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Politeness Degree of Requests in Japanese and Chinese

<Summary>

Ryuko Taniguchi

In the usage of sentence structures commonly categorized as “request-
making”, a certain pattern in error-making is recognizable among learners of
Japanese with Chinese speaking background. They are more prone to make
errors in occasions such as ordering food or telling destination to a taxi driver
than in situations such as borrowing a pen. In the former type of situation, the
learners often use expressions such as “Musashisakai e ikimasu” or “Hanbaagaa
o tabemasu”. A possible interpretation for this phenomenon is that these errors
are caused in the process of pragmatic language transfer.

In this paper, I have divided the request-making in two further sub-
categories: “order” in which speaker is entitled to be served and listener
needs to accommodate the speaker’s will: “request” in which listener has a
choice for accommodating or declining the speaker’s will. I shall discuss the
difference between Chinese and Japanese speaking groups, found in language
representations, and the sentence structures employment (especially in the case
where the subject is a person) in various situations on the basis of research of
discourse completion test, which were conducted on 50 native speakers of both
Japanese and Chinese.

The results of this research are as follows:

- Language representations differ between the situations of “order” and
“request” in both Japanese and Chinese. “Onegaishimasu” is used in
Japanese in the “order “situation. On the other hand, “wo (xiang) yao N/V”
(=I will~) is used in Chinese in similar situation: the use of first person as
subject in Chinese sentence structure is notable.

+ In the situation of requests, interrogative sentences are used in both
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Japanese and Chinese. “~te morae(ru/masu ka)?”,” “~te itadakemasen ka”

etc. are used in Japanese while “ keyi ~ma?”(= Can ~?) is used in Chinese.

In the situation that people are obliged to use polite expressions, Japanese
people tend to say “~tai nodesu ga”, “yoroshii desho ka?” etc. while
Chinese people tend to say “keyi qing V ma?”’(=Can ~?) or “neng bu neng
~ma?”(=Can ~?). That is to say, Impersonal is used as subject in more polite

situation in both Japanese and Chinese.
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