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Abstract 

The presence of English has grown in public and commercial spaces of urban localities 

across the world, yet the French language is gaining an increasing presence in Japan and is 

thus characterizing its linguistic landscape of its cities. Many language signs in these cities 

containing names of shops or products in French, appear on storefronts and packages. These 

texts seemingly convey shop policies or product images rather than a correct use of the 

French language. These situations require us to cast questions such as the following: 1) 

Which categories produce signs in French? 2) Which demographics constitute targeted 

receivers of these signs? 3) To what extent to these demographics comprehend the language 

n these signs? 4) What are the formal features specific to these signs? 5) What are the 

motivations and identities of the stakeholders of signs? 6) What are the motives for opting 

for French rather than other foreign languages in Japanese society? 

To respond to these questions, in this article, I will report on my preliminary analysis of 

signage data collected over several years throughout Japan’s urban centres. For this, I will 

discuss the presence of foreign languages in Japanese society and its language (loanwords, 

writing systems, foreign language in the media), after which, the article alludes to the 

ethnolinguistic vitality of French in the society. This vitality of the French language in Japan’s 

urban linguistic landscapes is described by the form and presence of metalinguistic 

variation, that is, the form and meaning of elements of French in signage in Japan’s cities. 
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Introduction  

As visual representations of society, written texts have appeared ubiquitously in urban and 

suburban physical spaces. These texts and their representative designs strategically convey 

their polysemy in various ways: They intensify the language and code mixing of respective 

ethnic communities; they represent the arrangements and geographies of ethnic groups; 

they showcase the appeal of these ethnicities to others. For example, China- and Japan-

towns globally usually contain a barrage of signage, as sub-communities present in most 

urban centres globally, while housing shops, restaurants, festivals, religious buildings, 

media, medical facilities, and so forth. These signs thus appear as shop names, 

advertisements, bulletin boards, public notices, billboards, publicities, and posters, in 

sound/music broadcasts, and through other electronic and online media. However, in cities 

throughout Asia, foreign media is also just as present, that is, signage pertaining to North 

American media, Bollywood, Spanish products and tv shows, and so forth. As such, the 

pervasiveness of these foreign texts and signs, their specific designs, their foreign appeal, as 

well as their construction or reproduction of social imagination, influence people’s 

conceptions of these signs, and reflexively influence producers to alter their designs so as to 

increase their appeal to both local and foreign audiences, wherein people form or become 

accustomed to urban grammars as a cultural practice. 

Scholars of urban anthropology and urban sociology have long developed work on the 

ubiquity of these texts and their communities (Blommaert 2010; Schultz and Lavenda 

2009). These scholars have gathered and analysed the dynamics of urban centres, amongst 

other things, to textually convey and to alter the semiotics of the environments of these 

communities. Some theoreticians-urbanists, particularly architects of post-modern 

movements in the 1970s and the 1980s have proposed that we view the city as a book, 

where we consider buildings and urban elements, and in this case, street signs, as 

meaningful elements of this syntax / grammar, or rather ’words,’ in an urban book. For this, 

people draw on the etic grammars of urban centres, and on their abundant symbolic 

resources, to landscape their own personal emic grammars, to reflexively inform their own 

notions of urban grammar. 

Analysing these texts exposes their polysemy, as well as the ways in which people 

interpret these signs through their own respective cultural syntaxes. Such an analysis would 

require an ethnography of these texts, and their linguistic landscape, as well as various 

levels of categorization of these texts and signs. However, until the present, scholars have 

not effectively attended to the syntax of these signs in urban and suburban centres, 

particularly through a model of cultural and semiotic grammar. 

In this paper, I will present my ethnographic work, during which, I have attempted to 

bridge architecture and the linguistic landscapes of urban centres. The urban centres I select 

for this study are Tokyo and other cities throughout Japan. These cities contain an 
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abundance of French signs that have been appropriated throughout the cityscapes, 

particularly in their urban centres which have an abundance of diverse cultural 

communities. As both an architect and a linguist, I bring forth my perceptions of Tokyo’s 

urban scapes, and in the process, I discuss my transition from architecture into linguistics, 

to thus integrate the two fields into a hybridized study, following my efforts to understand 

the symbiotic influence of each one on the other. Following this, I observe how these signs 

and their linguistic landscapes contribute to the ethnolinguistic vitality of both French and 

Japanese in the urban centres of the country of Japan. 

To accomplish this, I organize the paper as follows: In the second section, I first briefly 

provide information on the presence of French language in Japanese society, in urban Tokyo 

and other cities, to ground my descriptions of the social and linguistic contexts in which I 

conducted the ethnography. Following this, in the same section, I begin to discuss the 

theoretical framework of the study, into which I include definitions of public space in ways 

that are both unique to this study, and also common to other research. In the next and third 

section, the section on the methodical framework, I then specify the analytical framework 

and data corpus of this investigation, while connecting this to all other sections. In doing so, 

I will developmentally describe the scope of this research, which includes work on the 

linguistic landscapes of Tokyo, and of other urban centres in Japan. In te fourth section, I 

then present the French language sign data that I collected during the ethnography, to 

facilitate the discussion of my findings, and the framing of this data and its analysis, as a 

study of the linguistic landscapes of urban centres throughout Japan. 

In line with the above, the study seeks to contribute to the field of linguistic anthropology 

by presenting the ways in which foreign language is reappropriated in public places for local 

cultural development, for foreign cultural development by communities in these urban 

centres, and for mercantile intentions of business owners, sign producers, and other 

stakeholders. As such, the study will seek to add to the current growing body of scholarship 

on linguistic landscapes, through a mapping of these landscapes in Tokyo, and other large 

cities throughout Japan.   

Ethnolinguistic Vitality of French in Japan. 

General Language Variance and Use in Japan  

I define public space as a space in which the users of that space (residents, workers, visitors, 

etc) develop a collective interaction, that is, a social ecology, yet where their interaction is 

significantly characterised by their respective individual cultures, be they local or foreign 

heritage, as well as by other elements; space design, ambiance, colour, street accessories, 

and elements predicated on economic or collective activities (market, itinerant business, 

events, etc.). The public space typically includes outdoor facilities such as roads, squares, 

and parks, as well as indoor spaces such as stations and halls. These spaces display public 



 

77 
 

Semio-linguistic Norms and Variations of French 

in Urban and Commercial Spaces in Japan 

JALA, The Journal of Asian Linguistic Anthropology 

 

 

notices, road directions, advertisements, store names, and so forth. To the above, I include 

commercial space (as is the case with shopping malls), trains, and buses, as sites of 

ethnography, as they contain worded signs similar to those found in public spaces. 

I therefore employ the term ’public space’ as a space accessible or visible to the public on 

a daily basis, whether outdoor or indoor. Urban anthropology considers commercial space 

(e.g., supermarkets, malls) as an ethnographic site containing, for example, names of 

products, shops, and messages. A main concern for those who draw on the tools of urban 

anthropology and urban sociology — such as architects and urbanists —, is to understand 

the identity of a living area, and also the perceptions by residents of this living area. These 

researchers observe void spaces, forms-colours of physical elements, and vegetation, as the 

semiotic constructions of these spaces, by discursively interacting with people, in order to 

determine solutions in urban design that may improve the image of a city and hence its living 

conditions. Designers have similar concerns and purposes, but their target includes the 

design of signage, logos, and advertisements. Marketers, who usually work with 

stakeholders (common consumers, specific clients, countries, society), also deal with 

product naming, but their analysis is contingent on market research, which can be 

conducted through surveys, to infer categories of potential consumers for a given product 

or service (Aïm and Billiet 2015). Through such processes, marketers will consider naming 

a product, together with a conceptual story, in order to strengthen the brand name, 

otherwise known as ‘branding.’ 

Scholarly work on signage in public space (Blackwood et al. 2016; Blommaert 2013; 

Gorter 2006; Jaworski and Thurlow 2011; Shohamy and Gorter 2008; Peck and Stroud 

2018) has been categorized as the field ‘linguistic landscapes’ (Landry and Bourhis 1997). 

The field of linguistic landscapes can ideally address the understandings of signage in urban 

centres, largely owing to the fact that these urban centres house an intensified plurality of 

ethnic groups and their languages, much more so than the suburban or rural regions of the 

city. More to this, the urban centre is also the place where stores and other facilities with 

public displays attract these international groups, and hence, the signage by nature in these 

urban centres must be prolific, ubiquitous, multicultural/multilingual, and must be in ways 

legible by those with only an elementary competence in these languages. 

Tokyo, as one of the world’s largest and most populated cities, in the world’s second or 

third strongest economy, has logically attracted inhabitants from most global regions to 

either live or to pursue commercial interests in the form of restaurants, retailers, 

entertainment, and the like. Consequently, the city has needed to accommodate these global 

communities with signage that addresses a wide range of multicultural needs, such as 

hospitalization, immigration, and other requirements. As Barthes (1970) observed, 

Japanese modern life presents a remarkable source for the generation of a multiplicity of 

signs. However, in this era of globalization, such a process has elicited a massive presence 

of foreign languages in public space, exemplified by the strong presence of French in Japan. 
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The lexicon of a language does frequently incorporate that of other languages. In the case 

of the Japanese language, the lexicon easily incorporates loan words, a process that the 

multimodal writing systems of Japanese facilitate; Japanese uses the katakana writing mode 

as specific for words originating from other languages. In Japanese, the number of these loan 

words appearing throughout the language is significant. For example, 20% of the entries in 

Koji-en (2018), one of the most common dictionaries of Japanese language, are of foreign 

languages other than Chinese. Loveday (1996) presents a survey on loanwords in the 

Japanese lexicon (Gairaigo): The survey was conducted by the Japanese National Language 

Research Institute in 1964, and found that approximately 10% of the Japanese loanword 

lexicon, at the time, was of non-Chinese origin (English=7.29%, French=0.55%, 

German=0.31%, Italian=0.15%, Portuguese / Spanish=0.14%, Dutch=0.13%, 

Russian=0.08%, Others=0.52%). It is worth noting that French was second in rank long 

before this time, i.e., 50 years ago. 

The predominance of French in Japan cannot be overstated. Its semiotic potential in a 

variety of domains is significant. For example, French is seen as a Eurocentric language, and 

France is a sought-after culture for east Asians, who frame the country of France and its 

language as romantic and very historical. In Japan, French food, fashion, and cologne, for 

example, are seen as upwardly socioeconomic. As such, any integration of the French 

language into other languages, and in this case, Japanese, frequently serves to instil in 

interlocutors conceptions of elegance. Traditionally, the socio-semantic areas in Japanese in 

which French frequently produces loanwords are the arts, fashion, cooking and bakery, 

confectionary, aesthetics, and philosophy. 

French has achieved a vitality in most global regions, as a language of elegance, and has 

continued to do so in the era of post late-modernity. More recently, in my interactions with 

the private data collection company CM Databank, the company informed me of their 

statistics describing the relative vitality of the French language in Japanese society. These 

statistics describe language choice in TV commercials broadcasted in the Tokyo area 

between 2012 and 2019. These statistics describe the use of advertisements on five local 

private television companies in Tokyo, culminating in a total of 99,824 televised 

commercials. The company found that the rate of language use within one commercial 

varies from approximately 30% to 100% of total language content. 

In Japan, the appeal of TV commercials is such that 99.6% of their content incudes the 

Japanese language. The greatest use of another language is that of English, by far, but is then 

followed by French. These statistics indicate that French has maintained a status of relative 

vitality in Japanese society, whereas English has had significant momentum owing to its role 

as the global language of communication. I present a list of these statistics in the following 

table, Table 1. 
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Language foreign to Japan Number Level 

English 269 65.9% 

French 69 16.1% 

Italian 20 4.9% 

Chinese 16 3.5% 

German 13 3.1% 

Spanish 12 2.3% 

South Korean 11 2.2% 

Portuguese 6 1.0% 

Russian 3 0.7% 

Total 419 100% 

Table 1: Use of Foreign Languages on TV in Japan 

The French language has appeared ubiquitously in stores, on store signage, and on 

commercial items throughout the country of Japan, over the past few decades. For instance, 

one advertisement which includes le dimanche, a French phrase describing ’every Sunday,’ 

also appears as a transliteration in the katakana script form, to indicate the day on which a 

shopping centre in Tokyo opens early. Although most Japanese people would not know the 

meaning of the phrase le dimanche, the writers and shop owners have resorted to this use 

of French, rather than English, with several motives in mind, including novelty, 

socioeconomic class elevation, and possibly the attempt to connote something other than 

‘every Sunday’ in pun form, that is a metaphor or connotative use of ‘every Sunday.’ 

The use of the French language also appears in modes other than the written. Throughout 

many cities and towns in Japan, French has also appeared in general conversation and 

normative social practice during interaction in both Japanese and other languages such as 

English and Chinese. For example, the word petit (/putsi/) appears in phrases such as petit 

happening, petit holiday, petit plastic surgery. Other words commonly appearing include 

fromage (/furomadg/) and gateau (/gato/), as in gateau-fromage and gateau-chocolat. 

Despite the dominance of English in Japan and in other urban centres globally, the shift 

to the frequent use of French in east Asian localities suggests a remarkable anomaly. To this, 

and to guide this ethnography, I have developed questions such as the following: To what 

extent do Japanese people who do not speak French with any significant competence, and 

who do not have an interest in the French language, develop some level of functional 

knowledge of the French language so as to integrate the language into their daily Japanese 

discourse? Do rules governing French signage in cities or districts in Japan exist, and what 

are these rules, or sets of rules? Do systematic linguistic features arise in the use of the 

French language in Japanese urban centres, and if so, what are these features? Do these 
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patterns effect a language vitality of the French language in Japan, that is, in the situated 

contextual usage of the language? If so, what are the effects of this language vitality? 

 

Signage in Public Spaces in Japan 

In this section, I begin to discuss the presence and form of the French language in shop 

names in a number of urban localities throughout Japan. French producers of various 

commodities imported both by Japanese and non-Japanese companies and their products 

into Japanese territories, such as luxury bands (Luis Vuiton, Gucci, Zegna, and so forth).1 

These companies, brands, and products, are now highly visible on the Japanese market, a 

phenomenon also observable in many big urban centres in other countries throughout Asia. 

These producers mostly arrived in Japan earlier than they did elsewhere in Asia.1 Yet, the 

names originating in France and imported to Japan may well correlate with the commercial 

vitality of French companies in Japan and elsewhere globally, rather than with the linguistic 

vitality of French in Japan, and thus may not extensively represent the sociolinguistic 

dynamics of Japan and its affinity for French. Despite this, my argument pertains to language 

contact in the form of diacritic and code mixing, and linguistic vitality. Yet, the French 

companies in Japan may in part or in full resort to the use of French phrases rather than 

simple code mixing or code appropriation between French and Japanese languages, as 

would sometimes become the case with the Japanese local language communities. 

Some Japanese companies have adopted French to describe or to shape the names of their 

shops, brands, or companies, largely stemming from the fact that the processes of 

production are still domesticated, that is, they are developed and fully implemented in 

Japan. For instance: a sportswear retailer Descente (a brand name created in 1957 by a 

Japanese company founded in 1935 in Osaka, and which has been the company name from 

 

 

"le dimanche" (= Every Sunday) 
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1961); an outdoor products retailer Mont-bell (created in 1975 in Osaka by a Japanese 

climber); a bakery chain Vie de France (its first shop opened in Tokyo in 1983, and currently 

has more than 270 boutiques in Japan, operated by the Yamazaki baking company); a coffee 

shop chain CAFÉ de CRIÉ (created in 1994 in Japan by the company Pokka Create, as a joint 

venture between Pokka Co. and Plaza Create Co., and has 206 shops throughout Japan); a 

coffee shop chain Aux Bacchanales (its first shop was opened in Harajuku, Tokyo, in 1995, 

and now with seven shops throughout Japan). These sources, that is, names imported from 

France (or elsewhere), French names developed in Japan, and those French words imported 

yet reappropriated or reshaped in Japan, provide a contoured initial map of how these labels 

shift so as to alter the linguistic vitality of French in Japan through its urban signage. Yet, in 

addition to these names created by relatively large companies, small local shops and 

everyday products also employ naming and codemixing strategies. 

Methodical Framework 

In the period 2000 to 2020, through my work as an architect in France, I developed my 

knowledge of urban public spaces, both of the French context and the global one. I trained 

myself to analyse the sociology of these spaces, while aiming to combine this training with 

methods in urban anthropology. To this, I have increasingly added work on the social and 

anthropological aspects of linguistics, language contact, and the multimodality of 

communication. As such, I draw on all of these fields to develop my understandings of the 

syntax of the city, and the vitality of languages that constitute the makeup of the city, at times 

through observing the city’s linguistic landscapes. My main concern in this paper is the 

specific set of features of French appearing in public spaces in Japan, and whether these 

texts influence the Japanese language.  

The transfer of my ethnography in Paris to the Japanese context further awakened in me 

the realisation that each of the two contexts has its own design in the form of an urban 

syntax, and more so, the fact that every city or town globally would have such a difference 

in design. This syntax is both problematized and intensified by the fact that Paris and Tokyo 

are highly multicultural, and hence, their linguistic landscapes are highly plural, while every 

ethnic group within each of these cities struggles to sustain the vitality of their respective 

language. This vitality strengthens people’s efforts to produce texts, thus creating a tension 

among languages in signage, media, and rhetoric, again reflexively strengthening the city’s 

cultural and urban syntaxes. 

As I discuss above, I mostly attended public sites for the gathering of data, that is, signs 

and other texts which are available for public viewing. Yet, I have not limited the field of my 

data collection to public spaces, but rather, I have extended my range of ethnographic sites 

to also cover indoor commercial spaces that at times I do categorise as private spaces. The 

current research constitutes an effort to study the appropriation of French by the Japanese, 

following significant language contact between Japanese and French. Throughout the paper, 
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I focus on the morphophonological features of the collected data. As such, I attempt to 

provide an introductory analysis of sound patterns and to observe and discuss the writing 

of the French language on signage in Japanese urban centres. Here, I limit the scope of my 

data collection largely to variation at the lexical level in urban centres throughout Japan. I 

also draw from work within the field of marketing semiotics (Umiker-Sebeok 1987; Beasley 

and Danesi 2002; Floch 2000; Oswald 2012, 2015), to increase understandings of the 

semiotics of names and other texts appearing in public and commercial spaces. 

The field of marketing semiotics considers sociological differences between consumers 

affected by these brands, and can thus contribute to the awareness and description of 

variationist sociolinguistics. The tools of urban anthropology assist in further developing 

insights into ways in which to acquire data and to analyze this semiotic data. Through these 

tools, the researcher collects data in given spaces through thick, more than other, field 

observation, and then attempts to locate identity markers through the respective analysis 

of the data, in order to infer the identities of inhabitants of these spaces. The identity 

markers, in the case of this paper are simple; class and socioeconomic elevation through 

association with a foreign language deemed to be ideologically prestigious. 

All of these methods intertwine to assist the researcher to interpret the signs as texts in 

these public spaces that in ways landscape the language communities, and in this case, the 

French language in urban centres in Japan. In this way, I have sought to develop my extended 

corpus. Though the data collection methods appear to be complex in the aggregate form, 

this seemingly complex hybrid of these fields assisted in the development of a strong and 

very analysable data set. To summarise the advantage of each method, I present Table 2 

below. 

Field Research topic Target data 

Urban anthropology Space and landscape design Form-colour, vegetation, void space  

Signage design Urban signs AD design, signage, logo 

Morphophonology Phonemic, writing Text and words in AD/public notices 

Urban socioling. Appropriation, language contact Variation in Japanese / French words 

Marketing semiotics Product naming Product names 

Discourse analysis Discourse in public space Multimodal texts, discourse markers 

Market analysis Branding Sociological factors of consumers 

Field Research topic Target data 

Urban anthropology Space and landscape design Form-colour, vegetation, void space  

Signage design Urban signs AD design, signage, logo 

Table 2: Aggregate of research methods and their appropriateness 

I conducted this data collection for several years in several urban centres throughout Japan. 

These urban centres included the Tokyo metropolitan area, Fukuoka downtown districts, 

and the Tsukuba city centre, as well as other cities and at times towns. I also at times draw 
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data from materials and platforms online to supplement my corpus, as online resources 

provide facile access to these urban centres, e.g., Google Earth street view, as well as social 

media platforms and store websites with media. 

Throughout the data collection, I consider the geographical limitations of my data (see 

Backhaus 2007, for more work on this). Here, for example, the names of shops and products 

easily and naturally circulate beyond their restricted physical spaces, particularly through 

online networks. This circulation satisfies the obligatory intention of these products and 

brands to convey culturally and commercially intended information via the propagation of 

the relevant lexicon or signage, throughout a given speech community (Landry and Bourhis 

1997). With these factors in mind, I have omitted data such as the names of blocks of flats, 

which do not have any significant reach nor purpose beyond their physically bounded 

spaces. 

I have lifted the analysable data in this study from my larger corpus of several thousand 

texts and their signages. In this paper, I focus on a sample from a larger set of forty French 

expressions, which itself is taken from a larger set of thousands of items. My motives for 

selecting such a small corpus at present include that it serves as a preliminary small-scale-

model corpus for subsequent larger studies. I divide the analysis of this data into two parts: 

A discussion of linguistic aspects of the texts, that is, phonemes, pronunciation, spelling, and 

code-mixing, and a sociological discussion, that is, on the categories of items, the sectors 

within which they appear, and demographic features of target consumers. 

Data Analysis 

As a pioneering study, for this paper, I have opted to select the signage at random from the 

larger corpus. Any categories that emerge are therefore random and not predetermined. 

The signage throughout the larger corpus however had several requirements, one of which 

being an appeal to a particular speech community, beyond the bounds of the physical space 

in which the sign is found. Here, the sign and its semiotic cluster must traverse throughout 

a geographically unbounded social community. This is usually the case for brands or stores 

that attempt to appeal to a wide audience, whom they attempt to draw into their 

geographical space in order to increase their market value and revenue. 

Strategies with which to initially determine the potential success of a brand or product 

include assessing its success in other countries. Even observing the performance of the 

product in other contexts can require anthropological tools, such as ethnography, and 

ideological contours, where the researcher develops a thick description of the context and 

data. At present, in this study, I will adhere to observing the appropriation of the brands 

local to Japanese urban centres through their signage and linguistic landscapes. 

The below table, Table 3, provides a list of items, and includes the text in the sign, its 

transcription, and context. Most of these products appear in either fashion and beauty, as 
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the two major categories which have attained prominence in urban Japan, and where the 

prominence of these products warrants the opening of a store with signage, though signage 

is also required for other categories such as bakeries, baby products, confectionary, coffee 

outlets, and aesthetics products. 

A general and very preliminary observation arising from reading both the small corpus 

for this paper and the larger corpus of several thousand signs, suggests that the French 

language appears much more frequently at times when the products or shops specifically 

address female consumers than when they address the needs (and desires) of male 

consumers. Secondly, the study has exposed several factors that motivate the patterning and 

deployment of signage and its categories in public space in Japanese urban centres: First, 

several linguistic features specific to French presented themselves; for instance, diacritic 

accents on letters (such as é, è, ê, ç, à, with é as the most recurrent), word final declensions 

(-que), functional words such as prepositions and definite articles (le, la, l', de, à, au, aux) 

which moderate lexical structures. 

These facts do not yet explain their influence on the vitality of French in Japan, as the 

features of French will naturally appear at times when signs include elements of French. Yet, 

the Japanese pronunciation of these phrases does clearly indicate a non-obligatory and 

hence avoidable preference for French stylization; for instance, -ge (in marriage, prestige, 

maquillage) is pronounced /ʑɯ/ (an alveolo-palatal voiced fricative), which phonetically 

emulates a French manner /ʒ/ (postalveolar) rather than the English one /dʒ/ 

(palatoalveolar). Such a difference can become evident when the phrases are transcribed 

into Japanese (-ジュ vs. -ジ). Likewise, the letter -r and the combination of letters -re are 

pronounced /ɾɯ/, as in the French  /ʁ/ (e.g. in clair, prior) (voiced uvular fricative) rather 

than as in the English /ə/ (schwa, e.g. in clear, prior). Some word coinages build on linguistic 

features of French but concurrently violate other norms of French. For example, writers of 

these signs create new words by omitting the apostrophe (e.g., lobjet) or through a 

contraction of one word with a functional word (e.g., cafede). At the sentential level, 

strategies such as appropriating a complete utterance (e.g., Je l'aime) as the name of a store 

(nominalization of utterance), appears commonly in Japan, where this does not violate 

French linguistic norms, yet rarely appears in the naming of products or shops. 

I will however now focus on a discussion of examples pertinent to the letter and diacritic 

é and hence the phoneme /-e/. Some signage directly appropriates existing French words 

(such as beauté, café, congé). However, others do not. For example, the word épur on signage 

combines the é and the French word pur (pure); the word beautéye on signage is a 

contraction of the French word beauté (beauty) with the English word eye; the word rasucré 

on signage in Japanese urban centres is a contraction of the English word rask and the 

French word sucré (sweetened). These are just a few of the many examples available. 

I now present the 40 phrases in Table 3 below, together with their transliteration, the IPA 

conversion, and the type of item they represent. Below these, I discuss several of the items. 
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No. Katakana Transcliteration IPA 

1 コートダジュール La Cote d’Azurl/Azur ko:to daʑɯ:ɾɯ 

2 ルーブル Louvre ɽɯ:buɾɯ 

3 フーシェ Foucher ɸɯ:ʃe 

4 フロプレスティージュ FLO PRESTIGE ɸɯɾo pɯɾesɯti:ʑɯ 

5 シュールシル SourCil ʃɯ:ɾɯɕiɾɯ 

6 ジョリビズ Joli Bisous ʥoɾibidzɯ 

7 カフェド・パルファン (Caféde Parfum) kafedopaɾɯfaN 

8 クーシャルマン Queue Charmante kɯ: ʃaɾɯmaN 

9 ウルウール Heureux Heure bɯ:ɾaNʥeɽi: ɯɾɯɯ:ɾɯ 

10 ジェラートピケ gelato pique ʑeɾa:to pike 

11 オードムーゲ EAUDE MUGE o:do mɯ:ge 

12 ピエナ－ジュ PienAge piena:ʑɯ 

13 エリエール elleair eɾie:ɾɯ 

14 リーゼ liese ɾi:ze 

15 ルシド LÚCIDO ɾɯɕi:do 

16 エピュール épur epʲɯ:ɾɯ 

17 ジャスミンマリアージュ (jasmin mariage) ʥasɯmiN maɾia:ʑɯ 

18 クレールパリ Clair PARIS kuɽe:ɾɯ paɽi 

19 マキアージュ MAQUIllAGE makia:ʑɯ 

20 ボタニフィーク Botanifique botaniΦi:kɯ 

21 プリオール PRIOR pɯɾio:ɾɯ 

22 ボーテ (Fine Fragrance) Beauté bo:te 

23 ラボン LAVONS ɾaboN 

24 ビオレ Biolé bioɾe 

25 サンテボーチエ Santé Beautéye saNtebo:tie 

26 ベーネブルーリア BENÉ Bluria be:ne bɯɾɯ: ɾia 

27 ビマシェ BEAUMACHE bomaʃe 

28 フルールドロゼ Fleur de Rose ɸɯɾɯ:ɾɯdoɾoze 

29 ビィスクドフロマージュ BISCUIT DE FROMAGE bisɯkɯdoɸɯɾoma:ʑɯ 

30 ポロショコラ PPORO CHOCOLAT poɾoʃokoɾa 

31 カフェドパリ CAFÉ DE PARIS kaΦedopaɾi 

32 ラシュクレ RASUCRÉ ɾaɕɯkɯɾe 

33 シャルロッテ CHARLOTTE/Charlotte ɕaɾɯɾotte 

34 シロノワール (sirop noir) ɕiɾo nowa:ɾɯ 

35 クレームデラクレーム Crème de la Crème kɯɾe:mɯ deɾakɯɾe:mɯ 

36 バケット Baquette baketto 

37 パンドカンパーニュ Pain de Campane paNdokaNpa:ɲɯ 
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38 プチキュー PetitQ pɯtikjɯ: 

39 ボンポワール Bon Poire boN poɰa:ɾɯ 

40 パンヲショコラ Pain au chocolat paN wo ɕokoɾa 

Table 3. French expressions in urban public space in Japan 

The phenomenon of adding the diacritic accent sometimes appears in French words, 
where such an accent is normative (e.g., laisser-passer > レセパセ /ɾesepase/ > laissé-

passé; e.g., chef > シェフ/ʃeɸɯ/ > chéf). However, the anomalous use of the diacritic accent 
in Japan renders these lexical items as either somehow external to French linguistic norms 
or as new words.  

 

Example 2: LAISSÉ-PASSÉ /ɾesepase/ 

 

Example 3:  Plechéf /ʃeɸɯ/ 

A proliferation of examples of this diacritic accent in Japanese words or English 

reappropriations of Japanese exist, for example the product Bioré, as in the following: 
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Example 4a: BIORE/ビオレ(1980) > Biolé (2011) 

 

Example 4b: BIORE/ビオレ(1980) > Biolé (2011) 

The product and brand KOSÉ underwent several transformations throughout the 

twentieth century, in order to increasingly emulate or construct French phonetics and 

stylization in the Japanese context. This phenomenon occurred in the following 

transformative process: kôsê/コーセー(1946) > kose/コーセー(1948) > KOSÉ (1991). 

Here, the diacritic did first exist in the coda syllable, but was removed, to then again appear 

with no second diacritic so as to emphasise its effect as the sole diacritic, and hence, to 

emphasise its French intentions in the Japanese context. This phenomenon becomes 

apparent in the following few examples, 5a, 5b, 5c, where the transformation has been kôsê/

コーセー(1946) > KOSE/コーセー(1948) > KOSÉ (1991): 

 

Example 5a: KOSE in Hiragana (コーセー (1946)) 

 

Example 5b: Kose without the diacritic and in uppercase (KOSE/コーセー (1948)) 
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Example 5c: KOSÉ with the diacritic and in uppercase (1991) 

The diacritic has also at times appeared on titles in the hiragana text, as in the below 

example, Example 6. Here, the product Ibaraki Marchê contains the diacritic on the final 

syllable, thus becoming an ‘ê.’ As such this diacritic accent appears on the Japanese letter "

ェ" (/-e/) of "マルシェ" (Marché). 

 

Example 6. マルシェ (Marché) 

Similarly with reference to a term pervasive both locally and globally, the word café in 

hiragana utilises the diacritic accent on the final syllable “ェ" (/-e/) of "カフェ" (café), as in 

the following example, Example 7. 

 

Example 7.  "ェ" (/-e/) of "カフェ" (café) 

The next example contains a more complex sequence and process. Here, a word is created 

from a contraction between two English words, and loses the final syllable in a process of 

apocope, after which, the French diacritic accent appears on the new final syllable /-e/. Here, 

the sequence of development is as follows; body + maintenance > bodymaintenance > 

bodymainte/ボディメンテ > BODYMAINTÉ 
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Example 8.  BODYMAINTÉ 

In addition to the examples of the use of French in Japan that speakers of French can 

comprehend, many examples appear which speakers of French find incomprehensible. For 

instance, one cafe in Tokyo (and elsewhere) has the name Café de crié. In my investigations, 

French speakers do not recognize the name and its intention, immediately or after extended 

deliberation. Yet, the developers of the term have created the name by a process similar to 

the previous example, that is, the term has involved a transformation of English, and has 

then undergone Japanese stylization, followed by an omission of the last syllables, to 

produce a name that seemingly has French components. Not least of these transformations 

is the visual effect of the added diacritic accent at the end of the title (e.g., creation /kriéɪʃən/ 

> クリエーション > クリエ > crié). 

The association between the phoneme /e/ and the diacritic accent does not always occur 

systematically. Some examples are pronounced as /e/ without the diacritic accent, as in 

boulangerie Françaie or FRANCE, /ɸɯɾanse/, Porte /poɾɯte/, Raffine /ɾaɸine/, Charlotte 

/ɕaɾɯɾotte/, and Beaumache /bomaʃe/. All of these do not contain the diacritic accent. 

Other titles exemplify instances of the use of the ‘e’ with another type of diacritic accent (ê, 

in enchantê, which is non normative), despite having a pronunciation at times similar to 

other categories. The following two examples, Example 9 and Example 10, indicate this. 

 

Example 9. FRANCE and Française /ɸɯɾanse/ 
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Example 10. A cafe and world food market 

In the following example. Example 10, the phoneme /e/ appears at the coda without the 

e, é, è, or ê system. Yet, the pronunciation of the final syllable of caférrant, the t, becomes 

/te/caferrant /kaɾaɸeNte/. 

Similarly, in the following two examples, the ‘ghost’ diacritic is present invisibly. In 

Example 11, Porte-Raffine /poɾɯte ɾaɸine/, and in Example 12, Charlotte /ɕaɾɯɾotte this 

phenomenon clearly occurs. 

 

Example 11. Porte-Raffine / Poɾɯte ɾaɸine/ 

 

Example 12. Charlotte / Caɾɯɾotte 

In many instances, the use of the diacritic accent appears ad hoc, and hence apparently 

without a corresponding phoneme, or without reasoning. In what follows, Example 13. 

LUCIDO contains a diacritic accent in the third to last syllable, and Example 14. HOME 

COORDY contains two diacritic accents. 
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Example 13. LUCIDO 

 

Example 14. HOME COORDY 

Discussion 

Of the many French diacritic accents, the é (accent aigu) appears widely in public space 

throughout Japan in its urbanity, and is often associated with the phoneme /e/ in Japanese. 

The phoneme with the diacritic accent appears not only in French words, but also at times 

in the Romanised transliteration of Japanese (the roma-ji), as well as in Japanese lettering 

designs. In accordance with these findings, we may assume that the French diacritic accent 

has successfully accomplished one of its goals of entering the Japanese lexicon, and that 

most native speakers of Japanese can recognize and read the stylization, despite its original 

absence in the Japanese set of writing systems. I also suggest that such a phenomenon 

reflexively motivates an increase in the occurrences of the /e/ in the final or coda syllable 

in the Japanese lexicon ,in Japanese society. Yet, the orthographic rules of French in Japan 

seem irregular and hence without significant fixity, evidenced by the fact that variations 

appear extensively. Here, the diacritic sometimes appears and sometimes does not, quite 

sporadically. Moreover, the diacritic accent is sometimes applied to a letter not to be read, 

such as /e/. Such phenomena further reinforce the irregularity or non-normativity of the 

French diacritic accent and the phoneme /e/, in Japan’s urban signage. 
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Despite the fact that Japanese native speakers do have a literacy in reading and 

comprehending this fashioning of French, and hence see and employ the diacritic as such, 

their use of the accent may constitute a hypocorrection, at times when speech is far from 

the prestige standard. This hypocorrection occurs largely due to the speaker’s lack of 

attention to style, and opposes hypercorrection, a phenomenon occurring at times when 

language use conforms to and intensifies the prestige standard (Labov 1972). As I describe 

above, French is highly present in Japanese society, more so than most other languages. The 

French language is presumably perceived as a language of prestige throughout urban Japan, 

and in particular, by female consumers whom the French language most greatly attracts. 

The variation of French language norms in Japanese urban signage suggests that a new 

register is evolving. Such language selection in public spaces in Japan is motivated by the 

fact that French does hold prestige as a non-English Western language, and a foreign 

language popular in higher education in Japan throughout the 20th century. By opting for 

French over English and Japanese, stakeholders engaged in commercial naming (i.e., traders, 

retailers, advertisers, and shopkeepers) seek to effectively differentiate French as a 

prestigious language, and hence to draw on this prestige in their efforts to create a novel 

context for the brand or product. Yet, Japanese consumers become attracted to French 

names on products, owing to a novelty in the nomenclature, and to the prestige of the French 

language in urban Japan. The purchasing of products or even visiting shops does not simply 

constitute an act of consumption or ownership of products, but also an epilinguistic 

representation (feelings and concepts) of these products and shops. Here, the development 

of the signage includes several parties, such as sign-owners, sign-makers, sign-readers, and 

authorities of language and/or sign policy (Spolsky, 2008). In line with this, consumers 

establish a dialectic relationship with their mercantile interests, a relationship that sign-

owners consider and implement when naming a product or shop. 

Conclusion 

Public space in Japanese urban centres contains a proliferation of French signage on shops, 

restaurants, and also on commercial products, evidencing an ethnolinguistic vitality of the 

French language. This vitality then crosses over to other textual modes, media, and Japanese 

vocabulary, not least of which are loanwords. 

If Japanese citizens seek to consume Frenchness in public spaces, we must ask the 

question, to what degree do the signs convince the consumers to consume the Frenchness? 

To respond to this question, we must look towards language ideologies toward French by 

Japanese nationals, and we must also consider the variation of such knowledge with 

relevance to demographic information, region, and/or literacy (in French), as these criteria 

play significant roles in the appropriation of French (c.f., Kida 2014). For this, we must also 

necessarily analyse the ways in which French nomenclature is predicated on the affective 

states of individuals in urban and other centres. 
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Endnotes 

1 For instance, Hermès has been selling products in Japan since the 1960s; Louis Vuitton opened its 
first boutique in Ginza, Tokyo, in 1978; Dior started to produce cosmetics from 1964 in partnership 
with a Japanese company, KANEBO; L'Oréal began business in Japan in 1963 in collaboration with 
KOSE, a Japanese cosmetics company; Fauchon arrived on the Japanese market in 1972. 

 


