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The Current Situation and Challenges of Foreign Place Name Notation:
Inconsistency of Orthographical Variants in Textbooks and Supplementary Materials

OKAMOTO Sachiko

Abstract: This paper is a report on the Japanese spelling inconsistency of “orthographical variants” found
in many of the current written notations of foreign place names. The author thinks it is high time for a
standardized format. Therefore, with a sense of urgency, this paper calls for the need to establish a new criteria
for geographical place names and nomenclatures by setting up a national committee to conduct appropriate
reviews. The written format of foreign names and geographical place names has not been reviewed since
the announcement of official directives in 1991. In the meantime, there has been a sea-change of social
transformation, such as globalization and rapid penetration of English education that require more details for
geographical information. In principle, Japanese phonetic transcription in Katakana tries to emulate how such
names are to be read in native pronunciation. However, idiomatic transcription by longstanding writing practice
is given priority through school education. Nevertheless, the geographical notation variations in supplementary
materials of atlases or internet maps is due to a lack of agreement among publishers and websites. This
inconsistency of orthographical variants of foreign place names has increased students’ study workload and

causes major confusion.

Keywords: Japanese notation of foreign place-names, textbook, internet, orthographic variants, language policy



