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The Selection of Kanji, Hiragana and Katakana in E-mail:

Pragmatic Factors Determining Notational Variance in Japanese

MASUIJI Hitomi

Abstract
The aim of this paper is to reveal one of the salient factors in determining notational variance in

Japanese within a pragmatic framework. In modern Japanese, four types of characters are mainly
used in writing: kanji, hiragana, katakana and romaji. Although each has a unique expected role in
writing, notational variance (i.e. notations that use unexpected character types) are observed. This
study focuses on kanji, hiragana and katakana in business-related e-mails to analyze how situation
and intention work on the selection of characters. As a result of this analysis, the following three
points became clear:

1. Writers only employ the strategy of using unexpected characters in a situation for which the risk
of face threatening acts (FTA) is low.

2. The above-mentioned strategy is a kind of positive politeness strategies used by writers to
minimize FTA and/or to indicate preferred social distance between the writers themselves and
e-mail recipients.

3. The intention of the communicator, as it relates to the situation and content, has intimate
relevance to linguistic form, which includes the types of characters chosen.

It is concluded, therefore, that pragmatic factors such as situation and intention affect the
selection of characters. These selections of form express intention based on politeness strategies

employed by writers and are based upon the specific situation.

[Keywords] Kanji/Hiragana/Katakana, Notational variance, E-mail, Pragmatic factors, Politeness
(Graduate School of Letters, Arts and Sciences, Waseda University)
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