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Original Article
Assertiveness Strategies of Japanese University
Students toward Han-shiri: Changes in Politeness

Strategies in Response to Differences in Familiarity

TADENUMA Riki and MITAMURA Takashi

(Graduate School of Human Science, Ritsumeikan University /

College of comprehensive psychology, Ritsumeikan University)

One characteristic of Japanese interpersonal relationships is the tendency to fear han-shiri,
which means “semi-acquaintance”, a person who is more than a stranger but only a less-familiar
friend. According to politeness theory, which is considered to be a cultural universal theory,
speakers assert themselves by being polite to strangers (e.g., using verbose and apologetic
expressions) and being friendly to familiar people (e.g., using concise and friendly language). The
former is called negative politeness, and the latter is positive politeness. In this study, to clarify
the characteristics of self-assertion toward han-shiri, we analyzed the changes in self-assertion
toward a familiar person, han-shiri, and a stranger. We hypothesized that people would use a
number of letters and frequency of apologetic expressions in self-assertions to kan-shiri that was
in between how they would communicate with a familiar person and with a stranger. We also
focused on the types of apologetic expressions used in self-assertion, conducting a web-based
survey of 61 university students. We asked the students how they would express themselves
(specifically requests and refusals) to a familiar person, han-shiri, and a stranger in different
interpersonal situations. The results confirmed our hypothesis that the level of polite self-assertion
toward han-shiri was in between the levels the participants would use with a familiar person and
with a stranger (the number of letters, the frequency of apologetic expressions). In addition,
when there was an apology expression in the self-assertion, the characteristic expressions (e.g.
gomen and sumimasen for familiar persons and strangers, respectively) tended to be mixed for

han-shiri, but this was a preliminary analysis.

Key Words : han-shiri, assertiveness, politeness theory, Japanese culture
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