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Modality, Honorifics, Meaning

While modality and honorifics are commonly defined as concepts belonging to different levels of linguistic analysis, they reveal many similarities, which are too often overlooked. In this short theoretical paper, I would like to focus on such properties of modality and honorifics as the opposition between the propositional core and the modal or honorific content of the message, and to examine whether and to what extent the two concepts can be related to notion of psychological attitude of the speaker.

The concept of propositional core embodies the essence of binary approach to linguistic facts. I am of the opinion that such approach should not be used for the purpose of researching actual events related to acts of communication. Linguistics should be and can be useful as an applied science, examining not only binary oppositions regarding linguistic data treated out of context, but also actual language activity used to achieve certain goals. It is by no means my intention to undermine the concepts of modality and honorifics. The basic assumption of this paper is that it is possible and necessary, though it may require some effort, to use these notions as elements of a more general theory of communication, provided that they are defined by their qualitative features examined with regard to the context of utterance, not used solely as quantitative and context-free markers of “attitude of the speaker”, whatever the latter term is intended to mean.

Words, Ideas and Actions
It is commonly acknowledged that the dichotomy between linguistic conscience on the language community level and actual application of utterances on the individual level is one of the most classic and basic dilemmas of linguistics. It was solved elegantly by structural approach, by de Saussure in his distinction of langue from parole and Chomsky in his opposition between competence and performance. Cognitive approach did not deny the elegance of the above distinctions but at the same time criticized them as relying too much on the Aristotelian pattern of genus proximum and differentia specifica, and developed instead the theories of Idealized Cognitive Models, prototypes and metaphors in its attempts to unify the usage with universal rules of categorization. It may be stated that cognitive revolution made it possible to venture a step forward in understanding pragmatic aspects of language usage defined as relations between signs and interpretations in terms of classic semiotic triad presented by Morris. The discussion to what extent the structural and cognitive properties of objects should be included into the scope of modern linguistic theory is in progress. As we can see from the following passage, however, it still seems hard to define how the interpretations of certain objective parameters of reality should be related to actual social actions.

“Austin (1962) seems to be responsible for the view that illocutionary acts are necessarily verbal acts. He has said (p. 119) that <<stating, informing (as distinct forms of showing), arguing, giving estimates, reckoning, and finding (in the legal sense)>> cannot be performed except by saying something. The same is true, he says, of <<the great majority>> of verdictiveness (I take it that you are saying..., I find for the plaintiff) and expositives (I deny that I did it, swear that I didn’t do it, etc.). However, it does not follow from the fact that one might have to use language to perform some action that what is most important about it is that it is performed verbally.” (Geis 1995: 14-15)

The problem raised above is beyond reach of the autonomously defined linguistics in the sense that the character of social actions is intrinsically interdisciplinary. The need of interdisciplinary research is obvious regarding both the complexity of reality we have gradually become able to investigate due to the progress in natural sciences and vast amount of data that can be researched as linguistic corpora and data banks. In our times it is possible to get an extremely precise data on physical and mathematical parameters of kissing, articulation and other pulmonary acts as well as distance, frequency and speed of an object or an action.

Dictum and Modus
The most basic definition of modality distinguishes the dictum (what is said) from modus (how it is said). In Japanese linguistics, the key terms concerning modality use the semantic unit genpyō 言表 meaning literally ‘what is said.’ The term genpyōjitai corresponding to dictum (and written言表事態, where jitai means ‘situation’ or ‘state of affairs’) is opposed to genpyōtaido 言表態度 – which can be equaled to speaker’s ‘attitude’ (Nitta 1991: 17). One has to note a significant shift in such approach from “what is said” (dictum) to “the situation mentioned” (genpyōjitai), the former of which might well have been written as 言表自体 ‘the statement itself.’ It is not the purpose of this paper to investigate the graphemic peculiarities of modal terms in Japanese but this difference reveals a major flaw of the classic dichotomy on which the very concept of modality is based. The simplicity of the opposition between dictum and modus actually clarifies much less than could be expected, restricting the range of modal research to the level of sentences deprived of context.
Binary Oppositions

In their already-classic theory of politeness (Brown, Levinson 1978) the basic oppositions in speaker’s behavior are defined in terms of “FTAs.” The essential choice is binary, between “Do the FTA” and “Don’t do the FTA.” When the former is chosen, it is the speaker who decides if the partner should be provided with the sole dictum or whether some redressive action is taken. The action is a clear addition to the dictum. There is no explicit suggestion that it is actually “politeness” or “high level of politeness” that should be regarded as a goal or a desired parameter of communication activity, but expressing the sole dictum is generally not recommended, as one can infer from the very wording of the following passage:

“Doing the act baldly, without redress, involves doing it in the most direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way possible (for example, for a request, saying ‘Do X!’).” (ibid.)

A very similar distinction based on a binary opposition is made by Miyake (1999), who examines the relation between Japanese modality and politeness using the term teineisa no kuwawatta shitsumon 丁寧さの加わった質問 (lit.: ‘questions with added politeness’ although the content of the paper indicates that the author’s concern are rather ‘questions with increased politeness’). Miyake provides example 2. quoted below as “more polite” than 1. Note that English translations provided below are contextual rather than literal.

1. Dochirasama desu ka. どちら様ですか。(‘What is your name?’)

2. Dochirasama deshō ka. どちら様でしょうか。(‘May I ask your name?’) (ibid.)

Miyake states that darō ka/deshō ka element (considered “modal” and “indefinite”) may literally be added to an “ordinary” Japanese question in order to make it more “polite.” Such explanation is based solely on speaker’s judgment and the value of “politeness” (teinesa 丁寧さ) is measured quantitively. The actual opposition is also close to binary (“0” for “less politeness” and “1” for “more politeness”).

Conclusion

Brown and Levinson (ibid.) built their theory of politeness on the notion of face borrowed from Goffman and others (1967). It should be noted that for Goffman it was not the face which was considered most important but the definition of a situation projected by its participants. This is how sociology solved the dilemma between speaker’s individual actions and the need to satisfy the requirements of the outside world. In the approach of human linguistics postulated by Yngve (ibid.) the situational properties of the interaction participants are of dynamic character and can be interpreted as tangible results of certain social behavior.
Where no definition of situation is provided, not much can be explained. In terms of the layered model of communication both modality and politeness depend on protocol, procedure and context. In an actual communication environment the propositional core of an utterance is always verified against context, often before the actual communication can be initiated. It takes a considerable effort to analyze procedure parameters, make protocol decisions, communicate and achieve conversational goals. Speech activity inevitably influences the external world including both the hearer’s verbal behavior and the actual results of communication activity in question. There are more similarities than differences between politeness and modality in this aspect.
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� The paper was presented on June 25th, 2006 at the International Conference „Revisiting Japanese Modality” organized by The Department of Japan and Korea, School of Oriental and African Studies in London.
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