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SUMMARY

The Japanese use polite expressions in diverse ways ac-
cording to a variety of conditions such as the closeness of
the relationship between speaker and listener, their social
status or gender difference, where they live, and their posi-
tions in the workplace. Previous studies on the appropriate
use of polite expressions have mainly investigated the sub-
ject from the speaker’s point of view. However, it is actually
the “listeners” who judge the appropriateness of polite ex-
pressions. Therefore, the present study examines the appro-
priate expression of Japanese politeness from the perspective
of the listener.

The research took the form of a questionnaire in which
subjects were asked to play the role of listener and to judge
the appropriateness of four different levels of expressions;
that is, 17 < ®/ikuno/, 17 <{ A T¥ 2*/ikuNdesuka/, T
N5 AT H/ikareruNdesuka/, and \WH o L2 5 AT
¥ % /iraQsaruNdesuka/. Of the 548 subjects who partici-

pated in the study, 332 were from the Chugoku area (145
males and 187 females) and 214 were from the Kanto area
(62 males and 154 females). The subjects were also divided
into four age groups of 20s, 30s, 40s and 50s to analyze dif-
ferences among generations. Four conditions were created
by varying the speaker’s age and closeness to the listener,
e.g., a younger or older female speaker in the two conversa
tional situations of a first meeting or between well-
acquainted people. In this questionnaire, a female speaker
was used in order to stimulate the sense of politeness be-
cause, in general, females tend to speak more politely than
males. The appropriateness was judged on a five—point scale
from “hurts my feelings very much” as 1 point to “does not
hurt my feelings at all” as 5 points. The study analyzed the
effects of differences in living area, generations, and gender
on the appropriate nature of polite expressions.

The results showed that the most polite expression of
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W o L %5 AT 2/iraQsaruNdesuka/was not the most
accepted expression by subjects as listeners, even in the con-
dition of a first-met and younger speaker who is naturally
expected to use the most polite form of address. The most
accepted expression was 177015 A T3>/ ikareruNdesuka/,
which has a lesser degree of politeness than \ 6o L # %
A T¥ 7/iraQsaruNdesuka/. This finding suggests that the
appropriate use of polite expressions cannot be wholly ex-
plained by the systematic principles of linguistics that con-
cern expressions of politeness. In the condition of well-ac-
quainted speaker and listener, both 1T < A T %*/ikuN-
desuka/, and {T2*1L % A T #/ikareruNdesuka/were the
most accepted expressions. The more familiar expression of
17 < @ /ikuno/ was least accepted, even when a well-
acquainted older speaker used it.

The judgement of appropriateness in polite expressions
by subjects as listeners was affected by area of residence,
age and gender. Where geographical area was concerned,
subjects from the Chugoku area were more tolerant of the

familiar expression of 4T € ?/ikuno/, than were subjects
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in the Kanto area who showed a marked preference for the
more polite expressions. Regional discrepancies such as
these may arise from differences between dialects and stan-
dard Japanese. Subjects whose dialects are characterized by
polite expressions will tend to prefer the more polite forms
of the standard language, whereas speakers of less formal
dialects will feel at home with that dialect’s more casual
terms of address. Subjects as listeners showed gender differ-
ences regarding the conditions of the “first-met older” and
“well-acquainted younger” speakers in which female sub-
jects were more likely than male subjects to judge all polite
expressions as most appropriate. There were no gender dif-
ferences in the conditions of “first-met younger” and “well-
acquainted older” speakers. The subject’s generation strongly
affected the judgement of the appropriateness of polite ex-
pressions. For example, subjects in their forties were in-
clined to dislike the familiar expressions used by the speaker
regardless of the speaker’s age and closeness. By contrast,
subjects in their twenties said they were not comfortable

with the use of the polite expressions.



