Know Thy Enemy
· katakana is NOT your friend –
“I live in a mansion.”
How many times have you heard this utterance?  At face value, it would seem that Japan has any number of millionaires and no land shortages.  A small amount of investigation reveals that Japan in fact has a huge number of millionaires (assuming you are using yen as the base unit), no shortage of land shortage problems, few actual mansions, and a large number of false friends.

A false friend is a loan word whose meaning is different in the target language, or which doesn’t exist in the target language at all, and inhibits communication.  For example, anyone who has studied French knows that crayon refers to a pencil in that language.
Japanese has absorbed hundreds, if not thousands, of foreign words into its lexicon over the centuries.  The first were from Chinese, Korean and Sinofied Sanskrit.  Later ones came from Portuguese and Dutch, and by end of the Edo Period words from English, German, Russian and French all made inroads.

Words borrowed from non-Chinese sources are generally written in katakana.  These words are classified as gairaigo [“words from the outside”].  Modern Japanese constructs derived from these are known as waseieigo [“English made in Japan”].  Some purists claim that these words as “not Japanese”.  Due to this kind of thinking, the huge bulk of vocabulary that entered Japanese via English, and the term waseieigo, the prevailing opinion among native Japanese speakers tends to be that katakana is English.

Katakana words do have their place in English education.  It is far easier to remember a word whose pronunciation is similar to the same word in one’s native language than one which isn’t.  Think how easy it is for young kids to memorize pineapple, lemon, lion and gorilla over words like watermelon, mandarin, giraffe and hippopotamus.
Unfortunately for the learner of English, there are several types of katakana words which hinder learning.
1) Words originating from languages other than English. – e.g. maron [chestnut] from French.
2) Words whose meaning has changed from the original word. – e.g. tenshon [tension], meaning excited.
3) Words whose pronunciation is significantly different from the original word. – e.g. sutajio [studio]
4) Japanese constructs. – e.g. risutora [corruption of restructuring] meaning to be laid off due to downsizing.
Many words fall into multiple categories, which makes their use even more prone to miscommunication.
Here is an exercise I have given to my first year students on the first day of team teaching over the last three years.  The students merely have to guess which picture matches the word.
	A
	Which one?
	B
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	driver
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	screw
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	microphone
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Not one student has ever managed to get all the answers correct.  Several have managed to get all the answers wrong.  The “pan” question draws a particularly high number of incorrect responses.  Such is the power that katakana holds over our students.
In the next part of this series, I want to look at some specific, high-frequency problems and ways of tackling them.
