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A Study of Japanese Children’s Style-shifting:
An Application of a Bakhtinian Perspective
Kanae Nakamura
Assistant Professor, Tamkang University, Taiwan

Abstract

This study applies the Bakhtin’s concepts of “utterances” to
the analysis of Japanese children’s style-shifting between the da-
form and the desu-masu form. An examination of the first-
graders’ classroom conversations and play situations reveals the
following results: 1) In classroom, the teacher’s choice of the
utterance-final style is regarded as an auhtoritative text; 2) the
children use the desu-masu utterances as an auhtoritative text
among peers in order to draw hearers’ attention or to make a
strong request; 3) in classroom, the desu-masu form has been
established as a genre of “assigned public duties™; and 4) in play,
the child makes jokes by adopting desu-masu form as a “parody”
of adults’ utterances.

While the past studies discussed various functions and
motivations of the Japanese style-shiting, this study successfully
shows it as a consistent phenomenon of the children’s
ventriloquation of adults’ authoritative utterances by adapting the
Bakhtinian perspective. Thus, this study suggests that the
Bakhtin’s theory has potential to provide new perspectives for
the discourse studies of various fields such as multilingualism,
Japanese language learners, and classroom interactions.

Keywords: Bakhtin, ventriloquation, sentence-final style-shifting,
Japanese children
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