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A study of the function of “ee”
—through a comparison with  “hai” —

Rica NINOMIYA, Yasuko KANAYAMA

This paper examines the function of “ee” in terms of honorific expressions.

Precedent studies (Kitagawa 1973, Hinata 1980) define “hai” as “recognition response’
and “ee” as “agreement response.” Based on this definition, this paper analyzes two
dialogue patterns: dialogues in which only “hai” is used and those in which
both “hai” and “ee” are used. Through this analysis, we examine the function of “ee” in
comparison with that of “hai.”

As a result of the analysis, we found that the degree of shared information between
speakers is crucially relevant in terms of deciding the usage of “hai” and “ee.” The degree
of shared information determines the relationship and degree of formality between the
speakers. In order to use “ee,” speakers must share information since it is not possible to
express agreement without shared information. Furthermore, in order to express agreement,
speakers must undergo the process of evaluation and judgment for what they hear.
Therefore, the utterance of “ee” reduces the distance between speakers and, consequently,
reveals a sense of equality. As a result, we conclude that the function of “ee” as a response
that actively expresses the speaker’ s opinion and feeling, enables the sharing of
information between speakers, and places them in an equal position with respect to the
other. An inappropriate usage of “ee” may lead to excessive closeness and equality, and
may consequently give negative impressions. It is considered to be meaningful to

incorporate these points into classroom teaching.



