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Analyzing Honorific Expressions in Japanese
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As we all know, honorific expressions play a pivotal role in Japanese, and whether or not they can be used correctly
plays a crucial role in interpersonal communication. It has been proved by research and practice that honorific
expressions in Japanese are usually divided into three types: respectful form, humble form, and polite form, and each
type of honorific expression needs to be used differently according to the occasions, and if it is not used correctly, it

will cause rude behavior to the other party instead.
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Basic Connotation of Honorific Expressions in Japanese

Concerning the basic connotation of honorific expressions in Japanese, the famous Japanese linguist,
Kindaichi Kyosuke, once said in Thesaurus that, "N ##{\> . H 6 # i 2 M+ RIE T BT 250V T &
BRTF250HE, BRCEHETTRHIVWIFTLHEH 2. TN % TN T NEHGE « GRS « T 5458
& 5 97 (Kindaichi, 1959, p. 362). Roughly speaking, honorifics are linguistic expressions that express the
sender’s respect for the listener. The form of expression that expresses respect is “respectful form”, the form that
expresses humility is “humble form”, and the form that expresses neither respect nor humility is “polite form”.

According to the Japanese scholar Kawaji Masaru, respectful form is used directly for older and higher
status objects, while humble form is used to indirectly raise the status of the other person by lowering one’s own
status, and polite form has a slightly lower degree of respect than the former two, but is slightly more polite and
appropriate than ordinary expressions (Kawaji, 2006).

Another Japanese scholar, Saeki Tetsuo, argues that “#(7G & X 75 L T+ £ cld HFEFHO AN % L
MHEEFBL TOUIREDFEREAD Z & TH 3 (Sacki & Yamauchi, 1998, p. 92). It means that
honorifics are a specific form of linguistic expression used by the sender or writer to treat the other person as an
object of higher status than himself.

According to Chinese studies scholar Zhou Xiaojuan, people tend to have different opinions about honorifics
when they stand from different perspectives, and there are two ways of saying honorifics in a broader and
narrower sense for most people. In the broad sense, all words and phrases that express respect are honorifics. In
the narrower sense, it refers only to the rational and acceptable forms of language that express etiquette and
respect in various communicative situations. That is, honorifics are forms of linguistic expressions that convey
respect and modesty in both the broad and narrow sense of the word used by both communicating or

communicating parties in a two-party interactive situation (Zhou, 2008).
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Therefore, it is generally accepted that honorifics in Japanese are usually categorized into three types:
respectful form, humble form, and polite form. Respectful forms are honorifics that show respect to the
person to whom they are addressed or to the person appearing in the topic. It is used when it involves the
person in the topic, as well as objects, things, behaviors, and states belonging to that person. There are
several types of respectful form, and different types express respect to different degrees. Humble form is
used when the speaker speaks humbly to the listener about himself or someone close to him in the topic,
such as his family or close associates. Polite form is used when the speaker conveys respect to the other
person through polite expressions, and is also used when he/she expresses himself/herself in a civil and

gentle way about things.

Analyzing Common Expressions of Respectful Form

Respectful Expressions Using the Honorific Auxiliary Verbs “#fL 3” and “5 . %”

The honorific auxiliary verbs “#1 2> and “5 41 % are attached to the verb “AZRE” to express respect
for the behavior of an elder. This is one of the most widely used forms of honorifics, especially in men’s speeches,
newspapers, essays, and official documents. This form does not express as much respect as “& (Z) ~IZ %
%” and “8 (IT) ~7%4& & 3. For example:

HEDHzZ 6Nz B)TT.

FEGBHECSE S &,

ZEEOOELLEEANLDTT b,

RGBS 28T HsN £ Th.

Honorifics Formed by “8 (Z) ~iZ % %”

The “&+alia&E >, «“Z+4 25117 T subsequent to “(Z % % is also used to describe the behavior
of an honored elder, with a higher degree of respect than “41 %> and “5 41 %”. This form can be used for
almost all verbs, except that the verb conjugation form is not used if it is a one-syllable verb, such as “%, 2.
For example:

CITHh ol BRbILL > TS,

ARG EEBMOC L > T ETA.

RS 2 SHEIC L2 £ 95

SR HBR 2 BHiA LD £ T h.

Honorifics Formed by “8 (Z) ~% & 3%”
The auxiliary verb “% & %> is attached to the verb conjugation or the stem of the “# 281" to form

>99

honorifics. In most cases, the verb can be preceded by the conjugation “ or “Z”, but this expression is old-
fashioned compared to “8 (I ) ~IZ 7% %7, and is used less often. “’& & %7 is a five-paragraph expression,
but the conjugated form of “& 97 is “Z & 3 instead of “/& & ¥ . For example:

B BEFELS oL TALLERBLET,

JetElk o b ORI T HE S v & T,

HEGEHPARCREE T, fitbrsuni v,

AREEZ L S0 EEA D,
Honorifics Formed by “8 () ~T9”

The “®B+3NERTE”, «Z+4 51T followed by “T 3 can also express respectful behavior.
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Sometimes the behavior it expresses is a continuous state, and it has the same meaning as “~ C t» 4. This form
is usually used in the form “& () ~® 441id” when modifying a noun. For example:

gL BIEY T,

BEBBCBLTBRHTT.

HRESHOZHE IRFETT .

HLIRS ) g CAD UEOREA—FEERHHTLOHCHEEIRTedcEsdtr.
Honorifics Formed by “& +3JAZERE+L 28 1»W”

One of the expressions of respect is “# +3}J1A 3% JE+ < 72 & 1»”, which is used to ask the other party to
do something. You need to use the form “Z -+ A8 Zfjii]1i] T+ < 72 & v for the “+ £ Z))iH]”. For example:

EITBAN S0,

Lid s BfRA TS L,

EDXT TN IE & 0w,

CCEEETT., ANTPTIHEBEL S O,

Analyzing Common Expressions of Humble Form

Self-Effacing Phrases Formed by “& +ZhiAEHRF+4 3>

“B+a8)iAE M+ %> is one of the expressions of humble form, which is used when the speaker humbly
does something for the other person. The “+# 22 5}jiF]” should be in the form of “Z +4 AFF)ia] A+ + ¢ 2.
For example:

. brotBHEL VLTI H,

BREMBBANL £ 7.

—HHB8HE»Y L £7,

A, BmEBRESLEL £ D,
Self-Effacing Phrases Formed by “& +ZhiaZERB+ 123>

“U» f2 97 is a humble verb of “ 3 % . Therefore, “% + 21 i%E H i+ 2 3 is a more humble expression,
and is used when the speaker does something for the other person very humbly. The “+748Z)jii” should be used
in the form of “Z +4 AF#)iAiA] -+ \» /2 3 or in the form of “# A2 &1 {A]++ > 2 3. For example:

BARKECBSZVWLTLALABHELLWEL &L 2.

Inhos¥RETENOLL LT,

TAEEA. FONABRFEEORL &L 2,

SHBBTEROLL ET.

Analyzing Common Expressions of Polite Form

Polite Expressions Consisting of “~-+ T 3” and “~+ £ 37

In Japanese, polite expressions are also known as “] #35”. The most common polite form is the polite
expressions consisting of “~+ T 3 and “~+ % 9. For example:

DIz L HHKFEDFEET T .

OENEN LTS,

SEOHBEHCE I EY £ 9.

HEZ. HEANHZATS L
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Polite Expressions Consisting of “~+Z &\ & 97

“Z & & 37 consists of the auxiliary verb “Z° & % and the auxiliary verb “ % 3. The tone is more
respectful and polite than “C 3. For example:

SEBHHEORFCIS &Y.

COhrYEHEOICEE TR TIS v T,

VYT AALIDSASLDBHEETIIWET,

e, Bl LTI ET,

Conclusions

To summarize, honorific expressions in Japanese are usually divided into three types: respectful form,
humble form, and polite form, depending on the age and status of the two parties to the conversation, and the
closeness of their relationship to each other. Respectful form is an expression of respect for the other person or
the person appearing in the conversation. There are several types of respectful form, and different types express
respect to different degrees. Humble form is an expression that indirectly shows respect to the other person by
recounting his or her behavior or the behavior of the person on his or her side in a self-effacing manner. Polite
form, also known as “] #2535, is a way of expressing the speaker’s seriousness of conversation and directly
showing respect to the listener by making solemn statements about the content of things in the topic and the end
of the utterance. When using honorifics for expression, we need to pay attention to the following points:

First of all, students should grasp the superiority and inferiority of children and elders. Japan is an island
nation with a small land area, which requires close and harmonious interpersonal relationships. The hierarchy of
seniority and inferiority is a reflection of these relationships, and it is also reflected in the language. An obvious
example of this is the expression of respect in Japanese. For example, respectful form is used when facing people
of higher status than oneself; humble form is used when humbling oneself or someone on one’s side; polite form
is used when expressing politeness.

Secondly, students will understand to comprehend the relationship between inside and outside and affinity
of Japanese people. Modern Japanese people regard the internal and external and affinity relationships between
people as one of the most important conditions for whether or not to use honorifics. The sense of affinity is also
the sense of internal and external relations in a broad sense. It is well known that Japanese people have a strong
sense of group consciousness and a sense of distinction between inside and outside. It goes without saying that
Japanese people have a strong sense of family, and most Japanese companies are “family-run”, with all members
being one family, so the sense of exclusion is very strong. The most typical manifestation of this sense of
exclusion is the use of honorifics. Japanese people usually use honorifics only to people outside their circle, but
not to people inside their circle.

Furthermore, when using honorifics, compound verbs are usually used with honorifics for the last verb, and
when there are several verbs, only the last verb is changed to honorifics. When the subject is something or a pet,
honorifics are not used even for elders. Except for special cases, generally no honorifics are used for historical
figures, celebrities, and so on.

Finally, it is important to cultivate students’ intercultural communication skills. Intercultural communicative
competence directly affects language acquisition and application. Strengthening the cultivation of students’
intercultural communication skills will help students understand more accurately the expression of honorifics in
Japanese, make it easier for them to understand why Japanese people use honorific expressions in certain specific
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occasions, and further make them understand the hidden cultural connotation behind honorific expressions.
Because the nature of language is a tool for communication rather than communication itself, culture is the core
of communication. Continuously deepening the understanding of the commonalities and differences of different
cultures and introducing the concept of cross-cultural communication into foreign language teaching, we will get
new ideas and improvement programs for teaching.
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