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Researchingthe linguistic
construction of identity

Enabling the self-expression of Japanese learmners
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As reflected in masculine and feminine ways of speaking, and dialectal
differences among Japanese speakers, speakers’ language use differs
depending on factors such as their gender, age, where they were born
and raised, their position within their company, and so on. How people
use language to construct their identities is the main area in which the
research interests of Prof. Andrew Barke, a New Zealander and member of
the Faculty of Foreign Language Studies, lies.
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Pragmatics - the study of how context contributes to meaning

—— What kind of research is carried out in your areas of speciality of
pragmatics, sociolinguistics, and discourse analysis?

Pragmatics is a field of research that looks at how language is
used by speakers to achieve their interactional goals. So for example,
when someone says “It's hot in here,” it could mean “Can you open
the window?” depending on the context. Rather than grammar or the
direct meaning of words, | look at how language is used by people
within specific contexts.

Sociolinguistic research usually takes a slightly wider approach
and considers how language is used in society. Sociolinguists analyze
things like how languages change over time and how speakers of
different socio-economic backgrounds speak. The study of dialects
also falls within this field of research.

In my research, | often use a method called discourse analysis
which involves recording real-world conversations and analyzing
them to reveal patterns of use among
speakers. For example, one of the
things we have learned from this kind
of analysis is how ‘polite’ forms are
actually used. When a foreigner learns
Japanese, they are usually taught
there are two types of forms: one is
the ‘polite’ (desu/-masu) form and the
other the ‘plain’ (da/-dearu) form, and - g
that polite forms are used to be polite.
However, they can also be used when
people argue or when a parents scolds
their child. In this way, there are many
instances in which what is believed to
be the rule and what actually happens
in real-world conversations differ.

Polite (desu/-masu) forms ‘hide’ the private individual

—— Tell me about some examples of your research.

I’'m interested in how Japanese is used in the workplace, so in
one study, | analysed the discourse of the morning meetings held
in an Osaka factory. The staff at this factory took turns speaking
during the meeting and we found, for example, that when they spoke
about the rules of the factory they used a combination of ‘polite’
and standard forms. When they spoke about more personal matters
such as uchi no yomehan wa ‘my wife,” they usually shifted to use of
Kansai dialect. In other words, they were strategically distinguishing
between use of ‘polite’/standard forms and ‘plain’/dialect forms
depending on the topic they were talking about.

‘Polite’ forms are said to hide the private identity of the individual.
So, when they were used in the company meetings, the speakers
were indicating that they were not speaking as private individuals,
but that the content of their talk was work-related.

Each individual has their own way of using language, and they
use it in different ways depending on the purpose of the interaction.
People like to categorise things and say things like “In Osaka, Osaka
dialect is used,” but the reality is not that simple.

—— What other kinds of research do you do?

We have been tracking and analysing how the identities of
Faculty of Foreign Language Studies zemi students change as they
take part in the job-hunting process. When we investigated whether
students believed themselves to be gurobaru jinzai ‘global human
resources,” many initially indicated that they did not believe that, but
then when they thought about what it takes to be a gurdbaru jinzai
during their job-hunting activities, they came to believe they were in
fact gurobaru jinzai. For example, they realized that in interviews if
they just said they had studied abroad, that would not be appealing
to prospective employers, so they learned that it was important to

09  KANSAIUNIVERSITY NEWS LETTER — No.65 — May, 2021

May,2021 — No.65 — KANSAI UNIVERSITY NEWS LETTER

10



11

Reed s {15}

Wi &AIR

FRGFTET7AT VT4 T4 — BN LT B LG
FTEHAERBD, WEIZZa—NLAMELTOTAFTY T4
F 4 —EBIFHI T DEERVE T,

10 FEAIICREFEAEN

—HAXEEZZV. BEAKRICBEREINIETOREEHAT
&L,

2=V =5V FOKRFETEHO~ A ) ERHAFE LV, H
RIS 5 L HAGE MM L UGS B30 £ Lz, HAA
=2 -V Y FAEBTHFOMLOINE L &L, &
CART 57207 B S, BLfE CHAGES#HKL,
HARADFEL R L CHARTREIZHD L LA, ZOBAYE
DHRNTEA D YLD L, FALKRFREGEOEZRFH Y, [
R¥R =2 —Y—F Y FOE S M) 7 RETHEEHD, 10
RN REICE R L L

ot

USIVIRATY 4 ATLAND

N U—IBEDEREF 5 RRED
BACHELOR OF ARTS EENELSLZEE

Prof. Barke's BA degree and
graduation photo from the
University of Auckland.
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present themselves as people who were able to overcome various
problems when they were overseas.

Coming to Kansai University 10 years ago

—— Tell us how you learned Japanese and came to be employed at
Kansai University.

After studying Maori language and Japanese at university in
New Zealand, | travelled to Japan and found my Japanese language
abilities quickly improving and my grades went up. | think | found it
easy to fit in here because Japanese are similar to New Zealanders
in that they try not to intrude upon others. | then gained an MA in
Japanese studies, married my wife who is Japanese, and worked for
a company in Japan. However, | then decided | wanted to become a
university lecturer and entered graduate school at Tohoku University
to gain my doctorate. After graduating | taught at Okayama University
and Victoria University of Wellington in New Zealand, and finally
joined Kansai University 10 years ago.

The topic of my doctoral thesis was “gender variation in Japanese.”
| investigated how ‘men’s language’ and ‘women’s language’ are
used and compared gender in Japanese with that in various other
languages. | think it was the word kashira that first got me interested
in the difference between men’s and women'’s language. | was taught
that this word is women’s language, but then | heard a male professor
use it and that got me wondering why that would be.

As | researched about gender variation, | became interested in
the different ways in which people speak depending on things like
their age, role in the workplace, and social status, and my research
on identity increased from there. | became interested in things like
how language is used to construct the identity of a workplace boss

and how they portray their position to others within the company. The
message you convey depends on the way you say it. If workplace
identities are constructed well, it can help work proceed well too.

Language is a tool to achieve goals

—— What is the ultimate goal of your research?

The primary aim of Japanese learners is to show their identities
in an appropriate manner and to be able to express themselves well.
I'm interested in exploring ways in which this can be taught to them.

For example, one thing Japanese learners struggle with is the
timing of shifting from use of ‘polite’ forms to use of ‘plain’ forms.
Many believe that to avoid appearing rude, it is better to use polite
forms even with Japanese people they know well. However, this
gives the impression that they are trying to maintain distance from the
hearer. If they tried using plain forms a little to test others’ reactions,
they could then decide whether or not to shift to using plain forms with
them, but making this judgement is a difficult step for learners to take.

There are various rules in society, but it would be good if leaners
could learn to use Japanese well in various contexts while keeping
those rules in mind.

—— What kind of research do you intend to do in the future?

What | would like to convey to Japanese learners is not that they
must use Japanese in a particular way, but that they should use the
language to express their identities while at the same time speak in a
way that is contextually appropriate. | would like them to understand
that although language is just a tool, you can use it to achieve your
goals. | would therefore like to continue doing research that aids
learners in achieving their goals.
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