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1	 INTRODUCTION

This article investigates various strategies for expressing interpersonal relationships (IPRs) 
in three languages – Hungarian, Japanese, and Slovenian – using a cognitive pragmatic 
linguistic approach. The research focuses on examining the (re)construction of IPRs in the 
three languages. It uses a contrastive analysis of selected scenes from the 1969 Hungarian 
film A tanú (The Witness) and its Japanese and Slovenian subtitles. The research analyses 
and compares the linguistic tools used for constructing IPRs in the three languages studied. 
It highlights the pragmatic strategies in different languages for the same situational settings 
with the same IPRs. The results of the analysis provide comparative qualitative data for 
these three languages in terms of the linguistic means used to construct IPRs.
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The structure of the article is as follows: first, it introduces the theoretical background 
of IPR construction in language use within a cognitive pragmatic linguistic framework, 
and it introduces the dimensions of IPRs to be used in the analysis. It then presents the 
language-specific means of IPRs in all three languages, followed by an analysis of the 
linguistic constructions used for negotiating IPRs in a trilingual corpus. Finally, it sum-
marizes the main findings of the analysis and discusses their implications for other fields 
of study.

2 	 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS: A COGNITIVE PRAGMATIC		
	  APPROACH

2.1 	 Adaptivity, negotiation, and interpersonal relationships in		
	 language use

Human existence is essentially social – that is, people establish a wide range of IPRs, 
which are represented and shaped by both linguistic and non-linguistic social behaviour 
(Krauss & Fussel 1996, Fitzsimons & Anderson 2013). The expression of IPRs is not 
only an integral part of language use, but also one of the main functions of language, 
characterized by both cognition and interaction (Krauss & Chue 2016: 69–72.). When 
using a language, participants not only create and share perspectivized representations of 
the world, but also constantly represent and (re)shape their interpersonal relations. These 
two fundamental features of language use, which Tátrai (2011) refers to as the inter-
subjective cognitive and interpersonal relational metafunctions of language, are present 
simultaneously in language activity and closely interrelated.

The linguistic representation of IPRs is a part of the dynamic adaptivity that generally 
characterizes language use. People’s experience of the world can be construed in various 
ways, so that each utterance in a conversation implies a choice by the participants (i.e., 
choice making; Verschueren 1999: 55–58), allowing them to adaptively choose an option 
they consider the most appropriate, taking into account both their goals and the norms 
of the community. The same can be said for the participants’ personal relations, and so 
IPRs are continuously reconstrued in the discourse within the context of social norms. 
Language use can thus be understood as a choice between discursive strategies that affect 
various domains of the linguistic system (Tátrai 2011). At the same time, language use 
is also characterized by negotiation between participants, in the sense that speakers try to 
impose their own choices on recipients, whereas recipients decide in each case whether to 
accept or challenge the speakers’ choices based on their own expectations.

The norms of the community are (relatively stable) sociocultural rules that mark 
the appropriate utterances in a specific community under specific communicative cir-
cumstances (Tátrai 2011). Following flexible principles and strategies, participants try to 
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achieve their own actual goals within the context of these norms. This is made possible 
through the participants’ metapragmatic awareness – that is, the ability to reflect on dif-
ferent linguistic constructions, cognitive processes, and the sociocultural expectations 
associated with them. The degree of awareness and markedness of the different linguistic 
choices may vary. Choices that are frequently used within a given situation tend to be 
unmarked, whereas those that are used less frequently are more marked (Schwartz 1980) 
and require more effort to process (Givón 1991). The higher awareness or markedness of 
a given choice also implies a higher level of reflection (Yang 2018: 202).

2.2 	 IPR dimensions in the analysis

In a specific communication scene, speakers take into account the full complexity of 
the cognitive, social, and cultural functioning of language (Verschueren 2009: 19). The 
options they choose from are highly determined by the social norms of each language 
community. These norms could be followed or neglected, and are part of a dynamic 
negotiation between the participants in the communication. Nonetheless, there are some 
basic dimensions that can be described.

The various dimensions of this dynamic process of conceptualizing IPRs in commu-
nication were first investigated based on the linguistic tools of expressing power (Holmes 
1995, Locher 2004, Cutting & Fordyce 2020: 159–161.). The linguistic representations 
of IPRs were categorized into constructions of equality versus inequality. Although the 
expression of power is present in the context of language use, there are other linguistic 
representations of IPRs that are not only part of this pragmatic function (Haugh et al. 
2013). Formal and informal linguistic elements (e.g., T- and V-forms – see Brown & 
Gilman 1960, Szarkowska 2013: 36–39), various lexical items used for addressing each 
other, and many other linguistic elements play a part in developing closeness or distance 
between the participants in a concrete communication scene (Locher & Graham 2010). 
Based on these two social dimensions (expressing power and expressing closeness vs. 
distance), the process of the sociocultural conceptualization of IPRs can be described 
within a pragmatic-linguistic framework (i.e. Duck & Usera 2014).

2.3 	 Hypotheses

This article uses a cross-cultural perspective to examine how IPRs are constructed in 
Hungarian, Slovenian, and Japanese. It presumes and investigates how conventionalized 
linguistic tools (e.g., T- and V-forms in Slovenian and Hungarian, forms of address, pred-
icate styles in Japanese, etc.) impact the creation of meaning.

Furthermore, it presumes that the sociocultural aspects of using different strategies in 
communication take into account the sociocultural characteristics of a given culture and 
reconstruct them within the context of another sociocultural setting, such as a different 
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historical background. Notably, communist regimes were present in Hungary and Slove-
nia but not in Japan.

It is also presumed that the research will show the multimodal nature of IPRs – that 
is, how linguistic and non-linguistic tools (gestures, facial expressions, tone, etc.) are 
jointly applied to construct IPRs between participants.

2.4 	 Corpus and methodology

The analyses presented in the article are based on a trilingual parallel corpus containing 
excerpts from the 1969 Hungarian film A tanú (The Witness), directed by Péter Bacsó. 
The movie satirically depicts the communist dictatorship in Hungary in the 1950s, and 
it is considered one of the most significant and influential Hungarian films ever made, or 
“the number one Hungarian cult film” (Baski 2024).

The plot is set in the 1950s, a time when the regime consolidated its power by eliminat-
ing democratic forces, and the leader Mátyás Rákosi began to build his cult of personality 
by prosecuting his opponents within the Communist Party at show trials. The film tells the 
story of József Pelikán, an ordinary dyke keeper on the Danube River in rural Hungary. 
This genuine, somewhat outsider character eventually becomes the crown witness in the 
show trial of minister Zoltán Dániel, his old friend from the once illegal communist move-
ment, who is accused of conspiring to assassinate a powerful leader, Comrade Bástya.

The storyline presents a wide range of IPRs, from close, friendly relationships to 
characters separated by a large hierarchical gap that is appropriate to the totalitarian sys-
tem depicted in the film. The relationships are constantly changing throughout the story, 
underscoring the importance of renegotiating them.

For the purposes of this study, five scenes (ranging in length from 27 to 38 sec-
onds) were selected from the film (see Appendix 1), where establishment, negotiation, 
and maintenance of IPRs between characters from different social backgrounds and in 
various relationships are represented illustratively.

In addition to the linguistic data, the film provides contextual information about the 
characters and situations, as well as the non-linguistic aspects of communication, such as 
intonation, body language, use of space, and so on. The Hungarian text was transcribed 
by the authors of this article, and the Japanese and Slovenian translations of the origi-
nal Hungarian text were obtained from the subtitles created by Japanese and Slovenian 
learners of Hungarian.1The authors then analysed the data through detailed research and 
discussion of the corpus in all three languages.

The corpus has certain limitations. Subtitling, or audiovisual translation in general, is 
a special form of translation characterized by a number of constraints (most importantly, 

1   The film was translated into Japanese by students of Hungarian major at Osaka University in 2015 as a class 
project. The Slovenian text was prepared by general linguistics students at the University of Ljubljana in 2020 as part 
of a Hungarian language course. (The film has no officially published Japanese or Slovenian translations.)
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the spatial constraint to fit the length of the target language text within the limits set by 
industry practices and rules; cf. Díaz Cintas & Remael 2007), which may have an impact 
on the target language text and therefore also on how the IPRs are presented (Levshina 
2017). On the other hand, subtitlers often overcome these limitations by relying on con-
textual information available to the viewer (either from the plot, from common knowl-
edge of the viewers, or from visual or other modes in the film), and they exclude these 
pieces of information from the subtitles. It is also important to emphasize that the corpus 
is based on a film produced in 1969 and set in the 1950s, which means that some of the 
results may be limited to this context because contemporary language use may be differ-
ent in some situations.

3	 AN OVERVIEW OF LANGUAGE-SPECIFIC LINGUISTIC TOOLS 		
	 FOR EXPRESSING IPRS

The participants in a discourse have a variety of means at their disposal to express and 
shape their IPRs. (Kato 2013: 43). These solutions, as well as the ways in which they are 
combined, are often conventionalized (from the point of view of the speech community) 
and routinized (from the point of view of the speakers), but they always work together in 
the discourse in a dynamic way, reinforcing or weakening each other’s influence to repre-
sent and shape the relationships between the participants (Locher & Watts 2005, Debray 
& Spencer-Oatey 2022).

3.1 	 Language-specific linguistic tools for expressing IPRs in 			 
	 Hungarian

Among the linguistic tools associated with expressing interpersonal relationships in Hun-
garian, the use of T- and V-forms, along with various phatic expressions (greetings, forms 
of address, etc.), stand out, but directness–indirectness, style, lexical features, elaboration 
of the text (Veres-Guśpiel 2017), and other factors, such as tone of voice and body lan-
guage, are also clearly linked to constructing IPRs (see Gifford 2010).

Among the above, the speaker’s choice between the use of T- and V-forms is par-
ticularly important and present throughout the discourse, because it affects not only the 
conjugation of verbs, but also the inflection of nouns and pronouns, and the choice of 
personal pronouns, greetings, forms of address, and other phatic elements available to 
the speaker.

The use of T-forms (tegezés, from the informal singular personal pronoun te ‘you’) 
is associated with more intimate IPRs. Morphologically, it is characterized by the use 
of the second-person singular and second-person plural forms (suffixes and pronouns). 
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T-forms are typically marked by an overt morpheme, except for the imperative, for which 
singular T-forms can also be marked by a null morpheme: Várj! ‘Wait!’. The use of 
T-forms is generally accompanied by typical choices in other areas of language use as 
well. For example, it is typical to use familiar greetings (Szia! Szervusz! Sziasztok! Sze-
rvusztok! etc. – different forms of ‘Hello!’) and, in terms of the forms of address, it is 
common to use first names and nicknames.

In Hungarian, there are several ways of using V-forms. The choice between them is 
associated with slightly different IPRs, but what they have in common is that the speaker 
uses third-person singular or third-person plural forms (in the case of inflections, usually 
marked by a null morpheme) to refer to the addressee. The use of these forms, prototypi-
cally used to refer to a person who is outside the speech event, metaphorically expresses 
the distance between the speaker and the addressee (Tátrai 2011). Different manners of 
using V-forms are characterized by the different personal pronouns that the speaker uses 
to refer to the addressee. Thus, contemporary Hungarian distinguishes between önözés 
(the use of the formal pronoun ön and its plural form önök), which implies respect for the 
addressee, and magázás (the use of the formal pronoun maga and its plural form maguk), 
in which the respect for the addressee is less emphasized.

Another typical way of using V-forms is when, instead of using the personal pro-
nouns mentioned above, the speaker refers to the addressee by name, title, or occupation 
(e.g., igazgató úr ‘(male) director’, tanárnő ‘(female) teacher’, doktor úr ‘(male) doctor’, 
elvtárs ‘comrade’; Domonkosi 2002: 118). Another possibility, often used in discourses 
between children and adults, is tetszikelés, or the use of a construction with the auxiliary 
verb tetszik (lit. ‘like’) and the infinitive form of the verb instead of the conjugated verb 
form. The use of V-forms is associated with the use of formal phatic elements (e.g., greet-
ings and forms of address).

Among people who know each other, the choice between using the T- or the V-forms 
is essentially determined by their relationship. That is, when speaking to the same address-
ee, the speaker will typically use the same forms, regardless of the situation, topic of con-
versation, and so on. There are socially conventionalized forms of switching from using 
V-forms to using T-forms (i.e., who can initiate this change, when, and how). Refusing 
to accept an offer to use the T-forms or switching back to V-forms is considered impolite.

Among strangers, the use of T- or V-forms is linked to the contextual features of the 
speech event. In this respect, parallel to the rapid changes in Hungarian society, language 
use has been changing rapidly over the last decades, leading to an increased use of T-forms 
(cf. Bencze 2005).2 In a discourse, this makes negotiation between participants over the use 
of T- or V-forms particularly important (although this negotiation is rarely made explicit).

Because the choice between using the two forms has profound implications for 

2   This also means that, in terms of the use of T- and V-forms, there have been significant changes in language use 
since both the time the film was made and the time in which it is set.



223L. Borsos, T. Kruzslicz, M. Nidorfer, C. Shigemori Bučar: INTERCULTURAL RECONCEPTUALIZATION ...

language use and IPRs, and also because the boundary between using one form or the 
other is rather sharp, speakers often use distinctive strategies to avoid making an explicit 
choice. Such strategies include the use of first-person plural forms, which involve both 
the speaker and addressee, which makes it possible to avoid the clear marking of IPRs.

3.2 	 Language-specific linguistic tools for expressing IPRs in Slovenian

Similarly to Hungarian, linguistic tools that explicitly mark IPRs in oral (and written) 
discourse in Slovenian include the use of V- and T-forms, forms of greeting and address, 
and the use of closeness and distance. These indicate the degree of formality or informal-
ity, social distance, and equality or a certain hierarchy among the discourse participants.

V-forms are used to express formality when there is a large social distance between 
the participants. Informality is expressed with T-forms. A verb in the second-person sin-
gular (e.g., ti si ‘you are’, pridi ‘(you) come’) is used to address a person with a T-form in 
Slovenian, and a verb in the second-person plural (vi ste ‘you are’, pridite ‘(you) come’) 
is used to address someone with a V-form. In addition to singular and plural forms, 
Slovenian also has the dual, which is used to refer to or address two people and it uses a 
second person dual with the verb in a dual form (e.g., pridita ‘come’, napišita ‘write’). 
However, the dual (as well as the plural) forms do not differ between T- and V-forms. 
Nevertheless, the form of a verb also depends on the gender (feminine, masculine, and 
neuter) in the singular, dual, and plural forms of nouns. Personal pronouns that replace 
nouns (persons) also take different forms according to gender, number, and case, and 
according to V-, T-, or semi V-forms (Toporišič 2004).

In central Slovenia, especially in the capital of Ljubljana, a semi V-form is often 
used – that is, the participle in a T-form (second-person singular) with the auxiliary verb 
in a V-form (second-person plural): spoštovana, boste prišla? ‘madam, will you come?’, 
spoštovani, boste prišel? ‘sir, will you come?’, instead of prišli ‘come (formal)’ in both 
examples. Semi V-forms were established and are used to build closer relationships with 
customers, and they are widely used in shops, services, and sometimes even in less for-
mal interviews in the media. However, today T-forms are becoming more common in 
everyday communication.

To refer to a person who is highly respected in the society (e.g., due to their social 
status or profession), gospod ‘Mr., Sir’ or gospa ‘Mrs., madam, lady’ is usually used 
instead of the surname, combined with the profession in the masculine or feminine form 
(e.g., gospa doktorica ‘Mrs. Doctor’, gospod predsednik ‘Mr. President’, gospod direk-
tor ‘Mr. Director’, gospa dekanja ‘Mrs. Dean’, etc.). When referring to large groups 
of people in public, it is usual to address these and any distinguished persons with the 
address spoštovani ‘dear’, followed by words denoting ‘guests’ (e.g., spoštovani gostje 
‘dear guests’), or ‘Mr.’, ‘Sir’, ‘Madam’, together with their full name or title; for exam-
ple, spoštovana gospa dekanja Filozofske fakultete ‘dear Madam, Dean of the Faculty of 
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Arts’. In slightly less formal situations, the greeting pozdravljeni ‘greetings’ or its varia-
tion lepo pozdravljeni ‘warm greetings’ is used.

The address tovariš (masculine) and tovarišica (feminine) ‘comrade’, contained in 
the corpus, was widely used in Yugoslavia during World War II and afterward, during the 
communist era, until 1991, when the political system changed. This form of address was 
used to express equality, even in clearly hierarchical relationships, and it also functioned 
as a standard address between colleagues.

Informal greetings used in Slovenian spoken discourse include the following: dober 
dan ‘good day’, dobro jutro ‘good morning’, dan / živjo / zdravo ‘hello’, and hoj, ojla, 
čao ‘hi’. The greeting zdravo is preferred by speakers in eastern Slovenia.

3.3 	 Language-specific linguistic tools for expressing IPRs in Japanese

The most language-specific tool used to express IPRs in Japanese is the system of honor-
ifics. The use (or non-use) of honorific expressions reflects the speaker’s attitude toward 
other people (and even objects) in each specific context. They are manifested in mor-
phology and syntax, especially in the pragmatics of greetings, addressing, and predicate 
formulation.

The main purpose of the system of honorifics is to express the speaker’s respect to-
wards the hearer or a third person, and to show his/her consideration of the content, setting 
and medium of the conversation. (Minami 1987, 12-16; Bajrami 2016, 26). To express his/
her respect for the addressee, the speaker makes this distinction in two different ways. One 
is by using specific expressions referring to the actions and states of others (the addressee 
or others referred to), called honorifics. Another is by using specific expressions referring to 
the speaker’s own actions (or actions of his family members or insiders) to express modes-
ty, called humble forms. A similar distinction is made with adjectives and nouns when de-
scribing objects, specifically with the prefix o-/go- (e.g., Kaban wo mochimasu ‘I will carry 
the bag’, O-kaban wo o-mochi shimasu. ‘I will carry your bag / Let me carry your bag’). In 
certain sentence structures, these prefixes are also used to refer to actions, expressing either 
an honorific or humble attitude. The appropriate use of honorifics is conventionalized in 
the community of speakers, and both a lack of their use and their excessive use may lead to 
misunderstanding (i.e., irony, rudeness, etc.) (Matsumoto 1989).

There are two main discourse styles (buntai) used in Japanese, characterized by dif-
ferent predicate forms: casual and formal. The casual style refers to everyday expressions 
used among family members or close friends in informal situations. The formal style 
is used with the elderly or persons higher in rank, as well as in formal situations. The 
distinction between the casual and formal styles may primarily be observed in the mor-
phology and syntax, as well as in the individual choice of words. Both styles may be used 
among the same discourse participants: one may freely switch to the formal style if the 
situation becomes more formal (e.g., in front of a large audience on formal occasions).
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In terms of forms of address, the use of the suffix -san is common in Japanese, but there 
are also other ways to address children, colleagues, teachers, one’s superiors at work, and 
so on. The choice of not using any suffix when addressing a person would imply rudeness 
or a very intimate relation. Even though a personal pronoun for ‘you’ exists (anata), it is 
not frequently used and is usually avoided. In order not to be rude, it is more appropriate 
to use the person’s name or a noun that refers to their social function in the situation. For 
example: Anata no hon wo yomimashita. ‘I read your book’; Sensei no hon wo yomimashi
ta. ‘I read your book’ (to a teacher / esteemed author); Tanaka sensei no hon wo yomasete 
itadakimashita. ‘I had the pleasure of reading your book, Professor Tanaka.’

The rich system of honorific expressions also plays an important role in understand-
ing IPRs in a specific situation because Japanese lacks the distinction between gender 
and number. A neutral sentence without a context is often and preferably interpreted as 
referring to the first person, whereas in an honorific (marked) sentence the subject may 
be inferred with the help of an honorific or humble formulation. In contrast to most Eu-
ropean languages, there is no bipartite opposition between V- and T-forms in Japanese.

IPRs are also evident in the use of sentence-final particles, giving and receiving 
verbs, and the passive and causative infixes. Sentence-final particles stand at the end 
of a sentence and express modality (i.e., the speaker’s subjective view of each concrete 
situation, such as a question, hope, expectation, prohibition, exclamation, affection, etc.). 
They may be attached to formal and informal forms of the predicate. These particles are 
typically used in spoken discourse (Pardeshi & Kageyama 2018; Shigemori Bučar & Žele 
2024, 86).

Verbs of giving and receiving are used as functional verbs in combination with an-
other action verb to express actions to someone else’s benefit. The main verb is in the 
continuative form -te. If someone is in the position to give or receive some favour, it 
is essential that their viewpoint/position is expressed with the second (functional) verb 
(Shigemori Bučar & Žele 2024, 64-65). The verb kureru ‘to receive’, for example, may 
be used in the imperative form to express the speaker’s wish for something to be done 
by the addressee. Such a formulation would be a slightly softer version of the direct 
imperative.

Passive and causative infixes are both important means to express the relation-
ship between people and events, often with modal connotations. The Japanese pas-
sive infix -(r)are- may also be used with intransitive verbs and, in certain cases, 
the semantics of the passivized verb becomes modal, acquiring the connotation of 
nuisance, trouble, or inconvenience. The basic meaning of the causative is ‘to make/
let someone else act’. The Japanese causative infix -(s)ase- has various meanings 
depending on the context, but mainly coercion, permission, non-interference, and 
cause-and-effect relationships.
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4	 THE CROSS-LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF CONSTRUCTING IPRS

4.1 	 Constructing distance and position

The corpus provides many examples of the negotiation and ongoing reconstruction of 
IPRs between participants, as well as varying degrees of explicitness of this negotiation. 
The first scenes (see Appendix, Scenes 1 and 2) of the film show how the incompatibility 
between the social and private contexts (e.g. distancing hierarchical status vs. personal 
familiarity between the characters) of a conversation can lead to the explicit negotiation 
of IPRs between the participants.

In Scene 1, the dialogue mirrors a hierarchical relationship, although it is clear that the 
participants know each other well. Specifically, Dániel (the minister) asks about Pelikán's 
(the dyke keeper’s) family, and therefore the scene is marked by a discrepancy in formality. 
The informal and intimate language used by Dániel (greetings such as Hu. Szervusz, Sln. 
Živjo, Jpn. yā, the use of T-forms, both verbal and pronominal / Japanese sentence-end 
particles for casual conversation, lexical items such as Hu. az asszony ‘[informal] the wom-
an [i.e., the wife]’) contrasts with the formal language used by Pelikán (greetings such as 
Hu. Szabadság, Sln. Zdravo – both forms were used also as the official greeting of the 
Communist Party – and the address form ‘Comrade Dániel’). This asymmetry between the 
participants characterizes the negotiation of IPRs in Hungarian and Slovenian.3 In Japanese, 
the strategy of negotiating IPRs is slightly different. The language that participants use in 
negotiating IPRs also depends on the actual situation, and so the same participants could 
use different registers based on their positions in different situations (Bajrami 2016, 25).

In Scene 1, Dániel leads the conversation. Pelikán replies in short and incomplete 
sentences, which is also a strategy: it causes tension. He avoids the use of grammatical 
personal markers to express a personal relationship in Hungarian, as well as in Slovenian. 
In Japanese, on the other hand, the translation reflects the rule that the addressee must be 
marked in terms of the honorific levels. Pelikán uses the formal style of predicates and 
the dialogue mixes formal and informal speech. However, this discrepancy, in contrast 
to Hungarian and Slovenian, is more common in Japanese, especially when starting a 
conversation. The social context, psychological distance between the speakers, and the 
specific situation of the conversation may lead to speech level shifts in both directions, 
formal to informal or informal to formal (ibid.).

The linguistic representation of IPRs becomes explicitly addressed by the participants 
in Scene 2: Hu. Mi az, te magázol engem, Józsi? Sln. Kaj je zdaj to vikanje, Józsi? Jpn. 
Dōshite sonna katain da? ‘Why so formal with me, Józsi?’. In the utterance preceding this, 
Pelikán’s formal treatment of Dániel is very pronounced: the explicit use of the V-pronoun 
(Hu. maga, Sln. vi ‘you’), a verb conjugated in the V-form (Hu. nősült meg, Sln. niste 

3   The visual mode also supports these observations: the difference in clothing (Dániel: formal, Pelikán: casual) and 
body language (Dániel: relaxed, Pelikán: somewhat confused) is noteworthy.



227L. Borsos, T. Kruzslicz, M. Nidorfer, C. Shigemori Bučar: INTERCULTURAL RECONCEPTUALIZATION ...

poročeni ‘you are not married’), and the form of address (last name + Hu. elvtárs, Sln. 
tovariš ‘comrade’). In contrast, in Japanese he does not use the addressee’s name but the 
formal and neutral “pronoun” anata truncating the sentence (and another truncation in the 
following utterance), which is a choice for no explicit formality. It rather shows Pelikán’s 
uncertainty about how to behave and talk to Dániel. In his response quoted above, Dániel 
replies with an equally strongly marked informal utterance: the T-pronoun (te ‘you’) and 
T-verbal form (magázol ‘you use the V-forms’) in Hungarian. In Slovenian, the closeness 
appears at the lexical level with the colloquial phrasal question: Kaj je zdaj to . . . ? ‘What 
is this now . . . ?’ which contains an accusation of inappropriate behaviour (a formal way 
would be Zakaj me vikaš? ‘Why are you using a V-form?’) and a familiar address (Józsi, 
nickname based on the first name József). At the lexical level, Dániel also chooses words in 
Hungarian that have a familiar stylistic value (ugrat ‘to tease’, hülyéskedik ‘to fool around’). 
Dániel’s reaction to Pelikán using the V-form can be explained by the fact mentioned in 
Section 3.1 – that is, in Hungarian it is considered impolite to use the V-form with someone 
with whom the speaker has already previously switched to the T-form.

Pelikán explicitly says that the reason for him using the formal expressions is their 
unequal social status. Dániel responds in a somewhat humorous tone (in the Hungarian 
text referring to their common past and camaraderie: Mi ketten aztán igazán .  .  . ‘The 
two of us really . . . ’, in Slovenian with the intimate friendly manner of speech, repairing 
Dániel’s provocative manner of speech in his question before, whereas in the Japanese 
text this is not really reflected), encouraging Pelikán to use more familiar language with 
him, playfully threatening him (note the use of humour as a means of informality).

In Hungarian, Dániel uses the first-person plural forms in the next two sentences, 
and in Slovenian he even uses the very informal first-person dual (zajebavajva ‘two of 
us joke around’), also explicitly (and unnecessarily) the personal pronoun: midva ‘two of 
us’), to express their long (and friendly) acquaintance. The first-person plural cannot be 
explicitly seen or expressed in Japanese. Instead, keigo wo tsukau na ‘Don’t use honorific 
language!’ is uttered in the informal direct style. In the following lines, we see that the 
two agree on a certain relationship, and at the end of the scene Dániel even uses an im-
perative form with the giving/receiving verb -te kure ‘do me the favour of sitting down’.

At the visual level, the tension of the scene is finally eased by Pelikán patting Dániel 
on the shoulder, as well as their laughing together and sitting next to each other.

4.2 	 Maintaining established IPRs

In Scenes 1 and 2, as presented above, the negotiation of IPRs plays a central part, where-
as later scenes serve as examples of how to maintain the IPRs between Pelikán and 
Dániel. In Scene 3, the interpersonal function of language primarily focuses on how the 
participants express a direct, informal, and equal relationship between them. In Hungari-
an and Slovenian, this is indicated by the use of the second-person singular T-form verbs 
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(Hu. várj(ál), Sln. (po)čakaj ‘wait’; Hu. öntsed, Sln. zlij ‘pour it’; Hu. fogd, Sln. drži ‘hold 
it’; Hu. vigyázz ‘be careful’) and the use of Dániel’s first name (Zoltán), whereas in Japa-
nese this is expressed through informal verbal constructions using the verb kureru ‘give’ 
(matte kure ‘wait’, sosoide kure ‘pour (on it)’, mottete kure ‘hold this’; the direct address 
was omitted from the Japanese translation). The use of interjections (Hu. ejnye, hű, hajaj; 
Sln. hej, o, evo ‘hey’, ‘oh’, ‘here you go’) and a discourse marker (Hu. csak ‘just’) in 
Hungarian and Slovenian, and the informal sentence final particles (-yo, -zo) in Japanese 
indicate both the emotional intensity of the scene and the close relationship between the 
participants (see also below). The visual component may reinforce the strength of the 
relationship between the two characters, as well as their equality (they are performing a 
task together, like members of a team).

Instructions play a major role in Scene 3. As a result of the negotiation in the pre-
vious scenes, Pelikán now instructs Dániel completely naturally, using direct requests 
that indicate their equal and close relationship. Second-person singular imperative forms 
(see above) are used in Hungarian and Slovenian, and the informal verbal construction 
-te kure is used in Japanese. In all three languages, these forms are conventionalized 
when giving instructions in such a relationship. However, in all three languages these 
imperatives are accompanied by mitigating devices (Hu. egy pillanatra ‘for a moment’, 
egy kicsit ‘a little bit’; Sln. trenutek ‘a moment’, malo ‘a little’; Jpn. chotto ‘a little’). In 
Hungarian, using the expression csak, literally ‘only, just’, with the imperative verbal 
forms may also be an indicator of a close relationship.

4.3 	 Negotiating IPRs in the context of socially imposed power 		
	 relations

In another part of the film (Scenes 4 and 5), socially imposed relations of power (citizen 
vs. police officers, police officers vs. the minister) are challenged by one of the partici-
pants (either voluntarily or due to a lack of information about the other participant). This 
can also make the negotiation of IPRs explicit in the conversation.

In Scene 4, power relations are challenged by the use of informal language in a for-
mal situation – that is, Pelikán’s constant refusal to engage in a socially conventionalized 
linguistic behaviour in this kind of situation, which prompts one of the police officers to 
show his power in a way that does not follow the conventions either. The tools that both 
participants use for these strategies are similar in all three languages; for example, Pe-
likán’s provocative direct request for the police officers to be quiet, using the colloquial 
imperative interjection Ssss . . . / Šššš . . . /Shī! ‘hush’ (accompanied by body language 
also showing a lack of respect for the officers). In his reply, one of the police officers 
uses colloquial lexical choices (Hu. szöveg ‘manner of speech’, vagy ‘approximately’). 
In Japanese, all the sentences are informal and direct. The officer replies with a deictic 
(interrogative) sentence and a threat that his kindness will be over.
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Pelikán challenges the police officers’ authority once again, using a direct request. 
In Japanese, a casual request ochitsuite kure is used (with the giving/receiving verb ‘do 
me the favour of calming down’), mentioning the third party (Dániel) by referring to 
him as daijin ‘minister’ and using the honorific address sama (directly and cynically 
indicating Dániel’s existence). In Hungarian, Pelikán uses colloquial lexical items, but 
formal verbal conjugation. The (possibly ironic) use of elvtárs ‘comrade’ as a form of 
address is another sign of formal speech. The police officers reply even more angrily, 
however, preserving the V-forms and a formal style, using vulgar words (se zajebavate 
‘you’re fucking with me’) in Slovenian. They directly accuse Pelikán of disrespecting 
the authorities. The tension and uncertainty in negotiating IPRs is made more obvious by 
the visual component. Nevertheless, for the Japanese viewers, the relationship between 
Pelikán and the police officers might be puzzling because they might not be familiar with 
the background of the communist regime.

In Pelikán’s last reply, Hu. Csinálják! Érdekel engem? Sln. Naredita, kakor želita! 
Briga me! Jpn. Dōzo go-jiyū ni! ‘Do as you like! I don’t care’, the Japanese version is 
more polite than the Hungarian original and the Slovenian translation due to the use of 
the word dōzo ‘please’, and the prefix go- (see in Section 3.3).

Scene 5 presents the reestablishment of the relationships among the participants. 
It begins with the negotiation of power when Dániel, the minister, enters the room. 
The expected equality/inequality among the participants (i.e., the representatives of 
the system and Pelikán) is challenged by Dániel’s use of formal and informal lan-
guage. Dániel addresses Pelikán with his nickname Jóska and the police officers with 
Hu. elvtársak, Sln. tovariša ‘comrades’, but in a friendly way. However, Dániel does 
not use the name Jóska in the Japanese translation, and so the sentence at the begin-
ning of the scene may be understood as him addressing everyone in the room (Pelikán 
and the policemen).

The police officers do not recognize Dániel at first and, trying to maintain control of 
power, do not respect the power relations. Visually, they do not look at Dániel at first, and 
one of them asks him Hu. Az elvtárs kicsoda? Sln. Kdo ste pa vi, tovariš? ‘And who are 
you, comrade?’ They use a formal tone and the V-form.

Dániel gains control, manifesting his power by using an authoritative and formal 
tone with the police officers, including direct orders and the second-person plural im-
perative in all three languages: Hu. Jelentést kérek! Sln. Poročajte! Jpn. Hōkoku seyo! 
‘Report!’. In Hungarian, one of the police officers replies by struggling to use formal 
language (Miszerint feljelentés érkezett Pelikán József ellen, miszerint . . . feketevágás al-
apos gyanúja miatt. ‘József Pelikán has been reported for illegal pig-slaughtering’). This 
is not present in the Slovenian and Japanese translations, although Jpn. kakatte masu is 
shorter and more colloquial than the standard formal form (kakatte imasu). 

Both officers stand at attention in front of Dániel, obeying his orders, using a formal 
tone in Hungarian and in both translations. The officers reply to him in the affirmative: 
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Hu. Értettem, Sln. Razumem ‘Understood’, Jpn. Shōchi shimashita ‘(formal) Noted, Ac-
knowledged’. Overall, there is a marked contrast between the language the two police 
officers use before and after they realize that Dániel, the minister, is also there, which in 
the Japanese is clearly indicated by a switch from informal to formal sentences.

5 	 SUMMARY

This article provides several examples of the linguistic representation of IPRs within a 
cross-linguistic framework. The analysis proved the constantly changing, dynamic char-
acter of IPRs within a specific context. It also showed that this dynamicity is historically, 
socially, culturally, and linguistically bounded – and this boundedness is realized differ-
ently in different languages.

The construction of IPRs was observed in several situations: the negotiation, es-
tablishment, and maintenance of IPRs in private and public settings. The scenes portray 
rather universal personal and social relationships (friendship, citizen vs. police officer, 
superior vs. subordinate), but it was established that some specific sociocultural factors 
may have a significant impact on the linguistic expression of IPRs. Notably, the socio-
cultural background related to the communist era is more difficult to access from the Jap-
anese perspective, and the IPRs related to this context are also more difficult to express 
in the Japanese translation. Both cases of development confirmed the authors’ previous 
overview of linguistic tools and led to the following findings:
•	 A shift to a closer/informal relationship greatly increases the use of interjections and 

modal particles in all the languages studied and the choice of T-forms;
•	 The speaker’s tension and doubt are expressed with short or truncated sentences in 

all the languages;
•	 Expressing sarcasm in the opposite directions: formal to informal/vulgar in Hungar-

ian and Slovenian, versus informal to formal in Japanese;
•	 There is a spatial constraint in subtitling, but the film’s audial and visual elements 

may compensate for any missing linguistic means in an individual language.

The variety of linguistic tools used for constructing IPRs shows the complex network of 
linguistically constructed relationships on the one hand, and the differences in the linguistic 
representations of the same IPRs in different languages on the other. The findings above can be 
applied in translation theory (terminology, metalanguage, translation strategies, equivalence 
of each term in another language) and subtitling methodology. A translation and multilingual 
perspective can offer insights for instructors and learners regarding their own native language 
and the language they are learning, and thus increase their language awareness (Borghetti 
2011), which has an impact on general language competences. The research also has implica-
tions for further research in foreign language teaching and cross-cultural pragmatics. 
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POVZETEK

MEDKULTURNA REKONCEPTUALIZACIJA MEDOSEBNIH ODNOSOV V 
AVDIOVIZUALNEM PREVAJANJU: MADŽARŠČINA, SLOVENŠČINA IN 
JAPONŠČINA V KONTRASTU

V pogovornem jeziku so prisotne govorčeve strategije pri pogajanju in vzdrževanju medsebojnih 
odnosov s sogovorniki: iskanje želene razdalje in vzpostavljanje ustrezne hierarhije. Gre za stalno 
dinamičen proces, izražen z različnimi jezikovnimi sredstvi.
Podlaga za raziskavo, ki jo predstavljamo v prispevku, je bil madžarski satirični film “A tanú 
(Priča)” in prevodi podnapisov v japonščino in slovenščino. Primerjani jeziki so tipološko različni, 
zato so bila podrobno analizirana jezikovnospecifična sredstva v posameznih jezikih, ki so najpo-
membnejša pri oblikovanju medosebnih odnosov:
• 	 oblike povedka: Zaradi razlikovanja osebe in števila je v madžarščini in slovenščini rele-

vantna izbira med vikanjem in tikanjem, posledično rabo zaimkov ter drugih elementov. V 
obeh jezikih je zaslediti tudi možnost izbire polvikanja. Ustrezno razlikovanje v japonščini je 
možnost izbire med več oblikami povedka, in sicer med formalnim in neformalnim slogom z 
dodajanjem spoštljivosti.

• 	 pozdravi in izrazi naslavljanja: Njihova raba je običajno konvencionalizirana v vsaki druž-
bi ali skupnosti. V slovenščini je še posebej prisotno razlikovanje po spolu. Uporaba (ali 
neuporaba) različnih nazivov pri naslavljanju je pomembna v vseh treh jezikih.

V naslednji fazi raziskave smo analizirali jezikovno rabo v madžarskem izvirniku in v prevodih 
podnapisov v japonščini in slovenščini ter analize smo tudi primerjali. 
Opazili smo razvoj oblikovanja medsebojnih odnosov v več situacijah: v pogajanju in v vzpo-
stavitvi in vzdrževanju medsebojnih odnosov, v zasebnih in javnih govornih položajih. Analiza 
rabe jezikovnih sredstev v procesu razvoja pogovora je v obeh primerih potrdila zaključke iz pred-
hodnega pregleda jezikovnih sredstev v vseh obravnavanih jezikih in nas vodila k nadaljnjim ugo-
tovitvam. Ugotovitve kontrastivne raziskave bodo uporabne v teoriji in metodologiji prevajanja in 
podnaslavljanja, medkulturne pragmatike in poučevanja tujih jezikov.

Ključne besede: medsebojni odnosi, medkulturna pragmatika, podnaslavljanje, prevajanje, kul-
turna konceptualizacija
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ABSTRACT

INTERCULTURAL RECONCEPTUALIZATION OF INTERPERSONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS IN AUDIOVISUAL TRANSLATION: HUNGARIAN, SLOVENIAN, 
AND JAPANESE IN CONTRAST

In conversation, the participants’ language use manifests their strategies when negotiating and 
maintaining interpersonal relations: seeking the intended distance between conversation partners 
and setting up a suitable hierarchy. It is a constantly dynamic process expressed with various lin-
guistic tools.
This research is based on a 1969 Hungarian satirical film, A tanú (The Witness), and its Japanese 
and Slovene subtitles. The three languages are typologically diverse compared to each other. Based 
on our overview of language-specific linguistic tools for interpersonal relationships (IPRs), the 
most prominent are:
•	 predicate forms: The choice between V- and T-forms, pronouns and other elements in Hun-

garian and Slovene, because of the person and number distinction. Both Hungarian and Slo-
vene have an additional semi-formal choice. The corresponding distinction in Japanese is the 
choice among several predicate forms, formal / informal with the addition of honorifics.

•	 greetings and forms of addresses: Their use is usually conventionalized in each society or 
community. The gender distinction is particularly present in Slovene. The use (or non-use) of 
various titles in addressing people is important in all three languages.

The language in the original film in Hungarian and the subtitles in Japanese and Slovene are 
analysed linguistically, and the analyses further compared. We can observe the development of 
constructing IPRs in several situations: negotiation, establishment and maintenance of IPRs 
in personal and public environments. All cases of development confirm our previous overview of 
linguistic tools, and lead to further findings.
The findings can be utilized in the theory and methodology of translation and subtitling, cross-cul-
tural pragmatics, and foreign language teaching.

Keywords: interpersonal relationships, cross-cultural pragmatics, subtitling, translation, cultural 
conceptualization

Appendix 1. Trilingual corpus used for the analysis. The Japanese translation is from 
the subtitles created by students of Osaka University, the Slovene translation is from 
subtitles by students of the University of Ljubljana. The English translation is from the 
DVD edition of the film, published by the Hungarian National Digital Archive and Film 
Institute (Magyar Nemzeti Digitális Archívum és Filmintézet) in 2013.
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