
Structure of Japanese   Tu Mar 23

• Language and gender

Background preparation:

(none)
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0.  Course information

• Article summary is due Tu Mar 30 (11am)
- Goal:  Use this assignment to focus your thinking

about your final-project topic
- Review the assignment information and the 

grading criteria before beginning
- You are encouraged to check in with me by 

email on your article choice 
(please send link or DOI)

• FYI — grading criteria for project topic proposal 
also now available
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 0.  Today’s plan

• Language and gender in Japanese
- Some normative / prescriptive expectations
- Data:  Do the expectations hold up?
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1.  Background on language and gender

• Handout - “Language, gender, status, and power”
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https://users.castle.unc.edu/~jlsmith/ling563/handouts/18_lg&gender.pdf


2.  Gendered language patterns in Japanese

Group discussion

• Japanese language speakers:
- What are some things you have observed, or 

have been taught, about language use by 
speakers of different genders?

- Have you observed language use that did not 
seem to follow the “typical” gender-related 
patterns?
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2.  Gendered language patterns in Japanese

• Some commonly discussed examples:
- Pronoun choice
- Sentence-final “particles”
- Patterns of politeness / honorific use
- Pitch (fundamental frequency) of speech

• Let’s examine each of these a little further...
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3.  Pronoun choice

• Traditional description (Ide & Yoshida 1999)
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3.  Pronoun choice

• Peer groups in a junior high school (Miyazaki 2004)
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3.  Pronoun choice

• Peer groups in a junior high school (Miyazaki 2004)
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3.  Pronoun choice

• Two students’ comments (Miyazaki 2004)
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3.  Pronoun choice

• What do we conclude from the junior high school 
pronoun study? (Miyazaki 2004)
- Do the students choose pronouns as “expected” 

for their gender?
- Is gender the only factor involved here?  

• Is this a generational or an age-related difference 
from “expected” patterns?

- Will these students maintain these patterns 
as they grow older?
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4.  Sentence-final particles

• Graphic from Ide & Yoshida 
(1999: 465) 

• Data originally from Ide (1979)

• Any thoughts or potential 
follow-up research questions?
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4.  Sentence-final particles

• Some questions...
- Are there any confounds 

with gender and status?
- Would a contemporary 

study show similar 
patterns?

- Are there regional or class-
related differences?
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5.  Levels of politeness / honorific use 

(a)  American speakers

  • Graphic from Ide & 
Yoshida (1999: 459)

  • Data from Hill et al. 
(1986: 358)
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5.  Levels of politeness / honorific use 
 (b)  Japanese speakers

  • Graphic from Ide & Yoshida 
(1999: 458)

  • Data from Hill et al. (1986: 357)

—————————————————

Ide & Yoshida (1999: 467)
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5.  Levels of politeness / honorific use 
(c)  Japanese speakers:  Levels of politeness used with different

  addressees (Ide & Yoshida 1999: 468-9; data/Ogino 1986)

• Response to:  “What form of sitte-iru ‘I know’ would you use?”
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5.  Levels of politeness / honorific use 

• Did the study show evidence for gender-related 
differences in levels of politeness?

• Any thoughts or follow-up research questions?
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5.  Levels of politeness / honorific use 

• Did the study show evidence for gender-related 
differences in levels of politeness?

• Any thoughts or follow-up research questions?
(same as above?)
- Are there any confounds with gender and status?
- Would a contemporary study show similar 

patterns?
- Are there regional or class-related differences?

18



6.  Pitch of voice used in speaking

• Question of interest:  Do these data debunk the 
claim that “women use high pitch in speaking, and 
men do not” / high pitch signals femininity?
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6.  Pitch of voice used in speaking

(a) Making a request (data from Ohara 2004)

‘a’ = to colleague  |  ‘c’ = to customer
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6.  Pitch of voice used in speaking

(b) Expressing “negation” (data from Ohara 2004)

‘a’ = to colleague  |  ‘c’ = to customer
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6.  Pitch of voice used in speaking

(b) Expressing “negation”, cont. (data from Ohara 2004)

‘a’ = to colleague  |  ‘c’ = to customer
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6.  Pitch of voice used in speaking

• Question of interest:  Do these data debunk the 
claim that “women use high pitch in speaking, and 
men do not” / high pitch signals femininity?
- To some extent, yes
- But — some methodological issues with this 

study

• One interesting finding:  How does the difference in 
addressee (colleague vs. customer) affect pitch in 
speech by female and male speakers?
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7.  Some final thoughts

• Interested in language and gender in Japanese?  
There are some relevant ebooks available through 
“Course reserves” to get you started

• Some work that explores language and gender is 
not as careful about linguistic structure and 
linguistic analysis as it could be — you may be able 
to do better
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