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Linguistic Politeness in Japanese:
the institutionalized use and the

pragmatic use

Kyoko CHINAMI

Keywords:positive/negativepoliteness, institutionalized/pragmatic use,
keigo, verbs of giving and receiving as auxiliary, speaker—oriented

/honored-oriented, friendly intention/antagonistic intention

This paper is an effort to describe the quality oflinguistic
politeness in Japanese: how the institutionalized aspect and the
pragmatic aspect are interwoven, and how the negative face and
the positive face are dealt with. The Japanese language 1is
equipped with a lot of linguistic devices that contribute to the
realization of politeness, among which keigo, the honorific
language, is the most conspicuous, though not the only. The
basic function of keigo is to put a deferential distance
between the speaker and the honored; keigo is considered to
be the socially institutionalized measure to realize negative
politeness. The author claims that Japanese has a socially
institutionalized measure also for the positive politeness, 1i.e.
the use of verbs of giving and receiving as an auxiliary; the
positive face is tended to by that measure almost as regulatedly
as the negative face by keigo. The dependence on the
institutionalized measures is the most significant characteristic
of politeness in Japanese, but the institutionalized use may be

oriented either to the speaker (self-defense) or to the honored
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(deference). Also, the linguistic devices can be employed to
serve for the speaker’s active intention to convey a variety of
meanings. Even the use of keigo can be operated to tend to the
positive face. Thus, the actual effect of a specific use of a
linguistic device is far from fixed, and should be pragmatically
interpreted based on the knoWledge of the basic function of the
device and the general principles of human linguistic behaviors
as well as the inference as to whether the speaker’ s intention
is friendly or antagonistic on one hand, and whether it is the

honored-oriented or the speaker-oriented on the other.
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