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Introduction 
Manga is an ambiguous word referring to comic books created in Japan. 

However, in Japan itself it used to describe all sorts of comic books, regardless to 
their country of origin; whereas in other parts of the world, Manga refers to 
Japanese comics (Manga, n.d.). 

It is a coined term invented by the woodblock (ukiyo-e) artist Katsushika 
Hokusai in 1814, which could be literally translated as whimsical sketches and its 
usage for comic books gained more popularity in the 20th century. Furthermore, 
according to Schodt, the word covers a much broader meaning, since Manga 
today can also mean caricature, cartoon, comic strip, comic book, or animation 
(Schodt, n.d.). 

The medium grew over time and became one of the most pervasive forms of 
entertainment and communication. Also, Manga has an important place in the 
cultural heritage of Japan and is a significant part of the civil arts, dealing with a 
wide range of themes and topics. Ito (2005) states that:  

 

   “Like any other form of visual art, literature, or entertainment, manga 
does not exist in a vacuum. It is immersed in a particular social 
environment that includes history, language, culture, politics, economy, 
family, religion, sex and gender, education, deviance and crime and 
demography. Manga thus reflects the reality of Japanese society, along 
with the myths, beliefs, rituals, traditions, fantasies, and Japanese way of 
life” (Ito, 2005, p. 456) 

 

Non-Japanese readers find Manga confusing. No matter how well and into 
what language translated, it still remains Japanese in visual style, story and even 
in language. Culture and language are intertwined entities, thus readers need to 
acquire a certain level of intercultural competence to gain a proper 
understanding of its content. Moreover, the cultural terms and references also 
have little resonance for Western readers, which also may disturb the reading 



                           CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 
SlovakEdu 

               ISBN 978-80-971580-0-2 
 

114 

 

process. As noted by Schodt (n.d.), “manga are written and drawn by artists 
thinking in Japanese, not English, so it can take a non-Japanese a little more work 
and a little more patience to read them, even in translated form.” 

 

Elusiveness and foreignization 
In translating a Manga from Japanese into English, translators have to deal 

with all of the distinctive grammatical and social traits of the Japanese written 
language; as well as with the visual language elements which are specific to the 
native audience. 

The main problems that the translators will face in the medium while 
translating are due to the incompetency of the two languages. For instance, in 
grammatical terms, the different word order may provide some difficulties. The 
English language generally follows a subject-verb-object sentence structure ( 
Užáková et al., 2011), whereas the order in Japanese is reversed and sentence 
structure is topic–comment. So, word order is normally subject–object verb with 
the tendency to employ suffixes and particles to mark the grammatical function 
of words (Clark, 2009; Miyagawa, n.d.) This means, that certain grammatical 
functions work differently and it is important to understand the grammar of both 
languages to produce a correctly translated and comprehensible product. 

Another aspect that is highly elusive in translation is the relatively small 
library of possible sounds of the language. In brief, Japanese, compared to English 
is a narrow language, which is characterized by the reliance on homophones, 
since it is language with a simple phonetic system (Clark, 2009; Miyagawa, n.d.). 
To illustrate this, in numbers, if the average English speaker uses about 10,000 
words daily in their vocabulary, than the average Japanese speaker may use 
about 7,500-8,000 only (A Word about Professional Translation and the 
American Manga Industry. n.d.). This is made apparent if we consider situations 
where the English speakers have a lot vocabulary at their disposal to nuance the 
exact meaning they want to convey; while the Japanese speakers will rely on 
grammatical inflection to convey the message, so that just one word can be taken 
several different ways depending on context (Seeroi, 2012). 

According to Clark (2009) “It is difficult to imagine a language with a more 
complicated writing system than Japanese” (p.65). It is composed of four different 
character sets (retrieved from Japanese-Language.Aiyori.org, n.d.):  
 Kanji-the Chinese characters and the usual script to indicate content words 
 Hiragana-that are syllabary used to indicate function words and common 

items as well as proper nouns;  
 Katakana-used to indicate foreign words  
 Romaji- Latin alphabet used to Romanize Japanese 
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All these elements are widespread use in Manga and anyone who is seeking 
to read the original script of the medium needs to know how to understand them. 
Moreover, together with the social and cultural nuances, the way that the 
character sets interact with one another can tell the native reader a lot about the 
nature of the narrative (Brenner, 2007; Rampant, 2010). They form a system that 
appears to be, without prior knowledge and insight, utterly not decipherable for 
the not native audience. This is “further complicated by the fact that each kanji 
generally has from two to as many as 10 or more pronunciations depending on the 
context” (Clark, 2009; p. 65). 

Because if its rich register and complex writing system, many layers of the 
implicated meaning provided by the Japanese language are lost or completely 
omitted by localization. Still, compromises are possible. As noted by Rampant 
(2010) recent translations of Manga are attempted in a concept of foreignization. 
It is a translation method in which the foreign elements are retained, rather than 
replacing everything by culturally equivalent elements of the target culture. For 
example, honorifics are left intact and the onomatopoetic sound effects are 
Romanized. Cultural references and their original substance are usually 
explained in footnotes, mostly, when it seems to be impossible to translate them 
into English without losing some meaning (Rampant, 2010). Thus, even 
unfamiliar expressions will be more easily understood by the foreign readers. 
 

Gender differentiated speech 
The Japanese language has some grammatical and lexical constructions 

marked by a far greater awareness of age-, class- and sex-related differences, and 
these are indicated in the dialogue and speech of the characters. Unlike other 
languages, for instance English, it employs a vast range of gender-specific 
elements Grant & Okada, 2008). The gender-differentiated speech becomes 
especially noticeable by the utilization of masculine and feminine forms of 
personal pronouns, unique to the language. These social nuances act as indicators 
and customarily mean that every speaker identifies gender, social status, the 
listener's social status, and the nature of social situation, purely by the choice of 
words (Unser-Shutz, 2010). “The obvious problem here is that all of these words 
translate to the same thing in English [...]. Thus, in a literal translation the effect is 
often lost” (Grant & Okada, 2008; p. 46). 

First personal pronouns and their social implications (retrieved from Grant 
and Okada, 2008): 
• watashi: gender neutral, standard term for the self, polite 
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• watakushi: exceptionally polite and dignified , used by women in a formal 
setting 

• atashi: polite/informal, standard feminine term 
• uchi: Kansai/ Western dialect of atashi 
• atai: Tokyo dialect version of atashi 
• boku: informal, used by men/boys of all ages  
• ore: informal, used by boys wanting to appear older in a boastful tone 
• washi: masculine form, used often by elderly 
• sessha: an archaic, masculine form to oneself, formerly used by samurai and 

ninjas. 
 
Second personal pronouns and their social implications (retrieved from 

Izawa,n.d.; Unser-Shutz, 2010): 
• Name+honorific: -san (gender-neutral), -kun (masculine), -chan (feminine), -

sama (respectful version of -san) are the most commonly exerted suffixes 
(Brenner, 2007), and foreignization tends to leave them intact in translations 
(Rampant, 2010). In some situations a status+honorific may be used. For 
example, a shop clerk is likely to address a visitor as o-kyaku-sama: 
honourable customer (Izawa, n.d.). 

• anata: polite form for 'you', also used by women to address their husband 
• anta: a casual form of anata used by women 
• kimi: informal formerly polite, sometimes also rude way to address someone 
• omae: masculine form of anata or used in a close relationship 
• kisama: a vulgar form, indicates great hostility towards the addressee. 

 
According to Izawa (n.d.) “In many cases, polite discourse demands that "you" 

is not used” to address the opposite party. It is very important from the 
perspective of the native audience, that Manga as tool of entertainment 
encompasses the fundamental parts of the sociolinguistics of the Japanese 
language. Since as Ito (2000) argues, “It is very influential for children and adults 
alike because it ‘teaches’ the readers the roles, expectations, rights, duties, 
taboos, and folkways of Japanese society whether the reader is aware of it or not” 
(p. 14). 

 
Interpreting word play and cultural references 
Is it worth changing the original text for the sake of fluidity? Most translators 

will face this question at some point, especially when puns and word plays need 
to be translated. Humour is often culturally specific, but few categories of 
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humour are as language dependent as the Japanese puns. These are a prime 
source for laugh in Manga and are often unsuccessfully translated into English. 

Because of the limited number of different syllabic combinations, as note 
above, these puns are based on linguistic ambiguities, like homophony (Dybala et 
al., 2012). Translators usually must find the corresponding phrases and the set of 
words, in their target language, to try to retain all the 'Japanese-ness' of the 
original (Galgani, 2002; Rampant, 2010). However, to mirror the puns and 
finding a pair of homonyms that have similar meanings in two different 
languages is a very demanding toil.  

According to Galgani (2002), “Sometimes it's just plain impossible to do a 
literal translation that makes any sense or can fit into the space at hand because 
there is so much culture tied up into the word or phrase”. Furthermore, 
“Foreignizing a joke by way of literal translation can impact in two ways: first, if it 
is explained through a footnote, the reader is interrupted from the story; second, 
the reader could simply not understand the cultural equivalence” (Rampant, 
2010; p. 224). 

In the Manga Sakurasou no Pet na Kanojo, lit. The Pet Girl of Sakura 
Dormitory by Kamoshida Hajime and Kusano Houki, the reader may experience 
the above mentioned issues. Figure 1 is an example of a translation that had to 
deal with a pun and a cultural reference. In this particular case, the translator 
choose to leave out the footnote from the actual page; instead he/she highlighted 
the specific terms used and featured the explanation at the end of the chapter. 
The pun is explained in the same manner. 

The male character refers to the traditional Japanese style of stand-up 
comedy called manzai, in which a slapstick routine is done by two performers 
(Manzai, n.d.). To be more specific, he connects the course of the conversation to 
a manzai's neta. Neta jokes are stories about stereotyped situations or 
characteristic traits of people; they are popular and clichéd jokes with a longer 
narrative that are repeated many times (Ōshima, 2006). Manzai comedians often 
make use of neta jokes as part of their performance and this particular scene 
could be viewed as a humorous imitation of such a comedy routine. So, as per 
RAMPENT, the Western viewer's reading rhythm is not obstructed by the non-
present footnote but without the sufficient background knowledge on the 
cultural reference, they may not apprehend the significance of the term and its 
relation to the sequence of the story or the nature of the joke. Consequently, the 
female character's play with words is also based on a popular neta, which is 
occasionally adapted into the medium. 
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In brief, it is a parody used to portray a newlywed couple. The husband comes 
home after a long day of work and his wife greats him with these words that may 
act as a subtle sexual invitation or suggestion: 

 
A-na-ta? Gohan ni suru? O-furo ni suru? Soretomo...watashi ni suru? 
(Dear? Do you want a meal? A bath? Or on top of that...me?) 
 
In this case, the comedic effect of the act is further heightened by the pun, 

which is usually not part of the neta. The character makes use of the last sentence 
of the joke by replacing the 'me' with seemingly random words. Doing a literal 
translation of these could cause some confusion and the non-native reader may 
not understand the initial meaning of the joke. Although, the male characters 
tsukkomi (verbal reprimanding) helps to at least construct a meaningful joke, 
when translated into English (Manzai, n.d.). 

This is a typical Japanese pun that makes use of the simple phonetic system of 
the language. The mechanism and structure is based on vowel transformation by 
replacing the first vowel of the word with a similar sounding one (DYBALA et al., 
2012). 

 
{base phrase (vowel 1)} → [punning phrase (vowel 2)] → [punning phrase 

(vowel 3)] 
watashi → mawashi → tawashi 
('me' → sumo wrestler's loincloth → scrubbing brush) 
 
Even though the English translation is still successful in conveying the 

essence of the joke, yet because the translation is linguistically literal, it does not 
come closer to the 'feel' of the original pun. 

 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this example page perfectly illustrates the linguistic difficulties 

and ambiguities, along with other possible cultural references that translators 
and readers alike may encounter while reading the medium. “Manga uses all of 
these vocabularies, and the quality of the translation can be judged both by its 
faithfulness and its ability to transform the story’s dialogue and description into a 
whole that conveys the same spirit and meaning as the original tale ” (Brenner, 
2007; p. 70). 

Differences between the English and Japanese language, and even more, the 
limited number of possible homonyms is a challenge while trying to create a 
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translation as close as possible to the original. Despite all efforts, because of the 
complicated Japanese writing system, some level of meaning disappears in the 
English text. On the other hand, Manga is an excellent means to know and 
understand the features of Japanese culture. It is believed that recognition may 
lead to the subsequent convergence of the readers into Japanese culture and 
lifestyle in a broader sense. 
 
References 
A Word about Professional Translation and the American Manga Industry, n.d. [online]. 

[cit. 2013-03-26]. Available at <http://missdream.org/?page_id=51> 
BRENNER, R. E. (2007). Understanding Manga and Anime. [PDF]. Westport, Connecticut: 

Libraries United, 2007. ISBN: 978-1-59158-332-5. [cit. 2013-2-01.]. Available at 
<http://anime-books.blogspot.com/2011/03/understanding-manga-and-anime-
robert-e.html> 

CLARKE, H. (2009). Language. [PDF]. In SUGIMOTO, Yoshio. The Cambridge Companion to 
Modern Japanese Culture. Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 56-
75. ISBN: 978-0-521-70663-6. [cit. 2013-03-24]. Available at< http://anime-
books.blogspot.com/2011/03/cambridge-companion-to-modern-japanese.html> 

DYBALA, P., ARAKI, K., RZEPKA, R., & SAYAMA, K. (2012). NLP Oriented Japanese Pun 
Classification. [abstract] In International Conference on Asian Language Processing, 
2012, p. 33-36. [online]. [cit. 2013-03-27]. doi:10.1109/IALP.2012.56. Available at 
<http://arakilab.media.eng.hokudai.ac.jp/~araki/2012/2012-A-13.pdf> 

GALGANI, M. (2002). Meatballs Vs. Pigtails: Translating anime & manga for the US market. 
[online]. [cit. 2013-03-28]. Available at 
<http://www.rightstuf.com/rssite/main/animeResources/individual/?ForumThread
Name=FT0000001496> 

GRANT, R. & OKADA, N. (2008). Gender differences in Japanese localization. [online]. [cit. 
2013-03-26]. Available at <http://www.asianabsolute.co.uk/about-us/press-
releases/attachment/japanese-gender-differences.pdf>  

ITO, K. (2005). A History of Manga in the Context of Japanese Culture and Society. 
[abstract] In The Journal of Popular Culture, Volume 38, Issue 3, February 2005, p. 
456-475. [online] [cit. 2013-01-20] doi: 10.1111/j.0022-3840.2005.00123.x. Available 
at <http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0022-3840.2005.00123.x/abstract> 

ITO, K. (2000). The Manga culture in Japan.. In Japan studies review, Volume 4, 2000, p. 1-
17. [online]. [cit. 2013-03-27] Available at <http://asian.fiu.edu/projects-and-
grants/japan-studies-review/journal-archive/2000.pdf> 

IZAWA, E. (2005). What's Lost in the Translation? [online]. [cit. 2013-02-27]. Available at 
<http://www.mit.edu/~rei/manga-translations.html> 

JAPANESE-LANGUAGE.AIYORI.ORG, n.d. A brief introduction to the Japanese language. 
[online]. [cit. 2013-03-26]. Available at <http://www.japanese-
language.aiyori.org/introduction.html> 



                           CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 
SlovakEdu 

               ISBN 978-80-971580-0-2 
 

120 

 

Manga, n.d. [online]. [cit. 2013-01-18]. Available at 
<http://www.animenewsnetwork.com/encyclopedia/lexicon.php?id=30> 

Manzai, n.d.. [online]. [cit. 2013-03-28]. Available at 
<http://www.animenewsnetwork.com/encyclopedia/lexicon.php?id=79> 

MIYAGAWA, S. n.d. The Japanese Language. [online]. [cit. 2013-03-26]. Available at 
<http://web.mit.edu/jpnet/articles/JapaneseLanguage.html> 

ŌSHIMA, K. (2006). Rakugo and humor in Japanese interpersonal communication. 
[online]. In DAVIS, JESSICA M. Understanding Humor In Japan. Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 2006, p. 99-109. ISBN: 0-8143-3165-3. [cit. 2013-03-28]. Available at 
<http://books.google.sk/books?id=ZRy8OyCnAfMC&pg=PA243&lpg=PA243&dq=man
zai+neta&source=bl&ots=T1_6mtK3id&sig=47x-
fSBcBgD9Q989YZ6OVfioV5A&hl=en&sa=X&ei=qe9aUYuQBIep4ASv5oGoCg&redir_esc
=y#v=snippet&q=manzai&f=false> 

RAMPANT, J. (2010). The Manga Polysystem: hat Fans Want, Fans Get [PDF]. In JOHNSON-
WOODS, TONI. Manga: An Anthology of Global and Cultural Perspectives. New York: 
The Continuum International Publishing Group Inc, 2010, p. 221-234. ISBN 978-0-
8264-2938-4. [cit. 2013-03-27]. Available at 
<ge.tt/api/1/files/6pi9TKO/3/blob?download> 

SCHODT, F. n.d. Dreamland Japan.: Writings on Modern Manga. [online]. [cit. 2013-01-18]. 
Available at <http://www.all-art.org/art_20th_century/manga/m001.html> 

SEEROI, K. (2012). Why you must learn kanji. [online]. [cit. 2013-03-26]. Available at 
<http://www.japantoday.com/category/opinions/view/why-you-must-learn-kanji> 

UNSER-SHUTZ, G. (2010). Personal Pronouns and Gendered Speech in Popular Manga 
(Japanese Comics). LSA Annual Meeting Extended Abstracts. [online]. [cit. 2013-03-
26]. Available at 
<http://elanguage.net/journals/lsameeting/article/view/2010.50/596> 

UŽÁKOVÁ, M, DANO, F., & MUNKOVÁ, D. (2011). English Syntax: Theory and Practice. 
Second revised edition. [CD]. [cit. 2013-03-20]. Nitra: ASPA. 2011. ISBN 978-80-
89477-04-3 

 
Contact  
Bc. Peter Borbély 

Department of Language Pedagogy and Intercultural Studies  
Faculty of Education, Constantine the Philosopher University 
Dražovská 4, 949 74 Nitra 
peter.borbely@student.ukf.sk 
 
  

mailto:peter.borbely@student.ukf.sk


                           CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 
SlovakEdu 

               ISBN 978-80-971580-0-2 
 

121 

 

Appendix 
 

Figure 1 


