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A politeness system is important in any language. Respect is the main reason why it is an essential component in every language. Within any language politeness can be very diverse. Politeness can be as simple as asking, “Please” in the English language or as complicated as changing the entire sentence structure in the Japanese language. Being polite is not only found in language, but also in body language. Did you know that in old Japan it was considered a rude offense to look a person directly in the eyes when speaking? Although this act has changed with the modernization of Japan, many Japanese will still look away or close their eyes when speaking to one another. So, how does Japanese and English compare to one another? Are there any similarities? What does the future hold for our countries politeness systems? Within this paper I will discuss how the English and Japanese systems of politeness contrast one another.
The Japanese politeness system can be broken down into three verb subsystems. Beginning with くだけた(kudaketa - casual speech), ていねい(teinei - polite speech), and けいご(keigo – honorific and polite system of speech). Kudaketa is normally the short dictionary version of speech used between people who know each other. In this form of speech, short dictionary form of verbs like みる(miru - to look) or いく(iku - to go) are used (Japan Reference.com, 2005). 
The polite form of speech Teinei, is used when speaking to unfamiliar people, bosses, and people with higher social status. This form is actually a similar version of the short dictionary form. In this verb form, the suffix －ます(–masu) is added and the copula です(desu – to be) are used. The system used to change to this more polite form is rather simple. Take the verb miru for example, the last syllable of the verb is removed and the suffix –masu is added to form the more polite word mimasu (to look). Iku however changes in a slightly different way, the last syllable is changed to the “i” syllable in the same row (ku ( ki) and then the suffix –masu is added to form the polite verb ikimasu (to go) (Tohsaku, 2005). 

Keigo is the most polite form of all the types of Japanese speech. This form is mainly used for example, speaking to the Emperor of Japan. Keigo can also be used when talking to a person of significant age difference and much higher social status. Keigo is most often used amongst people in the business world. This form is so difficult that even the younger generation of the Japanese cannot use the form properly. Unlike the forms earlier mentioned, no root word is present, but an entirely new set of more polite words are used. Basically, Keigo can be almost considered a new language, because the words are changed entirely. Keigo is divided into three separate forms: そんけいご(sonkeigo), けんじょうご(kenjougo), and ていねいご(teineigo). Sonkeigo, is the form used when the listener is of higher social status than the speaker. In this form, “you” (the listener) or someone else has to be doing the action. For example, gakusei ga Osaka ni ikaremasu (the student will go to Osaka.) いかれます (ikaremasu) is the sonkeigo form of the word “to go”. Other possible sonkeigo verbs that may take the place of ikaremasu or “to go” are: おいでになります (oideni narimasu) and でかけられます (dekakeraremasu.) Basically, sonkeigo is used to show the listeners social status and movements by the speaker. The next form of Keigo, Kenjougo is used in a situation where the speaker is in a lower social position than the listener. In this type, the subject of the sentence is the speaker and “I” will be used. An example of this would be, Ore ga Osaka ni mairimasu (I will go to Osaka.) A few other Kenjougo verbs for “to go” would be: うかがいます(ukagaimasu) and いかせていただきます(ikaseteitadakimasu.) The last form, Teineigo or Teinei, is the general politeness form amongst Japanese people stated above (Ishimitsu, 2005).   
Another aspect of the Japanese Language politeness system is multiple masculine and feminine pronouns. Many languages around the world have masculine and feminine forms of words, such as French and Spanish. The Japanese system, however, has numerous forms for personal pronouns, depending on the speaker and who the person is talking about. In the English Language we normally use the pronouns: I, he, she, etc. In the Japanese Language there are multiple words for saying: I, he, she, etc. わたし (watashi), あたし (atashi), ぼく(boku), and おれ (ore) are all ways of saying the pronoun “I”. The word “Atashi” can only be used by women. “Boku” and “Ore” are pronouns that can only be used by men. Finally, “Watashi” is a type of pronoun that is universal, which is commonly used by foreigners and Japanese women. The three pronouns are still used in everyday language, because of the Japanese more sexist society Tohsaku, 2005).

Another slightly common form of politeness in the Japanese linguistic system is the use of polite nouns. The Japanese language has many nouns. Many adjectives are even considered to be nouns in the Japanese Language, so the “nouns” may be manipulated to fit the sentence properly. The politeness system for changing regular nouns into polite nouns is rather simple. Normally, the syllables お- “O-” or ご- “Go-“ are added as a prefix to the nouns to form the polite form. This form is normally used to show respect to the person you are asking something from. For example the word, さけ(Sake), a word meaning rice wine can be changed to its polite form by adding the prefix “O-“. In the situation where you are asking for sake from a waiter or waitress, you can ask politely by adding the prefix to the word. O-Sake Onegaishimasu (May I please have some rice wine.) The other prefix, “Go-“, is commonly used with the word shusshin (hometown) to create its polite form. A situation where this would occur would be when you are asking where a person is from. Go-Shusshin wa doko desu ka? (Where is your hometown?) In this sentence hometown was changed to a more polite form, because you were asking this of someone you possible don’t know too well. In any case, this is considered to be the easiest aspect of the Japanese politeness system to recognize (Tohsaku, 2005). 
A newly created verb system that has been showing up more frequently in the past few years is わせえいご (wase eigo) or English created in Japan. These borrowed words that come mainly from English have similar sounds to that of the English language, but do not have a meaning or the same meaning in English. There are many examples of these words such as: サラリーマン (sarariiman or rather “Salaryman”) and ベッドタウン (beddotaun or the English pronunciation equivalent of “Bed Town”) which are not English words, but have a meaning in the Japanese language. “Salaryman” meaning a man who works for an annual salary and “Bed Town” which means a suburb away from the city in which one can sleep. Other borrowed words that are present now can even be conjugated exactly like Japanese words. An example of these new types of borrowed / Japanese verbs would be the word サボる (saboru). “Saboru” was derived from the English word “Sabotage,” the meaning of the word can be used to express cutting class or to cut class. This word clearly not meaning anything near the same as the English equivalent of “Sabotage” is an example of an English word created for the Japanese vocabulary in Japan. What relevance to the Japanese politeness system do these newly formed words and verbs have? These words made in Japan can be conjugated and can be used within the politeness system just as any other words and verbs in the Japanese language. Notice the word  サボる (saboru) for example. The first two characters are written in the katakana syllabary that is used for borrowed words. The final character or syllable is written in the Japanese native syllabary using –る (ru) as the verb ending. The final syllable of the word therefore allows the conjugation into the Japanese language. The word itself can now be conjugated into either the casual or polite forms of the Japanese politeness system. Other words such as ナウい (naui) an adjective meaning “up to date” can also be conjugated into the politeness system. The final syllable now い (i) allows the half borrowed half Japanese hybrid word to be conjugated also. The final syllable can be conjugated to the past, present, or future tense allowing the polite copula to be used freely amongst the word (Thomas, 2005).
Despite the many systems the Japanese language has to express politeness, there are a few subtle occurrences that certain phrases may or may not be used. One typical phrase common between two speakers who are not familiar with each other is asking ones age. Age is an important factor in the Japanese society to distinguish one’s position or status to the other person, to not insult the other person by using the wrong politeness form.
The English system of politeness is rather subtle compared to its Japanese counterpart. Often in the American English we may only be able to think of using “Please”, “Thank You”, and “Mr.” “Mrs.” Or “Ms.” Another, more noticeable act of politeness in speech is the use of titles. The list of titles is extensive: Doctor, Professor, Reverend, Father, and President are amongst a few. Actually, the language has a far more integrated system of politeness found deep within. One integrated system is how we speak to people that are either younger, older, or hold some sort of importance such as a boss. How do we speak to younger people? Say around the age of five to ten for example. How does your speech change? The most noticeable change in speech is the formality and the simplicity used when talking to younger people and children. While a person speaks to a child it is rather informal. The uses of titles such as “Mr.” are not used and the vocabulary within the speech is toned down to the child’s level of knowledge. More often, our speech is much more direct to children. By giving children orders and trying to teach them we need to change our methods and be more direct. Now, how does or speech change when talking to a higher status social figure like a boss? A person wouldn’t talk to their boss like he or she was a child would they? No, we use the exact opposite polite form of English speaking to our authority figures. Indirect speech or softened types of words are a noticeable factor that is changed. An example of more indirect or softened speech would be: I have three pieces of gum, would you like one? Now, its opposite counter part of casual speech would sound more like: I’ve got three pieces of gum, do you want one? Notice the difference? In the second sentence there is: a contraction, direct speech “want”, and the casual word “got”. The first more polite sentence has: no contractions, the softened word “have” instead of “got”, the softened word “would”, and a more softened indirect question. So, if I were to talk to my boss I wouldn’t use the words, “I want”, but rather “I would like”. Another example of the English version of politeness would be in a situation where someone asked you out for dinner. If you boss asked you out for dinner you would most likely reply, “Thanks for the invitation, I would like to meet for dinner. There is a new Greek place downtown that got great reviews. Would you like to try it? Friday is best for me, but I’d prefer to meet after 6:00 p.m. since I have a meeting in the afternoon.” Now on the other hand, if your friend asks you the same question you would reply, “I’d love to meet for dinner! Let’s try out that new restaurant downtown. I’m free on Friday as long as it’s after 6:00 p.m.” Notice the huge difference between the two? (Allen, 2005) The more polite version of the conversation is much longer than the casual version. The grammar is in fact more correct English than its casual counterpart and the vocabulary is much more sophisticated in the polite form. Also, can you notice the indirectness of the polite speech? Therefore, the basic linguistic politeness system in English focuses is divided between casual and polite speech. Casual speech being direct and less clear, while the polite form is indirect and more clear about what the speaker is talking about (Allen, 2005).
Even though our languages come from opposite sides of the world there are still many similarities. Many of these similarities more than likely have developed as communications around the world have advanced and as the world becomes more modern. One aspect that appears in both English and Japanese would be the use of titles. Japanese use a person’s family name plus the suffixes –san (さん) or –sama (さま) and American English uses titles like “Mr.” to essentially mean the same in both languages (Tohsaku, 2005).
The differences between our languages are the most dramatically noticeable constituents of the two languages. Specific systems of politeness are not present between English and Japanese. The Japanese have developed three specific systems to cope with any situation where politeness change would occur. Where as the English language has only one system. I could even go as far as saying that the Japanese system is much easier to use and recognize than the English language politeness system. The Japanese system has set systems and rules that change mainly prefixes and suffixes within the sentence and also has set rules for when to use each system in any situation. The English politeness system must be very difficult for a foreigner to learn, because the system is so integrated into the language. The English system is based more on words that an English speaker knows sounds more polite and there isn’t a separate “language” like in Japanese that separates the systems from one another (Tohsaku, 2005). Many differences between the English and Japanese politeness systems that are not commonly addressed or rather go unrecognized are: the differences in greeting vocabulary, the Japanese levels of “Thank you”, and the speaking of honorific forms to children. Greeting between the Japanese and English languages varies slightly in the use of vocabulary. In the Japanese language no explicit “Hello” is used, but rather “Good Morning”, “Good Afternoon”, “Good Evening”, and “Good Night.” These words and phrases are present in the English language, but in today’s society are not commonly used. Basically, saying “Hello” in Japanese depends on the time of day. Whether it’s the morning, afternoon, evening, or night time the greetings are subject for change. Another difference in expressing gratitude in the Japanese language is the levels associated with status and sincerity of “Thank you.” The word “Thank you” in the Japanese language has many levels of sincerity that are also expressed in differing social statuses. The levels of “Thank you” are: どうも(doomo – “Thanks”), ありがとう(arigatoo – “Thank You”), どうもありがとう(doomo arigatoo – “Thank You”), and どうもありがとございます(doomo arigatoo gozaimasu – “Thank you very much.”) Depending on what the social status and age in comparison between the two speakers is, effects which “Thank you” may be used. Noticeably in the English language, “Thank you” level does not depend on social status, but rather the level of gratitude a person wishes to express. The last relatively unnoticed difference between English and Japanese politeness systems is in fact mothers have and are beginning to use “Keigo” the honorific system to infants. Possibly because this situation is based on the mother’s preference of speaking to the infant, often leads this subject to become unaddressed. Use of the honorific forms of speech or extremely polite speech is unheard of in the English language when talking to infants. It would be awfully strange for a native English speaker to address a child in a polite manner. Possibly because of the innocence of a child in the Japanese culture and dying use of “Keigo” has spawned this strange use of language (Tohsaku, 2005). 
The Japanese and English language systems can not only be divided between grammatical systems, but also by using sociolinguistic strategies. Sociolinguistics is the study of how people use language to interact in certain situations. The four basic types of speech within sociolinguistics are: Bald-On Record, Positive Politeness, Negative Politeness, and Off-Record speech. The first (Bald-On Record) and the last (Off-Record) types of speech are more commonly referred to as Direct and Indirect speech. The middle two (Positive and Negative Politeness of Speech) are the more subtle and most commonly used polite forms present in English (University of Oregon, 2005). Many of these instances in English do not apply to the Japanese language, because of the awkward use of negatives for politeness in the language. Japanese as many may already know converse and use body language much differently than people from western countries. The Japanese begin conversations with unfamiliar people by bowing to one another. After the initial bowing process, which in the younger generation is dying off, Japanese greet each other with はじめまして (Hajimemashite) meaning “How do you do?” rather than “Hello” which is used in present English today. More commonly today amongst the younger generation of Japanese and the cross-cultural business markets, handshakes are more frequently being used in the initial greeting process (University of Oregon, 2005).
Despite the dramatically more significant amount of differences between the English and Japanese languages, the Japanese language is becoming much more similar to English everyday. In some ways, the English and Japanese languages are much more similar than present day linguists believe. With Japan’s on going process of consuming borrowed words and the post World War II alphabets, Katakana and Romaji, Japan resembles English much more than any other Eastern language by comparison. Overlooking the fact that the Japanese writing system was derived from the Chinese writing system of Kanji in the 4th century, Japanese has no apparent roots to the origin of its place of derivation. This makes Japanese completely dissimilar to Eastern languages at least in some aspects. Japanese along with around four other languages do not have origins to different languages, making Japanese a very unique language. The language is the most widely spoken of the four isolated languages.     

How can the knowledge of the English and Japanese linguistic mechanics be put to good use? Simply by looking at the similarities and differences in English and Japanese politeness systems can give anyone a relative idea of what linguistic mechanisms each language puts more emphasis on. Obviously, the Japanese language places much more emphasis and prestige on politeness, than the English language. This data alone can give scholars as well as many other people a basic understanding of cultural values and beliefs. Here, the study of languages not only can unlock the abilities for people to communicate with one another, but to also communicate more efficiently. Possibly, as the modernization of Japan and the United States continues, the formality of speech will continue to transform into a less formal piece of its original self. Already within the past fifty years U.S. English and Japanese politeness systems have changed significantly. What do you think the future holds for our two diverse languages? 
