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Identification of maeoki ‘prefaces’ in Japanese texts

Onuma, Kiyoshi

Abstract

In this paper I explain and analyze in detail how maeoki ‘prefaces’ (hereafter maeoki) can be
identified in Japanese texts. Functionally there are many kinds of maeoki, including maeoki for
politeness, maeoki that propose themes, maeoki that soften tension at a first meeting, and maeoki
that give information to ensure mutual understanding.

Maeoki can also be analyzed formally. Focusing on where maeoki are used in the overall text
structure, I demonstrate that maeoki can be identified in the following five positions in a variety
of text genres.

1) Maeoki can be expressed in a clause ending with the particle ga ‘but’, for example,
Mooshiwake arimasen ga, ‘There is no excuse, but’ or Sumimasen ga, ‘I'm sorry, but’.

ii) A Japanese letter, roughly speaking, consists of four parts, a season greeting, the body of
the letter, a conclusion, and an ending. The initial season greeting functions as a maeoki.

ii1) In expository texts, the author may use a self-directed expression like Maeoki ga nagai
zo ‘(Your=the author) maeoki is (too) long, I tell you’. These expressions suggest that the
preceding text is a maeoki. Because the author references the maeoki explicitly, the maeoki
can be identified easily.

iv) In a response to a yes-no question, the text between the question and the actual answer is
regarded as a maeoki.

v) In texts where after the first theme, a second new (seemingly unrelated) theme is
introduced which is later connected to the first (old) theme, the utterances related to the
second theme can be regarded as a maeoki.

This study contributes to research on maeoki that previously focused on clauses ending
in ga ‘but’. By taking a broader discourse perspective that includes an analysis of the overall
text structure, I demonstrate that maeoki can consist of a multiple of sentences, and their
identification and position may vary across text genre.



