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Abstract: This study explores the meaning of “wa” in communication as perceived by
contemporary Japanese university students and examines their communicative behaviors it inspires.
Although “wa” has been referenced in Communication Studies, its precise meaning remains ambiguous. A
review of previous research highlights three key issues: (1) insufficient attention to how “wa” is understood
by today’s younger generations, (2) superficial use of the term without fully addressing its inherent ambiguity
and complexity, and (3) assumptions about the importance of “wa” in Japanese society that overlook
individuals’ actual perceptions. To address these gaps, this study conducted semi-structured interviews with
undergraduate students, enabling a reassessment of the role of “wa” in communication research. By analyzing
participants’ thoughts and actions, the study critically challenges stereotypical depictions of Japanese
communicative behaviors. The findings revealed that the meaning of “wa” was dynamic, varying across
individuals, relationships, and situational contexts. While “wa” reflected a shared conceptual foundation, its
specific interpretations depended on personal perspectives regarding how relationships between self and
others should function to maintain “wa.” This study offers a more nuanced understanding of “wa” and its
role in contemporary communication. It calls for a reconsideration of the uncritical assumption that “wa” is

a defining element of Japanese society and questions its use as a general explanation for particular
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communicative behaviors.
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