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Multimodal discourse analysis of discriminatory graffiti in linguistic
landscapes
—Considering katakana writing as a salient feature of discourse—

MENG, Zhuoran

Abstract

This study examines the characteristics of textual representation in discriminatory graffiti found in Japan,
with a particular focus on the frequent use of katakana writing. From the perspective of multimodal
discourse analysis, the study explores the relationship between katakana representation and the expression of
discriminatory discourse, attempting to capture the discourse practices of discriminatory graffiti as a linguistic
landscape.

First, the features of katakana, such as phonetic, visual and other the ‘voice’ of the sender woven into
the writing, were summarised from two aspects: the historical transition of katakana and its contemporary
use. Based on this, we examined how discriminatory graffiti is represented in katakana and found that
discriminatory words, verbs, emotional verbs, and sentence final particles are written in katakana.

Next, the results of case studies indicate that katakana writing, which appeals to readers in both visual
and auditory modes, is an effective way of multimodally evoking strong feelings of hatred towards the
discriminated against, feelings of adherence to their exclusion, and offensive meanings. In addition, the low
empathy of the ‘voice’ represented in katakana suggests that the unidentifiability of the ‘voice’ sender as a
‘non-human’ (Kinsui 2011) makes the reader feel some fear and reinforces the effect as a threat.

Furthermore, the argument reveals that the discourse represented in the text of discriminatory graffiti
provides the reader with a multimodal experience through the synergistic effects of katakana and other
symbolic elements. The environmental factors that encourage the use of katakana are also considered, drawing
on affordance theory to examine the relationship between the environment surrounding discriminatory graffiti
and the act of writing discriminatory graffiti.

Finally, we suggest that the most crucial feature of the discourse practice of discriminatory graffiti is the

unidentifiability of the information sender.

Keywords: discriminatory graffiti, katakana writing, linguistic landscape, multimodal discourse analysis
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