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COMMUNICATIVE STYLE IN A JAPANESE MOTHER-INFANT INTERACTION!

Ruth A. Kanagy

Introduction

In recent years, language acquisitiocn researchers have provided many studies of
the special modified "register” of caregiver-child speech in order to answer the question of
how a child acquires language and, in the process, is also socialized as a8 member of society
Some researchers have focused on the syntactic features of “simplified” input

("Motherese"), which may have a teaching function for the child (Newport. Gleitman. and

_ Gleitman 1977). Others such as Snow (1977) focus on language features which train the

child in the social skills of conversational turn-taking. Another study summarizes
iiterature on baby talk (BT) in many different languages, providing a useful basis for
cross-cultural comparison of BT featuresand functions (Ferguson 1977).

The purpose of the present study is Lo analyze features of the baby talk register of
one Japanese caregiver, as well as her speech to an adult. The data and results of the study
are compared to previous {indings of language acquisition researchers listed above and

contrasted with a study of Japanese caregiver speech focusing on communicative style by

Clancy (1986).
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The Seuting

Observation of caregiver-chiid interaction was done in a naiuralistic setting and
the speech recorded and transcribed (approyimately 20 minutes of daia) The S. family is
middle class and from the Osada region of japan They came 16 the United States in
Seplember of 1983. The mother is college-educated and is a homemaker at present. The
father (not present for the study) is a professional and presently studying English at a
nearby college Both parents speak the Osaka dialect (Kansai-ben) with intonation
patterns and some lexicon distinct from the standard (Tokyo) dialect. They have two
daughters K (3:6) and C (0:8), who were part of the study

The setting of the recording session was the living room of the home. The mother
tage 30) and baby C were sitting on the floor in the middle of the room The older daughter,
K. and the researcher's daughter, E (3:1), were playing at a table at one side of the room
The researcher aliernated between sitting on the floor with the mother and baby and
supervising the two girls at the dining table.

During the course of the taping, the mother began changing the baby's diaper and
dressing her, interrupled by conversations with the researcher and children She then

fed her a bottle while holding her on her lap.

Description of Baby Talk Register

For the purposes of this study a total of 175 utierances directed from the mother to €
and 52 utterances addressed by the mother to the researcher were noted and analyzed
The baby talk register was characterized by many of the processes described by
Ferguson (1577): simplifying process, clarifying process and attention getting devices, as
opposed o the normal aduit speech standard One area of simplification was observed in
the semantic content, which focused exclusively on the here-and-now in the mother's

speech 1o the baby. The three main topics were: 1o get changed, 1o stay away from the
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researcher's tape recorder and to drink a bottle Such topical constrainis are also pointed
out in Newport, Gleiiman and Gleitman's study (1977). Ia conirast, the topics addressed
hetween the mother and rasearcher were ai both concrete and abstract levels: Play Dough
activity, the baby's speech development and feeding practices in Japan and the United
States, among others.

Syntactic simplification was notable in terms of the length of utterances. Whereas
the adult-directed speech contained anywhere from one to 14 words in one ulterance,
speech addressed o the baby was extremely short, from many single word utterances Lo
five words at most. A feature of the structure of Japanese subject-object deletion, when the
subject or object can be vnderstood by context, seemed even more marked in the mother's
short phrases to her baby than to the researcher. Newport, Gleitman and Gleitman (1977)
have pointed out that while deletions of underlying elements from a sentence may seem 1o
increase syntactic complexity (since deletion makes the sentence less explicit), it
contributes to "processing simplicity” by keeping utterances short. This seemed to be true

in many of the mother's vtterances to the haby, especially when telling the baby what

activity was to take place next:

(L.38)2 Mother-3C: Chie-chan, papsppa
‘Chie-dim, change N

(L.138) Mother-yC:. Mamma BSai
‘Food (BT). here *

Although the verd (and subject embedded) -s&yoo('Let's do-') is omitted, it is clear from

the context what the mother's expectations are.

Also apparent from the above examples is simplification in the area of phonology:
that is, the use of Baby Talk (BT) lexicon in the place of Aduli Speech (AS) words Over 13%

of the mother's utterances o the baby contained BT words. These are listed in Table 1 with

an analysis of phonological changes (c¢f Ferguson 1977).

59




Table 1. Baby Talk Lexicon Used by Mother (13% of uttersnces)

Category Adult Speech Phon.change Baby Talk Gloss

hody re (repeat CV) olete hand
osbiri ([ =3t ochird bottom

activity kigaerv (dialect?) papappa change clothes
osywari (s-3t f +Ko0) ochanko sit
ikemasen (s—---)tj) ikemasen no good (wg:)‘t.
dame (repeat CV) memme no good

food abemono (repeat CV?) mamma food

quality oishif (s----5tf) oichii delicious

Table 2. le!eﬁl.ion Festures by Mother (70% of utterances)

Most frequent Number of times used
bar (OK, yes, here) ' 26 times
kore (this, hey) 17 times
viorsho (sound of exertion) - -1l times -
personal nb.me: | 31 times

Chieko-chap(name + diminutive) 1 time

Chie-chan 17 times

(abbreviated name + diminutive)

Chie (abbreviated name) 13 times

Doo shita(n) da/no? 11 times
(What's wrong?)
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Fight different BT words were used a total of Z4 times, most used in the context of
performing a daily routine, ie, changing diapers and clothes (body and activity words)
and feeding (body, food and quality categories) The remaining two words, dsse ('No

good') and jkemachen (‘That won't do') were used several limes in prohibitive statements
\Laoese (WO Words andg other lerms Used 10 pronidiiion Wil be Giscussed furiner in ipe

section on use of directives).

Another aspect of BT register is in the manner of speaking by the caregiver--with
exaggerated intonation contours and a wide pitch range (see Ferguson on 'Clarifying
Processes’ 1977). The mother's speech was marked by many examples of contour, pitch, and
speed variation: '

(L. 101) M-3C: (fast) A£ap, mamma sena akan yote, tigacte
‘No, no, (I) said you must drink (it) after changing'

This statement was begua in low pitch; there was then a switch to high pitch aad finally
back to low. Rather than being in "lento speeck”, however, it was spoken very rapidly In
fact, there seemed to be mere examples of rapid than slow utierances in the mother's
speech to her baby. Perhaps this was a matter of individual style, as her adult speech also
seemed fast in tempo.
The most striking feature related to clarifying processes was the extremely high
incidence of repetitions. Of the total 179 utterances directed to the baby, only 53 were new
_ ulterances and the rest were r'e'petitions' in whole Vbr piﬁ of previous'mternal utiterances.
This was a rate of over 70% (see Table 2, which lists the most frequent word repetitions)
Many words were repeated in a duple rhythm: o/shd osshir (‘delicious, delicious’) and
memme, memme('no good, no good’'). Sometimes a single word such as Aa/('ok’, 'yes') was
repeated as many as 11 times in a row, as in Lines 133-133 (see Appendix) where the mother
was trying to pacify the baby, who saw her bottle and was yelling louder and louder for it.

This was proncunced in a sing-song, almost chanting rhythm to the baby's cries.
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The most frequently repeated word was the bady s name, repeated in three variations:
Chivko-chaa, Chie-chanor C2/e('chan’ is the affectionale diminutive of the adult title
"-san’, used with children up threugh adolescence). Many sequeances of utterances were
punctuated with "CAse-cha4 at the beginning, middle and end, particularly when the
mother was trying to get the baby's attention and the baby was looking away or moving
towards the tape recorder. Since the Japanese avoid the use of personal pronpuns such as
T 'you', elc.. frequent use of the name in direct address is not unusuai; hovfever, such a
high incidence of repetitions seems to be a feature of the BT register 3 (In the mother's
speech to the researcher, the personal name was never used during conversatéon.)

This leads us to the third area of BT register--the use of expressive amf? identifying
features. Affectionate tone was shown in the use of the diminutive of the ba:by's name as
well as in the BT lexicon mentioned previously. Attention-getling devices su%h as higher
pitch level, rising intonation, and tag questions have been pointed m%n by many
researchers as common features of BT (Snow 1977). Some of these were also ;mwd for the
mother in the study. .At least 11% of the utlerances were in rising lntonq.ﬂon or in high
pitch level. There were also occurences of breathy voice (L. 38: Chie-chban, papappa; (hie
change '), whispering (L. 128: Lore fore kore Lashite kore; 'Here here here, give (it)
here '), "creaky voice”, as in the forced L. 72 ( /iemachea, idemachen, 'MTﬂn't‘ musta't’),
and laughing tone of voice (See L. 119 in Appendix.) )

The mother’s speech to the baby showed a wide variation in voice MnéT,l one after the

other, which is illustrated in the excerpt below (Lines 68-71):
M-2C: (whisper) Foisho (sound of exertion)

(slow) Are waakaa oo, (Jaugh) Chie
‘That's no good, Chie.’

(low) LKorw/ 4Lsa ia
‘Hey! No good (1) said '

(high) Are wa alan te, Chi¢
'That's ao good (1) said, Chie!
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This kind of variation seems to be designed to caich the baby's attention so that she will
tisten to the mother, who is conveyiog meaning threugh words, tone and gestures Some
variation in pitch, loudness or speed was observed in almost all cases of repetitions which
secved tn reinforce, for exampie, warnings and prohibitions (high-- low in Appendix
Lines 87, 88) |

In contrast to the BT register, the mother's adult register to the researcher lacked
most of the marked clarifying and expressive features There were few repetitions (once
when the researcher hada't heard the question) and a aormal pitch range. One other
example of repetition, in the process of refusai, illustrates a common communicative
feature of Japanese In Lines 25 to 37 (see Appendix for the entire exchange) there is a
lengthy exchange where the researcher tries to give some Play Dough to the mother for
her daughter to keep. The mother foliows the expected pattern of refusing a gift three
times before accepting, as follows, each time varying the expression ‘of refusal

(1..27) M-->R: [va, i/ desu yo. sono
‘No, it's ok, those .’

(L.29) lya, i desu yo
'Ne, it's ok’
(L. 31) As, iyva, demo waruiws
‘Well, no, but (I) feel bad.’
(L.3%) Hoato?
‘Really 7

W Aner t.hé last uuemncé; 'Reaily?;, thich_ isa muhdi\bnm, ;/ay of aééeptiﬁg. the gift, the
exchange is completed. (Further studies might show examples of exactly how caregivers
train children in the art of polite refusal of gifis)

Other differences between the BT register and adult speech used by the mother have
heen noted earlier. namely, difference in length of utterances (1-3 words for BT, 1-14
words for adult). There was just one example of BT lexicon in addressing the adult

however, this was immediately followed by the adult equivalent, by way of explaining the
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meaning (1. 2: MR kpappa@ SAimasu ﬁgwm&su@. (i) change (her) Will

change (her).’)
Communicative Style as Seen in Directive Strategies

A major part of the inieraction betwzen mother and baby consisted of the mother
constraining the child from crawling over to the researcher's bright red tape recorder,
and this provided a rich source of data on the use of directives, or imperative forms. 27% of
the mother's utterances were directives, with varying degrees of force and indirectness
contained in these forms I will atiempt to analyze the directive strategies used by the
mother with her 8-month-eld and compare them to a study by Clancy (1986) on three
Japanese mothers verbal interaction with their two-year-olds.

The purpose of Clancy's siudy was to discover to what extent young children in
Japan are exposed to indirect imperatives, which would presumbaly train them in the
indirect and intuitive communicative style of their culture. She categorized the mothers’
speech in decreasing order of direcmess, which roughly corresponds t less imperative
force and degree of explicitness. Her results showed that the most common directives were
aiso the most explicit and forceful (allowing little "psychelogical space”) and made up 60%
of utterances with imperative inteat toward the children. 1n the second level, about 14% of
thé imperatives were less forceful, leaving the chitd some leeVay in éonipliahce with the
request. The remaining 25% of directives were of the indirect type, consisting of hints,
desire and feeling statements which placed the interpretation of desired behavior up to the
child

My data on imperative utierances have been organized according to the same three

levels and syntactic categories that Clancy yses:
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Table 3. Diroctive llﬂto.i.l waed by methor (272 of witerances)

I. Direct Forms (83%)

Imperative
Suffixes

Obligation/
Prohibition

Instructions

Positive

V- nasai
JSitto shite nafsarl
‘Be still.’

Otote bansshinasai (BT)
‘Let go with your hand .’

V-te

Kashite--kara
‘Give it here.’

Kotchi pite
‘Lock this way.’

Xuwe &

V- sena(diatect form)
mama sona akan ya

"Not feeding you won't do.’

Lexical
Kore, tore, tora
l~loro here, here.’

Otachanka (ET)
‘Sit down.’

V-u'rw

o FRDBPE SUY 88 .-

"(You) will get changed .’

Generalizations &

1. lLess Direct Forms (4%)

Permission/Preference ¢

Suggestions

V-
Ochiri tawakasoa @
‘Let's dry your bottom.’

Questions (Pogitive) [4

65

Negative

Negative X /0
Are wa altan tin
‘That's no good (I said).’

V- tara atan(diatect form)
Kore, sawattara akan na
'Hey, touching it won't do.’

pative Lexics
Itemachen/(BT)
‘No good!’

Mm

‘No, no’




1. Indirect Forms (12%)

Desire/Needs/Problems ¢ Rhetorical Questions:
oo shitd

‘What's wrong?' (=Stop it)

Doko itid
‘Where are you going?’
(~Come back)
Attributed/Feelings &
Rationales/ Obarhan na
Warnings  ‘It's hers.
Kaktushichau karxa..

"(I'11) hide it, no..." (stop touching it)

Although the data base is véry small, at least in the case of one mother addressing her %-
month old, the results show some interesting differences from Clancy's data on slightly
older addressees. An overwhelming majority of imperatives in my study were in level 1.
most direct and explicit (83%, to Clancy's 60% ). These consisted of similar types of verbals
with imperative suffixes, but no examples of X sz type ('Say X'), presumably because the
baby is too young Vyel to repeat a polite uiterance as direct.e(i.‘i Statements of
obligation/prohibition were also similar, except that the largest categories were lexical
forms of prohibitions, éspecially the use of the term af2a which is Osada dialect for ‘No
good," used both in adult and BT register prominently There were as many as 13 variations
of the ‘no good' uueﬁnces. used a total of 29 times (Lines 65-753, 89, 111, | 121-124), excefptéd

here (from Lines 63-73):
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M-3C. Chie Chie sore skan no. Are akso po
'Chie, Chie, that's no good. That over there's no good '

Are waakan no, Chie! Kord
‘That over there's no good, Chie! Hey!

Kora! Chig-chan, akan
‘Chie, no good '

Are wa alan no, CAle!
‘That over there's no good, Chie!

Kora/! Akan te
"Hey! No good (1) said’

Are wa akan te, Chie/
‘That over there's no good (1) said, Chie!

Mamma sena skan po, mamma ne, Lhie.’
‘Have to feed (you), feed (vou), Chie '

Chie! Kore wa akan e
‘Chie! This is no good (1) said’

Itkemacken, kemachken.
(You) mustn't, mustn't’

The entire sequence here shows use of the most direct forms only, in three syntactic
patierns (impemive'surrix, fexical prohibitions, and obligation suffix). This is a striking
example of paraphrase in repetition, as each utterance is slightly changed from the one
before This was also confirmed in Clancy's study (1986) where she pointed out that
"directives t‘feqdémly .occurred.in as?rieé br répetit,ive uiterances, with the same content
hein g expressed several times, often in different grammatical form, either within or across
speech turas” In the above case, thers was no verbal response or ‘turn-taking' by the
hahy other than repeatedly crawling away as the mother grabbed her foot and pulled her
back.

In Level II, explicit but less forcefu] directives, 1 found only two examples in the

"suggestion” category (4% of the imperatives, compared to Clancy's 14%). There were no
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examples of the mother's giving permission/preference type directives, presumahly
because the child is tco young 1o make or understand a choice.

There was also a significant difference in frequency of utterances of the indirect
type, Level I11. While Clancy found 23% of the imperatives to belong here, there were only
12% in my case, mostly of the rhetorical question type. Again, it seems that training in
comprehending indirect imperatives by themselves would not be meaningful until the
child is more verbally proficient, closer to two years old. The rhetorical questions such as
Doo shitan de? (‘'What's wrong?' =stop doing it) and Jvko jtza? (‘Where did you go?' = come
back here) were always preceeded or followed by more explicit imperatives.

The only example of use of a rationale to explain the reason for the negative command

was Line 123 in the following sequence:

(L. 124) M-3C: Memme memme

'Ne-no, no-no.’
(L.123) Obachan ne odachan po
'(It's) auntie's, auatie's.’ (i.e., the researcher's tape
recorded)
(L.127) Chie-chan, doko iltd

‘Chie, where did you go?' (= Come back)

(L.128) Kore kore kore, kashite kore
‘Here here here, give (it) here '

We can see that the rationale, which is considered an indirect form of guidance; s
embedded in a sequence of more direct and explicit imperatives (prohibitive statement->
rationale-drhetorical question->direct imperative). The fact of even this single occurrence
of appealing to a rationale seems to imply the view of a young child as a rational being:
that the mother waats her to understand the needs of others (Clancy 1986). Training in
this indirect communicative style seems to have made a smali beginning even at § months
of age. However, other categories of indirectness such as stating desires, needs, problems
or appealing to the feelings of others and attributing a cause to a third party (which

Clancy found) are perhaps too abstract at this siage of development.
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In summary, analysis of directive strategies used by the mother showed the same
range from direct W indirect, both with much more use of direct imperatives and fewer

indirect forms as compared to Clancy's dala on caregivers addressing (wo yvear olds.

Socialization Features

A final area to examine is the way in which the mother sees the baby as an
interactive (or non-interactive) participant, as seen in the mother's language use.

The mother was observed to atiend to the majority of her baby's utterances and
motions, except when involved in a lengihy conversation with the researcher The baby
had only about 13 vocalizations (to the mother's 179), mostly fussing sounds, burps, coos
and crying for the bottle. There was one insiance in which the mother actively tried to get
the baby to “display” her language skills, when questioned about the baby's verbalizations
(Lines 91-96). She directs the baby, Chie-chan ash7? Aah? ('Chie, (say) Aah, Aah’) and
explains the baby's lack of response by saying that she is distracted by the bright tape
recorder. The assumption is that eacouraging the baby to display towards others is a
positive value in socialization.

The mother also anticipaied and guessed the baby's feelings and wishes, and even spoke
for the baby in Line 141: Mm, Aoshi/('Uh-buh, (1) wanat (it), want (it)')--about the bottle
Ia aduft speech the form Aosfiiweuld only be used in reference 10 one's own wish, and
Hoshigale irv (seems o vﬁnl‘) in 're!‘ei-ence 1o others. Alihough anticipating others’
unspoken wishes is vdlued in Japan, it would be considered presumptuous to verbalize
another person’s desire directly So, here the mother may be modeling for her child how
to verbalize a wish (The researcher also performed the same kind of role in Line 137
saying for the baby, Ars vreshii vreshir{'Oh, (I'm) happy, happy')--responding for the
baby when the mother offered the bottle )

During feeding, the baby was held on the mother’s lap partiaily toward the mother,

but also able to look around the room. While being dressed the baby was trying to move
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away from the mother and face outward. Other researchers have noied in the past that the
caregiver (in middie class United States) tends not to talk to the baby during feeding. This
seemed also true for the Japanese mother, except when the baby stopped sucking and
started looking around. Then the mother repeatediy asked Jvo s4ita? ('What's weong?') to
get the baby's attention back.

Newport et. al. have reported that mothers reinforce babies' utterances by imitation,
expansion and repetition. In my data there was only one sequence of imitation, but with
no attempt to expand on the baby's utterance (Lines 115-118): the baby makes a sound like
Asu/ the mother repeats twice; the baby says Mmmm/twice and the mother imitates
exactly. The exchange ends when the baby begins to go for the tape recorder again, and
the mother switches to a prohibition . Aksn no('No good.'), but still in a playful manner.
Because of the limited data, no conclusions can be made as te whether the mother would
normally tend to expand and elaborate on the baby’'s speech as a means of "teaching”
language.

Likewise, it is difficuli tc analyze whether this caregiver views her baby as a
conversational partner, based on the turn-taking mode! proposed by Snow (1977). If a
“turn” can also consist of non-verbal behavior such as crawling away, this occurred many
times during numerous sequences of directives and prohibitions examined earlier. Again,

more data would need to be gathered in order to discover a clearer interaction pattern.

Conclusion

We have examined 20 minutes of conversational interaction between a Japanese
caregiver and a young child in order (o look at patterns of commuaication between the
mother and bahy and the mother and researcher. The mother employed a special baby talk
register, marked by simplifying processes, clarifying processes and expressive and
identifying features, as opposed to her aduit register. Many of the syntactic, phonological

and affective features were similar to data reported by Ferguson for BT in other cultures
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In addition, directive strategies used by the mother to her eight-month-old child
were compared with a study by Clancy, which showed significant use of indirect
imperatives with two year olds. It was seen that a greater proportion of the interviewee's
imperative forms were more direct and forceful (83% ) than Clancy's (60% ); there were few

indirect forms. The tzntative conclusion is that the use of indirection increases with the

baby's developmental age.

| This paper was written for Bambi Schieffelin's course, "Cultural Dimensions of Language
Acquisition”.

2 L.+ number refers to the line number in the original transcript. In the interest of space
we have included only excerpts from this transcript in the body of the text and, for longer

passages. in the appendix.

3 39% of the total utterances included the baby's name.

4 However, after the taping was finished, the mother did try to elicit "Arigatoo” (thank
you) from the baby, so this is probably due to limited data.
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APPENDII

Symbois used in the transcription excerpis:
POS- possessive marker
QUOTE=quotation particle
SUiB-subject/topic marker
M-)R- arrow indicates speakar to addressee

All utterances directed to baby C are indented for ease in idemifying@reginm-.

Excerpts from transcription:

Line 25 R-3M: Ara soo? Aa, kore fulalsy ne, atarashii no desu tedo ne
Oh really? Well these two um, new ones are §0 um,

26 sashiggemasy bara
give (honorific) so.
27 M-sR: /va /i desu yo. sona C: fusses

No, ok it's EMPH, those.

28 R-9M: Jva Eri-chan ne, onaji no ne, uchi nimoe, 3000, onaff Ho EALIAY N

No. Eri-dim. um, same ones um, home at aiso, um, same ones have EMPH

29 M->R: /yva, /7 desv ya
No, ok it's EMPH.

30 R-9M: Datarz ne, takusan arv bara ..
Therefore um, lots have so...

31 M- R: Aa, jya, domo warviva
Well, no, but (1) feel bad.

32 R-y M: Korv ano, yaitsv guraf arv bara
These, um, eight about have so0...

33 E-» R: Okaasan

Mommy
34 R-) M: Yattsv gurai arv na
Eight about have EMPH.
35 M- R: Hoato?
Reaily?
36 R-yM: Datarana............. Kare Kana-chan 0j, jaa, tyvkatte ne

Therefore um....... these Kana-dim to, %0, use (it) ok?

37 E-»R: | wanna play Play Dough.

Line 87 M-3C: (high) Kore sawattara akan no, (hie
Hey, touch musa't EMPH, Chie.



88

(low) Sawatiara akan no, are wa
Touch musn't EMPH, that SUB.

Line 91 M-YR: ANoro, "buu buu™ toka ne, "Aab?” ite ova ga yvu lo ne..

Um, "buu buu” like and "Aah?” QUOTE parent SUB says, then um,

92 R-IM: " Adab’” ite yvv no, bikkuri shitara?

“Aah?” QUOTE says Q, surprised when?

93 M-y R: ...Kano ko no issho ni natte @aneshite, maneshite feru

This child also, together with us, imitates and, imitates and can say.

94 R-yM: Maneshite? Mm’

Imitates? Really?

95 M-3R: “dan’” te yvu na

96

Line 115
116
117

118
Line 119
Line 133
| 134

135

"Aah?” QUOTE says EMPH

M-» C: Chie-chan agh? Aah? C: no response
Chie-dam, "aah? Aah?”

M-3 C: Aaw/ (imitating)

M: dav/ : C: fusses

M: Momm/ C: Mams/

M: Momm/ Akan no. C: Memam/

No good.
M: (laughs, high) ALan no hai C: (burps, crawls toward tape
No good, ok. recorder)
M-) C: Has bai C: tyells louder)
Yes, ves.

M: Has hai har har.
Yes yes yes yes
M: Hari bar hai bai
Yes yes yes ves C: (cries and reaches for bottle)

...........................
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