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Differences between Politeness Strétégiéé Used

develups, more and more Japanese people vicit the United States

for business, study, vacations, etc., and zre encounterlng

‘< |

Americans in everyday se tt1ngs where communi-ati.onh is necessar
Their problems in communicating in English this become more and

more 51gn1F1cant as areas of research.

ne area of communicative competehte in which Ja >anese

o
]

people have problems is politeness (Saito, 1985). An early study
suggested that politeness strategies play an important rolé in
requests (Tracy et al, 1984). Requests, to a larger or smaller
extent, impose on the hearer (H). If requests are nhot made
appropriately, the desired goal may not be reached, H may be
embarrassed, or the relationship may be damaged. Requests in a
foreign language, therefore, require skill in judging and using

politeness.

In this paper, I wWill discuss requa%ié, 011teness, and

paliteness §trétégié§ in géhéréi, politeness in Japanese, some
present a formula and a model of politeness ctrategies. Then I
Will suggest some hypotheses that can be tested in future

A request is a speech act in wWhich the speaker (S) asks H to
do something. S is imposing on H. H has to pay the cost to
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carry out the request, and usually S profits from it: The larger
the request, the greater the imposition on H. If S asks H to
lend $100, the imposition is greater than if S asked H to lend
$20. The imposition determined by the size of a request is
called absolute imposition: The imposition involved in request-

ing a loan of $100 is five times larger than in requesting a loan

of $20: If the size of the imposition is too large, H may reject
the request, and S will not achieve the goal and may be
embarrassed. S wants to maintain a good relationship with H if
they are part of a continuing relationship, or at least to make a
good impression if H is a stranger.

However, in actual situations, H perceives the size of the
request in terms of relative imposition, which is affected by
various factors, rather than in terms cf absolute imposition.

Two variables that affect relative imposition are the relation to

(Scollon & Scollon, 1983). If familiarity between S and H is
high (close social distance), the relative imposition is smaller

than if familiarity is low: If S asks for a loan of $10U from a
request is smaller: If S is more powerful than H, the relative
size of requests becomes smaller. If a boss and a subordinate
ask H to do the same thing, H feels more imposed upoh by the
subordinate than the boss, because the subordinate has lesé pouer
than H, but the boss has more power than H.

In summary, H does not feel an absolute impocition (size of

Kenji Kitao—--2



request) directly. H rather feels relative imposition; which is
affected by the relational distance, that is, the combination of
familiarity and power in the relationship with S;

Brown and Levinson (1978) argued that cultural variables
also affect imposition on H; but they did not discuss specific

variables in any depth: There are several situational variables,

of carrying out the request; and cultural differences.

The necessity of the request refers to how badly S needs to

impose on H with the request: If S and H are at the cashier in a
cafeteria; and S finds that he/she does not have money, H will
probably understand that S has little choice but to make a re-

bill that is not due for a week, and if S can as easily borrouw

the money from a closer friend, the necessity is lower and H will
be less understanding and feel more relative imposition: High

necessity makes relative imposition smaller:

difficulty involved: If H is very rich, $i00 is not much money,

but if H is poor; even $20 is a lot of money: Thus, whenever S
asks for $20; the absolute imposition is the sazme, but the rela-

tive imposition is much smaller for a rich person than for a poor

the same request in the same situation may vary from one culture

to another: I will discuss differences between American and



Therefore; the size of request (absolute imposition) is
mitigated by the relational distance between S and H (familiarity

carrying out the request; and cultural variables) and becomes the

Politeness

Politeness is a communication strategy which people use to
maintain and develop relationships: Politeness is mainly used in
only two functions: competitive goals,; such as requesting;,; order-

ing; demanding; and begging; and convivial goals, such as offer-
ing, inviting, greeting; thanking; and congratulating: Competi-

tive goals are essentially discourteous; and convivial goals,
courteous (Leech; 1983): Since requests are discourteous by

Politeness in requests is a communication strategy which S

right level of politeness. If S is not sufficiently polite, H

may still feel imposed upon and be embarrassed: If S is too

polite; the utterance may sound sarcastic to Hs

the H's face; that is; letting H feel unimposed on and approved

of in certain respects. Face refers to wants, and Brown and
Levinson (1978) argued that we have two types of wants: ego-

Kenji Kitao--5



presarving wants and public-self preserving wants, which refer to

the desire to be considered a contributing member of snciety.

The former (ego-preserving wants) generates negative Face, and

the latter {public-self preserving wants), positive face.
Politeness not only decreases relative imposition on H but
also increases approval from H for achieving the goal. Giving H

request. Making the request more polite decreases imposition and

hot achievind the goal. Thus, it is

chance of rejection, of

ni

approva of S.

nl

important to increase H’

Brown and Levinson (1978) distinguish two types of polite-

ness, positive and negative politeness. Positive politeness is
used to satisfy the S’s needs for approval and belonging (maxi-

tive face):. Both types of politeness are increased when the size
of the request is larger. Negative politeness is increased when

account the complexity of motivations and goals that are realized

in discourse, and the possible conflicts among them that must be

resolved. According to Fraser (1978), politeness is a function

L R PR

perceives imposition based on relative imposition mitigated by

Kenji Kitao--6



politeness. If relative imﬁﬁéi{ion is iarger; greafer poiitéﬁéss

Positive and negative politeness strategies are used both to

increase solidarity and to decrease imposition. They interact in

S and H. They include the follswing:

positive politeness strategies

seeking agreement

>. indicating common ground
6. offering; promising

1.
2.
3. being optimistic.
g. 7777777777777777
S,

negative politeness strategies

minimizing the imposition

1.
2.
3. being pessimistic
4.
S,

2. A speaker may perform the request while attending to the
(1978) label a positive politeness strategy (p. 106).

S,
acknowledging the hearer’s negative face wants, the desire to

4. A speaker may "go off-record” in performing the request. Here
a speaker performs the act but in a vague manner (e.g.; hint-

ing) that could be interpreted by the hearer as some other
act.

Kenji Kitao==7
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one 1S

The first strategy is not polite at all, and the last one

very polite but does not gain anything.

different )

gain the goal.

The theory ho!ds that speakeré contemplating the performance

of a request wil) generally choose higher—numbered (more polite)

to the seriousness of the request.

on

strategies in proporti
However, because of costs (effort, unclarity, other

With the use of higher

[Tl

) associated

-
(0]

ac

éir

generally selec

-+

peakers will not

wn

polite than necessary (Brown and Levinson, 1978).

Leech (1983) proposes politeness principles (PP) from the

viewpoint of pragmatics. He argues that people use the PP in

real communication. PP, af cour
There are six maxims in pairs:

Tact Maxim (in impositives and commissives)

A. Minimize cost to other.

B: Maximize benefit to other. . ) ] )

Generosity Maxim (in impositives and commissives)

[i\]
wnl
wni
(0]
S
-
[
<
o
wn
A

A. Minimize
B. Maximize

Maxim (in expressives and

dispraise of other.
praise of other.

Modesty Maxim (in expressives and assertives)

A. Minimize praise of self.

B. Maximize dispraise of self.._

Agreement Maxim (in assertives) o o

A. Minimize disagreement between self and other.
3. Maximize agreement between self and other.

A. Minimize antipathy between self

5 nd other.
B. Maximize sympathy between self

an
and other.

maximizing approval and minimizing imposing

(1]

A1)l maxims ar

in order not to threaten face. The first pair are similar to
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imposition, the second pair, to power, and the third pair; to

familiarity.

Politeness in Japanese

language supports this social system, and special polite
language, called keigo, is used.

Using keigo, S can show respect to superiors or people
outside of his/her group, the humility of S or of people in
(teineigo) (Horikawa & Hayashi, 1969). Japanese people consider
pouer differences and solidarity very important; and acknowledge

polite languade in English. The differences lie in degrees and
complexity of the relationship and in differences in interpreting
those relationships. For example; S needs to keep people in

similar in English and Japanese; with degrees of familiarity,

pouer, and the size of the request. The slight differences are
that pouer is more important and clearer in Japanese; and famil-
iarity is somewhat different. If H is superior to S; Japanese
tend to acknowledge that superiority more and use more negative
politeness than Americans. In English; including other people in

10



to disagree (positive politeness) (Naotsuka, 1981):

Minami (1987) points out that fixed relationships betweer S ard H

contribute most in use of politeness strategies in Japanese, but
politeness strategies tend to vary by the content of the request

or situations in the United States: He further argues that

has more conventionalized expressions for requests: These dif-

ferences contribute to relative imposition as cullural variables

shown in the model below:

Kenji Kitao--10
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Poljteness Fprmula

The following formula summarizes the previous disciission.

X RD X SV

I§ = IA

where Ih is a relative imposition.
IA is an absolute imposition.
RD is relatiunal distance (Familiarity X
Power)
} is situational variables (Necessity +
Ease + Cultural Variab1 5).

I will diagram the politeness theory which 1 have explained.

—— —— — ———— —— i — . ——— —— . ————— . —— ——— - ———————————

—— s = —— et ———— ———— ——— ———

iSpeaker | iAbsolute Imposition: 'Pouwer Distance!
' T >i y T ' (Pouer) '
] (S 1(Size of Request) | | = emmmmmmmm—— o
b i v 'Social Distance!
Voo iSituational! 1<~-—-1Relatiognal | | (Familiarity)!
Voo ' Variablesi----=>! ' Distance !{-———————-- ?
b v
b Uittt bttty imposing -~———----
' ' iRelative Imposition)--g-—------—--—- >iHearer.
Voo } (Perceived Size R e Bttt e AU

—— e — —— o —— ——————— ——— —— ———— o Tt "ot —— o

Few studies have been conducted to determine the level of

politeness of different types of requests in English. I fﬁUhd

With both native and nonnative §Péékérs of Ehgiish.

Kenji Kitao--11
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Fraser (1978) asked a variety of college students to rank
eight centences in order of descending deference. FEach sentence

had either the modal can or could; was positive or negative,; and

was either in the interrogative or imperative—plus—tag form.

Nearly al) subjects ordered the sentence in the order shown

elow.

o

Could you do that

Can you do that

Do that; could you

Do that; can you
Couldn’t you do that
Can’t you do_that

Do that; couldn’t you

Do that; can’t you

e e o o o o e e

00 I~JION UV IS G IN)

In Fraser’s (1978) second study; a different group of 40
college students were given pairs of sentences and asked to rank

them in terms of relative deference. Ten sentences were used and

the results; listed in order of decreasing deference; were a
Ffollows.

1. Would you do that. S
2. 1 would like you te do that
3. You might do that =
4. I must ask you to do that
S. Can you do that

6. Will you do that

7. Why not do that

8. Do you have to do that
9. I request that you do that
10. Do that
Fraser concluded that native speakers have a sense of which

of any pair of requests shows the most deference. In the first

Kenji Kitao——12



Also past tense is more polite than present tense:

In the second study; the results indicate that sentences
with the modals "would", "might", "must' or '"can"” are more polite
than sentences without one: Second person form is more polite
than first person form (though this issue is confused somewhat by
the fact that examples of negative politeness use first person).

Past tense is more polite than present tense. Interrogativec are

more polite than declaratives and imperativess We can also

speculate that uncommonly used requests may be perceived as

having different politeness levels:
Carrell and Konneker (1981) investigated and compared

nonnative ESL learners on a set of request strategies in English
which varied systematically in their syntactic/semantic proper-
ties, that is, formal syntactic, semantic aspects of negative
"face"” and conventionalized politeness. They surveyed native and

nonnative speakers of English on their perceptions of degrees of

politeness using different mood (interrogative, declarative, and

imperative), tense (past and present), and modal {(present cr
absent)s

They used the following forms:

1 interrogative--past tense modal Could you give me a

e pack of Marlboros?

2: interrogative~~present tense modal Can you give me a
77777777777777 pac of Marlboros?

3: interrogative--no modal Do you have a pack of

- o Marlboros?

4; declarative-~-past tense modal 1’d like a pack of

R Marlboros.:

5. declarative--present tense modal 1’11 have a pack of

) e Marlboross

6+ declarative-—no modal 1 want a pack of

Marlboros:

Kenji Kitao~--13



7. imperative Give me a pack of

8. imperative—-elliptical A pack of Marlboros.

interrogative, but they do contribute more to the politeness of

The nonnative speakers identified the same order of relative

politeness that the native speakers did. There uere few dif-

ferences acrass nationalities or levels of English. One major

"I*d like..." and "Do you have..." much but nonnative speakers

but not in semantics and nonnative speakers did not

differences are really difficult even for nonnative speakers with

Kenji Kitao——14
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study whether the nonnative speakers would be abie to use polite-

It is interesting that nonnative speakers are more sensitive

to politeness. I think this extra sensitivity to grammar and
other aspects of language can hinder nonnative speakers® mastery
of English.

Several problems in these studies justify further research.

One problem of Carrell & Konneker’s study is that we do not know

the level of English proficiency of the nonnative speakers.
Further, it i5 not clear why Carrell and Konneker chose to test
perceptions of politeness if they anticipated that there were few
differences between native and nonnative speakers of English.
Also, 1 believe that there would have been more problems in

production, and nonnative speakers would encounter difficulties

in actual communication. Thus, if they had done a study on

Americans and Japanese. Tanaka & Kawabe (1982) conducted a study
with ten Americans and ten Japanese with advanced ESL proficien-

cy. They asked subjects to place the following tuelve requests

re as follows.

[1V]

sults

(]

in their order of politeness. The r

Kenji Kitao--15



Requests Rank Orders

) ) Americans Japanese
1. I’d appreciates.s

2. Could you:.:?

3; UUU]d yUuOQQ‘?

4. Can you.:.:.?

S: I’d like you to...

6 Will youse:s? N
7+ Turn down X, won't you?
8: Why don’t youss:?
9: Turn down X, will you?

‘oxmmumeMMmM#

—

10: I want you tos:ss
11: Turn down X.
12: X (The Radio)?

Shigﬂmmwwmmn#meM*

o Bltiﬂ

o]
et
m\
3
o
o
(]
o
—
€
o
o
>
(V]
Q.
Ce
(V]
0
o
>
-

(Underlining indicate significant differ
pairs of requests [p < :011:)

both native speakers of English and advanced ESL learners are
aware of the varying degrees of politeness: There is a High

ness in English increases as a function of the increasing freedom

of H to refuse the request and the increasing politeness de-

creases the impcsition.
Tanaka & Kawabe (1982) also conducted a study on the use of

politeness strategies for requests at ten different psychological
and social distances: They used six requests:

1. I would appreciate it if you could lend me X
2: Would you lend me X?

3: Can you lend me X?

4: Lend me X, will you?

S5: I want you to lend me X.
6; Lend me X.

Kenji Kitao—-16
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Tanaka & Kawabe (1982) concluded that native speakers of

English Use polite strategies in distant relations and less

Use similar politeness strategies,; but they tend to use less

polite strategies. They also explained that "would you.:.." is
most usable in any situation. They did not Find any differences

between American females and males in their use of politeness

Strategies. Americans used "would you..." more than Japanese;
and Japanese used the elliptical imperative (&) more than

Americans.

Hypotheses

studies, I can present the following hypotheses.

Hit The larger the size of a request, the higher the level of
politeness used.

Hy: The louer the familiarity, the higher the level of politeness
used.

Hg: The higher H’s pouwer in relation to S; the higher the level

Haz Japanese use more negative politeness to reduce imposition an

HS: Americans use more positive politeness to increase H’s
approval than Japanese do.

H, : Interrogative forms are more polite than declarative Forms.

Kenji Kitao—-17
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Héi Past tense requests are more polite than future tense
PeqﬁégtSo
H§§ Past tense requests are more polite than present tense

Hiﬁi Requests with a modal are more polite than requests without
Oﬁéu
Hiii Positively worded requests are more polite than negatively

worded requestss

Hiéi Interrogative requests are more polite than imperative

requests with a tag—question.

H;5¢ Uncommonly used requests are perceived as being at different

|
w:

politeness levels:

Japanese use less polite strategies than Americans do:.

Testing these hypotheses can give us a deeper understanding

of forms of politeness in English; and particularly differences

ness in
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English: This in turn can help improve the education that
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