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From the point of view of language typology, Japanese and Korean are regarded
as very similar. Both languages belong to the group of agglutinative languages,
are categorized as SOV languages, and the subject and object in a sentence in both
languages are not obligatory. Furthermore, the two languages have their own honorific
systems no matter how they are different in relative or absolute use. In this way,
Japanese and Korean are similar with respect to grammatical structure and honorific
behavior.

Indeed, learning Japanese as a foreign language is easier for Korean native speakers
compared to learners from other countries, especially at the beginner level. However,
Korean learners of the Japanese language find difficulties communicating with Japanese
native speakers even though they speak Japanese fluently. This may be caused by the
differences in discourse style, especially spoken discourse, between Japanese and Korean
people. One is apt to think that a Korean person who speaks fluent Japanese would
have no problems communicating in Japanese. However, knowing Japanese vocabulary
and grammar does not always lead to smooth communication. Assumptions by language
experts that Korean and Japanese are linguistically and culturally similar may account
for the dearth of research comparing and contrasting both languages.

An example of these assumptions can be found in Hinds’ typology of language on
discourse level, where Japanese and Korean are both considered to be reader/listener-
responsible languages, whereas English is classified as a writer/speaker-responsible
language (Hinds, 1987). Considering the common rhetorical features of both languages,
Japanese and Korean have been understood to be listener-responsible languages in
discourse. However, on the conversational level, Yoon (2009) demonstrated that Korean
should be classified as a speaker-responsible language based on her contrastive analysis



of daily conversations between married couples in Japanese and Korean, where address
terms are used as contextualization cues (Gumperz, 1982) to convey the speaker’s
intention to the interlocutor metacommunicatively. Furthermore, it was also pointed out
that Korean couples use address terms as contextualization cues more frequently and
more variously than Japanese couples, especially in apologies and requests.

In this dissertation, the different communication styles are examined in terms of
the responsibility for understanding utterances (Hinds, 1987) on the conversational
level between Japanese and Korean people. The hypothesis of the dissertation is that
Japanese is a listener-responsible language in which the speaker gives less information
and uses unclear expressions, thus the responsibility for understanding utterances falls
on the listener, while Korean should be categorized as a speaker-responsible language, in
which the speaker is actively responsible for the listener’s understanding of utterances
(Yoon, 2009).

In order to demonstrate the hypothesis, the total amount of information as well as the
types of utterances by Japanese and Korean speakers were analyzed. The correlations
between the responsibility for understanding utterances and the relationship between
the speaker and the listener were analyzed using responses taken from Japanese and
Korean office workers in predefined scenarios. Furthermore, responses by Japanese
and Korean university students who live in their own countries and who live in the
United States of America were analyzed. The analysis focused on the effects of a speaker’s
native language and gender, the relationship between the speaker and the listener, and
the influence of the daily use of English on the responsibility for the understanding of
utterances. There are four general aims of this dissertation:

1) To draw attention to the differences between written discourse and spoken
discourse from the point of view of responsibility for the understanding of text and
utterances, through the reconsideration of Hinds’ theory that both Japanese and Korean
are categorized as reader/listener-responsible languages;

2) to demonstrate that Japanese is a listener-responsible language while Korean is a
speaker-responsible language on the conversational level, even though they have very
similar linguistic and cultural features;

3) to contribute to the development of contrastive research between Japanese and
Korean in regards to the responsibility for the understanding of utterances;

4) to suggest implications of this research on second-language acquisition and on
intercultural communication between Japanese and Korean speakers.

This dissertation consists of eight chapters.

The background, purpose and outline of the present dissertation are described in
Chapter 1.

In Chapter 2, the theoretical background and previous studies that are associated with
this dissertation are described and some criticisms are suggested. First, the language
typology of Hinds (1987) that classified languages with respect to the responsibility for
understanding discourse into writer/speaker-responsible and reader/listener-responsible
categories, and some studies that were inspired by Hinds’ typology are introduced and



reviewed. Second, previous studies with reference to comparisons between Japanese and
Korean in apologies and requests are described. Finally, the research questions of the
present dissertation are addressed.

Chapter 3 describes the methodology of the present dissertation. Based on the
research findings of the pilot study discussed in Chapter 2, the total amount of
information and types of utterances are analyzed in order to demonstrate the
hypothesis of this dissertation: Japanese is a listener-responsible language and Korean
is a speaker-responsible language. To utter information and to use sentences which
match the speaker’s real intention mean that the speaker takes responsibility for the
understanding of his or her utterance.

The purpose of Chapter 4 is to show that Japanese is a listener-responsible language,
while Korean is a speaker-responsible language on the level of conversational
communication by comparing conversations by Japanese and Korean university
students in making apologies. The informants in the present study consisted of
four groups: Japanese university students who live in their own country, Japanese
university students who live in the United States, Korean university students who live
in their own country and Korean university students who live in the United States. A
Discourse Completion Test (DCT) was completed by Japanese and Korean university
students to compare the cultural differences of speaker responsibility in apologies. The
results suggest that Korean should be classified as a speaker-responsible language for
understanding in conversations, since Korean speakers produce much more information
and convey more information per utterance to the interlocutor than Japanese speakers.
Furthermore, it was found that the responsibility for understanding utterances
positively correlates with daily use of American English, especially in the case of
Japanese university students.

In Chapter 5, the differences between Japanese and Korean with respect to
the responsibility for understanding utterances are examined to demonstrate the
hypothesis that Japanese is a listener-responsible language and Korean is a speaker-
responsible language in requests as well as in apologies (Chapter 4). The DCT (Discourse
Completion Test) was completed by Japanese and Korean university students who live
in their own countries and who live in the United States of America. It was found that
Korean speakers produce many more utterances (semantic formulas) and convey more
information per utterance to the interlocutor than Japanese speakers. Particularly,
Korean speakers uttered the semantic formulas REASON, ADVERB, ADDRESS
TERM, and INTERJECTION more than Japanese speakers in apologies or requests.
Furthermore, it was found that Japanese university students who live in the United
States uttered more semantic formulas than Japanese university students who live in
Japan.

Chapter 6 aims to demonstrate that Korean can be seen as a speaker-responsible
language on the level of conversation, though it is usually categorized as a listener-
responsible language similar to Japanese. A descriptive questionnaire was conducted to
find out how Korean speakers try to help their listeners’ understanding of utterances.
The results illustrate that Korean is a speaker-responsible language, Japanese is a
listener-responsible language, and both Japanese and Korean speakers tend to take



responsibility for the understanding of utterances toward listeners of higher social
status, compared to listeners of lower social status. Moreover, Japanese female and
Korean male office workers utter more semantic formulas to help their interlocutors’
understanding than Japanese male and Korean female speakers, respectively.

In Chapter 7, Japanese and Korean office workers’ discourse was analyzed in order
to compare the responsibility for understanding utterances. The results illustrate that
Korean is a speaker-responsible language while Japanese is a listener-responsible
language. Not only did Korean office workers utter more semantic formulas than
Japanese office workers but also used direct request expressions to convey their
intentions clearly to the interlocutor. Both Japanese and Korean office workers uttered
the semantic formula APOLOGY and indirect request expressions more to a boss than a
colleague or subordinate.

Finally, the results and findings of the present dissertation are briefly summarized
in relation to Hinds’ theory, which claims that both Japanese and Korean should be
classified as reader/listener-responsible languages, in Chapter 8. Furthermore, the
implications of this dissertation for second or foreign language learning and intercultural
communication are suggested.
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