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Tutkielma tarkastelee parlamenteissa käytettävän kielen muodollisuutta ja kohteliasuutta vertailemalla Japanin 

ja Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan kohteliasuuskulttuuria. Muodollisuudella tarkoitetaan niitä lähtökohtia ja tapoja 

joilla parlamentin jäsenet ylläpitävät sivistynyttä ja kohteliasita ilmapiiriä, vaikkakin se voi olla joskus teko- tai 

näennäiskohteliaisuutta hyödyntäen parlamentissa käydyn diskurssin tavanomaisia piirteitä. Muodollisuus liittyy 
täten kohteliaisuuteen vaikka tiettyjen ilmaisujen käyttö olisikin tietyssä kontekstissa pakollista, sillä 

tiedostetusti sen käyttämättä jättäminen olisi epäkohteliasta ja todennäköisesti johtaisi seuraamuksiin säännön 

rikkoneen osapuolen kannalta. Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan sekä Japanin parlamentissa on tiettyjä käytäntöjä ja 

perinteitä, joita osallistujien tulee noudattaa. Tutkielman tavoitteena on selvittää ja vertailla miten muodollinen 

kieli liittyy kohteliaisuusstrategioihin. 

Aineistona käytetään Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan parlamentin alahuoneen ja ylähuoneen (House of 

Commons ja House of Lords) sekä Japanin parlamentin alahuoneen/edustajainhuoneen ja ylähuoneen (衆議院 

ja 参議院) virallisia istuntopöytäkirjoja. Tuloksissa vertaillaan kuinka usein jokin tietty ilmaisu tai leksikaalinen 

elementti ilmenee ja sen pohjalta tulkitaan/teorisoidaan miksi kyseinen elementti esintyy sen verran. Tutkimus 

myös hyödyntää sekä kvantitatiivista että kvalitatiivista analyysiä, jossa tarkastellaan muun muassa 

pronominien, puhuttelutermien, modaalisten ilmausten ja erilaisten lieventävien strategioiden (hedges) 

esiintymistiheyttä. 

Tulokset osoittavat, että englanninkielinen parlamentaarinen diskurssi nojaa vahvasti vapaaehtoisiin 

kohteliaisuusstrategioihin, kuten pronominien käyttöön ja episteemiseen modaalisuuteen. Japaninkielisessä 

diskurssissa puolestaan korostuu velvoittava, morfologisesti koodattu kohteliaisuus peruslähtökohtana, jota 

täydennetään laajalla episteemisellä lieventämisellä. Tutkimus tuo esiin, että muodollisuus ja kohteliaisuus eivät 

ole synonyymejä, vaan erillisiä mutta toisiinsa kytkeytyviä ilmiöitä, joiden suhde vaihtelee kieli- ja 

rekisterikohtaisesti. 
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ABSTRACT 

Niemi Benjamin: Formality and Politeness Within Parliementary Register in Japanese and English: A 

Comparative Study 

BA thesis 

Tampere University 

Degree Programme in Languages, English Language 

May 2026 

 
This thesis examines formality and politeness in parliamentary language by comparing the politeness cultures of 

Japan and the United Kingdom. Formality is understood as the underlying principles and practices through 

which members of parliament maintain a civil and polite atmosphere, even when this is achieved through 

conventional features of parliamentary discourse that may involve artificial or surface-level politeness. 

Formality is therefore closely connected to politeness, even in cases where the use of certain expressions is 

contextually obligatory, since the deliberate avoidance of such expressions would be perceived as impolite and 

would likely result in sanctions for the party violating established norms. 

Both the UK Parliament and the Japanese National Diet operate according to specific conventions and 

traditions that participants are expected to follow. The aim of this study is to investigate and compare how 

formal language functions in relation to politeness strategies within these parliamentary settings. 

The data consists of official plenary session transcripts from the lower and upper houses of the UK Parliament 

(the House of Commons and the House of Lords) and the lower and upper houses of the Japanese parliament (衆

議院 and 参議院). The analysis compares the frequency of particular expressions and lexical elements, on the 

basis of which interpretations and theoretical explanations are developed regarding their usage. The study 

employs both quantitative and qualitative approaches, examining, among other features, the frequency of 

pronouns, terms of address, modal expressions, and various hedging strategies. 

The results indicate that English parliamentary discourse relies heavily on volitional politeness 

strategies, such as the use of pronouns and epistemic modality. In contrast, Japanese parliamentary discourse is 
characterised by obligatory, morphologically encoded politeness as a baseline, which is further reinforced by 

extensive use of epistemic mitigation. The study demonstrates that formality and politeness are not synonymous 

but rather distinct, though closely interconnected, phenomena whose relationship varies according to language 

and register. 
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TEKOÄLYN KÄYTTÖ OPINNÄYTTEESSÄ 
 
 
Opinnäytteessäni on käytetty tekoälysovelluksia: 
 

☒  Ei  
☐  Kyllä 
 
 

Ilmoitukseni mukaan olen käyttänyt opinnäytteessäni tutkielmaprosessin aikana seuraavia 
tekoälysovelluksia: N/A 

 
Tekoälysovellusten nimet ja versiot: N/A 

 
Käyttötarkoitus: N/A 
 
 
Osiot, joissa tekoälyä on käytetty: N/A 
 
 
 
 
Olen tietoinen siitä, että olen täysin vastuussa koko opinnäytteeni sisällöstä, mukaan lukien osat, joissa on 
hyödynnetty tekoälyä, ja hyväksyn vastuun mahdollisista eettisten ohjeiden rikkomuksista. 
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1 Introduction  

This research will focus on the ways in which politeness and its extension – formality – 

manifests itself between participants (or more accurately, an interlocutor and the intended 

recipient of the message conveyed who may or may not be present) at a highly formal register 

of communication in both Japanese and English. Despite the cultural differences, both 

languages have and utilise politeness and formality in their communicative registers, where the 

use cases do differ slightly due to said cultural differences and values that the participants are 

expected to adhere to in a given context. However, the data that has been gathered for this thesis 

happens to feature the use of formal language in a similar social context, thus making the 

cultural factors less significant for this study – although they will still be briefly explained due 

to the major role that culture plays in the way that participants perform conversation. 

 For this study to make sense, it is important to distinguish how both English and 

Japanese make use of formality markers to express respect to an intended interlocutor(s). 

Specifically British English which will be the focus for this study, most commonly uses formal 

address terms – or honorifics – when conducting formal or semi-formal discourse (Bayley 1 & 

14); whereas while Japanese also utilises honorifics, the level of formality can be gauged from 

morphological changes and word choice which is heavily dictated and influenced by register 

(木山 et al. 34-35) [related research done by: Okamoto Shigeko in Situated politeness: 

Manipulating honorific and non-honorific expressions in Japanese conversations.]. While 

using formal language may seem to be a sign of politeness, being formal does not necessarily 

mean that one is being polite. That is, one can still come off as offensive even when using 

formal or polite language (Haugh 4). 

 Thus, the aims of this study are to first define and explain the key concepts that have 

been presented in this section in conjunction with previous literary works – for example, the 
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role of that culture plays when producing and understanding polite & formal speech from both 

the perspectives of the speaker and the listener – followed by the application of this theory in 

breaking down collected data from parliamentary debates. To fulfil a meaningful research 

objective and to have some sort of conclusive outcome, I have set the following research 

question to which by using the collected data as basis, will provide a justified answer. 

1. How does the usage of formal language differ between Japanese and English within 

parliamentary register? 

As for the research hypothesis, it is likely that Japanese parliamentary language will show some 

hedging and a higher frequency of formal title usage while keeping the usage of pronouns close 

to zero. Furthermore, the frequency of ‘sonkeigo’ (honorific language) and ‘kenjougo’ (humble 

language) should be quite high in the parliamentary register due to it being a very formal setting. 

On the other hand, English is likely to show significantly higher frequency of pronoun usage 

and more hedging in general. 

 Furthermore, the reason for me doing this study in the first place and the significance it 

holds are as follows: Although there is already quite a number of studies done on how 

politeness manifests in language and the possible implications it holds in a given scenario, there 

are none as of writing this thesis that compare parliamentary registers in Japanese and English. 

Even fewer that break down the concepts of formality and politeness into separate entities. So, 

from a research point of view, this would bring something new to the scene of studying 

politeness markers. Moreover, this sort of investigative study is beneficial in understanding 

cultural differences, the values that each hold close, and how language becomes the core link 

between mutual expectations and in forming an appropriate response to these expectations, 

which reflects one’s own attitude as well as aptitude to a given environment. Thus, the key 

takeaways that can be taken away from this study may aid one in understating what to look out 



7 

 

for in communicative in communicative situations and understanding potential cultural norms 

in a time of cross-cultural communication. 

 

2 Theoretical Background  

Here I will explain the key conceptual ideas which the whole thesis will be based on. The link 

between politeness and formality will be further discussed after data analysis. 

2.1 Register  

For us to get an idea on how politeness and formal language are utilised within a register, we 

must first understand what a communicative register is and how that register is determined by 

the participating interlocutors. The participants taking part in conversation need always be 

aware of the position they are in when conducting discourse in order to maintain expected 

social conduct – also commonly referred to as harmony in Japanese (Tanaka 126). A register is 

a collection of linguistic characteristics that are commonly used in specific situations (Biber 

and Conrad 2). Features that are not exclusive to a specific register and are often used across a 

variety of situations are referred to as pervasive linguistic features (Biber and Conrad 6).  

Furthermore, while linguistic features are a way of differentiating and identifying 

registers, they only serve a purely functional purpose instead of being driving factor for 

registral variety (Biber and Conrad 9). Instead, the primary driving force for registral variety 

is determined by situational context – or in other words, the primary communicative purpose 

(Biber and Conrad 6). Thus, in order to identify a register, one needs to know three things: the 

situational context, pervasive linguistic features, and the functional association between the 

two – meaning why they are linked together in that context in the first place (Biber and Conrad 

8). Therefore, for purposes of this study, common characteristics (aka pervasive linguistic 
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features) for the most formal spoken register need to be identified, before any potential 

application of theory to a situational context (Lefer and Vogeleer 36).  

2.2 Politeness  

When one hears the term “politeness”, its connotations might appear straightforward – such as 

when greeting your neighbour if you happen to run into them. This is of course, a sign of 

politeness, but why exactly would something like that be considered a polite act in the first 

place? It all has to do with speech act theory and face-making strategies, many of which are 

rooted in cultural values and can thus differ greatly in implicatures dictated by social actions 

and commonly adopted forms of expression (Hickey and Stewart 2; Haugh 88). The reason 

why one would usually greet their neighbour in such a context is not to convey information – 

although that is partly why we communicate – but to maintain positive interpersonal 

relationships (Hickey and Stewart 3).  

 Politeness is where various face-making strategies become strongly relevant to 

maintain this positive social environment. So, one could say that it is a condensation of social 

values and practises, represented and realised by face-making strategies. Hence, the very act of 

maintaining positive interpersonal relationships becomes an act of effectively utilising both 

negative and positive face-work strategies (Brown and Levinson Politeness: Some Universals 

in Language Usage. 1987). Speech acts are also a key part of face-work strategies and give 

guidance to how various these strategies are achieved (Jucker 35 & 57). There is an argument 

that off-record strategies are considered more polite than on-record statements, but this has 

been brought to question due to the apparent complexity of indirectness (Haugh 16). However, 

sometimes leaving some things unsaid is more polite than stating them on-record.  
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2.3 Formality  

Formality is similar to politeness in a sense that they both pertain to how a speaker approaches 

conversation or communication, while paying heed to certain speech acts to present themselves 

in a contextually appropriate way. Formal language itself is a way of communicating that serves 

as a forerunner for politeness in certain situational contexts, where certain lexical elements are 

expected to be used as dictated by the register, making this sort of linguistic behaviour 

functionally motivated (Biber and Conrad 12). Therefore, formality only pertains to the ‘form’ 

that expression which appear during discourse take – for example, the use of honorifics when 

referring to one or more participants in a communicative situation due to it being the expected 

protocol (Hickey and Stewart 87; Bayley 15). 

 While politeness and formality might appear to be similar – and they are to an extent – 

formality allows the other to exist by fulfilling a duty that pertains exclusively to linguistic 

form, whereas politeness pertains to the mutual understanding and respect of the rules dictated 

by situational context by the participants (Biber and Conrad 69-70).  Therefore, not using 

formal linguistic elements when they would normally expect to be used would be considered 

impolite and disrespectful. This is because the very act of not adhering to formal constraints 

goes against mutual agreement and thus damaging mutual relations. Formality itself cannot 

exist without a register which constrains the nature of language use. 

2.4 Politeness in English  

When one uses politeness strategies, the most prevalent reason or motivation is the “genuine 

desire to be pleasant to others” (Thomas 150). In English, this can be achieved by linguistic 

strategies such as deference to signal respect towards an interlocutor by not appearing too 

familiar (Thomas 150). This can be achieved by using honorific address terms, such as sir or 

madam and also pronouns (thou/you) but has long since fallen out of use (despite this, I will 
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still compare the use of pronouns in Japanese and English for the sake of a comparative 

analysis) (Thomas 151). Likewise, just like how deference shows distance towards an 

interlocutor, indirectness itself can also be used as a politeness strategy (Thomas 124). However, 

in certain languages where indirect forms and deference strategies are not as minute and 

dependant on social factors, the likelihood of being misunderstood is greater (Thomas 121). 

One way of achieving indirectness is by utilising hedges as a way of minimising imposition or 

avoiding violating the maxim of quality (not saying anything you believe to be false and 

presenting it as truth) (Thomas 173). 

2.5 Politeness in Japanese  

The way in which Japanese politeness and formality works is quite intricate, considering that 

there are multiple levels of politeness which while are more clearly separated than in English 

(as it is immediately obvious when one changes code), the very act of knowing where to place 

oneself on the politeness scale requires honed experience and knowledge. In other words, 

politeness strategies are determined by social standing and pragmatically can be equal, 

deferential or super deferential as required (Matsumoto qtd. in Thomas 151). A politeness 

marker that stands out the most is how almost any word in a sentence can become subject for 

politeness shift, meaning that it morphs from its root form to adhere to the standard ‘polite’ 

form known as ‘teineigo’ (丁寧語) or polite language (宮地 et al. 19). Furthermore, the key 

identifying feature of ‘teineigo’ are the markers ‘desu’ and ‘masu’ (です & ます) where the 

latter is used exclusively for verb stems and the former for everything else except in some 

special cases (宮地 et al. 19). I will not go into detail about how social rules determine when 

to use what code and what mechanisms are at play as that is outside the scope of this study, but 

the key takeaway is that choosing whether or not to use ‘desu’/’masu’ signifies ‘distance’ 
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between the speaker and listener (宮地 et al. 32). Furthermore, one distinction to make is that 

while ‘desu’ can exist as a free morpheme, ‘masu’ cannot. 

 In addition to this simple morphological change, there exist a higher politeness level 

where word choice itself becomes a core part of the register. These markers also pertain to the 

idea of maintaining a certain distance from the interlocutor based on social standing and context 

and are referred to as ‘sonkeigo’ (尊敬語) or honorific language and ‘kenjougo’ (謙譲語) or 

humble language (木山 et al. 35; 山本 30-32). An important thing to note here is that both of 

these markers are used in tandem with each other so one does not simply use one of them an 

ignore the other. The reason for this being that the function of ‘sonkeigo’ (honorific form) is 

used to elevate the of the person being spoken to, whereas ‘kenjougo’ (humble form) is used to 

lower yourself and hence resulting communication shows respect to others and the ability 

display humility. Furthermore, ‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’ have a feature that does not pertain 

to morphology or word choice but rather to adding a prefix to certain words that have a direct 

relation to the agent of an utterance/sentence (韓金 80; 山本 32). This prefix is either ‘go~’ (ご

~) or ‘o~’ (お~) where the usage is a bit inconsistent regarding which one to choose and both 

can also be marked with 「御」 (韓金 80-82).  

 Furthermore, there exists a similar feature to ‘kenjougo’ and ‘sonkeigo’ that does not 

show respect towards any specific entity is referred to as ‘bikago’ (美化語) or ‘beautified 

expression’ (山本 34). It is functionally the same as the aforementioned ‘go~’ and ‘o~’ markers 

in ‘kenjougo’ and ‘sonkeigo’ where the only difference is that the lexical elements they are 

attached to are not directly related the agent of the sentence and instead have no ‘target’ at all 
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(山本 33-34). The prefixes themselves are commonly attached to either adjectives or nouns 

and serve no other functional purpose than be a crude formality marker (山本 33). Using these 

markers as well as ‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’ together with ‘teineigo’ (aka adding the ‘masu’ 

or ‘desu’ stems) are what constitutes them being regarded as to the highest level of formality 

(山本 38). If one were to use ‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’ without ‘teineigo’, it would still have 

a polite tone to it but would be considered odd in modern Japanese.  

 Similar to politeness in English, Japanese also favours indirectness as a politeness 

strategy. Indirectness is used in a way that links it to how one presents their own face in a given 

situation as dictated by societal norms (Geyer 125). Especially when it comes to criticising 

other’s conduct, it is more appropriate to complain indirectly which aids in “providing a basis 

or evaluating the ‘rightness’ or ‘wrongness’ of whatever is being reported” (Drew qtd. in Geyer 

126). Thus, using hedges and modal expressions are a key component in Japanese polite 

discourse. 

 Another politeness strategy is the use of honorific address terms and pronouns. The use 

of honorifics is especially important as they are used much more frequently than pronouns and 

are also seen as an obligatory part of Japanese discourse, regardless of who is being addressed 

and in what context (although exceptions do apply such as when conversing with a close friend 

where dropping the polite copula completely is acceptable). The most important one to know 

is the polite copula ‘san’ (さん) which is the most common and can cover a wide variety of 

situations (Haruka). Likewise, there exists a more formal variant ‘sama’ (様) which is used 

when ‘san’ is not sufficient enough, such as business context and customer service (Haruka). 

There are also honorifics that reduce the distance between interlocutors and are seen as more 
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friendly and intimate. These are ‘kun’ (君) and ‘chan’ (ちゃん) (Haruka). So far, the honorifics 

I introduced are not ‘free’ in the sense that they are not standalone terms. They are attached to 

the end of someone’s name, which is why they are so commonly used because they replace the 

use of pronouns almost entirely. Moreover, there are honorifics that can exist by themselves 

and are used to replace the name of an individual, acting as titles (Haruka). These titles can 

indicate profession or level within a company so the number of ‘free’ honorifics is quite large. 

Some of the most common ones are ‘sensei’ (先生) and ‘senpai’ (先輩), used when addressing 

teachers or seniors respectively. 

 Although the usage of second and third person pronouns is very limited in Japanese due 

to the slightly rude and too intimate of a connotation that they carry, first person pronouns are 

still prevalent and there are a lot of them ‘watakusi’ (わたくし), ‘watashi’ (私), ‘atashi’ (あた

し), ‘boku’ (僕), ‘ore’ (俺), ‘uchi’ (うち) etc. where the usage is dictated by social context 

(Kokugo Bunpō). The same applies for all second and third person pronouns but their biggest 

difference to first person pronouns is that there is a clear hierarchy of politeness, as some second 

and third person pronouns are made to express dissatisfaction and are thus carry a rude 

connotation (eg. ‘omae’ (お前)). 

2.6 Parliamentary Register  

In this section I will briefly describe common trends and features that exists within the 

respective parliamentary registers for both English and Japanese, as well as give some general 

background information. 
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2.6.1 UK Parliament  

The UK Parliament – which is divided into “The House of Commons” and “The House of 

Lords” – has a long history of register specific traditions and like many other registers, has 

been subject to linguistic change or ‘evolution’ over its lifespan. Specifically, the previously 

highly formal way of conducting discourse has shown trends of informalisation towards 

colloquialism (Hiltunen et al. 2). However, this does not mean that discourse in the language 

use in the UK Parliament has become informal per se, as the conventions that have been used 

to gauge and record corpus entries of the Hansard (which is the name given to the body 

responsible for keeping records of parliament meetings) have been also subject to change, thus 

leading to a possible falsified image of the Parliamentary register (Hiltunen et al. 3-4). 

Moreover, the way in which parliamentary reports have been collected the Hansard Corpus is 

not a perfect recording of the actual events and discussions that took place, but oftentimes 

feature a narrator that controls how the report is conveyed, ranging from Free Direct Speech to 

“Narrative Report of Speech Acts” where the narrator has maximal control over the flow of the 

conversation (Korhonen et al. 28). However, this is something that is no longer the case in the 

Hansard. Something that has pertained for some time is the tradition to refer to other members 

as hon.~ (arbitrary title) in the House of Commons where ‘hon’ stands for honorary (Korhonen 

et al. 33). On the other hand, in the House of Lords the address term ‘Lord’ is used instead. 

Despite these inconsistencies, the course and form of discourse for MPs is still regulated 

and governed by certain rules that must be maintained in during sessions such as the act of not 

allowing Members of the parliament to read prepared statements, although the discourse itself 

is similar to written language meant to be spoken (Hiltunen et al. 2-3). Furthermore, since 

written language is oftentimes more formal than its spoken variety, this means that the formality 

is reflected on how Members of the parliament conduct themselves during session – especially 

in the past (around the 1800s), where a speech given by an MP would be “a highly formal 
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written-to-be-spoken language” (Korhonen et al. 39). This has since changed where the 

language used nowadays has become a more ‘diluted’ in a sense that the social distance 

between the interlocutors has much decreased over the years via the process of informalisation 

(Hiltunen et al. 2). However, this does not mean that the UK Parliament has become a place of 

colloquial communication – informal structures are more common but not the expected.  One 

of the most defining features of the UK Parliament is how the participants are expected to 

address each other. According to Debrett’s “MPs from the same party are addressed as 'my 

honourable friend' (or 'right honourable' if he or she is a privy counsellor). MPs from other 

parties are usually described as 'the honourable Member for [constituency]' and ministers as 

'the minister' or by office” (Accessed on 11 Apr. 2026). 

2.6.2 The National Diet  

The Japanese parliament (国会) – officially known as “The National Diet” in English – also 

splits the lower and upper houses into two separate entities called the “House of 

Representatives” (衆議院) for the lower house and the “House of Councillors” (参議院) for 

the upper house. The National Diet bears much similarity to the Hansard in the way that 

participants are expected to uphold orderly conduct by maintaining formal registral traditions 

of the parliament. According to TBS テレビ, Participants of both houses refer to one another 

by calling them by their surname and adding ‘kun’ (君) as an honorific address term (Accessed 

on 11 Apr. 2026). This an odd choice considering that this polite copula is not commonly used 

when one wants to show respect to their interlocutor (‘kun’ is very neutral) and has thus become 

a topic of debate among Japanese people. TBS テレビ explains further that the reason for this 

is that during the Edo period (1600s-1800s) people of high and low social stature would gather 
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together for parliament where the common ways to refer to each other were ‘sama’ (様) and 

‘dono’ (殿). But for the sake of creating a space where everyone could commence discourse 

without having to worry about social standings, a neutral address term became more common. 

Moreover, much like the Hansard, there exist a similar record archive of parliamentary 

meetings, but unlike the Hansard, the records of The National Diet have remained mostly pure 

without the interference of a narrator. Record keeping traditions for The National Diet have 

remained consistent, which means that the analysis of said records is straightforward and no 

special precautions need to be taken if one wishes to analyse trends in older data (山口 305). 

The analysed records (between 1947-2012) do show shifts in language use where certain 

expressions show an increasing trend and some expressions have fallen out of use (山口 307-

308). Although there has been a change in the overall language and expression usage, there 

does not appear to be a huge change in overall politeness. 

 

3 Methodology / The Study  

The data for this study is going to feature recorded parliamentary meetings in both Japanese 

and English. Parliamentary language is expected to be very formal, so there should be a higher 

frequency of politeness markers than you would find in everyday conversations. The plan was 

to utilise predetermined metrics (also referred to as categories) to measure the frequency of 

common politeness markers and/or structures that appear within parliamentary recordings. I 

will utilise publicly available records from the official websites for The National Diet of Japan 

and the UK Parliament (aka the Hansard). The results will be presented collectively for 
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comparative analysis which is going to consist of interpreting the different politeness strategies 

within the context of parliamentary discourse.  

 The analysis is going to be split into four sections – for each house respectively. In each 

section, there will be graphs showcasing language patterns and trends that are evident in the 

collected data. There is some overlap between a few of the categories, such as some epistemic 

modals and hedges but as they still serve different pragmatic functions depending on the 

context, it is not a problem. Table 1 shows what metric is going to be measured for each 

language. 

ENGLISH JAPANESE 

  

Common metrics  

Frequency of honorific address terms Frequency of honorific address terms 

~ hedges  ~ hedges 

~ modal expressions ~ modal expressions  

~ pronoun usage ~ pronoun usage 

  

Language specific metrics  

 ~ morphological politeness change 

 ~ honorific form (sonkeigo) 

 ~ humble form (kenjougo) 

Table 1 

 

As shown in the table above, some of the metrics will be shared between Japanese and English 

to indicate a comparison in distinguishable frequency between the two languages. Likewise, 

there are also unique metrics that only apply to one language that serve to highlight how cultural 

differences have led to unique ways of expressing oneself and how it has given rise for 

language-specific expectations in the use of linguistic elements in various social settings. After 

the data has been gathered and processed (i.e. filtering it via the various metrics) the 

overlapping categories will be compared between Japanese and English, whereas the language 

specific metrics will be shown in isolation. However, for the sake of a good comparative 
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analysis, it would be better to exclude language specific metrics and only focus on the ones 

where it is possible to get results that express a frequency that is more than zero.  

 Next, I will present the search terms that were used to look for each feature. These were 

purely chosen by my own intuition, only the ones that I think are relevant are included.  None 

of the following tables are comparative, i.e. there is no relation between categories even though 

they are in the same row. 

Conditional & hypothetical framing Epistemic verbs 

if it were I think 

if I could I believe 

would seem I suggest 

could be seen I would argue 

 it seems 

 it appears 

  

Epistemic stance adverbs Approximation & downtoners  

perhaps somewhat 

possibly rather 

probably quite 

arguably relatively 

apparently a bit 

potentially to some extent 

necessarily  

Table 2 

 

The terms present in Table 2 pertain to the hedges that were searched for in the records of the 

UK Parliament. It would be unrealistic to look for every type of hedge present in the English 

language, so I only looked for the ones that are most common and can be expected to be often 

used in a large variety of registers. This same strategy will also apply to the Japanese dataset. 

Doing this of course means that there are a lot of hedges unaccounted for, which does have an 

impact on the overall result, leading to under-representment. However, as this is a comparative 

study between two languages and not an analysis on the use of hedges in parliamentary 
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discourse, I see this as acceptable as long as the same approach of finding the most common 

and general types is applied to both languages. 

MODALS 

may (epistemic) 

might (epistemic) 

could (epistemic) 

would (epistemic) 

should (deontic) 

must (deontic) 

Table 3 

 

Table 3 shows the modal auxiliaries that were searched for in the English dataset. For the sake 

of this study, I also want to compare the difference in the frequency of epistemic and deontic 

auxiliaries due to the connection that imposing expressions have on politeness. 

Sentence-final epistemic softeners Request-softening constructions 

と思 (to omo) させていただき (saseteitadaki) 

ではないでしょうか (de ha naideshouka) 伺い (ukagai) 

いかがでしょうか (ikagadeshouka) 申し上げ (moushi age) 

  

Evidential distancing  

と言われてい (to iwaretei)  

とされてい (to saretei)  

Table 4 

 

As Japanese is a highly morphological and agglutinative language, some of the phrases have 

been cut at their ‘stem’ from where the morphological change would happen. This was done to 

include all possible variations of an utterance which is especially important because the words 

change depending on where they appear in a sentence. For example, the softener ‘to omo’ 

meaning ‘to think’ or ‘is thought of’ can appear either in the middle or the end of sentence 
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depending on whether it is in the sub- or main clause and this influences its form (and it was 

by far the most common). As implied by the titles in Table 4, sentence-final epistemic softeners 

and evidential distancing make one sound less sure of themselves whereas the request-

softening constructions are all technically features of ‘kenjougo’ (see Table 6), but they are 

meant to be used for this purpose specifically anyway. 

DEONTIC EPISTEMIC 

なければならない (nakerebanaranai) かもしれません (kamoshiremasen) 

必要が (hitsuyou ga) と思われ (to omoware) 

すべき (subeki) と考えられ (to kangaerare) 

 可能性があ (kanousei ga a) 

 恐れがあ (osore ga) 

Table 5 

 

Same as Table 3, Table 5 displays the common modality markers that are likely to come up in 

a formal register. Most are also very common in everyday speech, such as ‘kamoshiremasen’ 

which is similar to the English ‘may’. 

尊敬語 (sonkeigo) 謙譲語 (kenjougo) 

いらっしゃ (irassha) 参り (mairi) 

おっしゃ (ossha) 伺い (ukagai) 

御覧 (goran) 致し (itashi) 

御存じ (gozonji) いただ (itada) 

なさる (nasaru) 申し上げ (moushi age) 

 差し上げ (sashi age) 

Table 6 

 

Table 6 displays some of the most common and widely used respectful and honorific language 

constructs (and ones that are likely to come up in parliamentary discourse). These have also 

been cut at the location where a morphological change happens. Note how ‘goran’ and ‘gozonji’ 
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both carry the explicit formality marker「御」(go) as a prefix. Although I mentioned that it 

would not be included in this analysis, ‘goran’ and ‘gozonji’ are both such common pairings 

that I included them, but besides them, every other 「御」prefix was ignored.  

One thing to note is that while ‘bikago’ (美化語) is technically a feature of polite 

discourse, it does not fall into any of the categories mentioned above. It merely exists to show 

civility by the speaker and thus is difficult to argue that it serves any purpose beyond that in 

parliamentary discourse, as it is still something that commonly occurs in other registers. 

Although, while the same applies to the other categories as well, the metrics presented above 

are already enough to showcase a comparison and more than enough for analysing. 

 By utilising quantitative and qualitative data analysis methods, it is possible to break 

down how parliamentary discourse functions. From the quantitative perspective, this means 

that the frequency of appearance for each politeness marker metric will be displayed as raw 

data, from which general patterns can be realised.  Qualitative analysis on the other hand will 

be more discussion focused, aiming to find potential contextual interpretations for the chosen 

politeness markers or trends that are displayed in the graphs (and further link this to their 

frequency of appearance in parliament discourse). Furthermore, the qualitative analysis will 

also feature discussion of cultural-pragmatic norms from the perspective of discernment and 

volitional factors that affect language use in, of course, parliamentary register but also how it 

may impact the conscious choice of using politeness strategically instead of it being a cultural 

expectation. 
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4 Materials 

For the UK Parliament, I have compiled data from both the House of Commons and the House 

of Lords. The size of the Commons dataset was 1353 sentences and the Lords dataset was 2605 

sentences. The total number of sentences for each dataset was calculated by counting the 

number full stops, question marks and exclamation marks present in every record. However, 

because the documents also contained punctuation marks that did not indicate the end of a 

sentence. I had to clean up the data by removing the unwanted punctuation marks though some 

may have remained, but that number is insignificant enough to be ignored. This data was 

gathered from 2026 year’s records where the targeted records were randomly chosen. 

 As for the Japanese parliament, the data was compiled from 2236 sentences collected 

from the House of Representatives and 2874 sentences from the House of Councillors. The 

search criteria was identical besides the fact that the collected records spanned from 2024 to 

2026, due to a higher frequency of shorter meetings that did not contain enough dialogue for 

meaningful analysis. 

 

5 The Results 

Below is all of the compiled data gathered from the official website both for the UK Parliament 

and The National Diet. For each figure, there will be an explanation breaking down the trends 

that are shown. 

5.1 UK Parliament Data  

I will start by introducing the results for the House of Commons compiled from 1353 sentences, 

and offering some commentary where there are notable trends or parts that require explanation. 
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5.1.1 House of Commons  

Figure 1 displays the frequency in which the measured metrics appeared within the 1353 

sentences. “Subcategory” in the formula stands for the individual search criteria that make up 

the main categories (i.e. “PRONOUNS”). On the Y axis, 1 represents 100% (true for every 

figure that follows) and the results are shown in fractions of that. And much like I predicted, 

pronouns are present in 86% of sentences, indicating high dependency on explicit subject 

markers. On the other hand, English parliamentary language uses a lot less hedges than I was 

expecting, perhaps due to need for an MP to be straightforward and to-the- point when giving 

their stance. The hedges are further broken down in Figure 4. 

Figure 1 House of Commons 

For each: 𝑡 =
(∑ 𝑠𝑢𝑏𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑔𝑜𝑟𝑦)

𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑛𝑜.  𝑜𝑓 𝑠𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑠
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Figure 2 does not represent the frequency that a pronoun appeared in the overall data; it is 

simply a percentage of the total sum of pronouns. All subsequent figures are calculated with 

the same formula.  As expected, the first-person pronoun ‘I’ makes up a large portion of the 

total pronouns, but what is surprising is how often the first-person plural form occurs. This 

could be explained by the tendency for the MPs to refer events as a collective effort, urging to 

take action or highlighting shared events. Likewise, the infrequency of the second-person 

singular and plural pronoun ‘you’ and the third-person pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’ may come off 

as a surprise, but there is a reason why it is so low (see Figure 3). 

 

 

 

Figure 2 House of Commons 

For each: 𝑟 =
𝑚𝑒𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐

(∑ 𝑚𝑒𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐) 
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The reason why the frequency of the second- and third-person pronouns was so low was 

because instead of referring to other MPs by pronoun, it is expected for members to refer to 

each other as “the Honourable [arbitrary title]”, but in the Hansard, this is now commonly 

shortened to ‘hon’. And as for the 17% frequency of the title Mr, it can be explained by the fact 

that the delegated spokesperson/overseer is referred to as “Mr Speaker”. The titles ‘Sir’ and 

‘Madam’ only occurred once and in both cases, they were used when directly referring to 

someone outside of the parliament. 

Figure 3 House of Commons 
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The reason for the high frequency of epistemic verbs is because they are highly reliant on the 

pronoun ‘I’ and because English is a language that is highly dependent on pronouns to mark 

the subject of a sentence, it makes sense that most hedges appear with it. In fact, the only hedge 

that appeared in that category was ‘I think’. The second largest group were approximation & 

downtoners, appearing a total of 8 times in the 1353 sentences. The reason for the low overall 

figure of hedges is due to the aforementioned reason that MPs do not want to sound ‘wishy-

washy’ when making a point. The same reasoning applies to the incredibly low count of 

conditionals – it makes one seem unsure of what they are talking about. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 House of Commons 
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There is quite a significant amount of overlap when it comes to the comparison of hedges and 

modals, but for the sake of this study, I wanted to also compare the deontic and epistemic 

elements of modals, in other words, modality does not always indicate hedging.  

The auxiliaries shown in Table 3 should be thought of as a degree of imposition where 

‘may’ is the least imposing and ‘must’ being the most. However, this does not mean that there 

is a linear increase in either direction. Although deontic expressions were relatively frequent, 

MPs seemed to favour expressions with less imposition, despite the general trend to be stern. 

And out of the deontic auxiliaries, ‘should’ was the more common one, making the demands 

have a more suggestive tone. On the other hand, out of the epistemic auxiliaries, would was 

the most common, often appearing in patterns such as: “I would be [adverb]”, often acting 

showing willingness for co-operation or compromise. 

 

 

 

Figure 5 House of Commons 
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5.1.2 House of Lords  

Next will be the data gathered from the House of Lords. It is comprised of 2650 sentences in 

total and show some different trends and tendencies compared to the House of Commons. I 

will utilise a similar approach for this section as the last one. 

 

As presented on Figure 6, House of Lords shows a slightly higher frequency in every category 

compared to the House of Commons. This phenomenon could be explained by the fact that the 

dataset gathered from recorded House of Lords sittings was much larger, leading a cleaner 

representation on parliamentary language. It can also be explained by the difference in 

discourse practises as it was more common for an MP to talk for an extended period of time by 

themselves. 

Figure 6 House of Lords 
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In contrast to the House of Commons, House of Lords shows a much higher frequency of the 

first-person pronoun ‘I’. But similarly, there is an equally low frequency of second- and third-

person singular pronouns, due the need to refer to other MPs in a more formal way. Hower, the 

reason why the House of Lords has such a drastic difference in the use of ‘we’ is not exactly 

clear, but it is possible that discourse in the House of Lords has a more personal tone due its 

more prestigious nature. 

Figure 7 House of Lords 

Figure 8 House of Lords 
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Much like in the House of Commons, it is customary to refer to other participants by a special 

title and in the case of the upper house, it is ‘Lord’. The reason why the plural form is also 

included in the data, was because MPs take their turn by announcing “my Lords” and then 

saying their piece. However, the frequency of the title ‘Mr’ was much lower, only appearing 2 

times in 2605 sentences. This can be explained by the fact that there is no ‘Speaker’ in the 

House of Lords. 

 

The total number of hedges present in the data for House of Lords was much higher than for 

the lower house, and this is partly due to the fact of the dataset being more than 1000 sentences 

larger, but the bigger factor was because of the longer monologues that the Lords spoke for. In 

fact, the number of hedges was 5.8 times higher than in the House of Commons, despite there 

only being a 1.9 times difference in the total number of sentences. Other than that, the 

distribution of hedges seems to be about the same between the two houses. The only major 

difference is that while there was an increase in every other category, the number hedges 

pertaining to conditional & hypothetical framing remained the same. 

 

Figure 9 House of Lords 
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Once again, we see a very similar pattern to the House of Commons, where epistemic 

auxiliaries are more preferred than deontic ones. There even is an overlap in the type of deontic 

auxiliary used, meaning that the auxiliary ‘should’ was more common than ‘must’. Likewise, 

the auxiliary ‘would’ was also the most commonly used to express epistemic ‘flavour’. 

Something I have now realised in hindsight that for the deontic auxiliaries, the lexical bundle 

‘has to’ should have been included, but after searching for I can conclude that it would not have 

had a big of an impact on the results. ‘Has to’ appeared a total of 7 times in the House of 

Commons and 5 times in the House of Lords respectively. 

5.2 The National Diet Data  

Next will be the results gathered both from the House of Councillors and the House of 

Representatives. But, before that there are a few things to point out before looking at the results. 

The first was with the pronoun ‘kimi’ (君) which is written the same as the honorific ‘kun’. 

This makes filtering the results tedious but still very doable. However, since I did not find any 

instances of 「君」appearing as a pronoun, it was not included in the results at all. The second 

Figure 10 House of Lords 
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point has to do with how pronouns in Japanese work in general, as their plural form is 

agglutinative in the sense that the root stays the same and a plurality marker is simply added as 

a suffix. Thus, both can be accounted for by simply searching for the root. Thirdly, since 

Japanese has a unique way of using pronouns that is deeply rooted to contextual factors, there 

are multiple different pronouns that express a different attitude. In the results that I gathered, 

there are 6 different ways of expressing ‘I’ and 4 different ways of expressing ‘you’. In reality 

there, are a lot more, but for the sake of this study only the most common and the ones that are 

likely to come up in parliamentary register were chosen. Fourth, out of the ‘desu’ and ‘masu’ 

politeness markers, only ‘masu’ is morphological so it is the only metric included in the 

morphological change category. And finally, even though 「御」 (which can also appear as 

either「ご」(go) or「お」(o)) is a feature of both ‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’, it is also a 

feature of ‘bikago’ meaning that it would have to be filtered out of the results. This would be 

incredibly tedious, so I have decided to exclude 「御」and its other forms from the analysis 

completely and focus on the other features of ‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’. Were this a focused 

analysis on the use of ‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’ in The National Diet, they would have been 

accounted for. 

5.2.1 House of Representatives  

First will be the results for the House of Representatives compiled from 2874 sentences. I will 

follow the same approach of precenting the data and commenting on the trends. This data was 

also gathered from official records uploaded in the last few years. 
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As shown in Figure 11, Japanese parliamentary discourse in the House of Representatives 

shows a relatively low frequency of politeness markers compared to the data gathered from the 

UK Parliament. And as expected, there is a drastic difference in the frequency of pronoun usage 

and comparatively frequent usage of hedges –more than in both House of Commons and House 

of Lords. What is surprising however, is how few honorifics were used; one explanation for 

this being that in Japanese parliamentary discourse, it does not seem to be customary to address 

other people in one’s speech directly and instead focusing on discussing the agenda. In fact, 

the discussion in the House of Representatives was a lot more ‘orderly’ than in the UK 

Parliament in general. Members respected their turns and the overall atmosphere was much 

less ‘argumentative’. There was a clear order in which the discussion unfolded. After one 

member made their point and finished their turn, the next member moved on to saying what 

they had to say often without commenting on the contents of the previous turn. The 

commentary under Figure 15 further explores this. 

 

Figure 11 House of Representatives 
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Figure 12 shows a similar trend to the UK Parliament when it comes to the use of first- and 

second-person pronouns. One of the many first-person pronouns 「私」 (watashi) had the 

highest frequency, possible due to the convention in Japanese discourse where pronouns are 

often exclusively used to refer to oneself since referring to another individual with a second-

person pronoun is seen as rude in certain social settings, especially in parliamentary discourse. 

The reason why ‘watashi’ was used instead of the others was because it is the most formal one 

out of them and is thus preferred. Interestingly, the pronoun 「自分」 (jibun) can be used 

either as a first- or second-person pronoun depending on the context. However, the meaning is 

more akin to “one’s own” instead of ‘I’ or ‘you’, but it is still used like a pronoun. It is also 

fairly formal so it showed some use.   

Furthermore, although the pronoun 「我」(ware) is a first-person pronoun on paper, in 

the context of the House of Representatives, it was mostly used in a plural context where 

appears as 「我が」(waga) [‘waga’ is also a singular form] or「我々」(wareware), carrying 

the meaning of ‘our’ so its trend is similar to what we saw in the House of Lords. It was 

Figure 12 House of Representatives 
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mentioned earlier how the singular form of Japanese pronouns is turned plural by affixing a 

plurality marker to it. But because the plural form shares the same root with ‘watashi’ (as well 

as with ‘atashi’, ‘boku’ and ‘ore’), it ended up being displayed under the same statistic. The 

total times that a plural form appeared for the first five pronouns in Figure 12 was 27 times, 

which is 17% of the total count. It is a similar pattern we saw with the House of Lords in the 

usage of ‘we’, and the reason for this is likely because in Japanese, it is common to make it 

evident in discourse who the ‘agent’ is in an utterance – otherwise it would be ambiguous but 

still a fully cohesive sentence (i.e. lacking in coherence). And one should not make assumptions 

or suggestions about others in a formal context so thus the speaker only ends up referring to 

themselves in most cases. Likewise, due to the same reasons, the third-person pronouns 「彼」

(kare) [masculine] and「彼女」 (kanojo) [feminine] see very little use. 

 

The frequency of honorifics was a lot lower than I was expecting but thinking back on why we 

also saw very little use of second- and third-person pronouns, it makes sense that members of 

Figure 13 House of Representatives 
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the parliament would seldom talk about other members at all. What does not come as a surprise, 

however, is that the honorific ‘kun’ saw the most use (referring back to section 2.6.2). The 

times when it was not used, was only when referring to someone outside of the parliament (or 

someone not present in the meeting). The honorific「皆様」(mina-sama) is constructed of two 

separate lexical items where「皆」(mina) means ‘everyone’ and 「様」(sama) is the actual 

honorific. I did not find evidence of ‘sama’ appearing as an honorific in any other context in 

the data that was gathered for the House of Representatives. Likewise,「さん」(san) also 

appeared together with ‘mina’ in some cases but it was also when referring to singular people. 

The reason why it saw more use than ‘sama’ is because it is less formal than ‘san’ likely due to 

the reasons mentioned in section 2.6.2, its usage was rather limited. 

 

Looking at Figure 11, it is evident that hedges were seen the most frequently across all other 

categories, appearing in more than 20% of all sentences within the House of Councillors and 

the House of Representatives compared to the less than 6% we saw in both the House of 

Figure 14 House of Representatives 
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Commons and the House of Lords, and this is exactly opposite of what I hypothesised. But 

thinking to the nature of parliamentary language and its link to societal norms regarding 

language use, this outcome makes sense. We saw that parliamentary discourse in the UK tended 

to be quite argumentative where the rate of mock politeness seemed to be relatively high 

(especially in the House of Commons), hence the need to use a lot of pronouns and honorifics. 

On the other hand, in the House of Representatives and in The National Diet in general, it is 

more common for members to state their piece and not interfere with others at all. This was 

reflected in the low usage rate of pronouns and honorifics and likewise, supported by the high 

use of hedges to meet the social standard of not coming off as argumentative. 

 

 

Another unexpected result was the split between the frequency of deontic and epistemic modals. 

This is surprising because considering how many hedges were used one would expect the 

majority of the modals to also lean towards the epistemic side, but instead, deontic modals were 

used 3.2 times more often.  

 

Figure 15 House of Representatives 
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Despite there being less deontic constructs than epistemic ones, stronger expressions were still 

more preferred than those that makes one sound more indecisive and unsure. The one that had 

the highest frequency was ‘subeki’ (see Table 5) meaning ‘has to be’ or ‘should be’. Although 

I put ‘should’ in the epistemic category for English, ‘subeki’ has more pragmatic weight than 

‘should’ and thus has increased imposition. The two other phrases in the deontic box also 

express the need that something has to be done, whereas, on the epistemic side pertain more to 

probability and general notions about things which the speaker has no strong association with. 

This overlaps with the hedges but the morphological construction is different, leaning towards 

passive voice (esp. ‘to omoware’ and ‘to kangaerare’) and thus making them serve slightly 

different pragmatic functions. 

The reason why deontic expressions showed 3.2 times higher frequency is hard to 

pinpoint, but one possible theory is that when a presenter is introducing their argument, they 

use a lot of hedging before getting to their main point, and once they do reach the main 

argument of their agenda, it is presented firmly and clearly. There was a tendency for ‘subeki’ 

only appear once relevant factors and background information had been introduced. Likewise, 

one important thing to note is that it is possible for deontic and epistemic expressions to exist 

naturally within the same sentence. See the example below: 

“これほどの最長不倒記録をつくっているわけですから、せめて次の後任が決まるま

での間に異次元の金融緩和の総括をすべきだと思います。” 

kore-hodo-no saichō-futō kiroku-o tsukut-te iru wake desu kara, 

this-much-GEN longest-unbroken record-ACC make-GER exist reason COP because 

semete tsugi-no kōnin-ga kimaru made-no aida-ni 

at.least next-GEN successor-NOM decide until-GEN interval-LOC 

iji-gen-no kin'yū-kanwa-no sōkatsu-o subeki da to omoimasu. 

different-dimension-GEN monetary-easing-GEN review-ACC should COP that think 
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Here the speaker is expressing that they ‘must’ review financial alleviation strategies, but the 

interesting part here is that he ‘thinks’ that they must. This is quite a common construction in 

situations where a speaker is expressing a strong opinion about something. 

 

 

The statistics displayed in Figure 16 are also something that go completely against what I had 

hypothesised. The frequency of morphological politeness change is something that one would 

expect to see, but despite the formal nature of parliamentary language, the frequency of 

‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’ is incredibly low. However, this largely has to do with not including 

‘go~’ and ‘o~’ forms in my analysis so it is a problem caused by my selective representation.  

‘Kenjougo’ forms (humble language) were more common than ‘sonkeigo’ (respectful 

language) due to humble language forms being used for hedging. ‘Sonkeigo’ on the other hand 

sees little use because members of the parliament rarely addressed each other directly in their 

speeches so there was no need to use respectful language. 

 

Figure 16 House of Representatives 



40 

 

5.2.2 House of Councillors  

There was not much of a difference in the results between the House of Representatives and 

the House of Councillors so I will present all the figures together and then offer some 

commentary. 

 

 

Figure 17 House of Councillors 

Figure 18 House of Councillors 
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Figure 19 House of Councillors 

Figure 20 House of Councillors 
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Figure 21 House of Councillors 

Figure 22 House of Councillors 



43 

 

The only major difference between the House of Representatives and the House of Councillors 

is the distribution in the use of honorifics as shown in Figure 19, as well as the fact that 

morphological change was used more frequently than the number of total sentences present. 

This is because the polite copula ‘desu’ and ‘masu’ can exist together in the same sentence, 

where ‘desu’ is used as a grammatical morpheme in the middle of sentence linking the sub and 

main clauses together. Furthermore, the reason why ‘san’ shows the highest frequency this time 

instead of ‘kun’ (see Figure 13), is because in my collected sample, there simply happened to 

be more references to people who are not a part of the House of Councillors or are not present. 

Since all of the other trends are almost identical, based on the collected material, it can be 

concluded that parliamentary discourse in The National Diet is mostly uniform compared to 

the UK Parliament where practises differ slightly in the two houses. 

 

6 Conclusion   

This thesis set out to investigate how formality and politeness are realised within parliamentary 

debate in English and Japanese, using a comparative analysis of transcribed excerpts from the 

UK Parliament and the National Diet of Japan. By focusing on a shared institutional register, 

the study aimed to examine how similar communicative functions are achieved through 

different linguistic systems and customs which are deeply rooted in cultural norms. 

Although the data that was collected for the purposes of this thesis was quite plentiful, 

it is by no means a completely accurate representation of parliamentary language in its entirety. 

The main purpose of this study was to find common patterns and attitudes that arise within the 

parliamentary registers for both Japanese and English and compare them. Even when doing a 

comparative study like this, one needs to consider the language attitudes that are at play at 

societal levels and within the scope of what group or register the study focuses on, especially 
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in languages as different as Japanese and English. For example, the pragmatic differences 

pertaining to pronouns are something that must be thought of when analysing pronouns 

between the two. Not only is the attitude towards the usage of pronouns completely different 

(subject-clause relations do not require a pronoun which likely has something to do with the 

difference in attitude compared to English), oftentimes there is no one-to-one conversion of the 

terms to different languages or a good way to explain the differences in nuance between all of 

the different ways to say ‘I’ for instance, when looking at Japanese pronouns through an English 

lens. 

 To answer the question of how the usage of formal language differ between Japanese 

and English within parliamentary register, I will first refer back to my hypothesis; “It is likely 

that Japanese parliamentary language will show some hedging and a higher frequency of formal 

title usage while keeping the usage of pronouns close to zero. Furthermore, the frequency of 

‘sonkeigo’ and ‘kenjougo’ should be quite high in the parliamentary register. On the other hand, 

English is likely to show significantly higher frequency of pronoun usage and more hedging in 

general.” The only part of my hypothesis was when it came to predicting pronoun usage in 

English parliamentary language. However, the motivations for these differences can be 

reasonably explained. English parliamentary discourse relies primarily on volitional politeness 

strategies, such as epistemic hedging and modals, which speakers use to manage 

face-threatening acts by avoiding violating the maxim of manner. In contrast, Japanese 

parliamentary discourse showed a strong baseline of discernment-based politeness, 

characterised by obligatory polite morphology and honorific usage, onto which additional 

volitional hedging strategies were layered. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Raw Data Values for UK Parliament 

 

Metrics Values 

Actual 

Frequency 

Relative 

Frequency 

文章総数 (number of words) → 1353 率   

      

Pronouns 1166 0.8617 ¬ 

I 363 0.2683 0.3114 

you 19 0.014 0.0162 

he 115 0.085 0.0986 

she 80 0.0591 0.0686 

we 461 0.3407 0.3954 

they 128 0.0946 0.1098 

      

Honorifics 203 0.1499 ¬ 

Mr 34 0.0251 0.1674 

Ms 0 0 0 

Mrs 0 0 0 

hon 167 0.1234 0.8232 

sir 1 0.0007 0.0047 

madam 1 0.0007 0.0047 

      

Hedges 24 0.0177 ¬ 

Conditional & hypothetical framing 1 0.0007 0.0395 

Epistemic verbs 9 0.0067 0.3785 

Epistemic stance adverbs 6 0.0044 0.2486 

Approximation & downtoners 8 0.0059 0.3333 

      

Modals 160 0.1183 ¬ 

deontic 58 0.0429 0.3626 

epistemic 102 0.0754 0.6374 

 

  
Table 7 House of Commons 
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Metrics Values 

Actual 

Frequency 

Relative 

Frequency 

文章総数 2605 率   

        

Pronouns 2359 0.9055 ¬ 

I 1149 0.4411 0.4871 

you 47 0.018 0.0199 

he 72 0.0276 0.0305 

she 100 0.0384 0.0424 

we 696 0.2672 0.2951 

they 295 0.1132 0.125 

        

Honorifics 440 0.169 ¬ 

Mr 2 0.0008 0.0047 

Ms 0 0 0 

Mrs 0 0 0 

lord(s) 435 0.167 0.9882 

sir 3 0.0012 0.0071 

madam 0 0 0 

        

Hedges 139 0.0533 ¬ 

Conditional & hypothetical framing 1 0.0004 0.0075 

Epistemic verbs 56 0.0215 0.4034 

Epistemic stance adverbs 35 0.0134 0.2514 

Approximation & downtoners 47 0.018 0.3377 

        

Modals 550 0.2111 ¬ 

deontic 160 0.0614 0.2909 

epistemic 390 0.1497 0.7091 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Table 8 House of Lords 
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Appendix B: Raw Data Values for The National Diet (values for actual frequency was 

deemed unnecessary)  

 

Metrics Values 

Relative 

Frequency 

文章総数 2874 率 

     

Pronouns 359 0.1249 

私(watashi) 190 0.5292 

あたし(atashi) 0 0 

僕(boku) 7 0.0195 

俺(ore) 1 0.0028 

我(ware) 139 0.3872 

自分(jibun) 16 0.0446 

あなた(anata) 1 0.0028 

あんた(anta) 0 0 

お前(omae) 0 0 

彼(kare) 5 0.0139 

彼女(kanojo) 0 0 

     

Honorifics 228 0.0793 

君(kun) 75 0.3289 

皆様(mina-sama) 46 0.2018 

さん(san) 56 0.2456 

氏(shi) 13 0.057 

先生(sensei) 38 0.1667 

     

Hedges 630 0.2192 

Sentence-final epistemic softeners 359 0.5698 

Request-softening constructions 253 0.4016 

Evidential distancing 18 0.0286 

     

Modals 119 0.0414 

deontic 91 0.7647 

epistemic 28 0.2353 

     

Morphological change 2696 0.9381 

     

Sonkeigo 39 0.0136 

Kenjougo 434 0.151 

 

  
Table 9 House of Representatives 
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Metrics Values 

Relative 

Frequency 

文章総数 2236 率 

     

Pronouns 341 0.1525 

私(watashi) 205 0.6012 

あたし(atashi) 0 0 

僕(boku) 1 0.0029 

俺(ore) 0 0 

我(ware) 115 0.3372 

自分(jibun) 11 0.0323 

あなた(anata) 4 0.0117 

あんた(anta) 0 0 

お前(omae) 0 0 

彼(kare) 5 0.0147 

彼女(kanojo) 0 0 

     

Honorifics 140 0.0626 

君(kun) 39 0.2786 

皆様(mina-sama) 37 0.2643 

さん(san) 46 0.3286 

氏(shi) 4 0.0286 

先生(sensei) 14 0.1 

     

Hedges 536 0.2397 

Sentence-final epistemic softeners 316 0.5896 

Request-softening constructions 211 0.3937 

Evidential distancing 9 0.0168 

     

Modals 96 0.0429 

deontic 82 0.8542 

epistemic 14 0.1458 

     

Morphological change 2289 1.0237 

     

Sonkeigo 67 0.03 

Kenjougo 390 0.1744 

 
Table 10 House of Councillors 
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