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The Linguistic Landscape of Tokyo’s premier gay district, Shinjuku Nichōme, contains much English-language signage. Previously described in
touristic literature as marking out spaces for foreign gay men, this article
draws upon an ethnographic study of how signage produces queer space in
Japan to argue that English instead constructs a sense of cosmopolitan
worldliness. The ethnography also reveals that participants within Nichōme’s gay bar sub-culture contrast this cosmopolitan identity with a “traditional” identity indexed by Japanese-language signage. In exploring how
Japanese men navigate Ni-chōme’s signage, this article deploys Piller and
Takahashi’s (2006) notion of “language desire” to investigate the role of LL
in influencing individual queer men’s sense(s) of self. This article thus
broadens the focus of LL research to account for how engagement with an
LL may impact identity construction, with an emphasis placed on how
learning to “read” an LL influences the formation of sexual identities.
Keywords: cosmopolitanism, tradition, gay identity, Japan, language desire,
identity construction, reading practices

1.

Introduction

Strolling along Naka-dōri, the central thoroughfare in Tokyo’s premier gay district
of Shinjuku Ni-chōme (hereafter, Ni-chōme) one evening in 2013, both my two
Japanese companions and I noted the high prevalence of English-language signage
within this ostensibly Japanese space. Observing the signage along Naka-dōri
revealed that many of the bars had English names, with names such as Castle,
Jahnny’s, and Café Anchor printed on bars’ permanent signage in the Roman
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alphabet (termed rōmaji1 in Japan). When we turned off the main road into one of
the district’s smaller alleys, I noticed that many of the signs above the bars there
were instead written in Japanese. Presented in kanji, the Chinese-derived characters with which nouns and proper names tend to be written, these bars had names
such as Medaka (目高), Raiza (来座), and Asahi-zakura (朝日櫻). But the signage
in these smaller alleyways was not exclusively in Japanese either, with English signage remaining common within these spaces. Turning to one of the young Japanese gay men who was accompanying me, I asked him why he believed that signage
in Japanese was not common on Ni-chōme’s central road. He responded that Nichōme’s alleyways tended to attract an older, more “traditional” (dentōteki) clientele, whereas Naka-dōri contained establishments dedicated to a more “global”
(gurōbaru) and younger audience. English, he explained, was “cool” (kūru) and
matched his image of the “worldly” (sekaikan ga hiroi) young gay men who frequent the larger central clubs of Ni-chōme. Japanese, on the other hand, would
come across as “unsophisticated” (dasai) in such a cosmopolitan space.
As is evident from this short vignette, young Japanese gay men read the language appearing on signage throughout Ni-chōme as indexes for various ideologies attached to gay identity. In this article, I draw upon an ethnographic
investigation of the signage in Ni-chōme to investigate how processes of reading
an LL are drawn upon by social agents to articulate their own identities. Forming
part of a special issue of Linguistic Landscape that specifically focusses upon the
study of the relationships between LL, gender, and sexual identity, this article
contributes a cultural anthropological perspective to the “critical turn” in LL
identified by Barni and Bagna (2015) that seeks to broaden the field beyond its traditional focus of exploring how languages contour experiences of space amongst
individuals. Instead, I account for the effects of engaging with an LL on individual
meaning-making practices and therefore explore the co-construction of identity
between individual and landscape. In focussing on the influence of “reading” an
LL on Japanese gay men’s processes of subject formation, this article moves the
focus of LL research in part away from the purely textual approaches that have
typified the study of language in space. Rather, this article investigates how engaging with an LL implicates various language ideologies within individuals’ understandings of themselves as sexual beings.
The overall aim of the article is thus to understand how reading an LL influences social subjects, an area of LL which has yet to receive adequate attention (see
Blommaert, 2013: 2–3). Such a focus extends the investigation of social subjects’

1. Following Robertson (2015), I understand rōmaji (which literally means “Roman characters”) as a script used for multiple purposes in Japan rather than a method of transliteration and
note that these examples are more than just simply instances of English orthography.
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“emic understanding of the LL” that Szabó and Troyer (2017: 307) have identified
as central to the field since its inception in Landry and Bourhis’ (1997) seminal
questionnaire survey of individuals’ understandings of the language on signage in
relation to ethnolinguistic vitality. Within this study, Landry and Bourhis (1997)
designed their survey to elicit informants’ own narratives and understandings of
the LL under investigation, although Blommaert and Maly (2014: 3) critique the
study’s a priori assumption that individuals would be cognizant of the existence of
the LL or that it would be meaningful to their perceptions of ethnic difference. My
interest is extending such an approach via the ethnographic methods of cultural
anthropology to understand how reading signage as part of a broader engagement
with space is central to processes of identity formation explicitly tied to sexual
desire. As such, this article also investigates how such language ideologies impact
individuals’ understanding of themselves as sexual beings. Furthermore, I suggest
that many of the identities I explore are in fact constructed through a circular
engagement with the self, language ideology, and the spatial environment.
To conduct such an analysis, I draw upon the concept of “language desire,”
described by Piller and Takahashi as the ideological discourses of desire that
shape processes of identity formation through interacting with specific languages
(2006: 61). Central to Piller and Takahashi’s notion of language desire is the understanding that specific languages possess symbolic “prestige functions” (Haarmann, 1989: 2) within any given social context. In this article I thus argue that the
various prestige functions attached to English in Japan have led young gay men
to “read” their own desire for cosmopolitan identities into Ni-chōme’s LL. That
is, language desires impact literacy practices within this specific space, revealing
a dialogic negotiation of subjectivity and space via engagement with an LL. As
such, this article ultimately dialogues with Asif Agha’s seminal theory that language varieties and linguistic registers evoke “characterological figures,” defined
as “image[s]… that [are] performable through a semiotic display or enactment”
based in language ideologies and related stereotypes (2007: 177).

2.

Previous LL research in the Japanese context

As an interdisciplinary field of study, LL emerged to explore what Landry and
Bourhis (1997) term the “ethnolinguistic” features of social space, with an interest
in cataloguing the various languages appearing on, amongst other things, public
signage. Much of the previous literature within the field has focused on how the
presence of various languages within public spaces marks either the existence of
ethnic minorities (with an emphasis on migrants) or the presence of two distinct
language-using groups within the same national space (representative examples
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can be found throughout Shohamy & Gorter, 2009). There have also been LL studies which build upon this tradition that explore the role an LL plays in formulating
migrant communities, with recent work focusing specifically on how the presence
of migrant languages is changing the nature of monolingual and/or monoethnic
social spaces (Blommaert, 2013).
Both trends have produced scholarship useful to the study of Japanese LLs.
Perhaps most influential is the large study of signage conducted by Peter Backhaus
(2007) which charted instances of “urban multilingualism” across 28 of Tokyo’s
central districts. Deploying a primarily quantitative and thick descriptive
approach, Backhaus’s seminal study uncovered that whilst most signage within
Tokyo’s various LLs were monolingual Japanese (78% of his corpus), 21% of the
signs he investigated throughout the city were “multilingual” (2007: 71). That is,
the signage contained a mixture of both Japanese and another foreign language,
with 92.7% of these multilingual signs containing a mix of Japanese and English
(Backhaus, 2007: 72). This finding leads Backhaus to argue that Japanese-English
signage represents an important norm within Japan’s multilingual LLs, although
the implications of this from the perspective of place-making are not explicitly
explored. Haarmann notes that it is common for English to be deployed within
Japanese mass media, especially within advertising (1989: 37–39). This “prestige
function” of English relates to its characterological links with modernity and globality in Japan (Haarman, 1989: 16).
Backhaus also investigates instances of various other minority languages
within Tokyo’s urban spaces, highlighting that monolingual Korean and Chinese
signage are common within areas of the city (Shin-Ōkubo and Ikebukuro respectively) where migrants from East Asia tend to gather (2007: 84). Arguing that
such signage represents instances of “bottom-up” signs that have been installed
by community groups and shop-owners rather than official government agencies,
Backhaus suggests such signs play an important role in marking such spaces as
specifically migrant spaces (2007: 88). Backhaus contrasts monolingual signage in
Korean and Chinese with multilingual signage in a mix of Japanese and English
to highlight how Japanese-English signage is designed for Japanese consumption
(2007: 143).
An important criticism of much previous work in the field of LL has been
that prior studies have focused too heavily on merely quantitatively charting the
presence of foreign languages within social space without adequate attention paid
to how these languages may be understood by various communities (Blommaert,
2013; Blommaert & Maly, 2014). Blommaert (2013: 2) argues that there is a lack of
investigation into readings of signage amongst different populations, which he ties
to a general lack of interest in literacy practices within the field of sociolinguistics.
As Blommaert and Maly note, many previous studies have also failed “to explain
how the presence and distribution of languages could be connected with specific
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populations and communities” (2014: 3), with the presence of signage simply being
analysed as indicating the presence of migrant communities without data to support such claims. Blommaert (2013) advocates that an ethnographic approach that
is sensitive to the cultural-embeddedness of an LL and that draws upon interviews
with participants in situ is a useful method to gather such supporting data. It is
for this reason that I draw upon an ethnographic method to examine how actual
individuals engage with an LL.
The present study seeks to extend previous work I have conducted into the
role of signage in the semiotic production of “queer space” in Japan (Baudinette,
2017). By “queer space,” I refer to the liminal space which emerges through social
processes that challenge the default nature of public space as implicitly heteronormative (Dacanay, 2011: 101). In my previous semiotic investigation of signage
in Ni-chōme, I explored how the owners of bars drew upon several multimodal
design strategies on their stores’ permanent signage to advertise to which “Types”
(taipu) of gay men their bars sought to cater (Baudinette, 2017). Within the Japanese gay sub-culture, “Typing” refers to the alignment of one’s identity with culturally-embedded stereotypes based upon ideas of an idealized body type and
modes of consumption (Moriyama, 2012: 170). Amongst other design strategies,
I revealed that English was often utilized to mark out spaces for young, “hunky”
(sawayaka) gay men who aligned with the so-called ikanimo-kei (Obviously Gay
Type) lifestyle privileged within Japanese gay media, whereas Japanese language
was often deployed on the signs of bars catering to gaten-kei (Working-class
Labourer Type) (Baudinette, 2017: 517).2

3.

Methodology

The data for this study are drawn from an ethnographic analysis of Ni-chōme
which spanned a number of research trips between 2012 and 2017 and that forms
part of a broader project on gay media consumption in Japan. Whilst this ethnography did not initially set out to focus on the district’s LL, developments in the
field revealed that signage represented important media with which Japanese gay
men engage (Baudinette, 2017: 508). More than just deploying simple participant
observation coupled with interviews in neutral spaces, the ethnographic methodology adopted within my project entailed actively interviewing young Japanese
gay men in their 20s as they moved through Ni-chōme.3 Interviews were conducted “on the go,” and I thus made use of a “walking” ethnographic methodology
2. These two Types will be discussed in more depth below.
3. I recruited young gay men in their 20s for my broader project as Moriyama (2012) demonstrates that this cohort represents the normative target audience of Japan’s gay media.
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(Garvin, 2010; Stroud & Jegels, 2014; Szabó & Troyer, 2017). As Szabó and Troyer
note, walking ethnographies in LL research allow the researcher to act as a “directive agent in the conversation” who is not “detached from the ongoing situation”
as researchers often are in traditional participant observation (2017: 309). Furthermore, walking ethnography also allows both the researcher and participants to
lead discussions in a way that respects the informants’ role as co-creators of scholarly knowledge (Szabó & Troyer, 2017: 307).
Whilst my broader study draws upon data from ethnographic interviews with
50 young gay men, this article reports on the narratives of 16 interlocutors with
whom I went on group walking tours of the district to discuss their attitudes
towards signage. All 16 of these informants were in their early 20s (the youngest
being 20 and the oldest 25), were university students studying in Tokyo, and were
frequent visitors to Ni-chōme. Before commencing these walking tours, I conducted background interviews as part of my broader project in a café or bar with
each of these 16 men that were designed to understand their life-histories with
a focus on their consumption of gay media. These preliminary interviews were
conducted exclusively in Japanese, audio-recorded, and transcribed. Whilst much
of the data from these interviews are not directly relevant to this article, through
these interviews I gained an awareness of the informants’ identifications as certain
Types and the nature of their desires for specific ideal partners. These desires
became important for this article’s analysis, particularly the fact that eight identified as ikanimo-kei, three as gaten-kei, four as solely attracted to foreign white
men, and 12 as exclusively attracted to Japanese men.
The strolling interviews occurred between July and October 2013, with one
further interview conducted in December 2015. In total, I conducted six strolls in
groups of three or four. During these strolling interviews, I asked open-ended4
questions concerning the symbolic functions of English and Japanese as indexes
for certain gay identities, interspersed amongst other questions related to my
broader ethnographic study on gay media consumption. I note here that these
discussions were sometimes brief and impressionistic, with investigation of the
LL only a secondary focus of the interviews. As such, the investigation found
within this article should be viewed as somewhat exploratory. Furthermore, these
interviews were not audio-recorded – which is common in cultural anthropological projects5 – as I considered the introduction of an audio-recorder as potentially disrupting to natural discussion that would negatively impact informants’
4. Like most cultural anthropologists, I did not enter the field with pre-prepared questions but
instead responded to stimuli in the field as well as the natural themes of our conversations.
5. As Ni-chōme represents a secluded “safe space” for members of a stigmatized community, following advice from my institution’s ethics committee I did not disrupt this safety with the introduction of an audio-recorder that may have captured voices other than those of my informants.
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responses to questions. Instead, I took notes within a research journal and made
occasional voice recordings where I discretely (and with the informants’ prior
knowledge) repeated key phrases raised by my participants to transcribe later.

4.

Instances of English and Japanese across Ni-chōme’s LL

Ni-chōme is a former residential area situated to the east of Shinjuku Station in
central Tokyo that was repurposed into a nightlife district by gay male entrepreneurs during the early 1960s. As such, this district of approximately 400 m2
contains numerous former apartment complexes which have been converted into
high-rise buildings containing small gay bars that cater to a clientele of ten customers at a time. Attached to these high-rise buildings are small signs that advertise the existence of gay bars, with an example of this kind of permanent signage
presented in Figure 1, below. Figure 1 depicts bar signs appearing on the side of a
building (just above its entranceway) on Naka-dōri. Signage such as this can be
found not only on Ni-chōme’s main thoroughfares of Hanazono-dōri and Nakadōri, but also throughout the many narrow alleyways that criss-cross the district
and that contain older, more dilapidated buildings. The linguistic data found on
most of these signs are rather simple. Typically, the signs just depict the name of
the bar and only occasionally contain extra information such as the Type of bar
or opening hours (for example, the fifth sign from the top of Figure 1 states that
“women are welcome” and that “it’s all you can drink and sing until morning” in
Japanese).
I spent one day in July 2013 walking through the district taking photos of signage. Overall, I collected photos of 182 permanent bar signs, 124 from Naka-dōri
and 58 from within the Shin Chidori-gai complex located in an alley on the district’s western fringe. I chose to take photos of signage in Shin Chidori-gai as this
former apartment complex is the oldest building within the district and interviews
conducted whilst strolling around this space revealed that my 16 interlocutors
strongly linked Shin Chidori-gai to Types that were understood as “traditional”
(dentōteki) or possessing a certain “Japanese-ness” (nihonrashisa).
Table 1 presents a summary of the signage appearing within Ni-chōme’s LL.
Signage was either monolingual English, monolingual Japanese, or a multilingual
mixture of English and Japanese. There was also one instance of a monolingual
French sign and another of a multilingual Korean-Japanese sign within the corpus. I classified the signs following the typology set out by Backhaus (2007), where
“multilingual” English-Japanese signs represented a mix of English presented in
rōmaji and Japanese presented in one of the four scripts that are typically utilized
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Figure 1. Permanent signage on Naka-dōri, presented in English, Japanese,
English-Japanese mix, and Korean
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Table 1. Instances of various languages across Ni-chōme’s LL a
Language on sign

Number of signs

Percentage of corpus

English

77

42.3

English-Japanese

65

35.7

Japanese

38

20.9

–Eng. loanword in kana
–Japanese word
Other language
Total

9

(5.0)

29

(15.9)

2
182

1.1
100

a. The figures appearing in parentheses within this and other Tables do not contribute to the total
percentage in the final column.

to write Japanese (hiragana, katakana, rōmaji, or kanji).6 Importantly, I identified that a minority of the signs presented in Japanese contained bar names that
were actually English loanwords written in either hiragana or katakana. As is clear
from the data, the majority of signs within Ni-chōme’s LL are in monolingual English, followed by multilingual English-Japanese. Interestingly, except for the multilingual Korean-Japanese sign depicted in Figure 1, all multilingual signs within
the corpus contained a mix of English and Japanese only. Taking all instances
of signs upon which English appears – including English loanwords presented in
Japanese scripts – 83% of the signs within the corpus contained English. This is
interesting because it contrasts quite starkly with Backhaus’s previous finding that
Tokyo’s LL was mostly monolingual Japanese (2007: 71). Furthermore, this quantitative description suggests that both my own and my informants’ impressions
that Ni-chōme’s LL was dominated by English had some basis in fact. Indeed, I
note here that my observations in the field suggested that even in instances where
English and Japanese appeared together on a sign, it was typically English which
received pride of place, with Japanese often being used simply to provide a pronunciation gloss or describe the Type of a bar. This is also true of the multilingual Korean-Japanese sign, where the Japanese merely phonetically spells out the
Korean hangeul script (it reads annyeong or “hello” in English). Simply put, English tended to be foregrounded on most signs throughout Ni-chōme’s LL, as can
be seen on most of the signs in Figure 1, above, with Japanese typically acting as
furigana or “reading aids” for pronunciation.7
6. Two of these scripts, hiragana and katakana, represent phonetic syllabaries. Kanji, or Chinese-derived characters, represent ideograms. For an in-depth discussion of the various standard uses of Japanese scripts, see Robertson (2015: 205–209).
7. This differs to most multilingual signs investigated by Backhaus, where English often acted
as a translation (particularly on “top-down” signs developed by officials) (2007: 81).
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Table 2. Instances of various languages across Naka-dōri’s LL
Language on sign

Number of signs

Percentage of corpus

English

65

52.4

English-Japanese

46

37.1

Japanese

11

8.9

– Eng. loanword in kana

2

(1.6)

– Japanese word

9

(7.3)

2
124

1.6
100

Other language
Total

Interestingly, the frequency with which English and Japanese appeared on
the signage on Naka-dōri and throughout Shin Chidori-gai differed greatly. As
presented in Table 2, above, more than half of the signs appearing along Nakadōri were monolingual English. Some of these signs, it must be noted, did appear
to be providing “translations” of Japanese bar names or other information (such
as signs conspicuously stating “foreigners are welcome,” for example) and this is
likely because Naka-dōri contains a large number of gaijin senmon or “foreigner
specialty” bars that cater to Western tourists and Japanese men who desire them.
Conversely, Table 3, below, clearly demonstrates that Japanese monolingual signage is more common throughout Shin Chidori-gai. The signage throughout Shin
Chidori-gai thus conforms to the impressions recounted by the participants that
the “unsophisticated” alleyways winding through Ni-chōme tend to contain more
Japanese monolingual signage. The Japanese signage within Shin Chidori-gai also
tended to be written in kanji, with all instances of Japanese monolingual signage that did not represent an English loanword being represented in kanji. On
the other hand, the monolingual Japanese signs along Naka-dōri tended to use
slightly more hiragana and katakana than kanji.
Table 3. Instances of various languages across Shin Chidori-gai’s LL
Language on sign

Number of signs

Percentage of corpus

English
English-Japanese
Japanese

12
19
27

20.7
32.8
46.5

7
20

(12.1)
(34.4)

0
58

0

– Eng. loanword in kana
– Japanese word
Other language
Total
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5.

Reading English and Japanese in Ni-chōme as indexes for gay identity

Whilst strolling along Naka-dōri with my informants, I asked them to comment
on how the district’s English signage made them feel. I specifically requested
them to reflect upon their attitudes towards the signage from their position as
young gay men who frequently visit Ni-chōme’s gay bars. Adjectives that these
young men deployed to describe their attitudes towards English included “cool”
(kūru), “cool and good-looking” (kakkōii), “trendy” (imafū), “modern” (modān),
“worldly” (sekaiteki), “global” (gurōbaru), “young” (wakai), and “gay” (gei). On
the other hand, common adjectives utilised to describe Japanese included “traditional” (dentōteki), “old” (furui), “old-fashioned” (furukusai), “boring”
(tsumaranai), “difficult” (muzukashii), and “unsophisticated” (dasai).
As an interesting thought experiment, I also asked the informants to describe
what Type of gay men each language evoked. That is, I asked them to describe
a Type that could represent a “characterological figure” (Agha, 2007) attached
to each language. For English, all 16 men suggested that the language evoked a
young, handsome, and “masculine” (otokorashii) man who often went out dancing in gay night clubs, wore designer clothing, had a heavily muscular or “gatai”
body because of gym training, and may have travelled extensively abroad. In other
words, English evoked the image of the ikanimo-kei stereotype that is promoted
as ultimately desirable throughout Japan’s gay sub-culture (Baudinette, 2017: 517).
Conversely, Japanese evoked for 11 men the image of an “old geezer” (oyaji) who
may be a little bit “conservative” (hoshuteki) in their opinions, dresses in a particularly “unsophisticated” (dasai) manner, and does not take care of his appearance.
For five participants, however, Japanese evoked the image of the gaten, the traditional Japanese blue-collar worker who possesses a chubby-yet-muscular physique
known as gachimuchi, wears the traditional baggy tobi trousers common to Japanese construction workers, and who has a “manly smell” (otokokusai).
It was clear that English and Japanese were situated on two opposite ends
of a continuum between cosmopolitanism and tradition within the informants’
narratives. That these 16 men linked English to discourses of globalism, youth,
and fashion is unsurprising. For the participants, English was “trendy” precisely
because it was linked to globalism within the contemporary Japanese media landscape (Haarmann, 1989: 16), with the vast amount of English signage throughout
Ni-chōme (and on Naka-dōri in particular) signalling that the district is a globalised space for gay men from around the world.
It is instructive here to reflect on the narrative of one young gay man who
described the use of English in Ni-chōme as “gay” (gei). For this young man, who
desired a foreign white boyfriend but who had yet to travel overseas, English was
“gay” because it represented the main index for a global gay culture of which Japan

Cosmopolitan English, traditional Japanese

formed a small part. To be gay, this young man explained, was a “global experience” (gurōbaru na keiken) that “went beyond that thing called Japanese” (nihongo
tte iu no o koete) and hence the “internationalised language of English” (kokusaika
no gengo no eigo) was most appropriate within a “global gay town” (gurōbaru na
gei taun) such as Ni-chōme. All informants recognised that the English utilised on
signage throughout Ni-chōme rarely performed a translation function for foreign
tourists and was instead meant to convey an attitude or feeling to the Japanese
men who gathered in the district each evening. According to another “foreigner
specialist” informant, English provided an “international flavour” (kokusaiteki na
aji) that strengthened the overall “gay resonance” (gei hibiki) of Ni-chōme. For
another who desired Japanese men, the English signage in Ni-chōme bolstered his
own experiences of a cosmopolitan, “international” (kokusaiteki) gay culture with
which he had become familiar during travel in the US and in Australia.
Japanese, on the other hand, marked the traditional lifestyles against which
the cosmopolitan worldliness of English was typically juxtaposed within informants’ narratives. Whilst “tradition” (dentō) tends to contain a positive connotation within Japan as a marker for the somewhat fictive long-term continuity of
Japanese culture (see Befu, 2001), my interlocutors understood tradition as indexing what one man termed the “narrow-mindedness” (kokoro ga semai) of previous
generations of Japanese gay men who did not interact with the outside world. It
was unsurprising to many participants that Japanese tended to dominate spaces
such as Shin Chidori-gai, renowned as the haunt for older Japanese gay men who
choose not to participate within the supposedly “youthful” (wakai) and “global”
(gurōbaru) gay scene found within Naka-dōri’s bars. One particularly witty informant likened the “closed” nature of Shin Chidori-gai to the system of national
isolation or sakoku instituted in the Edo Period of Japanese history (1600–1868)
during which the ruling Tokugawa shoguns restricted foreign access to Japan to
maintain their control of territory and protect the purity of Japanese culture. As
one ikanimo-kei informant noted during a stroll in Shin Chidori-gai
Japanese signs remind me of old-fashioned (furukusai) ideas and traditions
(dentō) that my grandfather likes… it’s really unsophisticated and totally not my
style (mai pēsu janai). <Points to a sign > I can’t even read those kanji! <Laughs>
But English is a global language and that’s why I see English and I think wow that’s
cool (kūru), that’s new (atarashii)… it’s fun (tanoshii), you know?

Both English and Japanese were also understood via the system of Typing. As discussed in my previous research, gay bar owners often consciously deploy English on their signage to attract an ikanimo-kei clientele to their establishments
(Baudinette, 2017: 517). The fact that all 16 informants stated during strolls that
English evoked images of men that conform to the stereotypical characteristics of

249

250

Thomas Baudinette

the ikanimo-kei suggest that these advertising strategies are either successfully targeting pre-existing patterns of semiotically “reading” English within Ni-chōme or
are even producing such reading practices. When asked if English could be understood as a “code” (kōdo) that evoked the ikanimo-kei, 12 men answered in the
affirmative, including all eight who identified as ikanimo-kei, with one informant
especially stressing that both English and the ikanimo-kei shared a “trendy” and
“global” feeling. Ni-chōme’s LL is thus structured in such a way that an ikanimokei identity is normalised, whether this be through the circulation of images of
semi-naked, muscular men on impermanent signage (Baudinette, 2017: 507–511)
or the domination of English throughout the district’s permanent signage.
Whereas English was firmly understood as indexing a very specific Type (the
ikanimo-kei), the characterological links made between the Japanese language and
the system of Typing were somewhat more complex. As indicated above, 11 informants linked Japanese to an image of an unfashionable old man or oyaji-kei (Old
Geezer Type), whereas five linked it to the gaten-kei (Working-class Labourer
Type). This difference is important, for the gaten-kei has represented a desirable
identity category within Japan’s gay sub-culture since at least the 1960s and 70s
(Mackintosh, 2010: 109). On the other hand, when discussing the links between
Japanese and tradition, the men appeared to draw upon stereotypes of oyaji as
lacking aesthetic discipline. The fact that a minority of participants understood
Japanese as indexing the gaten-kei indicates that whilst Japanese is linked to tradition within their narratives – and that this is juxtaposed negatively with English
as a marker of cosmopolitanism – this does not necessarily mean that Japanese is
always understood as indexing undesirable identities per se. The informants who
tended to view Japanese as marking spaces for oyaji included eight ikanimo-kei
and three “foreigner specialists” (gajin senmon or “gai-sen”) who preferred white
partners. On the other hand, two of the five men who viewed Japanese as indexing gaten-kei identified as exclusively attracted to Japanese partners, and the other
three identified as gaten-kei themselves. Overall, however, both the oyaji and the
gaten-kei were united in the participants’ narratives as possessing a sense of “tradition” (dentō), with spaces throughout Ni-chōme’s LL where Japanese dominates
also being understood as “micro-spaces” (see Blommaert, 2013) within which
desire for such Types becomes normative.
My 16 interlocutors understood the languages appearing within Ni-chōme’s
LL as marking different gay identities which can be understood as “characterological figures” (Agha, 2007) derived from specific language ideologies. In brief, English is tied to a sense of cosmopolitanism and the ikanimo-kei. Japanese is likewise
linked to notions of tradition more broadly and either the oyaji-kei or gaten-kei
depending upon the Type with which the man reading the signage throughout
the district identifies. The informants thus understood Ni-chōme’s LL as intrinsi-
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cally tied to gay identity creation and management, drawing upon language ideologies and characterological figures from the systems of knowledge that circulate
throughout Japan’s gay sub-culture to do so.

6.

Language desire and the formation of gay identity through engaging
with an LL

Interviews revealed that language desires played a crucial role in the formation
of the 16 men’s gay identities, with “reading” the LL influencing these identity
formation processes. Language desire represents a “bundle of desires” tied to specific languages, including “desire for identity transformation, for a mastery of a
desired language, and/or for friendship/romance with a speaker of the desired
language” (Takahashi, 2013: 7). To this I would add that language desire also
encapsulates the ways that an individual’s complex sexual desires both influence and are influenced by language ideologies to produce “characterological figures” that are mapped onto Types. Within the Japanese context, language desire
is related to the cultural phenomenon known as akogare, which can be loosely
defined as a sense of longing or yearning that shapes an individual’s relationships with the world. Importantly, Kelsky argues through her study of Japanese
women’s akogare for “the West” that “akogare is always projected outward, away
from the self ” but that this projection of desire onto “an Other” is formative
to processes of understanding “the Self ” (2001: 26). Just as Kelsky’s informants
often mentioned that they “‘had a longing for the West’ (seiyō ni akogare ga
atta)” (2001: 26), all of my informants reported a “longing for global experiences”
(gurōbaru na keiken ni akogareru) (or some variation of this representative quote
from one informant) because of our discussions concerning the LL. That is, they
projected their own desires for cosmopolitanism onto the LL, with this in turn
influencing their identity formation.
For the four men who identified as “foreigner specialists” (gai-sen), their own
desire to learn English to facilitate meeting foreign men for romance or sex played
a crucial role in contouring their readings of the LL. These men desired English
as a communicative tool that would grant them entry into a cosmopolitan gay
culture that they viewed as more open and nurturing than the Japanese gay subculture. These four “foreigner speciality” informants appeared to fetishise English
itself, rendering the language a commodity to be possessed, with their desire for
English in part derived from its prominence within Ni-chōme’s LL, particularly
along Naka-dōri. Interviews revealed that constantly seeing English throughout
the “worldly” (sekaiteki) spaces within which the “foreigner speciality” informants
interacted with foreign men strengthened their own identification as Japanese
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men who desired foreign partners. That is, engaging with Ni-chōme’s Englishdominated LL reinforced these men’s desires and subsequent identities, leading
many to openly identify as “foreigner specialists” (gai-sen).
Furthermore, as one informant explained during a walking interview along
Naka-dōri, the English throughout Ni-chōme’s LL increased his interest in studying English and thus also strengthened his language desire itself. For the four “foreigner specialist” informants, it appeared that Ni-chōme’s LL thus both inculcated
a desire for cosmopolitan identity whilst simultaneously reinforcing pre-existing
desires that had developed via other means. Identity formation for “foreigner specialists” was therefore somewhat circular, with identity both producing readings
and being produced by said readings. One of my interlocutors was aware of this
complex circular process, suggesting to me during a stroll through the district that
he was unable to tell me where his desire for English began or ended. All he could
state was that the prevalence of English throughout Ni-chōme’s LL made him
realise that his desire for English was “normal” (futsū), as was his belief that English related to a broader, cosmopolitan gay culture that exists “overseas” (kaigai)
and “outside Japan” (nihon no soto). This demonstrates the dialogic nature of identity construction via engagement with the self and an LL.
In the previous section, I revealed that identification as a Japanese gay man
who desired other Japanese men also played a role in contouring how individuals
“read” Japanese-language signage as an index for the gaten-kei. For such participants, the sense of tradition evoked by Japanese as a semiotic index within the LL
of spaces such as Shin Chidori-gai was linked to their desires for Japanese partners. Once again, this represented an instance of the LL reinforcing pre-existing
identities rather than inculcating a new identity per se, since exclusive desire for
Japanese men led the informants to read Japanese more positively than others. But
such informants’ attitudes towards English-signage is interesting, since one would
expect that these young men’s desires for Japanese partners would similarly lead
them to disavow English as desirable. This was not the case, however, with all men
who exclusively desired Japanese partners also viewing English as an index for a
desirable, cosmopolitan identity that was explicitly tied to Ni-chōme’s status as a
“global” gay town. One young man, whose experiences mirrored those reported
by other Japanese-desiring informants, noted that his interaction with English
throughout Naka-dōri’s LL played a crucial role in “making him aware” (ninshiki
saserareru) that he also “wanted to have a wider view of the world” (sekaikan ga
motto hiroku naritai). Noting that he believed that Ni-chōme tended to have more
English on its signage than other parts of Tokyo, another informant explained
that this played a crucial role in “teaching him” (oshiete kureru) that there was a
global gay culture outside of the Japanese spaces with which he was familiar. For
such men, interacting with the English appearing throughout Ni-chōme’s LL very
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explicitly transformed their identities so that they began to think of themselves as
cosmopolitan gay men.
Language desire also played an important role in the identity formation
processes of those eight men who subscribed to the ikanimo-kei lifestyle. As a
Japanese gay identity category, the ikanimo-kei is strongly linked to idealised discourses of youth to such an extent that within Japanese gay media ikanimo-kei
are also often simply termed waka gei (young gay men) (Moriyama, 2012: 170).
Whilst the ikanimo-kei is not necessarily linked to cosmopolitanism as such, its
links to normative youth mean that men who identify as ikanimo-kei reject “tradition” as the basis for their identity. Disavowal of spaces where Japanese dominated
the LL was thus an integral strategy for signalling to others that one identified as
an ikanimo-kei, with informants who subscribed to this lifestyle tending to argue
that Japanese possesses an “unsophisticated” (dasai) or “old-fashioned” (furukusai) feeling that was linked to the image of the oyaji.
It is important to note, however, that my ikanimo-kei informants explained
that such attitudes towards the Japanese language only emerged after engaging
with Ni-chōme’s LL and coming to learn that a sign written in the Japanese language was more likely to index a space within which “traditional” (dentōteki) older
gay men congregated. At least five of my interlocutors explained that this reading
of Japanese was specific to Ni-chōme and that they were unlikely to view Japanese as an index for the oyaji-kei outside the boundaries of the district. Strategic
disavowal and adoption of such attitudes was therefore an important method of
marking oneself as an ikanimo-kei to others, with attitudes towards the LL utilised
to manage identity. Overall, rather than desire for a specific language as an index
for a certain lifestyle, ikanimo-kei informants’ lack of desire for tradition thus
emerged in part out of their engagement with Japanese on the signage within
spaces such as Shin Chidori-gai.
Reading language desire into the LL and thus projecting their akogare onto
the signage throughout Ni-chōme represented a site within which the 16 participants formulated their identities. This represents a clear example of how reading an LL impacts how individuals both come to understand their identities, and
how their identities develop through engaging with language as it is mediated via
space. The informants’ formulation of cosmopolitan identities was largely inculcated by the vast quantity of English-language signage found throughout Nichōme, with these desires normalising identities based in the rejection of Japanese
traditions. It is important to note that all my interlocutors explicitly understood
these identities as gay, bounded to Ni-chōme and its particular LL. Crucial to
these processes of identity formation was the role that the LL played in producing spaces where desire for tradition became niche, with Japanese coming to be
attached within the minds of my informants to identities that were not as desirable as the cosmopolitan identities tied to English. Whilst some of this identity
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formulation was circular, with the LL merely reinforcing pre-existing identities
that had developed within other contexts unspecified during interviews, this does
not suggest that engaging with the LL was not meaningful to how the participants
came to understand their gay identities. As one young man stated at the end of our
strolling interview, participating in this study revealed to him just how important
his unconscious understanding of the languages appearing on Ni-chōme’s signage
truly was to his identity as a gay Japanese man desiring a cosmopolitan lifestyle.

7.

Conclusion

This article has explored how the domination of English throughout Ni-chōme’s
LL is read by young Japanese gay men as indexing a sense of cosmopolitan worldliness that is juxtaposed with Japanese as an index for undesirable tradition.
Through my walking ethnographic method, informants came to reflect upon
how language desire contoured their reading of the district’s LL and recounted
how engagement with the signage throughout Ni-chōme explicitly impacted their
processes of identity formation. Importantly, my discussions with these 16 men
revealed how broader language ideologies that circulate throughout Japanese society are drawn upon within queer space to construct identities that are explicitly
and consciously understood as tied to sexual identity. Overall, this article reveals
that LLs do indeed impact the creation and maintenance of gay identity, opening
space for similar analyses in future LL research.
The current study focussed on the experiences of a small group of individuals,
all of whom identified as young gay men. As such, the arguments presented within
this paper should be viewed as largely exploratory and there is a need to conduct
research with a larger, more representative sample to determine whether linking
English to cosmopolitanism and Japanese to tradition is common to all men active
within Ni-chōme’s gay bar culture. It would also be instructive for future projects
to examine the attitudes of older generations of gay men, particularly those who
participate within the gay bar scene of Shin Chidori-gai, to provide a more holistic understanding of attitudes to English and Japanese as indexes for various gay
identities. One could posit that men active within so-called “traditional spaces”
such as Shin Chidori-gai would be more likely to view Japanese positively, and to
critique the cosmopolitanism evoked by English along Naka-dōri. Finally, a crosscultural study that explores language desire and its relationships to LL between
Japan and other cultural contexts would be interesting to further tease out how
culture may shape attitudes to LLs. In arguing that “reading” an LL plays a crucial role in young Japanese gay men’s processes of identity formation, it is my hope
that this article provides a first step towards such analyses.
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要旨
東京で最も大きなゲイタウンである新宿二丁目の言語景観（Linguistic
Landscape:
LL）には、英語の看板が多数存在する。英語の看板が外国人の男性同性愛者向けの
場所を区別しているとの旅行関連の文献による記述を受け、本研究は民族誌学を通
じ、日本において看板がいかにしてクィアな空間を作り出すのかを調べ、むしろ英
語（の使用）によって広い世界観が構築されていると論じる。本研究では、二丁目
のゲイバーサブカルチャーにおいて研究参加者が、この広い世界観に基づくアイデ
ンティティと、日本語表記によって示される伝統的なアイデンティティとを対比さ
せていることが示されている。日本人男性による二丁目での看板の解釈を探るなか
で、本研究は Piller and Takahashi (2006) が提唱する language desire (言語への憧れ)を用
い、クィア男性個人の自己意識への影響におけるLLの役割を調べる。本研究は、LL
の「読み方」を学ぶことが性的アイデンティティの形成にどのように影響するのか
について注目しながら、LLとの関与がアイデンティティ構築に対しどのように影響
しうるのかを説明すべく、LL研究の焦点を広げることを目的とする。
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