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Abstract

This paper aims to consider the evolution of the debate on the topic of ‘Japanese as a
common language’ by focusing on two concepts: Basic Japanese, as proposed by Kochi Doi
in the 1930s and Isao Iori’s Yasashii Nihongo, which has been discussed in the literature of
the 21st century. While previous study has referred commonalities between the proposals,
including that they were both put forward under social conditions in which the existence of
non-native Japanese speakers in Japan was particularly salient and the demand for ‘Japanese
as a common language’ intensified, a rigorous comparison of the content of each proposal
has not been made.

Through a discourse analysis of the literature on the two proposals, this paper argues that
there are commonalities between the proposals, in that they were both created as approaches
to Japanese language education and were also intended to function as common language
through the encouraging of native Japanese speakers to adjust their speech for non-native
speakers. However, newly examined were the clear differences between the directions of
these two proposals that arose through analysis. Under the Japanese occupation of Southeast
Asia, the discussion over Basic Japanese degenerated into a means for suppressing local
language and culture. On the other hand, Yasashii Nihongo is intended to be an
emancipatory approach, and attempts to encourage the societal participation of non-native
Japanese speakers through language support. Based on the above, this paper concludes that
the tone of the discussion over ‘Japanese as a common language’ has evolved from
promoting principles of oppression and discrimination into a supportive non-native speaker
friendly device.
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