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Abstract 

 

  

The word zenzen is an adverb that is used frequently in daily conversational Japanese. From 

the Meiji period (1868-1912) until the early Showa period (1924-1989) the word was used 

together with both affirmative and negative words to form expressions. In the early Showa 

period the grammatical rules in education changed so that the only acceptable use was 

together with a negative word. From the 1990’s onward, the use together with an affirmative 

word has made a comeback especially among younger Japanese people. However even 

though the usage together with an affirmative word has made a comeback and was considered 

normal once in history, in today’s society it is still considered as slang and thus not 

recommended usage in formal situations. Foreign language learners however, tend not to 

learn a language only by textbooks but also by imitating the language of native Japanese 

speakers and Japanese popular culture. This may lead to a confusion regarding what words 

are acceptable to use in conversations. Therefore in this study, an online survey that examines 

the usage and attitudes regarding the word zenzen aimed at Japanese language learners at 

Swedish universities was conducted. The results of the survey showed that although a 

majority of the learners showed a good understanding of the usage, more than half of the 

learners displayed a feeling of confusion regarding the usage of the word. The gender 

comparison regarding the usage showed no major differences. Having lived in Japan, having 

Japanese friends whom you speak Japanese with regularly and length of Japanese study was 

associated with an increased understanding of the usage. Regular consumption of Japanese 

popular culture, however, was not associated with an increased understanding of the usage. A 

literature analysis was also conducted to examine the attitudes regarding the usage of zenzen 

in a variety of books with topics including business language and books aimed at Japanese 

language teachers. The results showed that zenzen used together with a negative word was 

considered as the norm while zenzen used together with an affirmative word was not 

recommended to be used in formal situations. When recommending proper usage of the word 

zenzen together with an affirmative word to foreign learners of Japanese, hijou-ni and totemo 

was seen as better alternatives to zenzen in a formal situation. 

 

 

Keywords: linguistics, second language acquisition, word usage, adverb, language variation 
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 Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

The history of the word zenzen dates back to the Edo period (1603-1868) when it was 

imported from Chinese. However, it was not established in the Japanese language until the 

late Meiji period (1868-1912) (Sano 2012). Zenzen is an adverb which modifies a verb or an 

adjective. In English, zenzen can be translated to ‘not at all’, ‘utterly’, ‘simply’, ‘absolutely’ 

or ‘completely’ (Weblio Japanese-English dictionary), depending on the context. In the late 

Meiji period up until the early Showa period, the usage included both negative and 

affirmative forms (Yamada 2014). In early Showa, the use of zenzen in conjunction with an 

affirmative word was deemed incorrect for unknown reasons and this usage dropped. 

However, lately, there has been an increase in the affirmative usage of zenzen (Sasaki 2011). 

Younger people in particular use expressions such as zenzen daijoubu (totally fine), zenzen ii 

(totally great) or zenzen ok (totally ok) frequently in spoken language. Even though the 

affirmative use of zenzen is widespread, dictionaries still classify it as slang. The dual usage 

of zenzen can be seen in literary works from the Meiji and Taisho periods, such as in the 

following extract from the late-Meiji novel Wagahai wa neko de aru by Natsume Sōseki 

(1905), where zenzen is paired with an adjective to negatively emphasise, as in ‘not entirely’: 

 

もし全然無能でなくとも人間以上の能力は決してない者であると断定が出

来るだろうと思う。(Natsume 1905, p. 25) 

Moshi zenzen munou denaku tomo ningen ijou no nouryoku wa kesshite nai 

mono de aru to dantei dekiru darou to omou. 

(Author’s translation: Even though it is not entirely incompetent, one can surely 

conclude that it is far from being as competent as a human.)  

 

In the following quotation, zenzen is also used to emphasise the noun ‘mohoushugi’ translated 

as ‘completely’ or ‘entirely’. This is type of usage with a noun seems to have disappeared 

together with zenzen + affirmative word usage in the same time period: 

 

人間の用うる国語は全然模倣主義で伝習するものである。(Natsume 1905, p. 

34) 
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Ningen no mochiuru kokugo ha zenzen mohoushugi de denshuusuru mono 

de aru. 

(Author’s translation: The language that humans use is learnt completely by the 

imitation principle.) 

 

In the Taisho-period novel Santarō no nikki by Abe Jirō (1914), zenzen is used to emphasise, 

as in ‘to not read at all’: 

 

全然読まないのは現代に対してあまりに失礼である。(Abe 1914, p. 25) 

Zenzen yomanai no ha gendai ni taishite amari ni shitsurei de aru. 

(Author’s translation: To not read at all in this day and age is rude.) 

 

Zenzen is also used as positive emphasis, such as in ‘totally’ or ‘completely new’: 

しかしいわゆる「新しい人」ははたして過去の余影をとどめざる全然新し

き人であろうか。(Abe 1914, p. 46) 

Shikashi iwayuru ‘atarashii hito’ ha hatashite kako no yoei wo todomezaru 

zenzen atarishiki hito de aru darouka. 

(Author’s translation: However, are the so-called new people really entirely new 

people who cannot remember the past?) 

 

Sano (2012, p. 5) cites the following example from the 1915 short story Rashomon, written 

by Akutagawa Ryūnosuke, also from the Taisho period, where zenzen is used to emphasise 

the whole latter part of the sentence: 

この老婆の生死は全然、自分の意志に支配されている。 

Kono rouba no seishi ha zenzen, jibun no ishi ni shihai sareteiru. 

(Author’s translation: The fate of this old woman is completely in my hands)  

 

The ‘zenzen + positive word’ usage that has increased in recent years often contains more 

modern expressions, but it is still seems to be the same affirmative usage that the above 

authors used more than 100 years ago. As mentioned earlier, research has been conducted, 

but it is not known why a historically accepted expression became unaccepted. 

Having spoken to many foreigners who study Japanese, I often hear zenzen being used 

paired with both negative and affirmative words even in formal language, perhaps because of 



3 

 

confusion or lack of knowledge regarding the use of zenzen. Are these students familiar with 

how to use zenzen in different situations and what are their attitudes regarding the word? 

Further, since this is a word with some confusion behind it, how could one better explain its 

usage to non-native Japanese language students?  

 

Aim: The aim of this study is to examine how non-native Japanese language students 

understand and use the word zenzen, what factors influencing the usage and attitude, how the 

usage of the word is taught in literature and how it could be better explained to them. 

 

Research questions: 

1) Are students familiar with how to use zenzen in different situations?  

2) What are their attitudes regarding the word? 

3) Are there any differences in how they use and understand the word related to gender, 

age, length of Japanese studies, having lived in Japan, having Japanese friends, 

regularly consuming Japanese popular culture or level of education?  

4)  What is the opinion regarding the use of the word zenzen in Japanese education 

literature? 

5)  What recommendations can be made for the improvement of language education of 

non-Japanese students regarding the word zenzen? 

 

 

Chapter 2: Previous Research 

 

2.1 Research regarding the usage of the word zenzen 

In 2013, The Agency of Cultural Affairs in Japan conducted a survey to examine language 

use. In one part of the study, 3000 Japanese participants over the age of 16 were asked if they 

use the affirmative expression zenzen akarui, instead of totemo akarui, to express the 

meaning ‘very bright’. Table 2.1 shows the different age and gender groups of those who 

answered ‘yes’ to this question. From this data we can see that the everyday usage of zenzen 

+ positive word is widespread in younger age groups but less common in people over 50. No 

major gender differences were observed. The reason for this lack of difference was not stated. 
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Table 2.1: Usage of Zenzen Instead of Totemo Divided by Age and Gender adopted from The Agency 

of Cultural Affairs in Japan. 

Age Group Men Women 

16-19 31.5% 35.3% 

20-29 56.1% 47.3% 

30-39 44.3% 45.1% 

40-49 32.5% 25.3% 

50-59 15.4% 11.8% 

Over 60 3.9% 4.5% 

 

Hattori (2010) presented data in a study based on the minutes of the National Diet of Japan 

regarding the co-occurrence of zenzen and mattaku (slightly formal) from 1947 to 1997. In 

1947, usage of zenzen was more than double that of mattaku. The data over time showed a 

significant increase in the use of mattaku and a decrease in that of zenzen, and in 1997, the 

use of mattaku was more than double that of zenzen. Mattaku has gained popularity in formal 

situations such as the National Diet. Moreover, the negative use of zenzen was found to have 

increased from 1947 to 1967 but then dropped significantly by 1997, though the reason for 

this drop in usage is not stated. Sano (2012) examined change in the use of zenzen using a 

corpus of spontaneous Japanese. The recorded spoken use of zenzen during university 

lectures was used to search for word frequency. The results showed that approximately 72 per 

cent of zenzen usage is with negative words. This would mean that the usage of zenzen + 

positive word is relatively widespread in the general Japanese population. The difference in 

usage between genders was almost non-existent.  

The three studies above indicate that the usage of zenzen among native speakers of 

Japanese is undergoing change. This could be an obstacle for non-native learners to adapt the 

current usage of the word.  

 

2.2 Gender differences 

Trudgill (1972) presented the theory that women tend to adopt a higher amount of prestige 

vocabulary; thus they tend to avoid slang to a larger degree than men. Moreover, according to 

Labov (1990), although men tend to use nonstandard language forms more often, women 

tend to lead linguistic innovation in higher prestigious variants. As James (1996) states, there 

are a lot of social and cultural factors that may account for the choices that women and men 
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make in the speech forms that they use. These social and cultural factors vary across different 

cultures and communities. As an example, Milroy (1991) states that the notion of prestige is 

not uniform in all communities and social classes. Zenzen + positive word usage is 

considered a non-standard language form. This could according to Trudgill (1972) mean that 

women would use this form less than men. Research conducted by Sano (2012) of native 

Japanese speakers revealed almost no gender difference in the usage of zenzen. It would be 

meaningful to examine if such a difference is seen in non-native speakers in a different 

cultural and social context as in Sweden. 

 

2.3 Defining slang 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary (2015) defines slang as “words that are not considered part 

of the standard vocabulary of a language and that are used very informally in speech 

especially by a particular group of people”. Luria et al. (2012) states that the notion of slang 

is slightly different than that of a dialect and a register (a register meaning a variety of a 

language which is used for a particular purpose or a particular social setting). Slang tend to be 

more volatile and dynamic than either, although a particular dialect or register may contain 

some slang. Slang is changing frequently and rapidly and what is considered a “cool” 

expression today might be outdated tomorrow. Slang can emerge from different aspects such 

as social groups, industries and pop culture. It is generally the most popular among younger 

people and is often frowned upon by older people in society. Although slang and dialect can 

be used interchangeably, a difference can be seen in use across generations and staying power 

(Luria et al. 2012). Regarding the word zenzen, it can be defined as slang when it is used 

together with positive words by three of the above criteria; it is more popular among young 

people and it is used more informally. The usage has also changed over time, although not 

very rapidly. 

 

2.4 Slang acquisition by second language students 

One major reason for second language learners to learn slang could be that they will 

encounter slang in the workplace. Many English second language learners have said that they 

find it difficult to communicate in the workplace because they did not understand the slang 

that their coworkers were using (Marsden et al. 2013). Some also suggest that more cultural 

focus should be put into second language English courses (Marsden et al. 2013). In addition 

to the workplace, second language learners will often encounter slang in academic work. 
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According to Solano Flores (2006) students are often trained with an “academic” vocabulary. 

Even though many students establish a non-academic vocabulary they still need to be able to 

distinguish between formal and non-formal language (Solano-Flores 2006). Becoming 

proficient in slang could also help students develop a more native sounding speech (Marsden 

et al. 2013). Homuth & Piippo (2011) states that obviously slang can be found in movies, 

music, and interaction with native speakers. They suggest that further research could be 

conducted to determine students’ level of knowledge of slang and where they get information 

about slang.  

The influence of consuming popular culture on second language acquisition in general 

is commented by Chik (2007). She illustrates the connectedness of popular culture to literacy 

development by showing how German learners adopt an array of literacy practices based on 

popular texts and practice in both online and offline contexts. Gale (2012) found in his study 

of Japanese foreign learners in the United States that they did significantly interact with 

Japanese popular culture outside of class study. A majority of the participants in his study 

recognized a positive effect from Japanese pop culture on their Japanese language acquisition. 

A regular consumption of Japanese popular culture could expectedly have an effect on the 

usage and attitudes regarding the word zenzen which will be examined in this study.  

 

2.5 Teaching slang vocabulary to second language students 

McWhorter (2001) makes the argument that slang is no less valid than more formal language 

and that it is important to teach because it is used frequently in daily conversation by native 

speakers. He also states that more acknowledgement is needed for the teaching of slang and 

informal language. Mattiello (2005) argues that a basic knowledge of slang often is vital for 

understanding the conversations of native speakers. He continues that slang is important for 

the learners own ability to identify certain social groups and that it will make their language 

more colorful and vivid.  

According to Zarbaliyeva (2012), there has always existed a controversy regarding the 

teaching of slang in the classroom. Many teachers do not want to teach slang to second 

language students because they consider it inappropriate for an academic environment. The 

teachers are also often concerned about whether the teaching of slang will cause a lack of 

“proper” vocabulary and that this will become a disadvantage for the student. There have also 

been reported cases where non-native speaking teachers possess little or no knowledge of 

slang. In most cases teachers will simply use textbooks and supplemental material where only 
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standard language is present. The students that excel in class will often face problems when 

watching television, reading magazines in that language, communicating with native speakers 

or when traveling to the country where that language is spoken (Zarbaliyeva 2012). 

 

2.6 Methods of slang education 

Barra (2007) believes that many second language teachers are not native speakers of the 

target language thus lacking knowledge of slang. This has resulted in a lack of written 

resources on teaching slang as a subject. Another possible reason for the lack of resources on 

this subject might be associated with the unstableness of slang vocabulary. The Longman 

Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics (4thed. 2010) states that most slang 

is unstable and the expressions change rapidly which makes it difficult to compile a relevant 

list of slang expressions in a certain time period. This rapid change also makes it impractical 

to publish a slang dictionary. Some slang expressions become so widely used that they 

become an integrated part of a language (Emmitt & Pollock 1997, 65).  

According to Zarbaliyeva (2012), there are several ways of introducing slang to 

second language students. Students can get accustomed to slang terms by listening to song 

lyrics and watching movies. After getting accustomed to these terms, the students can then 

simulate by playing roles using both slang and normal speech. Students can learn slang in a 

guided way in the classroom or be encouraged to learn on their own. If they decide to learn 

on their own, however, the teacher should provide the proper resources for self-learning 

(Homuth & Piippo 2011). Students could be encouraged to keep a “slang journal” as a part of 

a normal vocabulary journal (Homuth & Piippo 2011). Students should be encouraged to find 

the slang on their own in resources such as music, movies and in interactions with native 

speakers. The teacher could also use authentic materials in the classroom to introduce specific 

slang terms and also how these terms can be used depending on the situation (Homuth & 

Piippo 2011). This could be considered when recommending ways to improve education 

regarding the word zenzen and other slang expressions.  

 

2.7 Summary 

Previous research has established knowledge about the general change of usage the word 

zenzen among Japanese population, where the negative use of zenzen was found to have 

increased from 1947 to 1967 but then dropped significantly by 1997. Although women are 

considered to tend to avoid slang to a larger degree than men and adopt more formal language, 
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no gender differences were found in Japanese population regarding the usage of zenzen. 

Social and cultural factors may account for the choices that women and men make in the 

speech forms that they use. These social and cultural factors vary across different cultures 

and communities. The gender perspective of the usage of zenzen has not been studied in a 

non-native population, i.e in a different social and cultural context than Japan.  

One reason for second language learners to study slang is to be able to communicate 

better, for example in the workplace. The acquisition of slang also helps them to develop a 

more native sounding speech. Students can learn slang in a guided way in the classroom be 

encouraged to learn on their own. Although there has always existed a controversy regarding 

the teaching of slang in the classroom, there is a consensus in the previous research that 

students should be taught both formal and slang vocabulary to be able to avoid problems 

when watching television, reading magazines in that language, communicating with native 

speakers or when traveling to the country where that language is spoken. There is a general 

lack of literature regarding introducing slang to second language students. Slang can be found 

in popular culture such as movies, music, and also in interaction with native speakers. 

Consuming Japanese popular culture has shown a positive effect on the students’ Japanese 

language acquisition.  Suggestions of further research to determine students’ level of 

knowledge of slang and where they obtain relevant information about slang are raised in 

previous research and addressed in this study.  

The questions raised in the light of previous research are if non-native learners of 

Japanese are familiar with the usage of the word zenzen. Are they confused regarding the 

usage or not? Are there any gender differences regarding the usage of the word? Do factors 

like length of Japanese studies, time spent living in Japan, frequently speaking Japanese with 

native Japanese speakers, holding a language proficiency test certificate and regular 

consumption of Japanese popular culture influence the usage of and the attitude towards the 

word? What is the opinion regarding the usage of the word in literature aimed at the Japanese 

population and teachers of Japanese language? Finally, how can education regarding the 

word to foreign learners of Japanese language be improved?  

 

Chapter 3: Method and Material 

The design of this study is a One-Shot design (Mackey et al. 2013, 156), i.e. a cross-sectional 

design which is conducted at a single moment in time and not repeated in a time series. A 10-

question online survey was conducted to determine differences in normal and slang usage of 
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the word zenzen. A survey was chosen as opposed to interviews in this case to elicit as many 

responses as possible. According to Japanese a dictionary (Koujien 6th ed. 2008), zenzen + 

negative word can be considered normal use, whereas zenzen + positive word can be 

considered slang use. Two sentences with normal use and two with slang use were shown and 

participants were asked to choose if they were either normal or slang. These were sentences 

that are used of daily use in Japanese conversation. A question whether the subjects felt that 

they experience any confusion regarding usage was also asked. The reason for choosing two 

sentences of each form was that one sentence of each form would be too few to be able to see 

trends in the analysis whilst more than three sentences of each form would perhaps be too 

many and one would see an increased drop-off rate. SurveyMonkey was used to create and 

run the survey. According to Bogen (1996), increased survey length often leads to an 

increased drop-off rate by putting a burden on the prospective respondent. According to 

SurveyMonkey, in surveys that took more than 7-8 minutes to complete, completion rates 

dropped anywhere from 5% to 20%. Thus this survey was kept fairly short and the questions 

concise to elicit more responses. A 10 question survey can be completed in approximately 5 

minutes thus drop-off rates can be kept to a minimum (SurveyMonkey). 

 

3.1. Informants 

The informants in this survey is a convenience sample (Mackey et al. 2013, 122) of students 

of Japanese language at Swedish universities. Level of Japanese study or mother tongue was 

not limited to elicit as many responses as possible. The students were approached with a link 

to the survey through their respective teachers, who were asked to inform the students. The 

teachers were informed that the study was completely anonymous. The following universities 

participated: Dalarna University, Gothenburg University, Lund University and Stockholm 

University. 

 

3.2. Survey Questions 

Apart from above questions of the identification of sentences with normal and slang usage 

and feeling of confusion about the usage, the survey contained questions about other factors 

that could influence word usage. The rationale for the questions and the data obtained are 

presented below. The survey is presented in its whole in appendix 6.  

 

Question 1: What is your gender? Responses were divided in Female/Male. 
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Question 2: What is your age? Age groups were divided into seven groups: 18-24, 25-34, 

35-44, 45-54, 65-74 and 75 and older. 

 

Question 3: How long have you studied Japanese? Responses were divided into 0-1 years, 

1-3 years, 3-5 years and 5 years and longer. Thus students of all difficulty levels were 

allowed to participate in this study to compare results. 

 

Question 4: Have you lived in Japan? This question was asked in order to determine if 

spending time living in Japan and thus being exposed to the Japanese language and culture on 

a daily basis influenced word usage. 

 

Question 5: If yes, how long have you lived in Japan? Responses were divided into 0-6 

months, 6-12 months, 1-2 years and 3 years and longer. 

 

Question 6: Do you have Japanese friends whom you speak with regularly? This 

question was asked in order to determine whether regular conversation with Japanese native 

speakers influenced usage of the word zenzen. 

 

Question 7: Do you regularly consume Japanese popular culture? (Manga, anime, music, 

television) This question was asked in order to determine whether regular consumption of 

popular culture influenced word usage. 

 

Question 8: What is the highest level of the Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) 

that you have passed? Responses were divided into the test levels from N1 up to N5 and 

finally no level (None). This question was asked to determine whether a higher level of the 

JLPT, which measures general Japanese proficiency, influenced word usage. As the JLPT is 

not available in Sweden, responses might be limited to those students who have lived in 

Japan. It is, however, relevant to examine if those with a higher level of proficiency have a 

higher rate of identifying normal and slang use of zenzen. 

 

Question 9: Choose if you think that the use of the word zenzen in the following 

sentences is either normal or slang language: 
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Sentence 1 

この問題が難しくて全然解らない 

Kono mondai ga muzukashikute zenzen wakaranai 

(This question is difficult; I don’t understand it at all)  

This sentence contains negative usage of zenzen (zenzen wakaranai) and can be 

considered normal usage. 

 

Sentence 2 

 

すしより天ぷらの方が全然おいしい 

Sushi yori tenpura no hou ga zenzen oishii 

(Tempura is much more delicious than sushi) 

This sentence contains positive usage of zenzen (zenzen oishii) and can be 

considered slang usage. 

 

Sentence 3 

 

もう慣れたよ、全然平気 

Mou nareta yo, zenzen heiki 

(I’m used to it, I totally don’t mind) 

This sentence contains positive usage of zenzen (zenzen heiki) and can be 

considered slang usage. 

 

Sentence 4 

 

全然お金がない 

Zenzen okane ga nai 

(I have no money at all) 

This sentence contains negative usage of zenzen and can be considered normal 

usage. 
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Question 10: I am confused regarding the use of the word zenzen Yes/No. Even though a 

subject may be successful in distinguishing normal and slang use, he or she might still have 

some confusion left regarding the use. 

 

3.3 Analysis of Survey Material 

To understand the general tendency, a cross tabulation (SurveyMonkey Help Center) of the 

results of the survey between the rate of identifying normal usage of zenzen and different 

factors, such as years of Japanese studies, time spent living in Japan and JLPT level were 

conducted. The percentages of the average for identification of the usage normal/slang of the 

word zenzen in Question 9 were calculated by adding the four combined percentages of the 

answer "Identified" in the sentences and dividing by 4. Finally question 10 (I am confused 

regarding the use of the word zenzen Yes/No) was compared with the same factors as well. 

Only the gender group was compared with all four sentences one by one for a more in-depth 

comparison, whereas the age group was not a part in comparison because of lack of 

informants in the oldest group. 

 

Definitions 

USAGE Identified normal usage  zenzen + positive word = slang, 

       zenzen + negative word = formal, 

 

  Not identified normal usage  zenzen + negative word=slang 

       zenzen + positive word = formal,  

 

ATTITUDE Confused    experiencing uncertainty about the usage 

 

Not confused not experiencing uncertainty about the 

usage 

 

3.4 Literature Analysis 

The following literature will be analysed for opinions on the usage of the word zenzen. A 

variety of literature was chosen to show a broader spectrum of opinions. The analysis will 

focus on the author’s recommendation of usage of the word zenzen in a positive or negative 
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way or in both ways. The literature forms opinions regarding the usage of the word zenzen, 

which can influence teaching. 

 

 Ogata, K 2009, Bijinesu keigo no kihon to kotsu, Gakken, Tokyo. (The basics and 

secrets of Japanese honorific expressions for business): This is a guidebook on 

proper language use for business. 

 Hongo, Y 2012, Anata mo tsukatteimasenka? Nihonjin ga kyuuwari machigaeru 

Nihongo, PHP Bunko, Tokyo. (Aren’t you using it too? Japanese that 90% of 

Japanese people get wrong): Aimed at the general Japanese population, this book 

deals with common mistakes in Japanese made by native speakers. 

 Oomori et al. 2008, Hajimete no jugyou kitto: nihongo wo oshietai hito no tame no, 

Alc, Tokyo. (An introductionary lesson kit: For people who want to teach 

Japanese): A textbook aimed at Japanese second-language teachers. 

 Kinami, N 2008, Ronriteki de tadashii nihongo wo tsukau tame no gijutsu to 

toreeningu: supiichi, mensetsu, shouronbun ni yuukou na nihongoryoku, Beru 

Shuppan, Tokyo. (Skills and training for using logical and correct Japanese for 

speeches, interviews and essays): A Japanese language textbook aimed at beginner 

to intermediate learners. 

 Sakuma, J 2007, Hajimete miyou: gengougaku, Kenkyusha, Tokyo. (: A beginners’ 

linguistics textbook. 

 Kitahara, Y 2004, Mondai na nihongo, doko ga okashii? Nani ga okashii?, 

Taishukan Shuppan, Tokyo. (Problematic Japanese. Where is it odd? What is 

odd?): Bestseller aimed at the Japanese public, which deals with problems and 

controversy in the Japanese language. The author is a Japanese scholar and editor of 

the Meikyou kokugo jiten dictionary.  

 

3.5  Comparison of results of survey and literature analysis  

Finally the views regarding the usage of the word zenzen in literature will be taken into 

account when discussing the survey results and based on the possibly findings, 

recommendations will be made for the improvement of language education of non-Japanese 

students regarding the word zenzen. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

4.1. Survey 

4.1.1 Respondents 

The online survey yielded 112 responses in total, whereof 38.39 % (43) female and 61.61 % 

(69) male. Most of the respondents were 18 to 24 years old, 58.93% (66), 34.82% (39) were 

25 to 34 years old and 4.46% (5), were 35 to 44 years old. There was one respondent each in 

the 55 to 64 and 65 to 74 age groups. The 45 to 54 and 75 or older age groups had 0 

respondents. Students are mostly in the age group 18 to 24 years old and very few students 

are over 45 years old. The majority of the students were at the beginner and intermediate 

levels (0-3 years) (See Table 4.1). 

 

Table 4.1: Length of Japanese Studies  

Time      Part of respondents (n=112) 

0-1 years 47.32% (53) 

1-3 years 41.07% (46) 

3-5 years 4.46% (5) 

More than 5 years 7.14 % (8) 

 

Most of the respondents, 65.18 % (73), have not lived in Japan, but one third, 34.82 % (39), 

have lived there. Of the respondents who have lived in Japan, very few, 7,5 % (3), have lived 

there for more than 3 years. The rest of the respondents distributed evenly between the other 

time-categories (table 4.2). 

 

Table 4.2: Time Spent in Japan 

Time      Part of respondents (n=112) 

0-6 months 30.00% (12) 

6-12 months 32.50% (13) 

1-3 years 30.00% (12) 

More than 3 years 7.50% (3) 
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Slightly less than half, 41.96 % (47), have Japanese friends whom they speak with regularly. 

Most of the respondents, 83.04 % (93), did regularly consume Japanese popular culture 

(Manga, anime, music, television).  The majority of participants, 76,79 % (86), had not 

passed any JLPT level (table 4.3). 

 

Table 4.3: Japanese Language Proficiency Test Level 

Level      Part of respondents (n=112)   

N5 0.89% (1) 

N4 4.46% (5) 

N3 3.57% (4) 

N2 5.36% (6) 

N1 8.93% (10) 

None 76.79% (86) 

 

4.1.2 Responses on the usage of zenzen 

In the survey four pre-constructed sentences were presented that contained the word zenzen. 

Respondents were asked to choose if they thought that the use of the word zenzen (全然) 

were either normal or slang language in the sentences. The results for each sentence are 

presented in table 4.4.  

A large majority – 85.71 % (96) – identified sentence no. 1 (zenzen wakaranai) as 

normal use of zenzen, which is correct according to dictionaries. This sentence had the 

greatest consensus. 27.68% (31) identified sentence no. 2 (zenzen oishii) as normal use, 

which is incorrect according to the dictionaries. 24.11 % (27) identified sentence no. 3 

(zenzen heiki) as normal use, which is incorrect according to the dictionaries. 31.25 % (35) of 

the participants identified this sentence as slang use, which is incorrect according to the 

dictionaries. This was the biggest spread of all the four sentences (Table 4.4). 
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Table 4.4: Understanding of Zenzen Usage 

Sentence Normal Slang 

1 85.71% (96) 14.29% (16) 

2 27.68% (31) 72.32% (81) 

3 24.11% (27) 75.89% (85) 

4 68.75% (77) 31.25% (35) 

 

4.1.3 Attitude towards the use of the word zenzen. 

The majority of the respondents, 55.36 % (62), answered that they were confused regarding 

the zenzen usage, i.e. they expressed uncertainty of their ability to identify normal (zenzen + 

negative) and slang (zenzen + affirmative) usage in the sentences in the survey, even though 

many of them managed to choose the correct alternative of the sentences. 

 

4.1.4. Cross-analysis of factors influencing the usage and attitude regarding zenzen 

 

 

Fig. 4.1: Age versus average rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen in 4 sentences 

according to dictionaries. 

 

Both the majority of the younger and the older age groups identified most of the sentences 

correctly. The older group was slightly better in defining slang and normal usage of the word 

zenzen (fig. 4.1). The remaining age groups were omitted from this comparison due to the 

low number of respondents. 
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Fig. 4.2: Age group and confusion regarding zenzen usage. 

 

 

The 25-34 age group had significantly higher rates of identifying usage and expressed a lower 

level of confusion regarding usage. The older students have more experience in studying, 

which might contribute to a better understanding of dictionary definitions and overall word 

usage (fig. 4.2). 

 

 

Fig. 4.3: Years of Japanese study versus average rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen 

in 4 sentences according to dictionaries. 
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These numbers show a vague trend of more years of Japanese study being associated with the 

ability to identify the correct usage. The small numbers of respondents in the 3-5 years and 

more than 5 years groups make a statistical comparison difficult (fig. 4.3). 

 

 

Fig. 4.4: Years of Japanese study compared with confusion regarding zenzen usage. 

 

Fig 4.4 shows a clear trend of experience being associated with not being confused when 

identifying the correct usage. However, as with the previous comparison (fig. 4.3), the small 

numbers of respondents in the lower groups made the comparison difficult (fig. 4.4). 

 

 

Fig. 4.5: JLPT level versus average rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen. 
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The majority of participants (86 out of 112) had not passed any JLPT level, which made it 

difficult to analyse wether a higher level of JLPT was associated with being able to identify 

the correct zenzen usage. There was, however, a lower rate of identifying in those who had 

not completed any level of the test. Only one out of four participants in the N1 group 

identified two out of four sentences (fig. 4.5). 

 

 

Fig. 4.6: Level of JLPT versus confusion regarding zenzen usage. 

 

Most of the respondents who expressed confusion regarding usage did not have a JLPT 

certificate. As stated earlier, due to the limited number of respondents with a certification, it 

was difficult to draw any conclusions from these results (fig. 4.6). 

 

 

 

Fig 4.7: Average rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen of respondents who have/have 

not lived in Japan. 
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Having lived in Japan was clearly associated with a higher rate of identifying the correct 

zenzen usage.  

 

Fig. 4.8: Time spent living in Japan versus average rate of identifying normal and slang usage of 

zenzen. 

 

A longer period of time spent living in Japan was vaguely associated with an increased rate of 

identifying the correct zenzen usage. However, the group who had spent the longest amount 

of time (More than 3 years) only had 3 respondents which made it difficult to make any 

associations regarding that particular group. 

 

 

Fig. 4.9: Time spent living in Japan versus confusion regarding zenzen usage. 
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The three figures (4.7-4.9) show a clear association between time spent living in Japan and 

correct identification of zenzen usage. The more time spent living also indicated less feeling 

of confusion regarding the usage. As the ‘More than 3 years’ group only contains three 

respondents, it was difficult to draw any conclusions regarding the data in this particular 

group. 

 

 

 

Fig 4.10: Average rates of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen of respondents who have/do 

not have Japanese friends with whom they regularly speak. 

 

 

Fig. 4.11: Having regular conversation with Japanese friends versus confusion regarding zenzen 

usage. 
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Fig. 4.12: Average rates of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen of respondents who 

regularly consume Japanese popular culture versus those who do not. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.13: Regularly consuming Japanese popular culture versus confusion regarding zenzen usage. 

 

Figures 4.10-4.13 indicate that having Japanese friends whom they speak with regularly were 

clearly associated with the correct identification of the usage (fig 4.10). This group also 

displayed less feeling of confusion regarding the usage (fig 4.11). Regular consumption of 

Japanese popular culture was not associated with the correct identification of the usage (fig 

4.12) and the non-consumer group even displayed a slightly less feeling of confusion (4.13).  

Finally, results for the sentences in Question 9 were examined one by one with gender 

groups to better understand possible differences. Male respondents (69/112) and female 

respondents (43/112) are compared regarding rate of identifying normal and slang usage of 

zenzen: 
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Sentence no. 1 

この問題が難しくて全然解らない 

Kono mondai ga muzukashikute zenzen wakaranai 

 

 

Fig. 4.14: Rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen 

gender comparison (no. 1) 

 

Sentence no. 2 

すしより天ぷらの方が全然おいしい 

Tempura yori sushi no hou ga zenzen oishii 

 

Fig. 4.15: Rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen,  

gender comparison (no. 2)  
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Sentence no. 3 

もう慣れたよ、全然平気だ 

Mou nareta yo, zenzen heiki da 

 

 

Fig. 4.16: Rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen,  

gender comparison (no. 3)  

 

Sentence no. 4 

全然お金がない 

Zenzen okane ga nai 

 

Fig. 4.17: Rate of identifying normal and slang usage of zenzen,  

gender comparison (no. 4)  

 

The result in figure 4.14-4.17 shows that for sentence no. 1 (fig. 4.14) (the correct 

identification of the usage of zenzen can be considered as “normal”), the identifying 

percentage was almost the same for men and women. In sentence no. 2 (fig. 4.15) (the correct 

identification can be considered as “slang”), the female identifying percentage was only 

marginally higher than the male one. In sentence no. 3 (fig. 4.16) (the correct identification 

can be considered as “slang”), the identification percentage for the male group was slightly 

higher than for the female group. In sentence no. 4 (fig 4.17) (the correct identification can be 
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considered as “normal”), the identification percentage for the female group was slightly 

higher than for the male group. 

 

4.2. Literature Analysis 

The analysis will consist of 6 books of language education literature aimed at teachers, 

students, business people and the general Japanese population. Views on the usage of the 

word zenzen in these books will be examined. 

 

4.2.1 Ogata (2009)  

A book aimed at Japanese white collar workers which deals with proper language and 

etiquette in business. The author states that zenzen + affirmative expression has become 

common and that it can sometimes seem more “intimate” and conveys a “softer impression”. 

Although in the end the author recommends against using zenzen + affirmative expression 

since Japanese business situations demand accuracy in communication. 

 

4.2.2 Hongo (2012) 

Aimed at the general Japanese population, this book deals with common mistakes in Japanese 

made by native speakers. This book states that using zenzen + positive word is incorrect and 

thus goes against the dictionary definition and most literature, which does caution against 

using zenzen in this manner but does not specifically say that it is incorrect. The author, 

Hongo (2012), proposes totemo and hijou-ni as alternatives to zenzen for emphasising other 

words. These two words are slightly more formal than zenzen and are perhaps a better choice 

than zenzen in very formal situations such as business. 

 

My translation from Japanese to English: 

The rule is that zenzen should be followed by a denial or negative word. Hence the 

use of expressions such as zenzen ii or zenzen oishii is incorrect. Totemo or hijou-ni 

should be used instead for emphasising words (p.22) 

 

4.2.3 Kitahara (2004)  

A bestseller aimed at the Japanese public which deals with problems and controversy in the 

Japanese language. The author is a Japanese scholar and editor of the Meikyou kokugo jiten 

dictionary. Zenzen followed by a positive expression is explained as not necessarily being 
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incorrect in Kitahara (2004). The history of the word is considered and the conclusion stated 

is that zenzen + positive word is somewhat controversial and should not be used in formal 

situations. This opinion carries a lot of influence since this author is a both a famous scholar 

and an editor of dictionaries.  

 

4.2.4 Oomori et al. (2008)  

In this textbook for people who wish to teach Japanese, it is clearly stated that zenzen should 

be followed by a negative word, but no further explanation regarding slang or usage in 

different situations is given. It suggests the teachers to convey to students that both zenzen 

and amari should be followed by a negative word. 

 

4.2.5 Kinami (2008) 

This is a language textbook aimed at Japanese native learners who wish to improve their 

language use. It is stated in this book, that zenzen + positive word is not necessarily incorrect 

but since it is considered slang according to dictionaries, it should not be used in formal 

situations. It is stated that only zenzen + negative word usage should be taught to foreigners. 

This might be useful since learning correct grammar is crucial when a person is still learning 

the basics of a language. However, since the zenzen + positive word usage has become such a 

common expression, it should still be explained to students as acceptable usage in informal 

situations (Kinami 2008). 

 

4.2.6 Sakuma (2007) 

An introductionary linguistics textbook aimed at native Japanese speakers. To explain the 

usage of zenzen, this book includes a conversation (Sakuma 2007, pp. 23-24) between three 

people who discuss the confusion regarding the word (see Appendix 5). This text takes 

perhaps the most neutral stance. The increase of zenzen used with positive words is 

acknowledged as being a common expression today. It is stated that sooner or later, word 

usage in society might change the so-called rules of zenzen usage. However, since the 

research regarding zenzen usage is still ongoing and has not caught the attention of language 

decision makers yet, it is probably best to maintain a moderate stance and recommend against 

zenzen + positive word usage except for very informal situations. The text agrees with this 

and states that many Japanese people still might find this kind of expression awkward. 
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4.2.7 Summary 

In reviewing various literature regarding the usage of the word zenzen, a general consensus 

was found for using zenzen only together with a negative word although some of the 

literature simply stated that zenzen only should be used together with negative words. Some 

of the literature acknowledged that zenzen can be used together with an affirmative word in 

informal situations but cautioned against using this expression in formal situations. Hongo 

(2012) also made the recommendation of using the words totemo or hijou-ni instead of zenzen 

with an affirmative word.  

 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

Though the online survey yielded 112 responses, a large number of these responses came 

from beginners who had studied Japanese for less than one year compared to a lower number 

of advanced students who had studied for more than three years. The main weakness of this 

survey is the low number of advanced student respondents and the low number of 

respondents with JLPT certificates. This made it difficult to make conclusions related to the 

data in those groups. It could be speculated that the results were fairly representative of the 

cohort since university courses in general tend to have a much larger number of beginner than 

advanced students and a much larger number of younger than older students. For a better 

analysis of the data, however, more advanced respondents would have increased the 

credibility of the study. Since it would have been difficult to achieve this with the small 

available population size in Sweden, advanced students from universities in other countries 

could have been approached. This could also have solved the issue of the low number of 

respondents with JLPT certification. The strength of the study is the high number of 

respondents and the putative representative distribution regarding age and gender and the fact 

that all respondents have answered all questions. 

The survey results showed a general inclination to view zenzen + negative expression 

as normal usage and zenzen + positive expression as slang (See tables 4.4). Although students 

generally had a good understanding of normal and slang usage of zenzen, many of them 

expressed confusion regarding the word (See fig.4.1-4.2). The reason for this could be that 

they felt confused even though they were able to identify usage with a great amount of 

uncertainty. The students in the older age group had significantly higher rates of correctly 

identifying usage and a lower level of confusion regarding usage. Some of the beginner 
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students could possibly have felt confused regarding the general meaning of the sentences 

which also might have affected the results.  

The following factors were associated with an increased understanding of the usage 

and less feeling of confusion: Length of Japanese studies, having lived in Japan and speaking 

regularly with Japanese friends (See figure 4.4, 4.7-4.11). The connection between 

communicating with native speakers and traveling to the country where that language is 

spoken resulting in an increased understanding of slang was mentioned by Zarbaliyeva 

(2012). No studies were found regarding length of studying a second language and increased 

understanding of slang although one could assume that a longer experience with studying 

would lead to an increased understanding of the target language as well as an increased 

understanding of slang. A surprising finding was that regular consumption of Japanese 

popular culture was not associated with increased understanding of the usage or less feeling 

of confusion (See figure 4.12). This was in contrast to Gale (2012) and Chik (2015) who 

noted that students recognised a positive effect from Japanese popular culture on their 

language acquisition. A possible explanation to this could be that the informants who did not 

regularly consume popular culture also were the ones more experienced, i.e. had studied 

Japanese for a longer time and had spent a longer time living in Japan (See figure 4.3 and 

4.12-4.13). Due to the low number of respondents holding a JLPT certificate, it is difficult to 

make any conclusions regarding the connection between JLTP level and correctly identifying 

usage in that group. No major association between gender and word usage was observed (See 

figures 4.14–4.17). This data was similar to that of Sano (2012), who found no gender 

differences in native Japanese-speaking students regarding zenzen + positive word and zenzen 

+ negative word usage. This conflicts with Labov’s (1990) theory that men use non-standard 

words more frequently and also with expectations according to Milroy (1991) and James 

(1996) that a different cultural and social context as in Sweden would affect usage in a 

different way than in Japan. A possible explanation could be as Cheshire (2013) states that 

syntactical features will follow similar patterns of variations to phonological variables, 

because they are unlikely to occur frequently enough to become habitually associated with 

the speech of either women or men.  

In the literature, a general consensus was found in support of only using zenzen 

together with a negative word. Some studies acknowledged the use of zenzen together with a 

positive word but cautioned against it, especially in formal situations such as business or 

academia. While the literature analysis showed a general consensus, the opinions varied. 

Hongou (2012) states that zenzen + positive word is incorrect and Oomori et al. (2008) 
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simply state that it is the way in which it should be used without commenting on positive use. 

Others take a more neutral stance. Kitahara (2004) and Ogata (2009) state that while zenzen + 

positive word is a common expression, it should not be used in business situations where 

accuracy is demanded. Kinami (2008) states that while zenzen + positive word cannot be seen 

as incorrect, it is considered slang and thus should not be used in formal situations. Kinami 

(2008) also states that many people consider the expression odd. Sakuma (2007) takes the 

most open position that the idea or rule that a negative word has to follow zenzen is 

questionable. In the end, he states that although the idea or rule is questionable and it may 

change sooner or later, at present there is still plenty of support for it and using zenzen 

followed by a positive word for emphasis can be considered awkward. While Sano (2012) 

focused on the idea that the rule of negative zenzen usage is a superstition, it is still too early 

to see if this will have any effect on Japanese education. Even though support for the zenzen 

+ positive expression exists, the support for the rule of zenzen + negative usage is dominant. 

As Solano-Flores (2006) stated teachers need to make sure that the students are able to 

distinguish between formal and non-formal vocabulary. This implies that teachers should 

explain the slang and the normal usages of zenzen to students. 

When considering an explanation for a word like zenzen, different situations need to 

be considered. As several authors have stated, zenzen + affirmative word should not be used 

in formal situations especially when speaking to a superior. It should be explained that even 

though zenzen + affirmative word has become a common expression, it is still considered 

slang and many people regard it as strange. A better suggestion especially in formal situations 

might be hijou-ni or totemo. When making recommendations for the education of the usage 

of zenzen, it would be best to begin with explaining the difference between formal and 

informal language in different situations. The usage of zenzen could then be explained in 

relation to these situations. Students can be provided by their teacher with resources where 

zenzen used together with an affirmative word and other slang expressions are present. They 

could then play roles using both normal and slang speech (Zarbaliyeva 2012). Self-learning 

should also be encouraged, for example by listening to music lyrics or by consuming other 

popular culture. Students could also be encouraged to keep a slang journal as part of a normal 

vocabulary journal (Homuth & Piippo 2011). Future changes in the attitudes regarding the 

education of zenzen used with an affirmative word and other slang expressions are likely to 

depend on changes in the dictionary definition and educational initiatives by the Japanese 

government as well as Japanese media, especially television. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

The survey respondents showed a generally good understanding of normal and slang usage of 

the word zenzen. A large number of students, however, reported being confused regarding its 

usage. Literary analysis showed that, although varying opinions exist, the general consensus 

is that zenzen should be followed by a negative word. In future educational efforts, it is 

important to explain different viewpoints and usage in different situations. The present 

general consensus that zenzen be followed by a negative word should be explained as being 

the normal usage for all types of situations. Since zenzen followed by a positive word for 

emphasis is still considered somewhat controversial, it is best to explain this as slang usage 

and that it should only be used in very informal situations.  

  Regarding the limitations of this study, teachers at Japanese universities and Japanese 

textbooks could have been surveyed on zenzen usage for a broader opinion. The main 

weakness of the survey was the low number of respondents in advanced groups and JLPT 

certificate holders. This made it difficult to use this data for further comparison. To improve 

the data, more responses could have been gathered from advanced students. Since it would 

have been difficult to gather enough advanced student responses with the small available 

population size in Sweden, subjects could have also included advanced non-native Japanese-

speaking students at universities from other countries. In future, similar research could be 

conducted with other controversial words or slang expressions such as ra-nuki kotoba, where 

taberareru (can eat) changes to the grammatically incorrect tabereru. Nuances in zenzen 

usage (different word combinations) were also not considered in this thesis since the main 

focus was the dictionary definition of the word. Future studies could elicit meaningful data by 

incorporating these nuances. 

 

References 

 

Abe, J. 1914. Santarō no nikki, Kadokawa Shoten. Tokyo. 

Agency of Cultural Affairs 2013. Monthly report: January 2013. 

Akutagawa, R. 1915. Rashomon. Google eBook. 

Barra, A, M. 2007. Teaching Spanish Slang, Familiar Language and Electronic Language in 

the Classroom. MA Thesis, Boston University, 



31 

 

http://digitalcollections.sit.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1002...ipp...  (Accessed 

8/15-2015) 

Bogen, K. 1996. The effect of questionnaire length on response rates: a review of literature. 

American Statistical Association. 

Cheshire, J. 2013. Sex and Gender in Variationist Research, In: The Handbook of Language 

Variation and Change, Blackwell Publishing 

Chik, A. 2015. Popular Culture: Digital Worlds and Second Language Learners, In: The      

Routledge Handbook of Literacy Study, Routledge, London. 

Emmitt, M., Pollock, J. 1997. Language and Learning. An Introduction for Teaching. 2nd  

 Edition, Oxford University Press. 

Gale, J. 2012. Japanese popular culture as a major motivation for Japanese language study, 

MA thesis in Japanese, San Fransisco State University. 

Hattori, K. 2010. Mattaku to zenzen no shiyoukeikou no henkan, Doshisha Women’s 

University, Kyoto. 

Homuth, J, K., Piippo, A. 2011. Slang in the ESL Classroom, Michigan Teachers of English 

to Speakers of Other Languages. 

Hongo, Y. 2012. Anata mo tsukatteimasenka? Nihonjin ga kyuuwari machigaeru nihongo, 

PHP Bunko, Tokyo. p.22 

James, D. 1996. Women, men and prestige speech forms: a critical review, In V. L. Bergvall, 

J. M. Bing and A. F. Freed (eds.), Rethinking Language and Gender Reasearch: 

Theory and Practice, Longman, London. 98-125 

Kinami, N. 2008. Ronriteki de tadashii nihongo wo tsukau tame no gijutsu to toreeningu: 

supiichi, mensetsu, shouronbun ni yuukou na nihongoryoku. Beru Shuppan, Tokyo. 

Kitahara, Y. 2004. Mondai na nihongo, doko ga okashii? Nani ga okashii? Taishukan 

Shuppan, Tokyo. 

Labov, W. 1990. Language variation and change, vol. 2, Cambridge University Press. 

Luria, H., Seymour, M, D., Smoke, T. 2012. Language and Linguistics in Context: Readings  

and Applications for Teachers, Routledge, London. 

Mackey, A., Gass, Susan M. 2005. Second Language Research, Methology and Design.  

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, New Jersey. 

Marsden, E., Mitchell, R., Myles, F. 2013. Second Language Learning Theories 3rd Edition,  

Routledge, London. 

Mattiello, E. 2005. The pervasiveness of slang in standard and non-standard English, in E.  

Lonati (ed), Mots Palabras Words: studilinguistic 6, p. 7-41 



32 

 

McWhorter, J. 2001. Word on the Street: Debunking the Myth of a “Pure” Standard English.  

Da Capo Press, Boston. 

Milroy, J. 1991. The interpretation of social constraints on variation in Belfast English. In  

Cheshire J. (ed.), English around the world: Sociolinguistic Perspectives, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge. 75-85. 

Natsume, S. 1905. Wa ga hai wa neko de aru. Google eBook. 

Ogata, K. 2009. Bijinesu keigo no kihon to kotsu, Gakken, Tokyo. p.76 

Oomori, M., Fukuda, N., Nakasora, Y & Suzuki, E. 2008. Nihongo wo oshietai hito no tame 

no hajimete no jugyou kitto. Alc, Tokyo. 

Richards, C, J., Schmidt, R. 2010. Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied 

Linguistics 4th Edition, Pearson Education Limited, New York.  

Sasaki, K. 2011. ‘Kotoba onrain’, Nihon keizai shinbun, 4 November. 

Sakuma, J. 2007. Hajimete miyou: Gengougaku. Kenkyusha, Tokyo. p.22-24 

Sano, S. 2012, ‘Anatomy of the change of Zenzen using the corpus of spontaneous Japanese 

paper presented to the JCL Workshop, May, 

http://www.ninjal.ac.jp/event/specialists/project-

meeting/files/JCLWorkshop_no1_papers/JCLWorkshop2012_05.pdf (Accessed 6/12-

2015). 

Solano-Flores, G. 2006. Language, dialect, and register: Sociolinguistics and the estimation 

of measurement error in the testing of English language learners, Teachers College 

Record, New York. 

Shinmura, I. 2008. Koujien 6th Edition. Japanese dictionary, Iwami Shoten, Tokyo. 

SurveyMonkey. 2015. Help Center. 

http://www.help.survey.com/articles/en_US/kb/Compare-Rules (Accessed 1/18-2015, 

8/9-2015). 

Trudgill, P. 1972. Sex, covert prestige and linguistic change in the urban British English of 

Norwich, Cambridge University Press. 

Weblio Japanese-English Dictionary, http://www.ejje.weblio.jp (Accessed 1/18-2015) 

Yamada, S. 2014. Yoku aru kotoba no shitsumon, National Institute for Japanese Language 

and Linguistics. 

Zarbaliyeva, L. 2012. The Importance of Teaching Slang in the Class of Indonesian as a 

Second Language, Department of Foreign Languages, Azerbaijan University of 

Languages. 

  

http://www.help.survey.com/articles/en_US/kb/Compare-Rules
http://www.ejje.weblio.jp/


33 

 

Appendix 1: Extract from Ogata (2009, p.76) 

 

Author’s translation from Japanese to English: 

 

Zenzen is a word that is normally paired together with negative words to form a 

sentence. Lately, zenzen paired with an affirmative expression can be heard a lot. 

Many people even think that this kind of expression seems more intimate. Using 

zenzen + negative word emphasises the following word greatly – for example, ‘kono 

kikakusho wa zenzen dame da’ [this proposal is totally useless] makes it seem like 

there is nothing good at all about the proposal. Zenzen + positive word conveys a 

softer impression. In the end, even though zenzen + positive word has become 

conventionalised, since accuracy is expected, using the word in this manner should 

be avoided. 
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Appendix 2: Extract from Hongo (2012, p.22) 

 

Author’s translation from Japanese to English: 

 

The rule is that zenzen should be followed by a denial or negative word. Hence the 

use of expressions such as zenzen ii or zenzen oishii is incorrect. Totemo or hijou-ni 

should be used instead for emphasising words. 
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Appendix 3: Extract from Kinami (2008, p.129-130) 

 

Author’s translation from Japanese to English: 

 

Zenzen heiki datta [It was totally all right] – Lately, you cannot definitely say that 

this kind of expression is incorrect. While zenzen together with a negative word – 

for example, zenzen dame or zenzen dekinai – is being taught to foreigners studying 

Japanese, in the Daijirin dictionary zenzen ii is noted as an example of slang 

language. The meaning then becomes hijou ni or totemo [greatly, extremely, 

absolutely]. But since it is considered slang, it should not be used in formal 

situations. It should also be remembered that many people find this kind of 

expression odd. 
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Appendix 4: Extract from Oomori et al. (2008, p.428) 

 

Author’s translation from Japanese to English: 

 

Convey to students that both zenzen and amari should be followed by a negative 

word. 
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Appendix 5: Extract from Sakuma (2007, p.22-24) 

 

Author’s translation from Japanese to English: 

 

A: My school teacher said that expressions such as ‘zenzen daijoubu’ and ‘zenzen 

heiki’ are incorrect. 

 

B: It is said that a negative expression must follow the word zenzen. That’s why an 

expression such as ‘zenzen mondai nai’ is ok but ‘zenzen daijoubu’ is not. But I do 

not think that these two expressions really differ that much. 

 

A: I guess so. 

 

B: ‘Zenzen dame da’, which is a similar expression to ‘zenzen yokunai’, is not seen 

as a problem in the same way, so one cannot definitely say that ‘zenzen daijoubu’ is 

incorrect. 

 

C: Although ‘zenzen dame da’ is a positive expression, the meaning of it is negative. 

‘Zenzen daijoubu’ also has a positive meaning; hence the view that it is incorrect. 

 

B: I understand what you are trying to say. But what about the expression ‘zenzen 

chigau’? 

 

C: The expression is positive, but the meaning is neither positive nor negative. 

 

B: If the meaning has to be negative, then ‘zenzen chigau’ can be seen as incorrect. 

 

A: But ‘zenzen chigau’ is a very common expression. 

 

B: That’s right, but if ‘zenzen chigau’ cannot be seen as a problem, then the rule that 

zenzen has to be used together with a positive word or expression ceases to hold up. 
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A: Then ‘zenzen chigau’ is similar to ra-nuki expressions [e.g. when the ‘r’ in 

taberareru (can eat) is left out], meaning that it is considered grammatically 

incorrect, but in reality it is a very common expression. 

 

B: The truth is that the situation with zenzen is a bit more complicated than that. The 

original meaning of zenzen is sukkari or maru de. Basically, it was used to 

emphasise other words and was not necessarily used with negative words or as a 

denial. 

 

A: So that means that the rule that zenzen has to be used together with a negative 

expression is incorrect. Expressions that are not incorrect have been said to be 

incorrect, is that right? 

 

B: There was nothing that stipulated that one has to use zenzen with a negative word. 

If this was ignored and a rule was made that said that you have to use it in a certain 

way, then that rule can only be seen as false. But there are many people who find 

‘zenzen daijoubu’ to be a strange expression. This is because the rule that you have 

to use it together with a negative expression is generally accepted. Besides, even 

though ‘zenzen daijoubu’ and ‘zenzen heiki’ may not sound so bad, when it comes 

to the expression ‘zenzen ii’ people who find it strange will probably increase 

remarkably. 

 

C: Rules do have influence. 

 

B: I do not always pay attention to rules when I speak, but if there are rules it is 

natural to be concerned about them. 

 

A: So how will the rules regarding zenzen turn out in the future? 

 

B: The current rules were questionable all along; there are plenty of examples where 

zenzen was not used with a negative expression so maybe it will change sooner or 

later. However, for people with a firm conviction about this rule, ‘zenzen daijoubu’ 

will always be incorrect.” 
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Appendix 6: Survey of the Japanese Adverb Zenzen 

 

Q.1. What is your gender? 

Female 

Male 

 

Q.2. What is your age? 

18 to 24 

25 to 34 

35 to 44 

45 to 54 

55 to 64 

65 to 74 

75 or older 

 

Q.3. How long have you studied Japanese? 

0-1 years 

1-3 years 

3-5 years 

More than 5 years 

 

Q.4. Have you lived in Japan? 

Yes 

No 

 

Q.5. If yes, how long have you lived in Japan? (Optional) 

0-6 months 

6-12 months 

1-3 years 

More than 3 years 

 

Q.6. Do you have Japanese friends whom you speak with regularly? 

Yes 

No 

 

Q.7. Do you regularly consume Japanese pop culture? (Manga, anime, music, television) 

Yes 

No 

 

Q.8. What is the highest level of the Japanese Proficiency Language Test that you have 

passed? 

N5 

N4 
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N3 

N2 

N1 

None 

 

Q.9. Choose if you think the use of the word zenzen (全然) in these sentences is either 

normal or slang language 

 

  Normal Slang 

この問題が難しくて全然

解らない 

Kono mondai ga 

muzukashikute zenzen 

wakaranai 

  

すしより天ぷらの方が全

然おいしい 

Sushi yori tenpura no hou 

ga zenzen oishii 

  

もう慣れたよ、全然平気 

Mou nareta yo, zenzen 

heiki 

  

全然お金がない 

Zenzen okane ga nai 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q.10. I am confused regarding the use of the word zenzen 

Yes 

No 

 


