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Japanese Benefactives in Flux and their Problematics:

A Historical Sociopragmatic Study of ‘sase-te-itadaku’

Michi Shiina

Abstract

Japanese donatory verbs are used as subsidiary verbs, or benefactives, as well
as main verbs. In this dissertation, I focus on one compound form, sase-te-itadaku, which
is composed of causative sase and benefactive itadaku, and used to express something a
speaker does in a courteous way. It has been used increasingly in the last couple of
decades, and is now becoming one of the commonest forms, overriding other polite forms
or honorifics, while there is a consistent criticism of it as feigning politeness. My
theoretical interest lies in the contradiction in which such a negative evaluation arises in
spite of this lexically courteous composition of benefactive and causative morphemes. I
claim, from the results of analyses of questionnaires and corpora, that the sase-te-itadaku
construction is now being grammaticalised and also becoming a new polite form with a
much wider applicability, compared with its conventional usages and other polite
subsidiary forms.

I conducted questionnaires to measure people’s level of acceptance and degrees
of'their resistance in respect of 10 sentences with varying combinations of ‘benefactivity’,
‘causativity’ and ‘essentiality’. By ‘benefactivity’ I refer to the benefit that the
interlocutors are supposed to receive as a result of the completion of the act expressed in
benefactive sentences. By ‘causativity’, I refer to the allowance of or permission for a
certain activity that the speaker expects to receive from the hearer. By ‘essentiality’ I refer
to the presence and/or involvement of the hearer in the act in question. I also focus on
sociolinguistic attributes of the participants (e.g., generation, gender). To find relevant
factors which may account for people’s acceptance levels, I analysed the collected data
using a multivariate statistical technique, or decision-tree analysis. The results point to
the following findings: (1) essentiality has the primary effect; (2) causativity has a
secondary effect; (3) there are two tertiary factors: (a) generation (age) has an effect in
some cases, where acceptance levels are almost always higher in the younger generation

than in the older generations; and (b) conversational roles also have an effect in some



cases, where the speaker’s resistance level is higher than that of the hearer’s; (4)
benefactivity has no significant effect; and (5) gender has no significant effect. These
results suggest that people’s awareness as regards honorifics and benefactives is changing,
and it has already begun to transform sase-te-itadaku.

In order to find some evidence in authentic data, | also analysed two corpora:
the A-Corpus (4dozora Bunko), which consists of existing Japanese texts; and the BB-
Corpus (part of BCCWJ), which consists of present-day Japanese texts. The results of the
corpus analysis show that the variety of the verb phrases related to communication has
increased dramatically, whereas that of the modality forms has become rather limited. |
conclude that behind the spread of sase-te-itadaku is a decline of pragmatic strategies and
an inclination towards semantic strategies, which may lead to fixation of communicative
style and deterioration in interpersonal communication.

Having said that, I infer that the sase-te-itadaku expression is now changing
from an expression of benefactivity and causativity to a marker of deference and
politeness between interlocutors. This, in fact, suggests strongly that sase-te-itadaku is in
the process of grammaticalisation and is now becoming a new inseparable auxiliary
phrase which adds an implication of demeanor to the whole expression rather than a
compound of two separate lexical items which has an implication of benefactivity and
causativity. The advantage of this form is its wide applicability to any verbs, with or
without causativity and benefactivity, and also to verbs of Japanese origin as well as those
derived from Chinese words. The preference for the fixed form, however, suggests a
tendency towards poverty in communication and alienation among people.

With regard to sase-te-kudasaru (‘you-give’ type), as the grammatical subject
is typically you (the hearer), whether expressed overtly or covertly, the speaker cannot
avoid ‘touching’ the hearer when using this form however polite they try to sound. As a
result, respect for the hearer wears out over the course of time. Consequently, sase-te-
kudasaru loses some of its deference and becomes vulnerable to replacement by another
benefactive. Sase-te-itadaku has an advantage in that the speaker can mention the same
thing without ‘touching’ the agent-hearer, and thus respect for the hearer remains intact.

In order to explain this diachronic shift, I refer to Goffman’s terms (1967)
‘deference’ and ‘demeanor’. ‘Deference’ is a symbolic means to show one’s respect to
one’s listener, while ‘demeanor’ works to show one’s own desirable character in

communication. They are complementary to each other in that one’s willingness to give



others their deferential due shows one’s own good character, while ‘a willingness to
conduct oneself with good demeanor is in general way of showing deference to those
present’ (Goffman 1967: 82). Sase-te-kudasaru is an honorific of ‘deference’ as its subject
is the agent-listener, while sase-fe-itadaku is an honorific of ‘demeanor’ as its subject is
the recipient-speaker. Therefore, a shift from sase-te-kudasaru to sase-te-itadaku can be
regarded as a shift from “deference’ to ‘demeanor’.

Although sase-te-itadaku is prevalent and its use is still increasing vigorously,
I find, in the corpora, two kinds of sase-fe-itadaku phrases which hint a change in the
politeness level of sase-te-itadaku: one with a sentence-final particle of empathy as in
sase-te-itadaki-masu-ne, and the other with a phrase to ask for permission as in sase-te-
itadaitemo-yoroshii-desho-ka. These forms suggest that the ‘law of gradual decrease in
respect in honorifics’ has already been triggered with sase-te-itadaku. 1 assume, however,
that the mechanism of degrading deference with sase-fe-itadaku is different from that
with sase-te-kudasaru because they are different types of benefactives. I hope to have
shed new light on the problematics of Japanese benefactives underlying diachronic socio-

pragmatic change in the system of Japanese honorifics.
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