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       This thesis illustrates that the relationship between American students’ interests’ in 

Japanese culture and the Japanese language. The result of the thesis demonstrated that the 

majority of the college students are interested in Japanese popular culture upon their 

decisions to take a foreign language class. Particularly, video games are more prevalent 

than anime and manga among American college students. However, through Japanese 

language courses, they often expand their interests in other aspects of Japanese culture. 

The role of teacher is significantly important in order to raise students’ awareness to other 

aspects of culture.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

An Introduction and Review of the Literature 

 

 

Introduction 

 

       Interest in Japanese popular culture continues to grow around the world. For example, 

a recent survey published in the Japanese magazine The Monthly Nihongo reported that 

90% of international students studying in Japan are doing so because Japanese popular 

culture triggered their interests in Japan.  In the United States there has been an increase 

of interest in Japanese anime and manga as well. Global Link Associates (2008) reported 

that 1,468 titles of translated manga were issued in the United States in 2007. The annual 

anime exhibition held in Los Angeles has increased its attendees from 1,750 in 1992 to 

41,671 in 2007 (Anime Expo 2008, 2008). Moreover, Hollywood film studios recently 

made live action versions of some popular anime titles, such as Speed Racer, Dragon 

Ball, and Akira.  

       Along with anime and magna, Japanese video games are now prevalent in the United 

States. After the incorporation of the Japanese game console—NES in the 1980s—many 

Japanese video games have been localized. Video games such as the Final Fantasy series 

and the Super Mario Brothers series are now extremely popular in the United States. 

Other major video game consoles such as the Play Station family, Nintendo DS, and Wii 

are also manufactured by Japanese game companies.  

       The popularity of Japanese anime, manga, and video games has potentially 

influenced American students who want to learn the Japanese language. The Japan 

Foundation (2006) emphasized that there has been an increase of Japanese learners who 
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are interested in anime, manga, and video games. In particular, there has been an increase 

in the number of Japanese language learners in elementary and secondary institutions. 

Since more anime, manga, and video games are coming to the United States and 

penetrating the American marketplace, it can be assumed that American people in record 

numbers will want to study Japanese.  

       Culture is not one-dimensional but multidimensional. Japanese culture to American 

people may have some other attractions, including the traditional aspects such as samurai 

and zen as well as the industrial and technological aspect such as SONY and Toyota. 

American movies The Last Samurai and Memoirs of a Geisha featuring Japan were 

successfully released in the early 2000s. Early movies directed by Akira Kurosawa are 

still popular among Americans and contemporary Japanese movie producers have 

enlarged their revenues in the American market. Indeed, we can see many Japanese 

products from sushi to the shiatsu massage machine and from digital cameras to hybrid 

cars profiting in America. These products may stimulate American people to perceive 

familiarities with Japan. 

       Additionally, through my experiences as a graduate student in Communication 

Studies teaching undergraduates students in Japanese undergraduate classes, I observed 

that anime, manga, and video games may not be the predominant factors driving students 

to take Japanese language courses. While there are numerous students interested in video 

games, anime, and manga and major in Computer Science, Film and Digital Media, or 

related fields, there are fewer students who actually take Japanese language courses. 

During one semester I took a class called Diffusions of Innovations, which focused on 

video games, and discovered that many students have huge interests in video games, but 
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only one or two of them actually enrolled in a Japanese class. Since language classes 

require comparatively large amounts of study time, completing Japanese courses can be a 

big decision for American students. Therefore, being a fan of anime, manga, and video 

games is not necessarily sufficient to bring American students to a Japanese class. 

       The influence of the media is significant in regards to shaping American interests 

about Japan. Because Japan is geographically distant from the United States, American 

students have to rely on the media as their fundamental information source. This 

dependence on the media may lead to stereotypical ideas about Japan. Yet, it can also be 

argued that the Internet may enable American students to overcome stereotypical ideas.  

Since Internet technology and architecture encourage users to interact with each other 

(O‟Reilly, 2005), they are more likely to be able to obtain authentic information about 

Japanese culture, which may diminish their stereotypical ideas.  

       This thesis attempts to illustrate the reasons why American students take Japanese 

language courses at college and what they actually learn from these classes. The Japan 

Foundation continuously does research on the demographics of populations learning the 

Japanese language. However, its research methods are indirect, for it does not distribute 

questionnaires directly to the learners but to Japanese language education institutions. 

Moreover, its research does not thoroughly investigate the reasons for learners taking 

Japanese. Therefore, this thesis sought to analyze the relationships between cultural 

interests and language. The result of the study will hopefully encourage Japanese 

language teachers to plan curriculum for Japanese language courses as well as to create 

teaching/study materials that match students‟ interests and attractions to the Japanese 

language. Because student motivation is crucial in foreign language education, especially 
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for the Japanese language, it is beneficial for teachers to understand what students want 

to take away, what they expect to take away, and what they actually take away from the 

course.  

 

Review of the Literature and Research Questions 

 

       Despite the conventional wisdom that Japanese popular culture has triggered the 

motivations of individuals to study the Japanese language, the number of studies 

confirming this relationship are few. Part of the reason for this may be because the 

Japanese government had ignored the growing popularity of Japanese popular culture 

until recently. In general, Japanese adults, especially conservative adults and older 

generations, tend to think anime and manga are childish because they tend to relate anime 

to otaku (similar to the word nerd), a term often associated with child sexual offence 

(Ketls, 2007). The conservative Japanese government officially declared that manga and 

anime are art forms in 2000 because of their popularity (ALC, 2008). It also began 

attempting to expand their popularity by supporting various activities such as anime and 

manga conventions and events.  

 

Japanese Language and Culture in the United States 

       There is a strong relationship between Japanese language and culture. One‟s interest 

in a culture tends to lead to an interest in the language of the target culture because s/he 

has more opportunities to understand the value of language as s/he contacts the culture. 

The majority of American students enrolled currently in Japanese language courses are 

interested in Japanese culture. This section will attempt to describe the relationship 
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between language and culture, the American Japanese language learners‟ demographics, 

and Japanese cultural aspects that may attract Americans particularly anime and manga.  

       There are persuasive reasons to learn a foreign language. Humphreys and Miyazoe-

Wong (2007) documented the reasons why individuals take Japanese language courses in 

Hong Kong. They discovered three major reasons: the appeal of Japanese popular 

culture; its perceived usefulness; and, geographical proximity. Among the three, the 

influence of Japanese popular culture was the most salient reason.  

     However, Hong Kong belongs to East Asia, and East Asian countries are strongly 

interconnected economically, politically, and culturally. The data show that 61.5% of 

Japanese language learners are from East Asian countries (The Japan Foundation, 2006). 

South Korea located next to Japan has the largest number of Japanese language learners 

(about 940,000 learners on average). Because Japan has led East Asia both economically 

and culturally since late nineteenth-century, and because there are more cultural 

exchanges of people due to this geographical proximity, these numerical data are 

understandable.  

       Unlike Asian countries, the United States is geographically removed from Japan. 

Although Japan and the United States are tied together economically and politically, 

American people do not identify with Japan in their everyday lives. With the notable 

exceptions of Hawaii, California, and some cities where large Japanese companies have 

their factories, there are few Japanese communities in America. Even Japanese 

restaurants in the United States are typically owned by Chinese, Koreans, Vietnamese, or 

other Asian people. For example, Texas is home to few Japanese and Japanese 

Americans. According to the data held by Consulate-General of Japan in Houston (2008), 
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there are 8,212 Japanese people who reside in Texas, out of a total state population of 

over 20 millions. The data of U.S. Census show (2000, as cited in Consulate-General of 

Japan in Los Angeles, n.d.) that there were 17,120 Japanese Americans who reside in 

Texas. Although there were additional 28,060 mixed Japanese residents, it is more 

difficult to identify whether they were Japanese.  

       Consequently, learning Japanese is not seen as practical for many Americans.  Due to 

the economic recession Japan experienced in the early 1990s, there have been fewer 

business and employment opportunities in Japanese companies. English is also an 

international language, and a large number of Japanese people can speak some English. 

Therefore, Americans do not need to learn Japanese when they travel to Japan, nor do 

they need to know Japanese to cater to Japanese tourists. Most Americans view Spanish 

as the most practical foreign language to learn due to the large Hispanic population in the 

United States as well as its shared borderline with Mexico. These factors tend to keep 

American students away from Japanese language classes. 

       Additionally, unlike learning Spanish and German considered to be similar languages 

to English, Japanese is challenging to American students. Jorden and Walton (1987, as 

cited in Christensen, & Warnick, 2006) defines languages that are not linguistically 

related to English and are spoken in societies that culturally contrast to western cultures 

as truly foreign languages. Since American students have to learn three types of 

characters, Japanese words and grammar are totally different from English grammar. 

Additionally, discourse styles in Japanese change which is rarely observed in English. 

The Foreign Service Institute (FSI) of the Department of State (n.d.) categorized the 

Japanese language as one of the most difficult languages for English speakers. For 
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example, while Spanish requires FSI students 575-600 hours to reach a certain level, 

Japanese requires 2,200 hours (plus second year study in-country) to reach the same level. 

Since college students in general are required to maintain their GPA at a certain level, 

taking Japanese can be a risk to maintaining their GPA. 

       Regardless of these disadvantages, the number of American students who want to 

learn the Japanese language has accelerated. The Japan Foundation (2006) believes that 

younger generations are more likely to register for Japanese language courses and there 

has been a rise in the number of potential Japanese language learners. Many of these 

potential learners do not have access to a Japanese language class due to shortages in 

school budgets. The Washington Post reported that the number of Japanese language 

learners reached over three million people in 2006, a dramatic increase from 127,000 

learners in 1997 (Kelts, 2007).  

       Ito from the Japan Foundation explained that the reasons for studying Japanese 

changed during the expansion of learners from primarily a business-oriented motivation 

to one of everyday use and consumption of manga titles such as Naruto and Sailor Moon 

(Kelts, 2007). Fukunaga (2006) contended that Japanese popular culture has affected the 

demographics of Japanese language learners in the United States. In the past, Japanese 

language learners were business people, lawyers, and doctors, but now they have become 

the younger generation who grew up with Japanese anime, manga, and video games. 

       Sugiyama (2006) believed this increase in the number of Japanese language learners 

is due to their goal of reading anime and manga in their original languages. He pointed 

out that anime and manga that are translated into English are often different from the 

Japanese versions. For example, since the original version of the anime Battle of the 
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Planets contains many violent scenes, the American media company substituted those 

scenes to non-violent scenes. However, according to Sugiyama, most audiences preferred 

the original ones, which were often translated using subtitles by enthusiastic fans (known 

as “fansub”), to the officially broadcasted ones. It can be argued that these fans have 

contributed to the increase of Japanese language learners. They also show that anybody 

can participate in these fan communities which has caused the increase in the number of 

Japanese language learners. However, these reports from Ito and Sugiyama were not 

based on rigorous social scientific research. 

       The Japan Foundation‟s study also documented a perceived rise in the popularity of 

Japanese popular culture. In the 1970s, most of the Japanese language learners were those 

who majored in Japan studies. In the 1980s, there was a significant increase in the 

number of Japanese language learners aiming for business or employment opportunities.  

In the early and middle 1990s, the dramatic increase in the number of Japanese language 

learners ceased due to the economic recession in Japan. However, because of the 

widening markets for anime, manga, and video games, the number of the younger 

generations who want to learn Japanese has been on the upswing. The Japan Foundation 

believes, as mentioned above, that Japanese popular culture motivates American students 

to study Japanese. While its analysis was done through secondary sources, Japanese 

popular culture does seem to affect positively the demographics of the Japanese language 

learners and the motivations for learning Japanese. 

 

Japanese Culture and Its Attractions to Americans 

       Culture is not monolithic but multi-faceted. One of the definitions of culture used by 

scholars who see culture as a community is that culture is “the deposit of knowledge, 
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experiences, beliefs, values, attitudes, meaning, hierarchies, religion, timing, roles, spatial 

relations, concepts of the universe, and material objects and possessions acquired by a 

large group of people in the course of generations through individual and group striving” 

(P.24, Samovar, Porter, & Jain, as cited in Miller, 2005) One culture has multiple 

dimensions across countries if one sees a country as a large community composed of 

small communities. The large community shares one culture and the small communities 

are constituted in their unique sub-cultures. People in one culture can appreciate various 

aspects of another culture. Following this principles, American people may have interests 

in multiple aspects of Japanese culture. 

       Kelts (2007) contends that Japanese culture is experiencing a popularity boom in the 

United States but that there were two earlier cultural movements in which many 

Japanophilia became intrigued by Japan. The first movement occurred when Japanese art 

first visited Europe in the eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century. The second boom 

occurred when Western artists were drawn to the Japanese ascetic world in the late 1950s 

to the early 1960s. However, this current boom is different because a more diverse 

audience of people is now attracted to Japanese popular culture. 

       Popular culture contains various beliefs, commodities, and artifacts. Some of these 

artifacts are anime, manga, and video games. However, since American video game 

software companies began marketing the types of video games that Americans prefer, the 

revenue from the game software exported from Japan has decreased since 2002 

(Sugiyama, 2006). In 1998, the Japanese game software share in the American market 

was 49%, but it fell to 32% in 2003. However, Japanese anime and manga have 

continued to expand their market share because of their uniqueness. In 2002, the total 
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market price of anime broadcasted in the United States was about 4.3 billion dollars, 

which was three times more than the total dollar value of metal commodities exported 

from Japan. Because Japanese artists provide Americans with something that American 

artists can not provide, amine and magna have maintained their current position in the 

United States. Kelts (2007) believes that anime is diverse and its portrayals of characters 

and stories are attractive. American teenagers admire exotic cultures through anime and 

manga. He believes that these elements of anime attract not only teenagers but also some 

adults in America.  

       Susan Napier (2005), a leading scholar of anime in the United States, explained the 

reason she was attracted by anime. She said that she had a strong interest in drawings of 

Akira when one of her students showed her the comic book of Akira. When she was 

watching the movie Akira later on, she began to notice that she was watching something 

different and wonderful. She was shocked that animation expressed such intensity, 

complexity, and grotesqueness (Kelts, 2007). She felt that Japanese animation is an art 

form that American animation cannot duplicate. The world of anime is “more 

provocative, more tragic, and more highly sexualized (even in lighthearted romantic 

comedies) and contains far more complicated story lines than would be the case in 

equivalent American popular cultural offerings” (P.10). 

       One of the earliest anime as a Japanese artifact that significantly attracted Americans 

was Akira, but Pokemon was the first recognized successful anime movie in the United 

States (Sugiyama, 2006). In 1996, Pokemon‟s first movie was screened at more than 

3,000 movie theaters in America with box revenues of 85,744,662 dollars (JETRO, as 

cited in Sugiyama, 2006). Some of Miyazaki‟s movies, Princess Mononoke and Spirited 
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Away, also became popular in the United States. From the late 1990s, Japanese anime has 

been perceived as a Japanese artifact by Americans. 

As can be seen in the example of Akira, anime and manga are tied together. 

Tsugata (2005) points out that the relationship between manga and anime was formed 

due to the expansion of markets and the exchange of human resources. Both anime and 

manga expanded their markets to children at about the same time. Tsugata reports that the 

chief audience and readers of anime and manga in the 1910s were adults. This began to 

change when a few magazines for children included some series of manga in the early 

1930s. For example, Norakuro was serialized in the magazine Shonen Kurabu (Boys 

Club) in 1931, and the anime of Norakuro began in 1933. In addition, original anime that 

was not made from popular manga for children began to be created. However, the anime 

that was created in the 1930s to the early 1940s was not only for recreation but also for 

education. For example, the Education Ministry planned the budget for educational anime 

films that children liked to watch every year (Yamaguchi, 2004). Tsugata also explains 

that some anime were created for emotional education and propaganda during World War 

II. Second, there were numerous people who worked for both the manga and anime 

industries. Some people started working as animators but later changed their jobs to 

manga illustrators, or vice versa. There are also people who worked as animators and 

manga illustrators at the same time, such as Osamu Tezuka. Because the payment in the 

anime industry was not enough to support a household, the people who worked for the 

industry had to work other jobs as well. This naturally led to exchanges in human 

resources between each industry due to the similarity of the jobs. Thus, the relationship 
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between manga and anime is natural, and both manga and anime have been encouraged 

to collaborate with each other. 

       Moreover, the relationship between manga and anime became tighter in the 1960s, 

when Tetsuwan Atom (Astro Boy) became popular. Tetsuwan Atom is made by Osamu 

Tezuka, which was originally serialized as Atom Taishi (Ambassador Atom) in the 

magazine Shonen (Boy) in 1951 (Yamaguchi, 2004). In fact, making Tetsuwan Atom into 

anime was challenging due to the imbalance between the cost and the payment from the 

television station. However, Tezuka made it possible because he covered the loss from 

his income with the revenue of comic sales because he was also writing other manga in 

Shonen. Plus, he also created some technological innovations that form the basis of 

contemporary Japanese anime, such as the use of small numbers of celluloid pictures. His 

success resulted in helping merge the two media by making popular manga into anime.  

       Furthermore, Tezuka contributed to the content of typical Japanese animation as well. 

The main characters of anime made from manga are boys, which are made from the 

magazines for boys. In particular, many of those anime are from Shukan Shonen Jump 

(Weekly Boys Jump). Popular anime such as Dragon Ball, Yugio, and Hokuto no Ken 

(Fists of the North Star) were all serialized in Shukan Shonen Jump. Judging from the 

recent popular anime as well, such as Naruto and One Piece, this framework still remains 

stable. On the other hand, this framework has expanded to the realm of other magazines. 

For example, Ranma 1/2, Touch, and Meitantei Conan (Detective Conan) are from 

different magazines for boys; Sailor Moon and Fushigi Yugi are from magazines for girls; 

Yawara!, Oishinbo, and Crayon Shinchan are from magazines for adults. Thus, numerous 

anime were made from a variety of magazines that aim for various readers. 
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Other Cultural Attractions 

       Regardless of the Japanese popular culture boom in the United States as Kelts 

indicated, there are other aspects of Japanese culture penetrating into the fabric of 

American society. Huge multinational companies such as SONY and Toyota have 

expanded their markets to America. These companies continue to expand their business 

interests in the American market. Toyota, for example, has replaced General Motors as 

the largest car manufacturer in the world. Other Japanese automobile companies such as 

Honda, Nissan, and Mazda have increased their market shares in the United States.  

       Sugiyama (2006) believed that these Japanese technological industries had a 

significant influence on the popularity of Japanese popular culture. He argued that if 

Japanese technologies were not recognized, anime and manga would not have captured 

American‟s attention. Japanese anime that are popular to Americans in many cases are 

related to robots or near-future technology. Speed Racer, Akira, and Ghost in the Shell 

are a few examples. These types of anime became attractive to Americans who eventually 

learned that Japan was the origin of these anime. 

       Other than technological aspects, there are several more cultural fragments that are 

mingled into American culture. Many local supermarkets have sushi delicatessens since 

sushi caught the imagination of Americans. Even if most of Americans generally do not 

have the habit of eating raw fish, Americans are likely to show preferable attitudes 

toward sushi because it is considered healthy. Japanese horror movies became famous 

after Ringu was remade in Hollywood. A popular major league baseball player from 

Japan, Ichiro, was illustrated by the media in the rather exotic way of a representative 

from samurai country (Nakamura, 2005). There are several other Japanese major league 
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baseball players such as Matsui and Matsuzaka who are fan favorites. Futons, Japanese 

style beds, became somewhat popular in the United States, even though the style is 

different from the original. Thus, American people find fragments of Japanese culture in 

many places throughout the United States. 

RQ1: Are anime, manga, and/or video games the primary reasons that Americans take 

Japanese language classes in college?  

 

RQ2: Do students enrolled in a Japanese language class relate its language to its culture? 

 

Media Influence  

 

Media have a strong influence on Americans‟ perceptions of Japanese culture. 

Due to the physical distance between Japan and the United States, it is difficult for 

Americans to obtain real-time information about Japanese culture. This section will 

explain the media influence in the United States with the example of anime, diffusion of 

innovation theory, Web 2.0, and globalization/transnationalism. Although existing mass 

media such as television and film are the primary information sources that spread anime 

and indirectly manga, the Internet also diffuses information about Japanese culture in the 

United States. 

 

Media Influence and Anime and Manga as Forms of Media 

 

       Scholars believe that the media influences ways of thinking (Miller, 2005). Although 

anime and manga are likely to be categorized as forms of art, they are also mediums that 

send cultural information about Japan. Napier (2005) defined Japanese anime as “a 

medium in which distinctive visual elements combine with an array of generic thematic, 

and philosophical structures to produce a unique aesthetic world” (P.10). She contended 

that anime is “the perfect medium to capture what is perhaps the overriding issue of our 
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day, the shifting nature of identity in a constantly changing society” (P.12). Because 

anime and manga illustrate the world of twenty-first-century, which developed countries 

commonly can share, it can be assumed that American people, especially younger 

generations are influenced straightforward and attracted by the beauty of anime and 

manga. However, it is unclear what kinds of cultural information about Japan are learned 

by students enrolled in Japanese language classes. 

RQ3: What do students learn about Japanese culture by enrolling in Japanese language 

courses?  

 

       As mentioned above, Japanese popular culture is experiencing a big boom among 

America‟s younger generation (Kelts, 2007). Booms are often created by the media; 

however, there are two essential factors that contribute significantly to this trend, school 

friends and the Internet particularly the Web 2.0 framework. The popularity of anime and 

manga can be described by the diffusions of innovations theory developed by Everett 

Rogers.  

       Rogers (2005) contended that the interpersonal channel is important when people 

decide whether to adopt an innovation. He argued that “interpersonal communication 

networks with near peers are particularly likely to convey such evaluative information 

about an innovation” (P.21). Although anime and manga can be enjoyed by oneself, 

teenagers often talk about what they watch on TV with friends. Having common interests 

is deeply related to close friendships (Hartup, 2006). Additionally, Hartup believed that it 

is evident that friends have greater similarity than non-friends. It can be assumed, 

therefore, that individuals with common interests in anime and/or manga, and the same 

are likely to develop friendships 
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       Japanese classes provide spaces where homophiles can meet and develop friendship 

relationships. During a semester long Japanese course, there are numerous opportunities 

for conversation about Japan due to the frequency of class meetings. There are 

opportunities to talk about Japan during class, sing Japanese songs, fold 1,000 cranes, eat 

Japanese food, experience Japanese rituals, and present research on distinctive elements 

of Japanese culture. Some students will take notice of other classmates speaking in class 

covering common interests. They may not be relationally close at the beginning of the 

semester, but their relationships may grow more intimate because of this rich series of 

events and activities. 

       In the same way, the Internet spreads the popularity of anime and manga. It provides 

the space where people can form online communities of shared interests. As the number 

of Internet users increased, Internet technologies have also developed. One of the 

distinctive architectures coined by O‟Reilly (2005) is Web 2.0. According to O‟Reilly, 

Web 2.0 is defined as “the business revolution in the computer industry caused by the 

move to the Internet as platform, and an attempt to understand the rules for success on 

that new platform.” Web 2.0 is not a technological but a conceptual framework that 

facilitates creativity, information sharing, and collaboration among users. It provides two-

way communication which existing media cannot. A few examples of the software 

architectures based on Web 2.0 framework are Flickr, blog, Wikipedia, and SNS (Social 

Networking Sites). All of these examples can promote active user participation.  

       Thanks to technological developments from the early years of this decade, Internet 

users with less technical knowledge are now able to send their information easily. Having 

one‟s own blog is commonplace in the United States. Although the blogs became a 
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forerunner of other Web 2.0 architectures by providing users with a journal function in 

which users can express themselves, SNS became much more popular among Internet 

users in later days. MySpace, started its service in 2003, now has about 110 million active 

users as of April 2008. Another large SNS, Facebook, has been increasing its popularity 

by attempting to raise its quality and differentiate its service. From 2006 to 2007, 

Facebook had gained about 40 million new active users throughout the world (Ikenaga, 

2008). 

       SNS provides many functions such as community, photo sharing, and blogs in which 

users can find other users who have the same interests. For example, the community 

function allows users to construct communities where they share their interests, exchange 

opinions, and meet new friends. Not only do users have access to information globally, 

but users connect to others studying Japanese or living in Japan thus creating the 

possibility for “Japanese” friendships to emerge.   

       Yamazaki and Yamada (2004) believed that there are three underlining 

psychological elements that explain the popularity of SNS to foster networking and 

friendship among Internet users. First, people tend to like people who are similar. As 

mentioned above, the community function helps users find other users who have the same 

interests. Second, even plain communication creates familiarity among users. Users may 

comment on other users in their network in some cases. Although the comments may be 

simple, plain ones, it gradually works for developing familiarity as they comment on a 

periodical basis. Furthermore, there is the “plus stroke” effect of the comment function 

(P.222). Commenting positive things on other users‟ journal or the equivalent often 
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cheers up those users. SNS‟s secure environment leads users to positively comment on 

other users, encouraging the users to actively network with the community. 

       Obtaining authentic information is an important goal in raising cultural interests. 

Christensen and Warnick (2006) identified six characteristics of culture: achievement 

culture; informational culture; behavioral culture; revealed culture; ignored culture; and, 

suppressed culture. Achievement culture consists of those things that people want 

foreigners to know about their culture, such as zen or sumo wrestling. Informational 

culture is information of history, social values and facts, such as economic and political 

systems. Behavioral culture is the daily practices and beliefs that define the behavior of 

the people in a culture. Revealed culture is cultural aspects that either the people in the 

culture are anxious to share with others or they want to share with others, such as work 

ethics in Japan. Ignored culture is practices, beliefs, or customs that the people in the 

culture think are universal but actually are not. And finally, suppressed culture includes 

things that the people in the culture are not eager to share with foreigners. Based on these 

definitions, revealed and suppressed cultures, though perhaps not overtly avoided, are not 

necessarily taught, while achievement culture is likely to be taught actively. Anime and 

manga are generally considered revealed or suppressed culture; or informational culture 

at most. However, the Japanese government and media companies are now promoting 

anime and manga although their information is still more likely to be superficial.  

       Because of the physical distance between Japan and the United States which makes it 

difficult for Americans to obtain authentic and detailed cultural information, and because 

of the positive factors the Internet can provide, it can be assumed that American students 

are more likely to use the Internet to obtain information about Japan and Japanese culture. 



 

19 

Fukunaga (2006) conducted a study on the students in her Japanese classes. In the case 

study, the participants contended that they liked anime, but they also liked the Internet. 

They explained that those who use the Internet can obtain information about anime on the 

Internet, which in turn make them like anime more. Sugiyama (2006) described that fan-

sub websites. There are numerous websites made by fans that provide enriched 

information about Japanese anime that are much more interesting than American versions 

of anime.  

RQ4: In what ways does taking a Japanese language class deepen and/or change a 

student‟s interest in its language or culture? 

 

Transnationalism 

       There may be a relationship between the popularity of anime and manga and 

globalization. Scholars of global communication consider new cultural contact an 

integrapl part of globalization (Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1997; Hyun, 2007). Newsom and 

Carrell (1995) argued that “change is natural, that people are constantly on the lookout 

for new products, services, or ideas they believe will help them in their daily lives” (p.13). 

Croteau and Hoynes (2002) argued that “culture has become increasingly global, with 

media images circulating across national boundaries” (P.190). Utopian scholars believe 

that the Internet will achieve a global community. The Internet provides spaces where 

everyone in the world can communicate openly (Boase & Wellman, 2006) because of 

high-speed networks and text-only messaging.  

       Recently, scholars proposed the concept of transnationalism. Nakamura (2005) 

contended that transnationalism is a much more adequate term than globalization. She 

explained that “rather than trying to grasp and apply nebulous concepts like the „global‟ 
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and the „local‟ whose boundaries blur and overlap, transnationalism begins with the state, 

its political agendas and issues of power which then influence interactions between 

nations” (P.468). Anime and manga are distributed in the American market within their 

regulations. As mentioned above, the content of anime is often changed and modified 

through translation and editing processes, attempting fit into the American cultural 

context and media regulations.  

       Iwabuchi (2002) argued that the rise in popularity of anime and manga are noticeable 

only when compared to Western media consumption. He listed several Japanese 

nationalists who praise in a self-serving way the world‟s consumption of Japanese 

popular cultural products by saying they are providing something that the Western culture 

cannot provide. In the same way, he explained that American scholars also compare 

Japanese popular culture to Western culture. American people enjoy Japanese anime and 

manga because these cultural products offer cultural values similar those internalized by 

American people. Thus, when talking about anime and manga, the national/cultural 

boundaries cannot be ignored. 

       Befu (2003) believed that the recent consumption of Japanese popular culture in the 

world is both Japanizing (Japan‟s globalizing) the West, and Japanizing western culture 

into Asian countries. She argued that anime Sailor Moon and Princess Mononoke were 

not successful compared to Pokemon because they could not be sufficiently changed to fit 

into the American cultural context. She contended that the same phenomenon is seen in 

the diffusion of sushi. There are several newly created sushi menus that are newly created 

in the United States..  
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       Although Befu argued that Japan is creolizing the West, several scholars believed 

that Japanese popular culture, which now has influence in the West, has consumed 

Western culture and produced cultural products that are mixtures of Japanese and 

Western culture. Napier (2005) in her book Anime: From Akira to Howl’s Moving Castle 

contended that early anime attracted Americans with cultural dissimilarity, but 

contemporary anime is somewhat influenced by Western culture. Napier showed that 

characters and settings in anime are not clearly Western or Japanese. Rather, they are 

hybrid and provide transnational audiences with a space where they can find an identity. 

Napier argued that the world and characters of anime are not simply cultural 

representations but rather “uncanny evocations of a protean world of imagination that is 

both unfamiliar and familiar to the viewer, a world of simulations, possible states, and 

possible identities” (p.293).  

       Grigsby (1998) also found Western influences in Sailor Moon. While the main 

characters and settings are Japanese in Sailor Moon, their physical appearances look 

Western with their blond hair and blue eyes. She contended that anime and manga are 

“approached not only as a reflection of culture but as a part of the dynamic and constant 

process of the reproduction of culture in Japan” (p.61). Manga reflects Western influence 

after WWII, and the “subsequent reconstruction of Japan under the domination of the 

United States, [Japanese] began to depict characters that are supposed to be Japanese with 

western idealized physical characteristics: round eyes, blond, red or brown hair, long legs 

and thin bodies” (p.69).  

       Napier (2005) pointed out that until the introduction of Akira Americans often did 

not realize that anime such as Speed Racer and Astro Boy, two of the earliest Japanese 
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anime imports to the United States, were from Japan. Part of the reason is that, as 

repeatedly mentioned, media often changed the content of anime when introducing it into 

the United States. Now, because anime and manga have already become popular, media 

distributors may not care about editing the content as much. However, still distributing 

companies in the United States do not import anime which is too Japanese such as Sazae-

san and Chibimaruko-chan. It can be assumed, therefore, that the increase in the 

popularity of anime and manga represents the popularity of Japanese ideology that has 

been westernized. Because Japan has been consuming American culture, it can continue 

to produce cultural products that are interesting to Americans. They are the cultural 

products that incorporate Western cultural elements and now re-imported into Western 

countries. 

RQ5: What types of sources influence students to become interested in Japan?  

RQ6: What percentages of students watch anime or fansub anime? Do students prefer to 

anime over other forms of media?  

 

RQ7: Do students talk with other students as well as friends about Japanese culture or 

participate in online discussions about Japan and Japanese culture?  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Methods and Materials 

 

 

Participants 

       Seventy-one undergraduate students (n = 71) taking Japanese language courses at all 

levels (elementary, intermediate, and advanced) at a medium sized university in the 

Southwest voluntarily participated in the study. They were offered extra credit for their 

participation. The majority of the students were Caucasian students. There were three 

international students as well as five American students who were Japanese American or 

mixed Japanese American. Therefore, these eight participants were eliminated from the 

data analysis. The responses from sixty-three participants (31 males and 32 females) were 

finally selected for data analysis. The participants ranged in age from 18 to 27 with a 

mean age of 20.09.  58.7% of the participants were Caucasian, and 23.8% of the 

participants were Asian American, including mixed Asians with Caucasians.  

 

Procedure and Design 

       IRB approval for the study was first obtained by the researcher. A questionnaire (see 

Appendix A) asking about Japanese language, culture, and media was then distributed to 

the research participants. The questionnaire consisted of three parts. Subjects were asked 

questions about the Japanese language, Japanese culture, and the media. The Japanese 

language part instructed the participants to communicate the reasons they were taking the 

Japanese language course and its perceived benefits to the participants. The Japanese 

culture section asked the participants about the aspects of Japanese culture they were 
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interested in and how their interests changed because of their Japanese class.  Moreover, 

it asked the participants if they learned various aspects of Japanese culture. Finally, the 

media section asked the participants about the frequency of their contact with various 

media. The questionnaire took roughly thirty minutes for the research participants to 

complete.  

       The responses to the items of the questionnaire were analyzed quantitatively or 

qualitatively depending on the format of the individual items. Relationships between the 

demographic groups and their motivations for studying Japanese as well as their 

perceptions of Japanese culture were also probed in the data analysis phase of the study.  

 



 

25 

CHAPTER THREE 

Results 

 

 

RQ1: Are Anime, Manga, and/or Video Games the Primary Reasons that  

Americans Take Japanese Language Classes in College? 

 

       Figure one on the next page displays the findings for this question. 36.1% of the 

participants indicated that more than one aspect of Japanese popular culture (anime, 

video games, manga, and music) promoted their interests in Japan. 84.6% of those who 

had interests in popular culture first were interested in anime while 23.8% of the 

participants knew about Japanese culture through other people. 22.2% of the participants 

were interested in traditional culture (history, tea ceremony, samurai, and martial arts) 

while only 6.3% of the participants actually had lived in Japan which sparked their 

interest about Japanese. Only 3.1% of the participants had interests in the Japanese 

language first. Some participants expressed that their interests had changed. For example, 

one of the participants said there was a change in her interests from anime and manga to 

language and culture in general.  

       About 46% of the participants first experienced Japanese culture in their childhood 

or elementary school. About 11.1% of the participants began to notice Japanese culture 

when they were middle school, and 22.2% in high school. 50% of those who were 

interested in popular culture encountered Japanese culture from their childhood to 

elementary school. 19.2% of those participants experienced Japanese culture when they 

were in middle school, and 23% were high school students.  
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       The majority of the participants wanted to take the language for the active reasons. 

They want to learn Japanese culture while taking the language class (84.1%); they also 

have interests in the Japanese language itself (90.4%). Many participants thought taking 

Japanese was not driven by schedule (80.9%) or the difficulties of other foreign 

languages (90.4%). They do not study Japanese for their needs (90.4%), parent‟s will 

(100%), or exam (95.2%).  

 

 
Figure 1. How Participants Had Interests in Japanese Culture 

 

RQ2: Do Students Enrolled in a Japanese Language Class Relate  

Its Language to Its Culture? 

 

 Table one on the next page presents the findings to this question. Interests in the 

Japanese language were related to the positive attitudes that participants had toward 

Japan and/or the Japanese language. 84.1% of the participants disclosed they took 

Japanese to learn more about its culture. 69.8% of the participants wanted to learn a 

culture that was different from their American culture. However, the majority of the 

participants were not interested in learning economic and political (92%) or technological  
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Table 1 

Reasons for Studying Japanese 

 

Positive reasons:      Yes   No 

 

Want to know Japanese culture more   53   10 

Interested in the Japanese language itself  57   6 

For a job opportunity     24   39 

Want to learn Japanese technology   12   51 

 Want to learn different culture   44   19 

 Want to learn Japanese politics/economics  5   58 

 Want to travel to Japan    49   14 

 Make Japanese friends    28   35 

 Communicate in Japanese    31   32 

 Study in Japan      37   26 

 

Passive reasons:      Yes   No 

 Schedule matched     12   51 

 Other foreign languages are not interesting  31   32 

 Other foreign languages seem difficult  6   57 

 Other foreign languages did not work out  9   54 

 Family or relatives speak Japanese   7   56 

 Need to learn Japanese    6   57 

 Parents‟ will      0   63 

 For exam      3   60 

 

Other reasons: 

Watch anime in Japanese    3  

For career      3 

Applying for art     1 

Sister‟s will      1 

Continuing from high school    1 

 

 

(80.9%) knowledge of Japanese culture. While some participants were taking Japanese 

for job prospects in the future (38%), the majority of participants were interested in 

studying in Japan (58.7%). 

       Most of the participants (96.8%) expected to learn about Japanese culture through the 

Japanese language course including its customs, mannerisms/proper behavior, traditions, 
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holidays, history, everyday practices, ways of thinking, and general perspectives of 

cultural differences. 83.7% of the participants actually thought it was beneficial to take a 

Japanese course since they also learned some Japanese culture. Some participants 

expressed the relationships between language and culture. They felt that the more they 

knew the Japanese language, the more they had interests in Japanese culture.  

       The majority of the participants (73%) responded they planned to take a higher level 

course in the following semester. 61.9% of those thought the Japanese language was 

interesting, and 58.7% of the participants thought the class was interesting. 21.7% of the 

participants would also like to take Japanese because they could meet friends in class 

who had similar interests. On the other hand, those who would not take additional 

Japanese classes mainly finished their foreign language requirement (62.5%) and/or had 

schedule conflict (43.7%). 12.5% of those who would not take Japanese felt that Japanese 

was too difficult to learn.  

 

RQ3: What Do Students Learn about Japanese Culture  

by Enrolling in Japanese Language Courses? 

 

       Figure B.1 (see APPENDIX B) displays the findings for this question. Many 

participants felt that they learned some general information about Japan in their Japanese 

class. Most of the participants know some general information of geography. For 

example, many participants knew Tokyo is the capital of Japan and very densely 

populated, and that there are forty-seven prefectures in Japan. Many participants also 

knew about Japanese politics and business such as its parliamentary system, hard work 

ethics, and big product markets. Some participants mentioned Japan has an emperor. 

Participants who took higher level Japanese tended to know more about Japan because 
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many of them actually traveled to Japan. Third-year course level students knew more 

Japan because they were taking Japanese civilization. Some participants also mentioned 

Japan‟s victory in the recent baseball championship at World Baseball Classic.  

       As for everyday practices, many participants mentioned behaviors not reflective of 

American culture. For example, Japanese people say “itadakimasu (thank you for the 

meal)” before they eat the meal and “gochisoosama (thank you for the meal)” after they 

eat the meal. They also bow often when they greet. Additionally, some participants 

mentioned that Japanese people take off their shoes before they enter the house. Many 

participants also knew that respect toward seniority and levels of formality, which can be 

seen in speech as well, are very important in Japanese culture. Most participants did not 

know about the concept of honne and tatemae, which are two of the most essential factors 

that construct Japanese culture. 

       However, many participants felt that they did not know much about what Japanese 

people actually think. While the majority of the participants thought that technological 

advancement, history, or economic success was what Japanese people were proud of 

about their county, 31.7% of the participants did not have idea for this question (18 

answered N/A and two answered “Don‟t know”).  Moreover, their images of Japan varied 

along the following: 39.7% of the participants felt that technology was the image of 

Japan; 25.4% of the participants imagined oriental tradition; 22.2% of the participants 

thought anime; 19% of the participants responded business; and 14.3% of the participants 

felt J-POP. Some participants had multiple images on Japan. Although the majority of the 

participants felt that the image of Japan was technology, only 40% of those thought 

Japanese greatest achievement was technological advancement.  
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       The responses to the question, “What is the greatest achievement of Japan?,” were 

just as varied as the image of Japan. The majority of the participants viewed 

technological advancement as the greatest achievement of Japan (36.5%). About 27% of 

the participants were unsure. Some of the other answers to the question included: video 

games; business including economic success and recovery (12.7%); tradition including 

samurai and kabuki (12.7%); video games (6.3%); industrialization (6.3%); and 

assimilation and/or implement of culture (4.8%). Interestingly, two international students 

answered anime were the greatest achievement of Japan. 

       In the questionnaire, participants were asked to categorize Japanese cultural items 

into four categories defined by Christensen and Warnick (2006). The result of the 

categorization confirmed the tendency of American students‟ perceptions of Japanese 

culture. While considerable number of participants categorized traditional cultural items 

such as kabuki and flower arrangement into either Achievement Culture (AC), 

Informational Culture (IC), or Revealed Culture (RC), the majority of the participants 

categorized items in technological aspect such as Toyota cars and SONY Walkman into 

AC. Participants considered anime, manga, and J-POP as AC or RC. However, video 

games received a high AC rate (57.1%), which was twice as much as RC. Participants did 

not seem to know much about several items such as 2ch (the most popular Japanese BBS), 

Nakagawa Financial Minister (with recent drunken incident at G7 meeting (Masters, 

2009)), Haruki Murakami novels (very popular in Japan), and Harajuku fashion (strange 

and unique fashion around Harajuku area (Japan Forum, n.d.)).  

       Most of the participants appeared to begin to study Japanese without first 

experiencing firsthand the Japanese culture. Unless they go to Japan through a Study 
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Abroad Program or for vacation, or unless they actively engage in the Japanese Student 

Association and its related events, their primary source of information for learning 

authentic culture is the Japanese teacher. However, participants also talk about Japan in 

Japanese class. For example, during the break before classes, 65% of the participants 

talked with their classmates about Japan outside of class session. This talk may occur 

with American classmates who had lived experiences in Japan. 

 

RQ4: In What Ways Does Taking a Japanese Language Class Deepen  

and/or Change a Student’s Interest in Its Language or Culture? 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Number of Participants Who Felt Japanese Class Had Deepened Their 

Knowledge on Japan 

 

       Figure two above and three on the next page present the findings for this question. 

90.5% of the participants expressed that Japanese class had positively affected their 

interests in Japan and Japanese culture. 29.8% of those participants had become eager to 

learn more about Japanese culture. Most contended that the more they knew the Japanese 

language, the more they wanted to learn about Japanese culture. 15.8% of those 

participants felt that they had increased their general knowledge and perspective of 
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Japanese culture through the Japanese course. Other participants specified the aspect they 

had increased their knowledge on Japan; some increased their knowledge about customs 

and everyday life (7%); some mentioned their knowledge on Japanese popular culture 

enlarged (5.3%); and some thought they learned about the traditional aspect of Japanese 

culture (3.5%).  

 

 
Figure 3. Aspects of Japanese Culture that Participants Strengthened Their Knowledge 

through Japanese Language Courses 

 

RQ5: What Types of Sources Influence Students to Become Interested in Japan? 

       Figure four and five on the next page and following page depict the findings for this 

question. 93.7% of the participants used the Internet to access any form of Japanese 

culture. Moreover, 90.5% of the participants used the Internet to search for something 

about Japan and/or the Japanese culture. In addition to the Internet, 42.9% of the 

participants used television, and 34.9% of the participants watched DVDs. In fact, only 
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44.1% of those who used the Internet did so as their source of information about Japan. 

Other participants combined other sources to access Japanese culture. For example, 

 

 
Figure 4. Use of the Internet to Access Japanese Culture 

 

 

 
Figure 5. Media Preference to Access Japanese Culture 

 

20.3% of the participants used both television and the Internet, 11.9% of those watched 

DVD and used the Internet, and 23.7% of those used all. There was only one participant 

who preferred to read book, and no participant used radio as a source of information 

about Japanese culture.  
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       The most popular reason for the use of the Internet was its easy access (64.4%). Plus, 

many participants (29.3%) felt that there were many available information sources of 

Japanese culture on the Internet. Some participants also mentioned that the Internet was 

free (6.8%), and two participants said they were familiar with the Internet. Thus, the 

Internet seemed to be the most dominant source of information about Japanese culture. 

 

RQ6: What Percentages of Students Watch Anime or Fansub Anime?  

Do Students Prefer to Anime Over Other Forms of Media? 

  

       Figure B.2 to B.8 (see APPENDIX B) indicate the findings for this question. About 

81% of the participants reported watching anime, while 15.9% of the participants do not 

watch anime at all. 33.3% of the participants watched anime in relatively low frequency 

(2-3 in 7 Likert-like scale), and 12.7% of the participants watched anime in high 

frequency (6-7). The majority of the participants (34.9%) enjoyed anime relatively in 

high frequency (4-5). The majority of those participants (39.2%) who watched anime 

mentioned that storyline of anime was attractive. 23.5% of those participants were 

attracted to art of anime, and 19.6% of those thought anime was just fun. 7.8% of those 

participants were interested in different culture in anime, and 7.8% of those participants 

wanted to understand the Japanese language in anime. 

       76.5% of those who watched anime were also familiar with fansub anime and 

actually watched it. About a half of those participants mentioned fansub anime was easy 

to access. About 25% of those thought fansub anime was more interesting than the ones 

officially distributed in the United States. Six participants said there was wider 

availability in fansub anime, and five participants felt that American dubs were horrible. 

Nine participants who watched anime regardless of their frequencies answered that they 
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had never watched fansub anime. However, all but one of them were not familiar the 

word fansub either. It can be assumed that they might have watched fansub anime 

without knowing it was fansub.  

       71.4% of the participants read manga regardless of their frequencies. The majority of 

the participants read manga in relatively low (27%) or high (25.4%) frequencies. 19% of 

the participants read manga in very high frequencies (6-7). While 82.5% of the 

participants read books on Japan except for manga, more than a half (50.8%) of the 

participants read books in low frequencies (2-3). Only 4.8% of the participants read 

books in high frequencies. In addition, the majority of the participants (54%) did not 

watch Japanese TV drama series; only 12.7% of the participants enjoyed Japanese TV 

drama series from relatively high to very high frequencies.  

       However, the data frequency of video games was different from other forms of 

media. Only 4.8% of the participants did not play video games, while the majority of the 

participants enjoyed playing video games either in relatively high (39.7%) or very high 

frequencies (33.3%). The following question that asked participants which form of media 

they preferred reflected the data above. 34.9% of the participants preferred to use video 

games over other forms of media. With the combination of other forms of media, 12.7% 

more participants preferred video games, which totaled 47.6% of the total participants.  

       Although more participants watched anime, more participants preferred manga to 

anime with a slight difference. 22.2% of the participants preferred anime; 23.8% of the 

participants liked manga more. 14.3% of the participants preferred books; and only 4.8% 

of the participants liked Japanese TV drama series best. 17.5% of the total participants 

had more than one preference. 
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RQ7: Do Students Talk with Other Students As Well As Friends about Japanese Culture 

or Participate in Online Discussions about Japan and Japanese Culture? 

 

       Figure B.9. B.10, and B.11 (see APPENDIX B) reveal the findings for this question. 

About 65.1% of the participants talked something about Japan and/or Japanese culture 

with their classmates. In particular, 58.5% of those participants focused on some topics in 

Japanese popular culture. Only two participants talked about homework assignments and 

the Japanese language with their classmates. However, it seemed that most participants 

thought they did not have to include these topics. Moreover, compared to their rising 

interests in other aspects of Japanese culture that was previously discussed, only 14.6% 

of those participants who talked about Japan/Japanese culture with their classmates talked 

about lifestyle, customs, or mannerisms in Japan. 12.2% of those participants talked on 

food.   

       Most of the participants (92.1%) talked about Japan/Japanese culture outside of 

Japanese class with their friends who were not in Japanese courses. The majority of the 

participants shared their interests with other friends outside of Japanese class from 

relatively high (34.9%) to very high (33.3%) frequencies. On the other hand, most of the 

participants were not active with the people who they did not know in person. The 

majority of the participants often did not talk with their cyber friends or anonymous 

people on the Internet (33.3%) or never talked with them (31.7%).  

 



 

37 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Discussion 

 

       The objective of this study is to articulate the relationship between American 

students‟ interests in Japanese popular culture and the Japanese language. It is natural for 

people who have interests in a culture to start learning the language of its culture of their 

interests. In the case of the Japanese language in the United States, Japanese popular 

culture such as anime, manga, and video games seem to influence American young 

generations. Yet, other cultural aspects of Japanese culture such as samurai and tea 

arrangement have also influenced Western people in general. Moreover, since Japan is 

physically distant from America, the media are probably most influential which may 

provide Americans stereotypical ideas about Japan. However, recent technological 

development with the Internet encourages users to interact with each other; American 

younger generation may know more about authentic Japan.   

        Research questions one to seven attempts to reveal the relationship between the 

Japanese language, culture, and the media. The questionnaire embedding research 

questions was distributed to seventy-one students at a medium-sized private university in 

the Southwest in the United States. The collected data from the questionnaire provided 

several findings. This chapter will describe these findings and limitation of this study.  

 

RQ1: Are Anime, Manga, and/or Video Games the Primary Reasons that  

Americans Take Japanese Language Classes in College? 

 

       The data from the present study illustrated that the majority of students had interests 

in more than one aspect of Japanese popular culture. Participants interested in popular 



 

38 

culture disclosed that anime had stimulated their curiosities toward Japan. Many of them 

had experienced Japanese culture as young children or elementary school students. 

Generally speaking, because anime is mostly watched by children, there is a likely 

chance an American‟s first exposure to Japanese culture was in childhood even though 

they might have not recognized it was from Japan at that time. Participants disclosed that 

they were from six to eight years old when Pokemon first became popular in 1996 

(Sugiyama, 2006). 

       In this study, however, only five participants acknowledged they were influenced 

only by anime. The majority of the participants expressed having multiple reasons for 

their interest in Japanese culture including manga, video games, J-POP and fashion. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, manga is deeply related to anime (Tsugata, 2005). 

Since manga is usually published earlier than anime, it is natural that anime fans 

participate in manga. Manga is often more interesting because it invokes the imagination 

of audience. Some video games are also related to anime in that Japanese companies tend 

to line video games, anime, and manga in the same marketing strategy. For example, 

Dragon Ball originally started as manga and became anime; then game companies also 

created several series of Dragon Ball. However, Pokemon was different; it originally 

created for video games (Pokemon, n.d.) then became anime. Therefore, it is much more 

natural to see the popularity of Pokemon originally began from video games and 

continued to anime. 

       J-POP seemed to be another rising component within Japanese popular culture. An 

anime called Hi Hi Puffy Ami Yumi became popular in 2004 (IMDB, n.d.), which featured 

two Japanese duo singers Ami and Yumi. The show became so popular that it was 
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nominated to for an Annie-Award. Because of the popularity of the anime, these singers 

had several concerts in the United States. Although the animation style was American, it 

was an opportunity for American children to engage J-POP.  

       The genre J-Rock and fashion are also rising elements of popular culture that is 

escalating the popularity of Japanese music. J-Rock portrays only one kind of rock music 

band, the visual rock band. The members of a visual rock band make up their faces to 

look beautiful even they are men and wear extravagant clothes. Visual rock bands have 

become popular in both Europe and America. Several visual rock bands such as X 

JAPAN had concerts in Europe (“X JAPAN,” October 31, 2008), and Okada (June 5, 

2008) reported that a visual rock band Versailles became popular in Europe and America 

before achieving success in Japan. They also had a concert at A-Kon (anime convention) 

in Texas as one of the main acts.  

       There were also a considerable number of participants who developed their interests 

in Japanese culture through other people. Rogers (2003) argued that an innovation 

diffuses faster among people who have similarities. These participants expressed that 

they came to know about Japan through their families and friends. Since becoming 

friends often require somewhat homophilous elements, and since family is an influential 

environment (Jones, Beach, & Fincham, 2006), people are more likely to be influenced 

by these people.   

The participants who had lived in Japan comprised another essential component 

of Americans interested in Japan. There are considerable number of military personnel 

(50,000) and their dependents (44,000) in Japan (U.S. Forces Japan, n.d.). These 

participants lived in Japan because their parents were stationed in one of the ten military 
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bases in Japan (Eigo joohoo.com, n.d.). Finally, the number of participants with interests 

in traditional culture, history, or martial arts was far fewer than those participants with 

interests in popular culture.  

       There may be two possible factors which explain why traditional Japanese culture 

does not attract young Americans. First, the aesthetic concept of Japanese traditional 

culture is wabi sabi (taste for simple and quiet; antique look), which usually is difficult 

for young people to understand and appreciate. Wabi sabi promotes calmness and 

simplicity. On the contrary, young children tend to pay attention to bright colors, which 

are associated with positive emotions (Zentner, 2001). Although young American 

children may still be aware of the cultural differences between America and Japan and 

may have opportunities to appreciate the differences, anime, manga, and video games are 

more likely to get their attention. Second, American young children are simply exposed 

to Japanese popular culture more than to Japanese traditional culture. Anime, manga, and 

video games have penetrated more deeply into American culture.  Thus, while American 

students seem to have multiple interests in Japanese culture which engage their thinking 

about taking a Japanese course, contemporary influences seem to have the greatest effect. 

 

RQ2: Do Students Enrolled in a Japanese Language Class Relate  

Its Language to Its Culture? 

 

       The data showed that many participants taking Japanese courses were interested in 

learning more Japanese culture in these courses. Most of them were expecting to learn 

some mannerisms, daily living in Japan, and cultural differences between American and 

Japanese culture. Several participants expressed that the study of the Japanese language 

stimulated their interests in other aspects of Japanese culture. Before they began learning 
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Japanese, they were interested in only some aspects of Japanese culture, especially 

popular culture. However, after they took a Japanese course, their interests broadened to 

other aspects of Japanese culture. The majority of the participants indicated they would 

take a more advanced Japanese course in the following semester. This finding may be 

due to the fact that Japanese classes were staffed by native speaker instructors who 

exposed these American students to authentic Japanese culture in their daily classroom 

interactions.  

 

RQ3: What Do Students Learn about Japanese Culture  

by Enrolling in Japanese Language Courses? 

 

       Many of the research participants had some basic knowledge about the geography 

and politics of Japan. Such knowledge can be obtained outside of Japanese language 

courses. For example, professors can educate students about the reasons for the success 

of the Japanese economy in business and/or organizational communication classes. 

However, specific behaviors associated with the Japanese language, such as greeting with 

bowing or saying “thank you” both before and after a meal can only be attained primarily 

through Japanese language courses.  

       Participants in the study taking advanced Japanese courses knew more about Japan 

than freshman-level Japanese takers. This difference can be explained by their personal 

experiences in Japan. While most of the participants taking Elementary Japanese had not 

been to Japan, about fifty percent of the participants from Intermediate Japanese had 

traveled to Japan. Not surprisingly, research participants with living experience in Japan 

received higher grades in their language classes. However, research participants‟ 

knowledge on Japan was still limited in this study.  Participants were not able to 
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categorize some famous cultural items such as Kurosawa movies and novels by Haruki 

Murakami, who is very popular in Japan. Most of the participants did not know about the 

recent blunder of Japan‟s Financial Minister.  

 

RQ4: In What Ways Does Taking a Japanese Language Class Deepen and/or  

Change a Student’s Interest in Its Language or Culture? 

 

      The majority of participants who would take another Japanese course felt that the 

Japanese language was interesting and stimulated their desires to learn more about Japan 

and its culture. Since Japanese is a “truly foreign” language (Christensen, & Warnick, 

2006), learning Japanese develops new knowledge and stimulates curiosity about Japan.  

For example, saying “thank you for the meal” both before and after the meal with putting 

hands together in front of one‟s face is usually new to Americans. Some students may 

know that Japanese people take off their shoes before entering their house. Yet, it is 

common custom among Asian countries. 

Several research participants indicated they would take another Japanese course 

because they liked their native speaking instructor. Having native speaking instructors 

may significantly affect the way they teach or the cultural materials they incorporate into 

class, which in turn creates positive change in students‟ attitudes toward Japanese culture 

and language. Thus, Japanese language teachers are bridges for American students to 

access wider aspects of Japanese culture.  

 

RQ5: What Types of Sources Influence Students to Become Interested in Japan? 

 

       The survey data demonstrated that the Internet is the most dominant information 

source used by university students to learn about Japanese culture. This is not surprising 

given the availability of the internet to American students. Television and DVDs were 
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also identified as information sources, although these media are less available, convenient, 

cost-effective and useful than the internet as information sources for Japanese culture. 

For example, although students may want to know about Japanese samurai history, real-

time programming on television may not be available on this topic. And there is a cost for 

students to purchase DVDs on Japanese culture. 

       Although American college students listen to radio in their everyday lives, in 

particular while they are driving, they have very limited or no access to Japanese radio in 

the United States. Some Japanese radio programs are available through the Internet; yet it 

is very limited because Japan has strict copyright laws. Additionally, radio is not visual 

and more difficult to understand for American students unless they are fluent enough to 

understand the Japanese language. 

       Books on Japanese culture are also available to American students; however, the 

majority of American students seem to prefer other media to books. In this study, only 

14% of the participants preferred books over other information sources. Bauerlein (2008) 

argued that America‟s young generation reads fewer books compared to past generations 

and discovered that 70% of college students read fewer than four books a year when you 

exclude textbooks.   

 

RQ6: What Percentages of Students Watch Anime or Fansub Anime?  

Do Students Prefer to Anime Over Other Forms of Media? 

  

       Research participants who watched anime in high frequency also disclosed they 

watched fansub anime in high frequency. The participants mentioned accessibility of 

fansub anime as one of its benefits, given its availability on the Internet. Fansub anime 

also shows the anime unavailable on television and DVDs. With these factors, fansub 
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anime has become increasingly popular to American college students. Several 

participants expressed that fansub anime is better than anime on television and DVDs 

because of dubbings and originality. Sugiyama (2006) argued that American dubbings of 

Japanese anime were horrible since they often do not match the animation style and a 

scene‟s original context. American dubbings may destroy the imagination of the audience. 

Additionally, anime on television and DVDs are often edited by the American media 

distributor (Sugiyama, 2006). As a consequence of these shortcomings, audiences find 

fansub anime closer to the original, and if they also read manga, they are more likely to 

go online and watch fansub anime. Many participants also thought fansub anime was 

more interesting.  

       One of the unexpected findings in this study was that most participants played 

Japanese video games even though they do not watch anime or read manga. Anime may 

be still considered negatively among Americans because the general perception of 

cartoons is for children; yet, Americans may not have negative attitudes toward video 

games. Video games have penetrated American culture more than anime or manga 

(Sugiyama, 2006). 

 

RQ7: Do Students Talk with Other Students As Well As Friends about Japanese Culture 

or Participate in Online Discussions about Japan and Japanese Culture? 

 

       The majority of the research participants reported that they talked with their 

immediate friends and classmates about Japanese culture. The majority of the participants 

reported that they rarely exchange information on Japan from on-line communities or 

people. This is somewhat surprising given the popularity of the internet. It can be 

assumed that talking about Japanese culture with friends is more natural than consulting 
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anonymous online users as well as cyber friends. Proximity may also explain this finding. 

Most participants were likely to have already established their friend circles before 

entering the university or before taking their first Japanese class. They would share their 

experiences in Japanese classes more with their closer friends than classmates in the 

beginning. Moreover, at the beginning of the first semester of Japanese, most students 

start learning Japanese with their classmates and some develop into friendships given 

their common portfolio of experiences. Online acquaintances usually do not have this 

kind of proximity.      

       However, some participants in the study revealed consulting online sources for 

information about Japanese culture, and three possible reasons may explain this finding. 

First, students may not be satisfied with the information obtained in class or from friends 

due to the differences in their interests as well as the level of information they can obtain. 

Second, they may see value in developing cyber friends. Contemporary video games such 

as Halo and World of War Craft provide for multiple online players (Novak, 2007). 

Friendships may develop with these online players as they collaborate when engaged in 

these games. Third, these research participants may simply be more open and 

comfortable with online communication. Although younger people in general have more 

positive attitudes about mediated communication compared to older people 

(Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008), individual 

attitudes among the younger people may vary. In this study, the majority of research 

participants do not obtain information on Japan from their online acquaintances. 
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Limitations of Research 

 

       There are several limitations for the present study. First, the study was conducted 

through the use of self-report items. The responses to Likert-like scales may vary across 

individuals. For example, some participants may feel five hours of anime watching is 

very frequent, while some may think it is less frequent. Open-ended questions also might 

be difficult for participants to fully answer given fatigue or their unwillingness to respond 

completely and correctly. For example, one of the participants wrote his ethnicity as 

“American,” when responses such as Caucasian and Asian were necessary. Filling out the 

questionnaire items on anime might have been embarrassing to some participants. 

Cartoons are typically marketed to children in the United States, although anime has been 

changing that perception. Some participants might have been uncomfortable disclosing 

their attitudes toward anime, and consequently answered these questions incompletely or 

incorrectly. 

 

Conclusion 

 

       This thesis explored the relationship between American students‟ interests in 

Japanese culture and language. I hope that this study helps Japanese teachers who wish to 

modify their curricula as well as everyday lesson plans. Because maintaining students‟ 

motivation is important for foreign language education, thorough plans of curricula and 

everyday lessons are essential. From this study, I believe the balance between the 

incorporation of Japanese popular culture and other aspects of Japanese culture can affect 

the instruction of Japanese culture in a positive way.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

Survey for the Relationship between Japanese Popular Culture,  

Japanese Language, and Media 

 

Japanese Language: 

 

1. When did you first have an interest in Japan or the Japanese Culture? 

 

 

2. What promoted your interest in Japan? 

 

 

3. Why did you choose to take Japanese at Baylor? Choose ALL that apply to you. 

 

____  To know Japanese culture more 

____  The class fits my schedule 

____  Other foreign language classes did not interest you 

____  Other foreign language classes seemed more difficult 

____  Had already taken other language(s), and did not work out 

____  Had interests in the Japanese language itself 

____  To get a job in Japan/at a Japanese-related company in the future 

____  To learn more about Japanese technology 

____  My family/relatives speak Japanese 

____  To learn about a different culture 

____  To learn about Japanese politics and economics more 

____  To travel to Japan 

____  To make Japanese friends 

____  To communicate with your friends in Japanese 

____  To study in Japan 

____  Need to know some Japanese in your current situation 

____ To follow your parent‟s will 

____ To prepare for a Japanese language exam 

____ Other (Please specify:                                   ) 

 

4. Did you expect to learn some aspects of Japanese culture from Japanese class?  

Yes No 
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If yes, what aspect did you expect? 

 

 

5. What is beneficial to you to take Japanese class in order to increase your interests in 

taking another Japanese course in the future semester? 

____  Making friends (classmates) who have similar interests 

____  Learning Japanese language from the instructor 

____  Learning Japanese culture from the instructor 

____  Sharing information of some aspects of Japanese culture in class 

____  Having an opportunity to make Japanese friends 

 

6. Are you going to register Japanese course(s) in the following semester(s)?  

Yes No 

 

If yes, please choose an appropriate answer that is most important to you 

 ____  There are friends who have similar interests 

 ____  The Japanese language is interesting 

 ____  The class was interesting 

 ____  It is the requirement 

 ____  I want to relax from other intimidating classes 

 ____  I like the teacher 

 ____  Other (Please specify:                                         ) 

  

If no, please choose an appropriate answer that is most important to you 

 _____  The Japanese language is too difficult 

 _____  The schedule does not fit 

 _____  I finished the requirement 

 _____  Other languages seem to be more interesting 

 _____  The class was not interesting 

 _____  I didn‟t like the teacher 

 _____  Other (Please specify:                                      ) 

 

Japanese culture: 

 

7. Have you ever been to Japan?  Yes No 

 

If yes, what brought you to Japan? Please specify. 

 

 

8. Do you have Japanese friend(s)? Yes No 
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 If yes, how did you get to know them? 

 

 

9. Do you attend JSA? Yes No 

 

 If yes, why did you choose to attend JSA? 

 

 

 If no, would you like to attend? Yes No 

 

10. Did you, or will you go to Japan through the Baylor Study Abroad Program? Yes

 No 

 

 If no, are you planning to apply for the program? Yes No 

 

 If yes, please explain briefly about your experience in Japan. What interested you  

 most while you were staying in Japan? 

 

11. What do you believe is the strongest image in Japan? Choose one. 

 

_____ Anime 

_____ J-POP 

_____ Technology 

_____ oriental tradition  

_____ business 

_____  Other (Please specify:                            ) 

 

12. What aspect of Japanese culture interests you the most now?  

 

_____ Traditional (kabuki, tea arrangement, martial arts, etc.) 

_____ Popular (anime, manga, J-POP, Fashion) 

_____  Techonological (Toyota, SONY) 

_____  Food 

_____  Business 

_____  Other (Please specify:                           ) 

 

13. Has taking Japanese class changed or strengthened your interest in Japanese culture? 

Yes No 

 

If yes, in what ways? 
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14. Did your interests in Japan/Japanese culture change while you were taking Japanese 

class?  

Yes No 

 

 If yes, how? 

 

 

 

15. Do you talk about Japanese culture with your classmates from your Japanese class?  

Yes No 

 

If yes, which topic do you mainly talk about? 

 

 

 

We are interested in knowing what aspects of authentic Japanese culture you are learning 

by taking Japanese. 

 

16. What are some of the great achievements of Japan? 

 

 

 

17. What are some facts (kind of political system, geography, population, business) that 

you know about Japan? 

 

 

 

18. What are some common daily practices and beliefs (eating habits and manners, 

manner of greeting, parent-child relationships, teacher-student relationships) that you 

know about Japan? 

 

 

 

19. What are some things that the Japanese people are especially proud of about their 

country? 

 

 

20. Please categorize the following Japanese cultural aspects into four types of culture 

(achievement culture, informational culture, behavioral culture, revealed culture). 

Definitions of the four characteristics of culture are given below.  
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Achievement culture (AC): Cultural aspects that people in a culture eagerly want 

foreigners to know about their culture 

Informational culture (IC): Information of history, social values and facts 

Behavioral culture (BC): The daily practices and beliefs that define the behavior of the 

people in a culture 

Revealed culture (RC): Cultural aspects that are either people in a culture are anxious to 

share with others or they want to share with others 

 

** If you are not familiar with the words below, please leave it blank. 

 

Categorize followings: 

 

_____  Kabuki    _____  Anime   _____  Karate  _____  Japanese video games 

 

_____  J-POP  _____  Otaku   _____  Toyota cars  _____  Harajuku fashion 

 

_____  Samurai _____  Sushi  _____  Manga     _____  SONY Walkman 

 

_____  2ch  _____  Geisha  _____  Matsuri    _____  Anime Shin-chan 

 

_____  Calligraphy _____  Cup Noodles _____  Pokemon  _____  Visual Rock Bands 

 

_____  Gothic Lolita _____  Kyoto _____  WWII enemy _____  Japanese pop art 

 

_____  Sumo Wrestling   _____  Akira Kurosawa Movies 

 

_____  Haruki Murakami Novels  _____  Flower Arrangement 

 

_____  Japanese Comedians, Gameshow _____  Nakagawa Financial Minister 

 

_____  Hayao Miyazaki Movies  _____  Shintoism 

 

_____  Costume Play    _____  Japanese style toilet  

 

_____  Wearing masks in spring  _____  Honne and Tatemae 
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Media: 

 

21. Which form of media do you use to access your favorite Japanese culture? Choose all 

that apply. 

 

____TV 

____radio 

____DVD 

____Internet 

 

22. Why do you choose the medium over other forms of media? 

 

 

 

23. How frequently do you watch anime 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not      very 

At all      frequently 

 

24. Why are you attracted to anime? 

 

 

25. How frequently do you read manga (comics)? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not      very 

At all      frequenctly 

 

26. How frequently you play video games? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not      very 

At all      frequenctly 

 

27. How frequently you watch Japanese drama series? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not      very 

At all      frequenctly 
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28. How frequently you read books on Japan/Japanese culture? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not      very 

At all      frequenctly 

 

29. Among the above (anime, manga, video games, books) which do you prefer the most? 

 

30. Do you use the Internet to search about Japan/Japanese culture outside of Japanese 

language class? Yes No 

 

31. Are you familiar with the word “fansub”? Yes No 

 

 

32. How frequently do you watch anime with fansub? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not       very 

At all      frequently  

 

33. If you watch fansub anime more than the anime on TV, what is the reason? 

 

____  Because fansub anime is more interesting 

____  I have easier access o fansub anime 

____  I have never watched fansub anime 

____  Other (Please specify:                       ) 

 

34. Do you talk or exchange information about Japanese culture with your friends who 

are not in Japanese class? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not       very 

At all      frequently 

 

35. Do you talk or exchange information about Japanese culture with anonymous people 

or your cyber friends on the Internet? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not      very 

At all      frequently 
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Demographics 

 

Age: ______ 

 

Gender:  Male _____ Female ______ 

 

Ethnicity: ____________________________ 

 

School Year: Freshman _____ Sophomore ______ Junior ______  Senior ______ 

 

Major _________________________ 

 

International student?  Yes No 

 

Which Japanese class are you taking (or did you take last time)?

 _____________________ 

 

Is the Japanese class you are taking (or you took) your requirement? Yes No 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Figures 

 

 

 

 
Figure B.1. Participants‟ Classification of Japanese Culture 

a. 

b. 
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Figure B.2. Anime Consumption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure B.3. Fansub Anime Consumption 
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Figure B.4. Manga Consumption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure B.5. Video Games Consumption 
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Figure B.6. TV Drama Series Consumption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure B.7. Books Consumption 
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Figure B.8. Media Preference 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure B.9. Topics Participants Talk during Breaks with Other Classmates 
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Figure B.10. Frequency with Talking about Japan to Acquaintances Outside of Japanese 

Class 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure B.11. Frequency with Talking about Japan Online 
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