, and explained in her FUI that 

diff erentiating between races was a positive thing, as it is natural for “people to put 

things into categories”. SatomiF9 agreed in her FUI that the word gaijin was used in 

such a manner, but that she did not consider such use of the word to be discriminatory. 

SatomiF9 added that the word was used to indicate a person who was non-Japanese.

SatomiF9 made few original contributions as to any physical characteristics 

associated with referents of the word gaijin, and indicated in both the focus groups and 

FUI that she did not particularly like the word gaijin, and that she had not had much 

experience in interacting with NNSJ. SatomiF9 maintained a blank expression for much 

of the focus group and nodded constantly, and did not stop the tape in the FUI once 

of her own accord. SatomiF9’s verbal and non-verbal behaviour was interpreted by the 

researcher as passively listening, indicating little or no previous exposure to discourse 

related to the use of the word gaijin. Th e above suggests that SatomiF9 did not share the 

interpretation of the word gaijin as referring to particular physical characteristics such 

as whiteness, due to a lack of exposure to discourse with either NSJ or NNSJ regarding 

the use of the word gaijin or the characteristics associated with its referents. 

Th e second interpretation identifi ed in FG3 resembled interpretation F2 

from FG1. In not associating the word gaijin with particular linguistic or physical 

characteristics, SatomiF9 interpreted the word gaijin as indexing ‘foreignness’ 

(S1), which she defi ned as having been brought up in a diff erent environment. Th is 

interpretation of the word gaijin displays strong similarities to the ‘ideal’ interpretation 

of the word expressed by FredM11 in FG1. SatomiF9 related that the meaning of the 

word changed based on the place and situation, echoing the sentiment expressed 

by FredM11 in his FUI. SatomiF9 further applied this logic to claim that in Sydney, 

she considered herself to be a gaijin. Th us SatomiF9’s interpretation of gaijin diff ers 

from those raised by KimikoF13 and in FG2, in which the word gaijin is anchored as 

deictically opposite to Japanese. 

Table 6 summarises the interpretations of the word gaijin shared by the 

participants of FG3.
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Table 6 - Interpretations of gaijin identifi ed by CharlotteF12 and Satomi F9

C: CharlotteF12, S: SatomiF9

Interpretations 

of gaijin

Original utterance

One with 

certain physical 

characteristics (C1)

C：私的にはですね　やっぱり私
は同じくアジア系なので［R：はい］
それとこう　まあ似た様な経験は
　あまりなかったんですね

C: For me, as you’d expect, 

because I’m also Asian [R: yes] 

I haven’t really had a similar 

experience to that.

Foreign Background 

(S1)

S：自分たちとは違う国の人という
意味を込めた外人という言葉だと
思いますよね

S: I think the word gaijin carries 

the meaning of ‘somebody from a 

diff erent country to oneself ’.

Use of the word gaijin by the Japanese speech community in Sydney 

While the above discussion details the broad interpretations of the word gaijin by the 

Japanese speech community, it is necessary for the purposes of this study to frame the 

use of these interpretations by the speech community in Sydney. Of the three focus 

groups, the fi rst and third identifi ed uses of the word gaijin by the Japanese speech 

community in Sydney. 

In FG1, FredM11 purposefully informs the focus group of his observations 

of the use of the word in Sydney, stating that “in Australia the Japanese people are 

gaijin”. Furthermore, the word is inadvertently used by KimikoF13 in a Sydney context, 

describing non-Japanese restaurant staff . In FG3, as detailed above, SatomiF9 states 

that she considers herself to be a gaijin in the Sydney context. Th ese observations were 

further confi rmed in the respective FUIs.

In contrast, FG2 did not identify any usage of the word gaijin in the Sydney 

context. Conversely, the participants of FG2 stated that using this word would be 

situationally inappropriate given the multicultural nature of Sydney, refl ecting in 

particular EijiM16’s high contact situation fl uency.

Discussion

Following the above description of the data we can establish that there are multiple 

interpretations of the word gaijin, which can be grouped into two models of gaijin: the 
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portable notion of the Absolute gaijin, and the contextually specifi c Relative gaijin.33 

Th ese models of the word gaijin function as indices that point to and defi ne individuals 

or groups of people that are considered to be diff erent to the speaker. As eleven 

interpretations of the word gaijin were identifi ed, it became clear that the word is used 

by certain NSJs and NNSJs to point to referents that possess defi ning characteristics. 

Th us, the referents indexed by the word gaijin are dependent on the interpretations of 

the speaker, per the Absolute or Relative model of gaijin as defi ned below.

Th e role of indexing in the understanding of Japanese social order was 

highlighted in the volume edited by Bachnik and Quinn.34 Bachnik encouraged a shift  

in the conceptualisation of Japanese society from semantic to pragmatic meaning, 

realised in an understanding of indexing, rather than fi xed structural principles.35 While 

Bachnik advanced this reasoning with a focus on a collective Japanese concept of self-

embodied in the terms uchi and soto, this discussion borrows the concept of indexing 

as a means of mapping and identifying one’s own position and identity, by both verbal 

and non-verbal means. Th is approach dictates a focus on deixis in investigating the 

way in which individuals conceptualise themselves and the world around them.36 Th e 

above approach has been criticised by Hasegawa and Hirose,37 who have questioned the 

linguistic evidence for the uchi and soto concept towards which Bachnik and Quinn’s 

volume was aimed, citing examples of speech in which the Japanese self could not be 

conceived as collective, such as personal thoughts and mental states. Although this 

paper accepts that there are a number of defi nitions of self in a Japanese context, it 

makes use of the concept of indexing as a useful conceptual tool in determining the 

function that the word gaijin plays within the Japanese speech community in Sydney.

Bachnik defi nes an index as a scale or axis along which relationships can be 

gauged against a located reference point. Such indexing can be realised through any 

kind of communication: Bachnik provides honorifi cs, bowing (non-verbal behaviour as 

a means of communication) and choice of topic as examples.38 For the purposes of this 

discussion, the speaker is defi ned as the located reference point, and the referent of the 

word gaijin is defi ned as the deictic opposite. While the notion of an index infers several 

degrees along a scale between the speaker and the referent gaijin, this study produced 

insuffi  cient evidence to determine whether diff erent terms such as the variant gaijin-san 

or the alternative gaikoku-jin represent diff erent degrees on the same scale.

33 Th e models may be glossed in Japanese as 絶対的な外人 (zettai teki na gaijin) and 相対的な外人 (sōtai teki na gaijin) respectively.

34 Bachnik and Quinn, Situated Meaning.

35 Bachnik, ‘Introduction’, pp. 12-20.

36 Ibid., pp. 12-23.

37 Hasegawa and Hirose, ‘What the Japanese language tells us about the alleged Japanese relational self ’; Hirose and Hasegawa, ‘Nihongo kara mita Nihon-jin’; 

Hirose and Hasegawa, ‘Deikushisu no chūshin wo nasu Nihon-teki jiko’.

38 Bachnik, op. cit., pp. 24-6.
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Th e Absolute gaijin

Th e Absolute gaijin model represents the specifi c physical and linguistic interpretations 

of gaijin that are broadly identifi ed in the preceding literature, and that were expressed 

by participants in each of the focus groups. Th is model of gaijin is defi ned here as 

‘absolute’ because the referents of the model are unchanging, regardless of the location 

of the user of the word and the referent. In Figure 1 below, this is represented by the 

cline pointing away from the speaker. Th e Absolute gaijin is assumed to be the most 

common model.

FG1 demonstrated that such indexing may be interpreted as estrangement from 

the speaker by NNSJ referred to as gaijin. Th is is also represented by the cline on Figure 

1 below, however it is placed in square brackets as it is an interpretation of the index by 

the referent. Th e focus groups did not produce any evidence that such estrangement is 

a conscious function of the word gaijin, however this is not discounted by the fi ndings 

given above. 

Th e Absolute gaijin as an index of diff erence off ers some insight into the way 

its users map their relationships and interactions with those NNSJ that correspond to 

the characteristics associated with the word gaijin. Indexing referents with the word 

gaijin categorises the referents as being diff erent, and therefore asserts the identity of 

the speaker as Japanese. Th is notion of the use of the word gaijin is perhaps rooted 

in the assumption of Japanese homogeneity that continues to be relatively prevalent 

in Japanese society.39 Parallels can be drawn to the use of the word gaijin by the NSJ 

radio interviewer to assert his Japanese identity in Nishizaka’s study of a NSJ-NNSJ 

interaction.40 Th e assertion of identity of Japanese descendent Brazilians with the use of 

the word is another example of such usage.41 Th us the use of the Absolute gaijin model 

is part of the way in which NSJ may present their Japanese identity when participating 

in an interaction with a NNSJ, or a discourse referring to an NNSJ. 

39 Sugimoto, An introduction to Japanese society.

40 Nishizaka, op. cit., p. 246.

41 Tsuga, op. cit., p. 372.
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Figure 1 – Th e Absolute gaijin as an index

Speaker 

(NSJ)

diff erence (K3) 

[estrangement (F1)]

gaijin (absolute) 

white (K2a), tall etc. 

(K2b, E&T1, C1), 

does not speak Japanese 

(K1, T1), diff erent non-

verbal behaviour (E1) 

Th e Relative gaijin

Th e Relative gaijin model diff ers from the Absolute gaijin model in that its referent is 

not clearly defi ned as possessing particular characteristics, and as such, both the speaker 

and the gaijin are variables. Th e model is ‘relative’ because the referent of the word gaijin 

changes relative to the identity of the speaker. Th is model can be distinguished from the 

Absolute model of gaijin, where an ethnically Japanese NSJ can be referred to as gaijin, 

whereas such a reference is unthinkable in the prevalent Absolute model of gaijin. Th e 

Relative gaijin model indexes diff erence as defi ned by the referent possessing a diff erent 

background to the speaker (F2, S1). Th is is represented by the cline in Figure 2 below. 

In this model, both the speaker and the referent could be any combination of NSJ 

and NNSJ. Where the referent of the Absolute model of gaijin is anchored to a particular 

set of interpretations, which are juxtaposed to the speaker, the Relative gaijin is more 

simply a deictic term for a referent with a background diff erent to that of the speaker.

Th e Relative gaijin model can be compared to the Absolute model in terms of 

the use of the word to categorise the referent as being diff erent to the speaker. However, 

the notion of the use of the word gaijin to assert the Japanese identity of the speaker 

does not apply to the Relative gaijin model.

Figure 2 – Th e Relative gaijin as an index

Speaker 

(NSJ/NNSJ)

diff erent background gaijin (relative) foreign 

background (F2, S1)
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Contact situation fl uency and the use of the word gaijin

As discussed above, participants were allocated points to determine the level of 

experience of NSJ and NNSJ in interacting with NNSJ and NSJ members of the Japanese 

speech community respectively (contact situation fl uency), in order to consider the 

eff ect of such experience upon the use of the word gaijin by research participants. Th is 

was based upon an expectation by the researcher that a higher level of contact situation 

fl uency would reduce the likelihood of the participant’s use of the word gaijin. Th is 

expectation was challenged by the use of the word gaijin by SatomiF9, with the lowest 

point score of all of the participants. Th is suggests that certain individual experiences 

may play a large role in infl uencing the use of the word gaijin by particular individuals. 

However, a relationship was identifi ed between the contact situation fl uency of the 

NSJ participants and their exposure to previous discourse regarding the word gaijin, 

which was refl ected in their participation in the focus groups. Table 7 demonstrates the 

relationship between the use of the word gaijin and the participant’s contact situation 

fl uency, as the participants are placed in order of their points from low to high.

Table 7 – Contact situation fl uency and the use of the word gaijin in Sydney

NSJ

Name Points Use of gaijin

SatomiF Low 9 Use of the Relative gaijin model. Claimed that she herself was 

a gaijin in Sydney. Seemed unaware of Absolute gaijin model 

interpretations of the word, and displayed little or no evidence of 

previous discourse regarding the word.

KimikoF 13 Use of the Absolute gaijin model. Was unaware of her use of the 

word in a Sydney context. Little evidence of previous experience in 

discourse regarding gaijin, however readily discussed interpretations 

of the word.

EijiM High 16 Did not use the word gaijin in Sydney. Was readily aware of 

interpretations associated with the word gaijin. Claimed that use of 

the word was inappropriate given the multicultural nature of Sydney.
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NNSJ

Name Points Use of gaijin

TomM Low 10 Did not use the word gaijin in Sydney. Was aware of Absolute 

gaijin model interpretations of the word, but displayed indiff erence 

towards the term.

FredM 11 Did not use the word gaijin in Sydney. Was aware of Absolute 

gaijin model interpretations of the word. Evidence of previous 

experience in discourse regarding gaijin (communication strategy).

CharlotteF High 12 Did not use the word gaijin in Sydney. Was aware of Absolute 

gaijin model interpretations of the word. Claimed that use of the 

word was justifi ed to categorise people of diff erent races.

When ordered by their contact situation fl uency, the NSJ participants exhibit 

increasing levels of awareness of interpretations of the word gaijin, as developed by prior 

experience of discourse with NNSJ. SatomiF9 displayed little or no evidence of previous 

discourse regarding the word gaijin, and her use of the Relative model of gaijin suggests 

a lack of awareness of the prevalent Absolute gaijin model. With higher exposure to 

related discourse, KimikoF13 was readily aware of the interpretations of the word gaijin. 

However, EijiM16, with the highest level of exposure to NNSJ, demonstrated both an 

awareness of the interpretations of the word gaijin, and an understanding that the use of 

the word was not considered appropriate given the multicultural context that the speech 

community is situated in. Although there is insuffi  cient evidence to identify a trend, the 

above suggests that increased exposure to discourse with and regarding NNSJ infl uences 

the likelihood that the word gaijin would be used to refer to an NNSJ in contexts outside 

of Japan. Th is limited sample also suggests that a progression exists in the evolution of 

the usage of the word gaijin between the two models from the Relative model, to the 

Absolute model, and fi nally to not using the word at all, although a progression from 

Absolute to Relative could be equally likely.

None of the NNSJ participants claimed to use the word in Sydney. Th e NNSJ 

participants were closely grouped in contact situation fl uency points, and a relationship 

between the points and awareness of the interpretations of the word gaijin was not 

identifi ed. While TomM10 and CharlotteF12 displayed a similar level of awareness 

of interpretations of the Absolute gaijin model, FredM11 exhibited the most in-depth 

understanding of these interpretations. FredM11 not only displayed knowledge of 

the Relative and Absolute gaijin models, but also expressed an understanding of the 

inappropriateness of the word in the multicultural context of Sydney. As the participants 

are closely grouped in points, it is likely that the individual experience of participants 
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is involved. While TomM10 and CharlotteF12 are Asian in appearance and have 

few experiences of being referred to as gaijin, FredM11 identifi es with many of the 

characteristics associated with the prevalent Absolute model of gaijin, and as such, has 

increased exposure to the use of the word, and discourse regarding the word.

Conclusion

Th e defi nition of the two models of gaijin highlights a complexity that exists in the usage 

of the word that has not been explored by the literature reviewed earlier in the article. 

While the interpretations of the word gaijin defi ned within the Absolute model of gaijin 

have been apparent for some time, the Relative gaijin model introduces a novel aspect 

of the word that refl ects a diff erent and signifi cant way of conceiving the relationship of 

NSJ and NNSJ outside of the established paradigm.

By uncovering the interpretations of the word gaijin in the Japanese speech 

community in Sydney, it was discovered that the word functions as an index of the 

diff erence of the referent from the user of the word. Th e word was identifi ed as an index 

of diff erence, indexed diff erently in each model. Th e Absolute gaijin model was found to 

index referents with particular characteristics, and it was proposed that such indexing 

achieved the secondary function of asserting the Japanese identity of the NSJ speaker. 

In contrast, in the Relative gaijin model the referent of the word changed contextually 

according to the identity and location of the speaker. In this model, the word gaijin 

functioned as a demonstrative term for a person with a diff erent background to the 

community that the speaker represents.

Th e approach of the study confi rmed the prevalent interpretations of the word 

in the preceding literature, and uncovered a new model of its use. A similar methodology 

could be applied to other terms within and outside of Japan, such as gaikoku-jin, imin 

(‘immigrant’) and nikkei-jin (‘a person of Japanese ancestry’), to empirically confi rm 

common interpretations of the word, and to search for new and diff erent models of 

their use. Th e infl uence of contact situation fl uency on such interpretations could be 

considered in these cases.
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