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Abstract:  The study which is descriptive qualitative in nature, aims to investigate 
preference of politeness strategies by American and Japanese characters in  “The Last 
Samurai movie and explain it in terms the national culture.  Results show that the order of 
preference by Americans is: 1) BoP (11/50%), 2) PoP (7/31.8%), 3) NeP (3/13.6%), and 4) 
OfR (1/4.5%).  That by the Japanese is: 1) OfR (18/60%), 2) BoR (6/20%), 3). NeP (6/20%), 
4) PoP (0). American national culture and that of Japan which are different affect their 
preference of politeness strategies shown in “The Last Samurai” movie. In conclusion, 
language and culture affect each other. People coming from different language and culture 
communicate differently. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Literature review shows that 
intercultural communication (IC) along 
with politeness strategies have become 
among favourite research interests 
among researchers. Such studies by 
Moon, Uskul and Weick (2019),  Lee, 
Park, Imai & Dolan (2012), 
Kiyama, Tamaoka, and Takiura (2012) 
are those investigating the interrelation 
between culture and language, 
politeness strategies, in particular. IC 
vitality in daily lives comes into reality 
as the world today is characterized by 
an ever growing number of contacts 
involving people coming from different 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. 
Cultural dimensions (“National Culture - 
Hofstede Insights,” n.d.) consists of six 
dimensions. They can represent 
independent preferences for one state of 
affairs over another and accordingly 
they can distinguish countries. To put it 
in other words,   cultural dimensions can 
show the interrelatedness among 
culture, language and nation. Politeness 
is defined as using communicative 
strategies to create and maintain social 
harmony. Yule (2010), “Politeness can 
be defined as showing awareness and 
consideration of another person’s face.” 
It means that politeness is showing how 
person’s awareness and consideration 
to other when they do communication. 
The last Samurai  is among famous 
movies. This movie was produced by 
Edward Zwick and released on 
December 5th, 2003. In the movie there 
are politeness strategies used by the 
characters coming from different 
languages and cultures, American and 
Japanese. 

Comparing and contrasting 
language behaviors and explaining them 
with regards to culture under the 
umbrella of cross-cultural pragmatics is 
worth investigating as studies on this 
field of interest terminate in conflicting 
findings where some do support the 
East-West devide while some others do 

not. Goldenberg, Ginexi, Sigelman, & 
Poppen (1999) examined whether 
cultural and gender differences in 
directness of communication are 
reflected in styles of refusing unwanted 
sexual advances found possible cultural 
differences in the meaning of direct 
refusals of sexual advances. Shearman, 
Dumlao & Kagawa  (2011) investigated 
a major conflict with parents cross-
cultural variations in family 
communication found Americans and 
Japanese were different. Oetzel et al.  
(2003) examined the effects of national 
culture, self-construals, and power 
distance on face concerns and facework 
behaviors during conflicts with parents 
and siblings. Among the findings is 
national culture affects language 
behaviors. Lee at al. (2012) investigated 
whether apologies and thanks are used 
differently when asking favors in the 
United States and Japan and examined 
whether their use makes a favor asking 
message less face-threatening. Among 
the findings are that more Japanese 
included apologies in their messages 
while more Americans used thanks and 
that Japanese considered apologies to 
reduce some face threats while 
Americans did not consider thanks to 
reduce face threats. Kavanagh (2016) 
investigated politeness strategies 
channeled through the medium of 
emoticons in American and Japanese 
online personal weblog comments. The 
findings is that although American and 
Japanese blog comment writers both 
utilized emoticons that helped to convey 
positive politeness strategies Japanese 
used them significantly more than 
Americans and thereby  challenge the 
notion of Japanese as being a negative 
orientated culture. In contrast to those 
finding East-West devide, King & Aono 
(2017) discussed the issue of tolerance 
of silence within university tutorials 
from a cross-cultural, comparative 
perspective between Japan and the UK 
and concluded that  there was no 
significant difference in the length of 
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silence as students from both groups 
could tolerate during tutorials. Likewise, 
Chen, He & Hu, (2013) reported an 
empirical investigation of Chinese 
requests where Chinese requests may 
not be as direct as has been argued in 
the literature and thereby against the 
claim that East and West are 
fundamentally different in their 
respective politeness systems. 
 
METHOD 
 
The current study is exploratory in 
nature as it “is concerned with why 
phenomena occur and the forces and 
influences that drive their occurrence” 
(Ritchie and Lewis 2003: 28) and is 
qualitative as it focuses on 
understanding social phenomena from 
the perspective of the human 
participants in natural setting without 
any hypothesis approach (Ary et al., 
2010). Data analysis procedures follow 
Miles et al. (2014) involving data 
condensation, data display and 
conclusion. Data collected are displayed 
in tables following the taxonomy of 
politeness strategies by Brown and 
Levinson (1987).  
 
RESULTS 
 
Realization of language behaviors in 
terms of politeness strategies performed 
by both American and Japanese 
characters when they are interacting is 
shown in table 1. and table 2. The 
comparison and contrast is presented in 
Table 3. 

As can be seen from Table 1., in 
the dialogues among American 
characters, it is found 22 strategies in six 
settings. BoR is the most preferred 
politeness strategy, appearing 11 times 
and making up 50%. PoP comes the 
second, used as many as 7 times and 
contributing 31.8%. OfR becomes the 
least to occur as only one time to occur 
and to make up 4.5%. NeP is the second 
least preferred strategy. It appears 3 
times and contributes 13.6%.  

As Table 2. illustrates, there are 30 
politeness strategies in 6 different 
settings by Japanese characters. Overall, 
OfR is the most favoured by the 
Japanese, which occurs 18 times and 
contributes 60%. Bor and NeP are the 
second favourites. Respectively, they 
appear 6 times and contribute 20%. Pop 
does not occur at all in the dialogues 
among Japanese. 

As Table 3. shows, American and 
Japanese characters prefer differently in 
terms of politeness strategies they used. 
Broadly speaking, BoR is the most 
preferred by Americans. In contrast, it is 
OfR by Japanese occurring 18 times but 
only 1 times by Americans. While PoP 
comes out to be the second most 
favoured by Americans, it does not takes 
place at all among Japanese.  
 
Bald on Record (BoR) 
There are 11 dialogues involving the 
Americans  and  6 dialogues of the 
Japanese in “The Last Samurai” movie 
which belong to BoR type. The American 
characters that use BoR strategies are,1 
dialogue from D, 5 dialogues from A, 2 
dialogues from J, 2 dialogues from C, and 
1 dilogues from I. The Japanese 
characters that use BoR strategies are 1 
dialogue from E,  1 dialogue from F,  and 
4 dialogues from H. “Just hear what the 
man has to say...” You insolent swine!  
Answer! You, speak!. BoR politeness 
strategies is higher in frequency used by 
the American people than Japanese.  
Most of the BoR dialogues above are 
produced by Algren Nathan. 
 
Positive Politeness (PoP) 
There are dialogues of the American but 
none dialogue found from  Japanese  in 
“The Last Samurai “ movie which belong 
to the PoP type. Those are spoken by 
some characters from American and 
Japanese people. The American 
characters that use PoP strategies are, 2 
dialogues from C, 4 dialogues from A, 
and 1 dialogue from J. In contrast, there 
is no PoP strategies used by Japanese 
people in “The Last Samurai “ movie.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378216613001343#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378216613001343#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0378216613001343#!
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Table 1. Politeness strategies by American characters in “The Last Samurai” movie. 
No. Setting Types of politeness strategies Total 

BoR PoP NeP OfR N % 
1 Restaurant  2 1 0 0 3 13.6% 
2 Village  2 1 0 0 3 13.6% 

3 House  3 1 1 0 5 22.7% 

4 Imperial palace  1 0 2 0 3 13.6% 

5 Public  1 1 0 1 3 13.6% 

6 Battlefield  2 3 0 0 5 22.7% 

Total  N 11 7 3 1 
22 100% 

Total  % 50.0 31.8 13.6 4.5 

BoR: Bald on record 
PoP  : Positive politeness 
NeP : Negative politeness 
OfR : Off record 

 
Table 2 Politeness strategies by Japanese characters in “The Last Samurai” movie. 

No. Setting  Types of politeness strategies Total 
BoR PoP NeP OfR N % 

1 Restaurant  0 0 0 0 0 0% 
2 Village  2 0 1 2 5 16,7% 
3 House  0 0 2 7 9 30% 
4 Imperial palace  1 0 3 6 10 33,3% 
5 Public  0 0 0 0 0 0% 
6 Battlefield  3 0 0 3 6 20% 

Total N 6 0 6 18 
30 100% 

Total % 20 0 20 60 

BoR: Bald on record 
PoP  : Positive politeness 
NeP : Negative politeness 
OfR : Off record 

 
Table 3. Comparison and contrast on the politeness strategies by Japanese and 
American characters in “The Last Samurai” movie. 

Frequency of 
Occurrence 

Politeness Strategies Characters 
by Nation BoR PoP NeP OfR 

N 11 7 3 1 American 

% 50,0 31,8 13,6 4,5 

N 6 0 6 18 Japanese 

% 20 0 20 60 

BoR: Bald on record 
PoP  : Positive politeness 
NeP : Negative politeness 
OfR : Off record 
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“Nathan, I'd like you to meet Mr. 
Omura, from Japan, and his associates, 
whose names I've given up trying to 
pronounce...” Sit down.  Sit down... 
American People such as C (Bagley), A 
(Algren Nathan, and J (Graham) used 
PoP to the speaker, but there is no PoP 
dialogues from the Japanese. 
 
Negative Politeness (NeP) 
It is found 3 dialogues of American and 6 
dialogues by Japanese  in “The Last 
Samurai” movie which belong to 
negative politeness strategies. The 
American characters that produce NeP 
are:, A (Algren Nathan) produced 2 
dialogues and a dialogues from I 
(Ambassador Swanbeck). While, the 
those Japanese that produce NeP are: B 
(Katsumoto) produces 4 dialogues, H 
(Omura)  produces 1 dialogues and 1 
dialogues from G (Taka). 

“With all due respect, sir, our 
President's patience is wearing thin.  
Perhaps there is someone else we 
should be speaking to.” 

“If I am no use, then I will happily 
end my life.” 
Both American and Japanese utter NeP 
strategies to communicate with other 
people. However,  more NeP strategies 
are produced by Japanese that is 6 
dialogues. While those by Americans are 
3 dialogues of NeP strategy. 
 
Off Record (OfR) 
It is found 1 dialogue by Americans and 
18 dialogues by Japanese in “The Last 
Samurai” movie which belong to OfR 
strategies. The American character that 
produces the strategy is A (Algren 
Nathan),  1 dialogue. While, the Japanese 
that produce such strategy are:, B 
(Katsumoto) produces 10 dialogues, G 
(Taka)  produces 2 dialogues, 4 
dialogues produced by H ( Omura), 1 
dialogue produced by E (Ujio) and 1 
dialogue produced by K ( Emperor). 

“Mr. Graham, I need a drink.” 
“Many of our customs seem strange 

to you.  The same is true of yours.  For 
example, not to introduce yourself is 

considered extremely rude, even among 
enemies” 
Japanese characters produce 
significantly more OfR than Americans. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The current study argues that language 
and culture are interrelated. Culture 
affects the way people use language.  In 
summary, the preferences of politeness 
strategies dialogues in “The Last 
Samurai” movie by Americans are: 1) 
BoP (11/50%), 2) PoP (7/31.8%), 3)  
NeP (3/13.6%), and 4) OfR (1/4.5%).  
Those by Japanese are: 1) OfR 
(18/60%), 2) BoR 6/20%), 3) NeP 
(6/20%), and 4) PoP (0). American and 
Japanese characters prefer differently in 
terms of politeness strategies they used. 
Broadly speaking, BoR is the most 
preferred by Americans. In contrast, it is 
OfR by Japanese occurring 18 times but 
only 1 times by Americans. While PoP 
comes out to be the second most 
favoured by Americans, it does not takes 
place at all among Japanese. Such 
difference is made possible because of 
the linguistic and cultural backgrounds 
of the Japanese and Americans. This 
affirms the tight bond between language 
and culture. The results support the 
studies by Goldenberg et al (1999), 
Sherman et al (2011), Oetzel et al 
(2003), Lee et al (2012), Kavanangh 
(2016), Fukushima (1996), and, Liao & 
Bresnahan (1996) emphasizing that 
language and culture affect each other 
and people coming from different 
language and cultural background 
communicate differently. This study is 
not in line with those by Chen et al 
(2013), King & Aono (2017) confirming 
that “East & West” do not differ in 
language behaviors. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The preferences of politeness strategies 
dialogues in “The Last Samurai” movie 
by Americans are: 1) BoP (11/50%), 2) 
PoP (7/31.8%),3)  NeP (3/13.6%), and 



Nurilaila, E, Ricahyono, S., Setyadi, D., & Arifin, S.  SHE Journal 
 

15 

 

4) OfR (1/4.5%).  Those by Japanese are: 
1) OfR (18/60%), 2) BoR 6/20%), 3) 
NeP (6/20%), and 4) PoP (0). This 
study, therefore, argues that language 
and culture are interrelated. They affect 
each other. This study affirms that the 
“East-West” devide does exist.  
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