Use of “like” by English speakers as a filler

in Japanese conversation
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1. Introduction

This study examines a transition phenomenon that is often interpreted as misuse from the
point of view of language education. An analysis of the linguistic structure and interpersonal
relationships that constitute the conversational context and scene is performed to clarify that
the usage of the native tongue is an assertion of identity and not the result of insufficient
language skills. The specific transition phenomenon examined is the usage of the word “like,”
which appears within Japanese conversation as a filler, particularly among young American
women from California. Many of these women develop the habit of using specific “filler” words
in English conversation, and it was found that this phenomenon occurs even within Japanese
conversation. For example: “Tabun like watashi dake no mondai desukedo” (Maybe it's like
only me).

Two questions were proposed at the outset. First, in which location within Japanese
conversation is “like” used, and what kind of compromise is made with the Japanese syntactic

form? Second, what is the psychological context of the usage?

2. Method of Investigation and Analysis

To begin the investigation, the subjects (two American students and two German students)
were shown Japanese conversation teaching materials created by the author and published on
the Japanese Women's University website (URL:http://www.jwu.ac.jp/unv/international
exchange/foreign/welcome/basic-course.html). They were then asked to provide their
comments. The investigation consisted of an analysis of their comments on two topics:
“Pasmo,” and the “Health Center”; this paper will cover only the data on “Pasmo.”

The methodology utilized a mixed methods approach that combined quantitative and

qualitative research. This approach was used because syntactic consideration lends to higher

accuracy when there are more examples of the usage; however, analysis of psychological
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aspects of individuals can only be clarified through qualitative analysis. n

3. Analysis Perspectives

Although “like” is metastatic, the analysis was based on the premise that it has a role as a
discourse and philological indicator even within Japanese conversation. Therefore, even though
it might act as a “hedge” within conversation, without an actual dictionary meaning, the
author of this paper believes that, pragmatically, it fulfils the function of carrying discourse.

Ostman (1982:169) states, “The emergence of pragmatic indicators is the result of
informality through grammatical/discourse fragmentation for the purpose of buying time.”
Briton (1966:33) states that “like” transforms from a preposition with dictionary meaning to a
citation/context index, and at the very end, becomes a focuser. This study is based on the
analysis of verbal indicators by Miller and Weinert (1995), Underhill (1988), Dailey-O’Cain
(2000), and Romaine and Lange (1991) with reference to the inter-language comparison of
discourse indicators by Briz & Estellés (2010). The function of each instance of “like” was

defined and the recorded data were classified as follows:

A. Pragmatic Indicators
(1) Approximater
Usage of “like” as a euphemism. Used in any location.
(2) Focuser
The approximated opposite of (1); it is used to draw attention.
(3) Quotative marker
Used to show an example or change to a more concrete expression.
(4) Rhythm maker
No particular meaning. It is close to a speech habit and is used to establish rhythm.
B. Discourse Indicator
(1) Discourse marker
Used at the beginning of the sentence upon receiving the other party’s utterance in

order to control the discourse, conversation flow, and connection.

Also included for analysis is the placement of the utterance within the sentence (beginning,
middle, or end). The four words used before and after “like” are summarized in Table 2.
Tabulating the total number by function is not necessary for the quantitative analysis, as the
main objective is to process samples by a specific criterion and then search for an overall

trend.
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4 . Data Description and Qualitative Analysis

The data are listed in the following sections. Transcription rules are shown in Table 1. Each
“like” is marked with the indication of an American speaker (A or B) of P (conversation
about Pasmo) and the order of utterance (P-A-1). The left column shows the utterances and
the right column shows the data conceptualized (categorization) as representing qualitative
research, with reference to the grounded theory approach (Saiki, Craighill & Shigeko: 2017).
This methodology seeks to understand how an individual approaches and responds to a
certain situation, and what kind of actions/corresponding actions occur, with the intention of
capturing the diversity of the process as the situation changes (Saiki, Craighill & Shigeko:
2017).

Conversation about Pasmo: Speaker A Example Grounded Theory Application (1)
[Propertyi [Dimension!

A Anbk—, REA like BETOMETHITY Partl
P-A-1
-, tabun /ike | (0.5 hi dak dai desu kedo, . .
ctto tsbun ke L (0.3) " watashi dake no mondsi desu kedo P-A-1 Intro Refuse (just me) Negative POV

Bix BHIZRSOTID L &L, SRER—  like, P-A2  Puzzled N q
tokidoki densha ni notteru no toki wa, pasmo wa- like | (1) P-A—2, A uzzie ot use
EDRVORE— LD like, T like, P-A-3  Daily Not used
N ! PA3 P-At
ko o 1otk ke 0377, d ke L 03 P-A-4 Reconfimn Will (huh?) not use at exit

H AR ED2 Y,
deguchi ni, toki wa tsukawanai.

A ZhHL like lPropertyI tDimensionl [Label®|
] P-A-5
sorekara fike | (1) .

Part IT
B H—. o,
[a-. sokka-] P-A-5 Continued Continue category® Argumentative
A B RAR ke, THA TELELESN? ke P-A-6 Newtopic Eventat the station

a-, ekiin i, ke (1) © 4%, gomen, naui o- shimasho-ka, ke () 7,

P-A-7 Puzzled Concrete: at a loss for words
TEEEADHOBY b—,

dekimasen no toki no setsumei mo-. P-B Response 2X Agrcemcnt

B H—, Tob—,
[a-, sokka-.]

A BOERBOET,

ii to wa omoimasu

B: b=, Tor—,
[a-, sokka-.]
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Progerg_y] Dimension [Label@

A like ZEA3IALSECHY HEIOD Part IIL
tike L ()74 tabun, son kara go kan gurai watashi wa kono no X .
P 5 % L1, P-A-8  Puzzlement Ppast retrospection Over a long period
mondai ga arimashita- <laugh>. summary Unresolved feelings

T: Lo LMD ID?
chanto osaenakatta no? P-A-9  Repeat Not (huh?) used

B:  yeah, B4, yeah, REZN o7,
yeah, tokidoki, yeah, mondai okatta, P-A-10  Filler Lengthy speech

T b I5 brAkLRdpohoR, P-A-11  Puzzlement Presumed reason

a-, ko chanto shinakatta no ne.
case

T: T, registration LTRD,
de, registration shitenai no.

B DA Dk, BaiRE English Translation

[un, un, iroirona toki wa.]

Al EADD like, EHLLI, EILLD, fEbR—L,

-4 A: Well, maybe, like It is my problem,
sorekara ke 1(0.5)" 4, do-shiyou, do-shiyou. tsukawana-i ybe, like It is my problem,

sometimes, when I'm on a train, PASMO, like,when I don’t use, like,

T b I3AFUEVRARN, ) ) Lo
2, ko pachinto ikanai. then, like,come to the exit, I don’t use it.

A: And then, like
T: B» RV D? .
akanai no? B: Oh, Tsee,
i . A: Um, to a station attendant, like, excuse me, what I do? like,I cannot do, and
A: Ay EIa when I tell him, too,
[un, so-.]
B:1see,
All: ::’v A:Itis good, I think.
B: I understand.
: aRNED i — . .
A [ AT hk;:A_z . Ao A: Like, maybe three to five, I had this problem.
akanaitoka, ike |(1) , &-, deguchi no toki wa T: You didn’t press it properly?
=B A like, ABDEHL scan ELARVADB—, B: Yeah, sometimes, yeah, many problems.
tabun ike | (0.5) 4/ hairu no toki wa scan o shinai kara-. T: Ah, you din’t do it like this.
. augh> T: And, you haven’t done the registration?

B: Exactly, yes, in various situations,
A YY:: ﬁ:‘;:ﬁ_“‘ A: And then, like, oh no, oh no, okay I don’t use.
T: Ah, it doesn’t go right,
T: Doesn’t it open?
A: No.
All: Hnmmm. ..
A: It doesn’t open, and also, like, um, at the exit, maybe like, when I go in, it
doesn’t scan,
T: (laughing)

A: Yeah, it doesn’t come out!

Considerations

In this section, we will create associations (abduction) among the concepts (categories and
labels). This represents the final stage of the application of grounded theory.

When Speaker A observed the video on Pasmo, she recalled the problems she experienced,
stating that the whole Pasmo system was extremely difficult. With her insufficient language
skills, the problem she encountered could not be solved through a conversation with the
station staff. In these circumstances, “like” was simply used out of habit, similar to its use in
English, but it was not used in contravention of the rule of interjection insertion in Japanese.
However, in some cases, “like” was used to signify the turning point in the statement, to
provide emphasis, or to unify the sequence that appeared before and after the use of “like.” It

may also have been used to control the discourse as the events in the conversation unfolded.
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Conversation about Pasmo: Speaker B Example Grounded Theory Application (2)

VY

[Property! [Dimensionl ILabel(D[

yeah, B4 —, AYIZ— like, yeah,yeah, FAIX
yeah, tokidoki-, hontoni- /ike}(0.5) P—B'l, yeah, yeah, watashi wa Part I
FRA like, 0 3ELELE, P-B-1 Emphasis Really

P-B-2 - .
tabun /ike |(.) , sono san kai shimashita.

P-A  Succeed
the opinion

like %< &A like, »23—,  it's like D —As,
kel ()P B takusan ke 1 0.5) 75, utsue, it tike s ()7 B wen,
P-B-2 Estimated 3x Negative POV
beil BERVD? number of
chanto osanai no ? failures
P-B-3 Begin Interjectory role
yeah e
describing
yeah.
we are like, B§x yeah, like,, TDIRZ 3D P-B-4 Daily Normal event
we are like| (.)P_B_ﬁ, tokidoki yeah, like| (.)P.BJ norikaeru
P-B-5 Repeat Lengthy speech
L EII—REx—, itslike, BHro& like,
i o P-B-8 ) P-B9
toki wa- tokidoki-,it's /ike }(0.5) , chotto like] (0.5) .
rope imension Label@)
MEEZ Y ET, IP P rty{ [D J l I
mondai okori masu. Part I

B Cabb <o P-B-6 Insert English  Call attention Own opinion

mondai, ja-, mo kono, tsukaikata desu ** P-B-7 Provide tOpiC During transfer
P-B-8 Confirm problem Negative POV
[ZF o ha—, swrkionrrk]

(sokka,¥#ssssennn) P-B-9 Notice problem Confess difficulty

P-B-10 Provide topic  Friend who came

bolk .

motto to Japan Rationale
3:/ P-B-11 Provide topic  Notice problem
b,

a-,

Ro ReFhoEeFh—. English Translation

kai, kaikata kara tsukaikata ne-.
B: Yeah, sometimes, really, like, yeah. yeah, I, maybe like, I did it

x—, TLT three times.
e, soshite. B: like, a lot, like, normally, it’s like, hmmm,
T: You didn’t press it properly?
un. B: yeah
B: We are like, sometimes, yeah, like, when transfer,sometimes,_
ZOYEDIRRBOWIE—, ZOA A—IR—ELOTT, it's like, a bit, like, problems happen.
sono kippu no haeru notoki wa-, sono image ga- hoshii desu. T: Problems, then it is this particular way.
B: [Isee]
EALIC— like, 20 like, % 280 T: More
hontoni- Iikel(O.S)P'B-m, sono, like L(O,S)P-B'“. 0, zenbu no B: Yeah
B: Ah,
like, AAICE ZREIZ— LZii— ART T: Buy, How to buy and how to use.
Iikcl(o.S)P'B'”,nihon ni kiru tomodachi wa- doko ni- irete B: Um, and,
T: Okay.

= brYEHi,

wa- wakarimasen.

B: That ticket, to put in, I want the image of it.

Really, like, that, like, whole thing,
) . N like, my friends in Japan, where they put, that’s not clear.
wbkmaslike £ TY like, SA #arxxxas like, very, like, yeah

-B- B-14
***like |(.) , totemo, like] (.) ,un
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Table 1

Transcription rule

Numbers in ( ) indicate the length of pause
(1) 1 sec pause

(0.5) 0.5 sec pause

) Very short pause

l Falling intonation

7 Rising intonation

[1 Duplicate remark

<laugh> laughing voice

NNN  lengthy speech

* ~okkkkdxkddrkk** indecipherable words

Considerations

Speaker B’s utterances started with her own opinions, while also supporting A's views.
Around lines P-B-10, -11, and -12, B tries to comply with a request to make comments on the
original Pasmo video, stating that the information displayed (the place to hold out a Pasmo
card or insert a ticket) is difficult for foreigners to understand. Speaker B has a higher
Japanese language proficiency than Speaker A, but her heavy use of “like” might indicate a
psychologically uplifted state; perhaps she wanted to flaunt her authority over Speaker A or
to hold in check the German students, who were listening to the conversation. It might be
better to accept this use of “like” as a representation of the positive identity of the speaker,

instead of treating it as an indicator of insufficient skill in the language.
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Table 2

Jayiew 3sunodsiqi  TVILINI 103 ou ns3oy T S0: M |0 0 0 0 L1-V—d
Jajewixo.ddy VNI dii 9y ‘ ouos! ayi a3ueyoxa| pz-8-d
Jajellixoiddy B 6lios TR D) [EEN ENT] 1] [ - s}

JSIeW SSRGS G IVILING oucs 3| S5UEG5XS 195} U SAL0 0 0 ¢¢-8~d

JSIeW SSRGS G IVILING 39391 *dok nok 4 il (0 0 0 0 91-v—d
Jajellixoiddy b1] sem . nq | k% MO Uy nok opl12-8-d
Jajellixoiddy s Moy op G0 || : aulyoew : jesk|'0z=8=d

PESLECE] yeak j j i ouj  uoyou 284240 61-a—d

Jayiew 3sunodsig:  TVILINI 1403 ou 0 0 Sl-v-d

JSYIe SSIAGSSIA IVILING s5ieys i €0 0 81-8—d
isjewixoiddy Fkk 30U [+E) ’ M| yi-¥—d
isjelixoiddy ] ’ 0 0 ¢1-¥—d

i88h56 7 i S5l 0 0 [1-8-d
isjelixeiddy opayep 0 0 91-g-d
13sn204 1un403, 1 os ‘ yeak|c1-g—d
SRS ol ey ~1%6pi%03 T 0 0 A
138n904 ; un ’ T IS5 : il vi-g=d
1881563 B owa30} T 0 0 €l-8-d
SAEION D) (1] i Goyiu 1 AqUaz ¢ olzZi<g=d
Jajellixoiddy nquaz : [} T UGS ] = )
43snd204 M| ouos S0 —luojuoy:Q 0 0 0l-8-d

FEN LT ASell U630 Tepuo Ul 0 [T § i §3i 7 6-g-d
isjeliixoiddy ’ | oRoyo S0 S -P{opi4o3 -em| 8-8-d
J33elixoiady <156pi363 “EM [E VLT : i eI H{OpiN G [~8-d

JSIeISSING IS IVILING i esk BHOPIH6T i sig BN 0 6-8-d
Jajelliixoiddyy $3i AT IRSIAY forS
____desndog sal S0 uesnyey M0 0 y-8-d

JayJew 3sunodsiq:  TVILINI -nsiny ) 0 0 0 0 £€-8-d
Jajellixoiddy 1] ues ungey em] TjseIem A <

43snd04 esk ’ S0 —luojuoy —D{opiy 0} 1-8—d
Jajellixoiddy 1363 ou 0 unges eMm 1303 oul T g
Jajellixoiddy ijongap ; I : {03 ieuegiei 01-v=d

aAneIoNH noAiys—op noAiys—op S0 eJeyalos:( 0 0 6-¥Y-d
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5. Quantitative Analysis

Eleven instances of “like” were analyzed for Subject A and 14 instances for Subject B, but
for the actual Pasmo conversation, there are 17 instances of “like” for Subject A and 24
instances for Subject B. The total number of instances (41) was examined by type (see Table
1). Qualitative analysis results of the data shown in Table 2 are as follows:

(D Both Speakers A and B made use of example combinations such as “tabun (maybe),
like,” “sorekara (then), like,” and “akanaitoka (won't open), like.” These were deemed
to represent usage as an Approximater of “like.” Within both Speaker A’s 17 total
instances and Speaker B’s 24 total instances, Approximaters numbered 17. Meanwhile,
combinations such as “hontoni (really), like,” and “Pasmo wa (the Pasmo), like,” usage
as a Focuser occurred in 10 instances. When considering its role in conversation and
utterance, and not only as a prefix or suffix, Quotative usage such as “nani-wo

” o«

shimashou-ka (what shall we do), like, dekimasen no toki (when we cannot),” “sorekara
(and then), like, tokidoki, hairu (sometimes, we can enter)” had 5 instances.

@ For positioning, there were 8 instances where “like” was used at the beginning of the
utterance. These Discourse Markers, a cue for the order of utterances, were interpreted
as signals to control the conversation flow. In the second half, when Speaker B began
using English frequently, “like” was used as a signal to begin. This may be close to the
usage of “like” by youth from California.

(3 For the examples counted as an Approximater in @, when placed in the final position
of Speaker A and B’s respective utterances, the usage is similar to the final ending
particle in Japanese.

@ Only one instance of Speaker A's “like de like” was, as a pair, counted as a Rhythm

maker.

6. Summary

In this paper, “like,” a transition word used by native English speakers, was examined in
terms of its usage within Japanese conversation and analyzed by utilizing mixed methods
research. Mixed methods research uses qualitative and quantitative research methods in the
analysis. The quantitative research method is appropriate for grasping the uniqueness of
research subjects from an outsider’s point of view and understanding the overall usage trends.
On the other hand, the qualitative research method is suitable for evaluating the intuitive
motivations of the subjects: knowing their linguistic consciousness and understanding their
beliefs and thoughts. To analyze group behavior, it is important to accurately grasp the factors

of these behaviors quantitatively; to analyze the reasons for individual actions, observing them
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qualitatively is also necessary. The author of this paper believes that mixed methods research
should be adopted more extensively in future studies in the field of social linguistics.

Notes:

(1) Mixed methods research (MMR) is suitable for studies whose main purpose is to
correctly describe, explain, and evaluate phenomena. It is mainly used in the field of social and
behavioral sciences, where the goal is to promote community development and social reform.
Since it integrates qualitative and quantitative data, it can be utilized to comprehensively
understand phenomena. When contemplating the real meaning of “truth,” these two concepts
have been in conflict from ancient through modern times. The historical background of mixed
methods (MM) is grounded in the differences between the beliefs of Plato or Socrates and the
beliefs of the Sophists. The former sought universality in knowledge while the latter
prioritized relativity. MM as a research method was introduced at the beginning of the 21*
century. It wields both approaches to knowledge and advocates anti-dogmatism. An MM
perspective is pluralistic: it accepts multiple kinds of knowledge, views both order and change
as important parts of reality, and recognizes that some domains are more lawful than others
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010; 81,58_Figure2.2). There is no authoritative approach to combine
the two research methods. In the present study, the same data were simultaneously analyzed
quantitatively and qualitatively, but this approach makes use of characteristics that are unique

to language research.

Case Selection:
Interview Protocol
Development

Quantitative Quantitative
Data Collection Data Analysis ’

\ 4

A

tegration of the — —
Qua%lrtitative and Quanlitative | Qualitative
Qualitative Results Data Analysis Data Collection

Figure 1 (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010 ; 58)

(D Methods also exist that combine the questionnaire and interview, wherein respondents
are asked about the thinking behind their answers to the questionnaire. This is often
adopted in language education, nursing, and similar fields. In this case, the order of
research is as follows:

Quantitative research — Qualitative research — Integration

(2 “What are the problems?” Creating a survey table by identifying the problem areas
during an interview can be an effective method in research.
In this case, the order of research is as follows:

Qualitative research — Quantitative research — Integration
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(3® Along with a survey investigation, another option is to concurrently execute a Focus
Group (Focused Group Discussion) for members who were not respondents.

In this case, the order of research is as follows:

Quantitative research

T
Qualitative research /

integration
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