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Hidden Treasures of Japanese Culture in Body-Conscious Language

Professor, International College of Liberal Arts (iCLA), Yamanashi Gakuin University
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There are many words in the Japanese language which do not easily translate into English. One such

category of words is known as karada-kotoba, literally body-words. Literal translations make no sense in

English, and although they refer to common human experiences, they are expressed quite differently in

English. Hagire ga ii (well bitten) means brisk and lively speech; heso ga magaru (twisted navel) means

perverse or contrary; me ga nai (no eyes for) means to have a weakness for; feate (hands on) means

medical treatment or first aid; kuchi ga suberu (mouth slip) means slip of the tongue. Most Japanese can

easily come up with 10 to 20 karada-kotoba without hesitation. Many onomatopoeia words in Japanese

are difficult for non-Japanese to remember and understand. Why suyasuya neteiru means sleeping

soundly, when there are thousands of other words that sound like suyasuya? Even native speakers are

at a loss to explain. However there is something in these body-words and onomatopoeia feeling-words

that expresses a unique character of Japanese culture, which provides the rich range of expressions for

human sensibilities and feelings.
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