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Synopsis: Recent sociolinguistic studies have offered a multi-dimensional perspective of style where 
social meanings of linguistic forms are defined by interactional moves through which speakers take 
stances, create alignments, and construct personas (e.g. Eckert 2000 et seq.; Eckert and Rickford 2001; 
Podesva 2004; Coupland 2007), beyond the earlier uni-dimensional model based on the direct mapping 
between standard/vernacular dichotomy and social categories (e.g. Labov 1972). This project provides a 
case study of style/index focusing on the morphophonological variation in verbal inflection called 
ranuki (ra-Deletion) in spoken Japanese. In particular, this study demonstrates (i) novel stylistic aspects 
of ranuki and its emerging functions, and (ii) the process where speakers develop such functions by 
utilizing the variable that are tied to the existing norms for their own interactional purposes. This study 
confirms that the productive use of ranuki indexically signals the fine-grained stylistic information. 
 
Background: The ranuki variation that comprises -rare (full form) and -re (reduced form) (Table 1, e.g. 
Ito & Mester 2004) and the attitude toward it are considered to be established (although ranuki is still 
diffusing), since (i) more than a hundred year has passed since ranuki was first observed, and it is now 
widely used; (ii) ranuki has been covered by the education and the media where the non-standard status 
of reduced form is highlighted, and thus the distinction between the full form (standard) and the reduced 
form (non-standard) is recognized even by non-experts. Furthermore, recent usage-based studies shed 
light on unnoticed linguistic and extra-linguistic aspects of ranuki (Sano 2011; Sherwood 2014, 2016).  

Additionally, sociolinguistic surveys in Japanese observed the recent trend that speakers (esp. 
in younger generations) productively use non-standard forms to design their interpersonal relationships 
and the interactional atmosphere (Tanaka 2001; Kobayashi 2004). With this background, the present 
study aims to demonstrate that speakers create novel communicative functions of ranuki based on the 
standard/non-standard dichotomy linked to the existing norm. 
 
Method: Data were retrieved from Meidai Conversation Corpus (ver. 2016.12) using Chuunagon (ver. 
2.2.2.2). An exhaustive search of the data in Meidai Conversation Corpus resulted in 656 tokens, of 
which 387 (59%) were full forms and 269 (41%) were reduced forms. Each token was analyzed in 
terms of (i) relationship between speakers, and (ii) setting.  
 
Results & Discussion: The distribution of ranuki differs according to the following factors (Table 2): 
[relationship between speakers] (1) lovers > parents, friends (affection, intimacy); (2) peers > 
seniors/juniors (seniority); (3) neighbors, acquaintances < strangers (appearance, decency); [setting] (4) 
while traveling > home > public place > workplace (atmosphere, relaxed/nervous, face, role); (5, 6) 
class/rank of shops and restaurants: low > high (harmony/consistency with the space). The observed 
patterns demonstrate that the manner the speakers deploy ranuki indexically signals fine-grained stylistic 
information: (i) interpersonal relationships such as seniority-based hierarchy and intimacy/solidarity, and 
(ii) settings associated with purposes of interaction, and atmosphere and class/rank of the space. Thus, in 
performing social actions, speakers derive ranuki’s new indexicalized functions for interactional 
purposes, in addition to the given status as a non-standard/vernacular form that is imposed by the 
linguistic norms/prescriptive grammar, which is difficult to explain by the earlier model. 



Table 1: Examples of full/ranuki form *rare/re = potential suffix 
stem (vowel final) full form ranuki (reduced) form 
mi- ‘see’ mi-rare ‘can see’ mi-re  ‘can see’ 
tabe- ‘eat’ tabe-rare ‘can eat’ tabe-re ‘can eat’ 

  
Table 2: The distribution of full/ranuki form by the relationship between speakers and the setting 
ordered by the ratio of ranuki form (%)  *The distributional skews were tested by the logistic 
regression analysis using R (R development Core Team 1993‒). 
Relationship between speakers 
(1) lovers (91.3%) >  parents (40.4%),  friends (41%)        z = -3.415, p < 0.01 
(2) peers (43.5%)   >  seniors – juniors (22.1%)        z = -3.478, p < 0.01 
(3) neighbors,  acquaintances (0%)  <  strangers (38.1%)       Fisher’s exact test: p < 0.01 
Setting 
(4) while traveling (71.9%)  >  home (53.4%)  >  public place (34.6%)  >  workplace (8.3%) 
               z = -5.005, p < 0.01 
(5) shop: -ya (e.g. pub) (52.2%)  >  -ten (e.g. café) (16.7%)       z = -3.728, p < 0.01 
(6) restaurant: family restaurant (58.3%)  >  Italian restaurant (43.5%)  >   
  restaurant (general) (17%)  >  restaurant (hotel) (0%)       z = -3.795, p < 0.01 
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