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Abstract

GENRE SHIFT is a term coined by the author of this paper to denote a mode of indirect
expression used in Japanese discourse to convey the true message by selecting a genre other
than the intended genre under conditions in which direct expression is difficult. For example,
at the moment of failure the speaker has only to apologize in a Japanese manner, but some
well-mannered speakers, drawing on an earlier conversation, change the genre of discourse
from ““defense” to ““consultation” which thus comes to include the intended meaning of
defense. This strategy is similar to ATAKAMO EXPRESSION, a mode discovered by
KABAYA Hiroshi, KAWAGUCHI Yoshikazu and SAKAMOTO Megumi to explain Japanese
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politeness. However, this paper will show that the GENRE SHIFT is a more fundamental
feature of Japanese discourse.

The Japanese speaker has meta-cognition of four layers simultaneously: an actuality; an
attitude; a structure of meaning; and an expression. So the language works only as an index of
the message. This usage can be termed “ index language” and is predicated on the following
types of meta-cognition among speech community members: WAKIMAE, the meta-cognition
of the ego in a given situation; SASSHI, the attentive meta-cognition of the other’s
surroundings and feelings; MITATE, the image of some other object corresponding to the real
one; and SHITATE, the construction of a real image by appropriating another object. With
regard to making and understanding discourse, it can thus be observed that there is no
correspondence between the Japanese language and the real world. Language is used simply
as an index or guide to the real world. This strategy works to convey the underlying truth of a
real situation and preserves the harmony of Japanese society.
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