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1. Introduction
The way in which people address each other is crucial for expressing interpersonal
relationships (Brown & Ford, 1961; Brown & Gilman, 1960; Clyne, Kretzenbacher,
Catrin, & Schüpobach, 2006; Placencia, 2015) and is closely linked with cultural
values. Address terms, nouns, or noun phrases of different lengths are pragmatically important, especially in languages that do not express sociopragmatic values
through pronouns (Mazzon, 2010) such as Chinese. Investigation into address
terms is of benefit and of great importance to understanding the politeness they
import and the culture they represent. The sociopragmatic values of address
terms and their structural, semantic, and sociopragmatic shifts over time have
been of interest in the field of pragmatics and politeness studies for many decades.
Chinese address terms have ‘unique characteristics and retain a special place
in Chinese politeness’ (Pan & Kádár, 2011b, p. 1533). Considering the increasing importance of China in global economic, social, and cultural areas, research
on recent address terms in Chinese is pivotal to successful intercultural communication, particularly given evidence to suggest that there is a significant gap
between existing stereotypes of historical Chinese and contemporary Chinese
(Pan & Kádár, 2011a). Many studies have described address terms in Chinese
(Chao, 1956; Lee-Wong, 1994; Liu, 2009; Pan & Kádár, 2011a) or traced semantic
changes of a certain address term (Fang & Heng, 1983; Luchkina, 2015; Scotton
& Zhu, 1983; Wong, 2005). However, due to the rapid change of sociocultural
values and the advancement of globalisation and new technologies, many address
terms are falling out of use and new terms are emerging and prevailing in people’s use. Many landmark studies on this topic are no longer up-to-date. Therefore, this article aims to investigate the current use of address terms in Mainland
China. To save space, in this article we use the term ‘China’, but we will focus on
address terms used in Mainland China only. We intend to showcase some typical
uses of address behaviour and do not intend to discuss all address terms.
The article is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews some research on address
terms more generally and Section 3 focuses on studies specifically on Chinese
address terms. We then present some address terms in Chinese used in the
21st century in Section 4. Section 5 discusses factors that may influence people
selecting address terms, and Section 6 focuses on factors affecting the changes of
address terms. Finally Section 7 concludes the article.

2. Perspectives on address terms
In one seminal paper, Brown and Gilman (1960) describe pronoun usage in
terms of power and solidarity. The authors argue that the power difference and
the solidarity between the speaker and the addressee define the types of pronoun
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that the speaker will use. In another paper examining nominal forms of address,
Brown and Ford (1961) argue that the choice of address forms depends on the
relationship between the speaker and the addressee. In their words, the use of
address term ‘is not predictable from properties of the addressee alone and not
predictable from properties of the speaker alone but from properties of the dyad’
(Brown & Ford, 1961, p. 375). Status and intimacy are the two important factors
in social relations that determine the speaker’s choice of address terms, of which
status has a more decisive role. Brown and Ford claim that the person of lower
status has a motive for using intimate address terms to a person from a higher
status. Nevertheless, the superior must be the pacesetter in progression to intimacy. Influences of gender and age are also discussed. For example, Brown and
Ford (1961) highlight that, in American English, male first names very seldom
occur in full form. They are almost always either abbreviated or diminutised or
both, whereas female first names are more often left unaltered.
To explain rules of address terms in American, Ervin-Tripp ([1972]1986) supplements Brown and Gilman’s (1960) two semantic features (power and solidarity) with more features presented as a flow chart, including 14 ‘selectors’ whose
values are specified plus or minus: adult status, status marked setting, kinship
status, friend or colleague status, higher social rank, 15-year difference in age,
ascending generation status, older, identity set status, maleness, married, dispensation, and name known. Ervin-Tripp ([1972]1986) lists the category ‘name
known’ twice but does not specify any apparent reason (Kendall, 1981). Although
Ervin-Tripp’s model can explain the speaker’s choice in more detail, it incorporates a large number of confusions and inconsistencies, for example how old
exactly can be considered adult (see Kendall, 1981 for detailed discussion). However, even with so many semantic features, Ervin-Tripp’s model can by no means
exhaustively apply for all uses of address terms. ‘It is a grave logical error to try to
specify all the conditions under which rules apply’, and the more models ‘make
reference to specific contexts or categories, the less heuristic value they have’
(Kendall, 1981, p. 242).
Therefore, rather than working on sociolinguistic features determining speakers’ choice of address terms, Kendall (1981) argues that instead it is more analyti
cally advantageous to view speakers as ‘actors who create and interpret meaning’
(Kendall, 1981, p. 245). As noted by Kendall, complex models cannot explain
people’s ironic uses of address terms. To account for such uses, hearers have to
go beyond ‘the conventional meaning of an address term and figure out what
speakers intend to do with the address terms. Recent research also acknowledges
that through the use of address terms people do not simply reflect particular relationships but negotiate them (Placencia, 2015).
Jucker and Taavitsainen (2003) note that address-term usage has often been

166

east asian pragmatics

described in terms of politeness. Brown and Gilman (1989) analyse Shakespeare’s
use of Early Modern English in the four major tragedies, i.e. Hamlet, King Lear,
Macbeth, and Othello, to test Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory.
The findings for Power and for intrinsic Extremity (R) are those predicted by
Brown and Levinson’s theory, but the results for Distance are not. Brown and
Gilman (1989) argue that interactive closeness and affect, the two components
of Distance, are not closely associated. Affect strongly influences politeness positively, whereas interactive closeness has little or no effect on politeness (Brown
& Gilman, 1989).
Under Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, nominal terms of
address such as ‘dear’, ‘love’, and ‘cutie’ are explained as directed at the addressee’s
positive face (the desire to be liked and approved by others). However, as many
researchers criticise (e.g., Jucker & Taavitsainen, 2003; Watts, 2003), one of the
weaknesses of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) approach is that it can only distinguish between polite and impolite behaviour. This does not leave any room for a
use of an address term that does not adopt any politeness strategies and that is
not impolite either. Watts (2003) employs the term ‘politic behaviour’ for forms
of behaviour within the unmarked middle ground and defines it as ‘behavior, linguistic and nonlinguistic, which the participants construct as being appropriate
to the ongoing social interaction’ (Watts, 2003, p. 21). According to Watts, many
address terms are simply ‘politic behavior’.
Based on investigations into the address preferences of individuals or networks
in French, German, English, and Swedish, Clyne, Norrby, and Warren (2009)
highlight the function of address terms as tools for the management of interpersonal relationships. They argue that address terms allow people to ‘express
a degree of social distance, common ground and group boundaries’ (Clyne et
al., 2009, p. 79). Clyne et al. propose that people choose a certain address term
or transits to another address mode based on a set of principles: (1) Familiarity
Principle, (2) Maturity Principle, (3) Relative Age Principle, (4) Network Membership Principle, (5) Social Identification Principle, and (6) Address Mode
Accommodation Principle. Clyne et al. (2009) also analyse changes of address
terms in different languages attributed to language contact and multinational
companies’ policies on the use of informal address.
Sifianou (2013) discusses the impact of globalisation on address terms used in
Greek service encounters. She reviews that some studies claim that the sweeping
power of globalisation does not allow for consideration of the degree of familiarity between interlocutors in service contexts. In addition, international companies enforce care and friendliness in customer service training (Clyne et al.,
2009). However, her data of service encounters in local Greek shops do not show
evidence of globalising trends but rather reflect local preferences. On the other
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hand, data in the context of providing directory assistance to telephone subscribers demonstrate a combination of Greek convention and American influence.
‘Such use may indicate local resistance to wholly imported practices, or the way in
which the local and the global are in a dialectic relationship and enrich a certain
pattern’ (Sifianou, 2013, p. 94).
Placencia (2015) investigates address forms in e-commerce interactions in an
Ecuador online market place. The results show that, unlike the face-to-face context that prefers formal forms, most users in online service encounters opt for
avoiding nominal forms altogether. Among those who employ nominal address
terms, they prefer to use the affiliative amigo, which indicates a relationship that
is neither too distant nor too close. Placencia argues that the online environment,
with its anonymity, allows for the development of more informal and more egalitarian social relationships, even when there is no familiarity between the partici
pants. Gender or age seems to become irrelevant for people’s choice of address
terms in virtual service encounter.

3. Chinese address terms
In one of the early studies, Chao (1956) provides a comprehensive description
of vocative and designative usages of Chinese address terms. The study analyses
pronouns, proper names, titles, and kinship terms in Chinese and discusses the
conditions of actual use for their occurrence. However, because Chinese address
terms have changed greatly since then, many uses and examples in Chao (1956)
are obsolete.
Among the Chinese address terms, tongzhi 同志 ‘comrade’ is the most frequently
studied. For example, Scotton and Zhu (1983) discuss the unmarked and marked
uses of tongzhi in China. They argue that in its unmarked sense tongzhi is a neutral address term implying conventionalised solidarity, whereas in its marked
sense it can be used as a negotiation to change the social distance between the
speaker and the addressee. Fang and Heng (1983) also discuss the term tongzhi
and other address terms relevant to it, although the paper is concerned with the
changing address norms in China since the founding of the People’s Republic of
China in 1949. As the authors note, because official titles and posts are looked
upon as signs of social privilege and higher social values, they are preferred over
tongzhi by certain Chinese officials. Fang and Heng (1983) also discuss how some
traditional address terms such as xiansheng 先生 ‘Mr’, taitai 太太 ‘Mrs’, and xiaojie 小姐 ‘Miss’ have undergone changes. The authors speculate that these address
terms are difficult to revive, which has been evidenced incorrectly, as xiansheng
and xiaojie are still commonly used.
Hu and Hu (2000a) analyse the semantic function and pragmatic constraints
of tongzhi in China. They note that tongzhi was used most frequently in language
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communication in Mainland China in the last half of the 20th century. It was
used not only as the most important word in the political discourse, but also
regarded as one of the most basic pan-honorific in social communication. However, along with the social changes in China, the semantic function and pragmatic constraints of tongzhi have changed as well. In political discourse, it is no
longer considered as the mutual address term. With respect to its use as an honorific address term in social communication, it is being replaced by other address
terms such as the revived western address terms xiansheng (‘Mr’), xiaojie (‘Miss’),
or the generalised use of titles such as shifu 师傅 ‘master’, laoshi 老师 ‘teacher’, or
laoban 老板 ‘boss’.
In a recent study, Luchkina (2015) investigates the falling out of use of ‘comrade’
in Chinese and Russian in the late 20th century and discusses the contemporary
address systems in Russian and Chinese. Luchkina argues that ‘comrade’ started
out as a positive politeness device aimed at bridging the social distance between
individuals from formerly distinct higher and lower social classes in post-revolutionary Russia and China. It has been used as a socially unifying address term
to ‘replace numerous class- and gender- sensitive terms of address and offered
speakers a more economical, essentially one-dimensional approach to social
deixis’ (Luchkina, 2015, p. 18). However, the rapid ceasing of sociohistorical
changes not only precipitated but also underlay the decline of ‘comrade’ in the
address systems of Chinese and Russian. In addition, the ambivalent politeness
import of ‘comrade’ (it can function both as a positive and as a negative politeness
device) also contributes to its loss of popularity.
It is worth noting that the semantic change of tongzhi likely stimulates its
decline in Chinese address terms. Tongzhi has been appropriated by gay rights
activists in Hong Kong since 1990s to refer to members of sexual minorities
(Wong, 2005). The semantic pejoration of tongzhi was imported to Mainland
China through Guangdong province and sped up the cessation of the term in
people’s daily communication.
In his model accounting for politeness phenomena in modern Chinese, Gu
(1990) introduces two politeness maxims relating to the use of address terms,
i.e. the Self-denigration Maxim and the Address Maxim. The Self-denigration
Maxim consists of two sub-maxims: ‘denigrate self ’ and ‘elevate other’ (Gu, 1990,
p. 246). According to Gu, this maxim absorbs the notions of respectfulness and
modesty. The Address Maxim includes ‘address your interlocutor with an appropriate address term’ (Gu, 1990, p. 248), which is based on respectfulness and attitudinal warmth. Gu argues that choice of an address term depends on the consideration of nine variables: (1) kin or non-kin, (2) politically superior or inferior,
(3) professionally prestigious or non-prestigious, (4) interpersonally familiar or
unfamiliar, solidary or non-solidary, (5) male or female, (6) old or young, (7) on
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a formal or informal occasion, (8) family members or non-relatives, and (9) in
public or at home.
Using data collected from spoken and written materials, Wu (1990) explains
the semantic meaning and social context of the vocative usages of kinship address
terms among non-kin in Mandarin, proposing a hypothesis of the extension of
family solidarity. The usage of kinship address terms among non-kin is still pervasive in Mandarin. As noted by Lee-Wong (1994): ‘China’s system of address is
deeply rooted in a social system that attaches great significance to kinship.’ However, some changes are also in evidence since Wu’s paper. For example, Wu (1990)
argues that some kinship terms such as ge 哥 ‘elder brother’ are seldom preceded
by a surname. However, at present family name plus ge is commonly used in
China.
Address terms have also been examined by Pan and Kádár in their work on
historical and contemporary Chinese politeness (Pan & Kádár, 2011a, 2011b).
They point out a clear gap between contemporary Chinese and historical Chinese
in terms of honorific forms of address. Regarding address terms in contemporary
Chinese, Pan and Kádár (2011a, 2011b) investigate tongzhi, titles of professions,
xiansheng and xiaojie, and familial terms of address. As noted by the authors, the
diminished use of tongzhi left a void and created the need for a generic, polite
form of address, which partially contributed to the quickly expanded use of titles
of professions. Because job titles can indicate power difference in official ranking,
using job titles as an address term has historical Chinese roots. In their words, ‘in
a culture that traditionally categorized trades and professions in a social hierarchical scale, what someone does for living places that person in a murky system of
hierarchy’ (Pan & Kádár, 2011b, p. 1534). The negative connotation of xiaojie as
prostitute is also reported in Pan and Kádár (2011a), but the authors also notice
that ‘there is no other generally adopted synonym for “miss” in contemporary
Chinese, which often results in conflict’ (Pan & Kádár, 2011a, p. 83).
A new usage of job titles, i.e. ‘family name plus the first word of job title’, has
attracted some researchers’ attention (e.g. He, 2012; Hu & Hu, 2000b). Hu and Hu
(2000b) claim that, on the one hand, ‘family name plus the first word of job title’
can be used as an honorary address. In this sense, everyone, no matter whether
the speaker is close to the addressee, can use it to address an official with the title.
On the other hand, it is used between the officials. There are two constraints of
such use. First, it cannot be employed to address an official with superior ranking,
such as premier, state council member, minister. Second, it is used for the officials
whose title abbreviations are administrative departments, for example, a bureau,
a department, or a section. However, party officials are not addressed in this manner, for example, shuji 书记 ‘the secretary of the Party’. In addition, the head of an
administrative division cannot be addressed in this way, for example, shengzhang
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‘governor of a province’, shizhang 市长 ‘mayor’. As noted by He (2012), some
uses of ‘family name + the first word of job titles’ may sound unnatural and awkward because they share the same pronunciations with other words which may
cause ambiguity or be uncomfortable to the hearer. For example, He Chuzhang
何处长 refers to Director He, whereas the abbreviation He Chu 何处 shares the
same pronunciation with ‘where’; Wu Gongchengshi 吴工程师 refers to an engineer
whose family name is Wu 吴, whereas the abbreviation Wu Gong 吴工 shares the
same pronunciation with 蜈蚣 ‘centipede’.
As the above review indicates, researchers have tried to trace the diachronic
evolution of individual address terms, particularly of tongzhi. Some studies also
discuss the current use of some address terms in Chinese, including some emergent address terms in this century (e.g. Hu & Hu, 2000b). However, as previously
stated, many studies on Chinese address terms are out-of-date. Therefore the
present study aims at analysing current uses of address terms in Chinese. It then
attempts to discuss the factors leading to evolving address terms in contemporary
Chinese and explain variation and change, rather than just cataloguing instances
of variation of address terms.

省长

4. Evolving address paradigms
The purpose of this section is to showcase address terms used in this century and
the politeness encoded in such uses. It is not our purpose to discuss every current
address term used in China exhaustively. Instead, we classify the address terms
into four categories: obsolete terms with restricted uses, revived negative politeness forms with semantic shifts, emergent new address terms, and address terms
adopted from online communication.
4.1 Obsolete terms with restricted uses

Tongzhi 同志 ‘comrade’ was the most frequently used address term in Chinese
after the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. However, with the
historical and social changes in China, the semantic meaning and the pragmatic
constraints of tongzhi have undergone many changes (Fang & Heng, 1983; Hu
& Hu, 2000a; Luchkina, 2015; Pan & Kádár, 2011a; Scotton & Zhu, 1983; Wong,
2005). Gradually tongzhi lost its popularity and became an old-fashioned address
term. The new century has witnessed a further loss of popularity for tongzhi as
an address term in people’s daily communication. It is already an obsolete term,
which is seldom used in Chinese except by the older generation born in the 1950s
or earlier.
Although tongzhi is still used in very formal political situations, the frequency of
its use has dramatically fallen even in contemporary political events in China (Hu
& Hu, 2000a). The cessation of tongzhi has attracted the attention of the central
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government, which issued documents requiring Party and government officers
to standardise address terms and use tongzhi to address each other. For example,
in ‘the notice on further standardising address terms in the Party’ (2014), the
Work Committee of Central Government Departments of China criticises inappropriate and vulgar uses of address terms such as ‘boss’ and professional titles,
and encourages and requires party members to use tongzhi to address each other.
It is beyond the scope of the present article to discuss to what extent this type of
document and regulation can influence the use of tongzhi in people’s daily communication. However, reading major Chinese newspapers and surfing popular
Chinese websites reveal that tongzhi is rarely used. Instead, omission of address
terms is the dominant strategy in these newspapers and websites, mirroring the
findings of the sales clerks at middle- and high-status markets in Liu’s (2009)
study and the elicited production task in Luchkina’s (2015) study.
During the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), as a consequence of the reducing
political connotation of tongzhi, the meaning of shifu 师傅 ‘master’, traditionally
meaning ‘elder, skilled craftsman’, was expanded to address any stranger. It used
to replace tongzhi as the most popular general term of address in China (Liu,
2009), since manual forms of work were appraised and encouraged by the Communist ideology (Pan & Kádár, 2011a). However, manual work is not considered an honour any more. Consequently, shifu is no longer a welcome or popular
address term. At present it is still used occasionally, but only to refer to manual
workers in some sense.
4.2 Revived negative politeness terms with semantic shifts

Several traditional or western address terms have been reintroduced with semantic changes in China since the implementation of the Open Door Policy, which
was announced in 1978 to open the door to foreign business, for example, xiansheng 先生 ‘Mr’, xiaojie 小姐 ‘Miss’, nüshi 女士 ‘Ms’.
The address term xiansheng has been expanded from its traditional meaning of
‘gentleman’ to one that can apply to any adult male. Unlike the argument in Liu
(2009, p. 645) that xiansheng ‘may sound pretentious on some occasions’, it is now
widely used in Chinese, particularly in public inquiries or in counter transactions
(Lee-Wong, 1994). It can be used alone when the family name is unknown or
used in ‘family name + xiansheng’ when the family name is known. The differences between Liu’s (2009) observation and the current uses of xiansheng reveal
the rapid change of Chinese address terms.
Xiaojie used to be a popular address term to refer to young girls in the last two
decades of the 20th century. However, xiaojie is avoided when addressing lone
young girls or young ladies because it can refer to the profession of prostitutes
(Liu, 2009; Pan & Kádár, 2011a). Currently it is fine to use xiaojie after a family
name, particularly in public inquiries or in counter transactions. If the family
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name is unknown, xiaojie is often replaced by nüshi to address young girls and
young ladies. Currently, nüshi is employed as roughly equivalent to ‘Ms’, which
can refer to adult women regardless of their marital status.
4.3 Emergent new forms/uses

Out of a need to express intimacy and affect among people, several new address
terms have emerged. For example, when females are involved in communication,
terms such as meinü 美女 ‘pretty girl/woman’ are employed to address a young girl
or lady by another male or female regardless of the speaker’s age. If a young man
is addressed, terms like shuaige 帅哥 ‘handsome young man’ are often employed,
which can be uttered by a male or female as well regardless of the speaker’s age.
These terms are particularly common in southern China. Another term, pengyou
朋友 ‘friend’ can often be heard when males communicate with another male
stranger. Some young males may use gemen 哥们 ‘brother’ to address male complete strangers, which has been used as a vulgar address term among young workers or gangsters.
Using job titles as address terms has been a common practice in contemporary China (Blum, 1997), particularly in the post-Cultural Revolution era (Pan &
Kádár, 2011a). It is not clear when people started to use ‘family name + first word
of job title’, but the innovative use has become increasingly popular. As observed
in previous literature (He, 2012; Hu & Hu, 2000b), there are a couple of pragmatic constraints to such uses. First, it is normally used for officials whose title
abbreviations are administrative departments, for example, ju 局 ‘bureau’, xiao
校 ‘school/university’, chu 处 ‘department’, ke 科 ‘section’, and the like, whereas
party officials (e.g. shuji 书记 ‘the secretary of the Party’), heads of administrative
divisions (e.g. shizhang 市长 ‘mayor’), officials with superior ranking (e.g. zongli 总
理 ‘prime minister’) cannot be addressed in this way (Hu & Hu, 2000b). In addition, people often avoid using the abbreviation of job titles if the combination
of family name and the first word of job titles sounds awkward, for example Wu
Gong(chengshi) 吴工(程师) (an engineer whose family name is Wu 吴, with the
same pronunciation as 蜈蚣 ‘centipede’) (He, 2012). Similarly, many southerners
avoid using Chen chu(zhang) 陈处(长) (‘Director Chen’) because the abbreviation
Chen chu 陈处, although not the same, sounds too close to chen cu 陈醋 (‘vinegar’).
Despite the pragmatic constraints, the use of ‘family name + first word of job title’
is widely used in Chinese.
Another phenomenon worth noting is the general use of some job titles to refer
to people out of the profession. For example, laoshi 老师 ‘teacher’ is not a new
term in Chinese. However, there is a recent trend to use laoshi as a generic term
to address anyone who has some experience or expertise in his or her own field.
Similar use can also be found in the term zhuanjia 专家 ‘expert’. The pan use of
zhuanjia is causing a semantic degradation of the word. Nowadays experts often
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make fun of each other when they are addressed zhuanjia. It remains to be seen
whether this pan use will change the use of the word in future.
4.4 Terms adopted from online communication

With the development of Internet technology and the broad reach of social media,
people spend much time on online activities and social media. Many people
now acknowledge that online communication is indispensable to them. Consequently quite a few address terms emerging from online communication have
been adopted for daily communication. One of the terms is qin 亲 ‘dear’. Qin first
appeared on the front page of the Alibaba website (a famous Chinese e-commerce company that provides sales services via web portals, like a combination
of eBay and Amazon): ‘Qin, welcome to Taobao!’ (a consumer-to-consumer web
portal owned by Alibaba). The endearment qin provides people with closeness
and affection (Leech, 2014), the scope of which is quickly expanded as an address
term in face-to-face communication. For example, young people, particularly
females, start to use it to address their friends or even someone they do not know
well. It has even occurred in university offers and some government websites
and/or weibo (a Chinese version of Twitter). For example, the official weibo of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China issued a job vacancy on 1 August 2011
starting with ‘Qin, have you graduated from university? …’ It has also been used
in municipal propaganda and even in wanted circulars by the police.
Dashu 大叔 is another address term currently quite popular among Chinese
young people, particularly young females. Shu 叔 as a kinship term refers to
younger brothers of one’s father. It can also be employed as a generic term to
refer to males younger than one’s father. However, the scope of dashu has been
expanded and it now has many extended meanings. On the one hand, dashu is
utilised informally online to refer to a young man who has a stable character.
More recently dashu has been adopted by young girls to ambiguously address a
handsome, ‘cool’, and competent male who is older than her. On the other hand,
it is often employed in mock self-reference by males born in the 1970s or 1980s
to indicate that they have undergone many hardships.

5. Factors on selecting appropriate address terms
The previous section summarised current uses of address terms in China. Various factors influence Chinese speakers’ choices from the address terms available.
We look at some key factors influencing the use of address terms discussed in
the present article. It should be made clear that, although we discuss the factors
individually, we should be aware that they overlap in affecting people’s choices of
address terms.
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5.1 Power

Power is an important factor affecting the use of address terms and politeness
in communication (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Brown & Ford, 1961; Brown &
Gilman, 1960, 1989). Compared with other factors, it is the decisive factor (Brown
& Ford, 1961; Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg, 1995). The key role of power is
manifested in Chinese address terms. Inferiors normally use ‘family name + job
title’ to address their superior whereas the superior can use full names or omit an
address term in return. For example, if an inferior meets his/her superior in the
morning, s/he may say, ‘Good morning, [job title plus family name]’, while the
superior can simply say, ‘Good morning’ or ‘Good morning [plus the inferior’s
full name]’ or ‘Good morning [plus xiao/Lao 小/老 ‘young/old’ + family name]’,
depending on their relative age.
5.2 Social distance

Social distance is another variable widely discussed in the literature on address
terms (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Brown & Ford, 1961; Brown & Gilman, 1960,
1989). Chinese people tend to use formal address terms to a person they do not
know well, reflecting Gu’s (1990) argument that the Chinese tend to elevate others. When the social distance is reduced, Chinese people can utilise more informal address terms, particularly in private and in informal situations. For example,
among colleagues in universities, when professors do not know each other well,
they will address each other by last name + ‘Professor’. After they have known
each other for a while, they may switch to last name + laoshi 老师 ‘teacher’. When
they know each other well, they can just use names to address each other. Factors such as like-mindedness (Brown & Gilman, 1960) and commonalities (Clyne
et al., 2006) also affect social distance between individuals, independent of how
long they have known each other. In many cases, people employ various address
forms in varying degrees of formality to negotiate and (re)create their interpersonal relationships (Placencia, 2015).
5.3 Age

Age can also influence people’s choice of address terms (Brown & Ford, 1961;
Chao, 1956; Ervin-Tripp, [1972]1986). Age difference is particularly important
for Chinese communication as seniority is highly respected in Chinese culture.
As noted by Zhu (2010), Chinese adults often use lao 老 ‘old’ plus a family name
to address each other, indicating a certain degree of deference and familiarity,
because ‘being old commands respect and gives one authority and privileges’
(Zhu, 2010, p. 196). Even when tongzhi 同志 was used widely as a generic address
term, it could be modified by lao ‘old’ or xiao ‘young’ to refer to people from
different ages. With the exceptions of family name + the first word of job titles
and the general use of laoshi 老师 and zhuanjia 专家, many of the emergent new
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address terms discussed in the present article are employed to address young
people. The address terms adapted from online communication are employed
among younger generations as well, with the exception of dashu 大叔. The new
address terms created by younger generations reflect their wish to express themselves differently from older generations.
There are certainly other factors determining people’s choice of address terms,
for example, gender, kinship, etc. However, our purpose is not to examine all
the factors exhaustively to build a model (cf. Ervin-Tripp, [1972]1986). We simply highlight the most crucial variables influencing the current use of Chinese
address terms. In addition, individuals’ choices of address terms will depend on
the degree of formality (Keshavarz, 2001), the medium of the communication (i.e.
face-to-face, telephone, or Internet) (Placencia, 2015; Sifianou, 2013), and the
domain of the communication (whether it is in private or in public).

6. Factors relating to change of address terms
The examples we have discussed in this article illustrate the current use of various
Chinese address terms. In this section, we discuss the possible factors influencing
the change of address terms in Chinese.
6.1 Linguistic factors

Linguistic features may contribute to some changes of address terms in Chinese.
As discussed previously, it is becoming increasingly popular for people to use
family name plus the first word of a job title to address some officials. This may
result from the economy principle in language communication (Hu & Hu, 2000b)
and a tendency towards minimising effort in language evolution (de Lima, 1995),
which may also partially explain the popularity of qin 亲 used among young people nowadays. In addition, disyllabic words are overwhelmingly preponderant in
Chinese (Packard, 2000). This may be another reason why people prefer to use
family name plus first word of job title, because Chinese family names are predominantly one syllable. However, not all job titles can be abbreviated. The first
word of some professional titles cannot refer to the same meaning as the whole
term does. In some contexts the abbreviations will cause awkwardness, ambiguity,
and communication breakdown (He, 2012; Hu & Hu, 2000b). Therefore ‘avoiding
ambiguity’ restricts those address terms to be abbreviated.
6.2 Sociocultural changes

How linguistic resources such as address terms are employed pragmatically to
manage human social relations is ‘informed by cultural values and social structures as well as by contextual factors, all subject to sociopolitical changes’ (Clyne
et al., 2009, p. 154). Contemporary Chinese address terms also reflect the dra-
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matic sociocultural changes taking place in China. Although current Chinese
culture still originates from traditional administration culture, the official’s standard value has been challenged seriously. Particularly in informal contexts, inferiors tend to weaken the superior’s higher professional ranking and employ more
intimate address terms. On the other hand, superiors may not want to highlight
their official rankings either. This trend indicates that contemporary Chinese culture is increasingly oriented towards positive politeness.
In addition, since the decline of tongzhi 同志 as a popular address term which
could be used in almost any situation, the various prevailing address terms reflect
the sociocultural values of the moment. For example, shifu 师傅 ‘master’ was
a popular address term when manual workers were highly valued but lost its
popularity after the implementation of the Open Door policy and society placed
its values more on the economy. As a consequence, laoban 老板 ‘boss’ became a
popular address term in the 1990s and earlier in the 21st century, when China
encouraged individuals to start their own businesses. Currently the general use of
laoshi 老师 ‘teacher’ and zhuanjia 专家 ‘expert’ reflect that individuals would like
to be considered as having knowledge and expertise in their field.
6.3 Globalisation and language contact

Globalisation, international travel, and international networks have brought Chinese address systems into contact with those of other languages. The nominal
address terms under investigation in the present study are volatile and subject
to influence from other languages (Clyne et al., 2009). In the era of globalisation,
people have access to a wide range of resources that they can combine in novel
and creative ways. Chinese people are more aware of other ways of addressing
others. For example, because Korean pop culture is popular among Chinese
young people, particularly among females, they adopt the Korean word a jeo ssi
(literally dashu in Chinese) in their communication. In addition, since American
norms are based on showing intimacy rather than respectful distance (Sifianou,
2013), under the influence of American culture, address terms in many languages such as Chinese and British English (Cameron, 2007) are adopting more
terms that display positive politeness. One example is qin 亲, the abbreviation of
qin’aide 亲爱的 ‘dear’, which is from English. However, Chinese people do not simply import the American English ‘dear’ and use its equivalent qin’aide. Since the
Chinese language prefers simple words, and disyllabic words are predominant,
Chinese people have creatively invented the address term qin 亲 and qinmen 亲们
(the plural form).
On the other hand, despite the influence of the English language and American culture, given names, the most common form of address in English (Leech,
2014), are not widely used in Chinese to address someone with unequal status,
since using given names alone can pose a cultural problem for Chinese speakers.
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For example, even if some Chinese overseas teachers refer to themselves by given
names only, Chinese students would not use given names to address them in
return. Under globalisation, address terms would have to ‘adjust to a far more
interrelated but also diversified and uncertain world than the previous one was’
(Sifianou, 2013: 88).
6.4 New technologies

New technologies (particularly mass media, social media, and the Internet)
also influence the changes of address terms. As reviewed by Sifianou (2013),
informalisation constitutes a prevailing trend in mass-media discourse but is
affecting many other domains such as Internet language. The language of the
Internet is different from either spoken language or written language, although
it shares some features with both. ‘The electronic medium constrains and facilitates human strategies of communication in unprecedented ways’ (Crystal, 2011,
p. 32). There are many new words, including address terms, invented by netizens
every year. Once adopted, the innovative terms expand the repertoire of address
terms available. On the other hand, in general young people are active users of
the Internet and social media. The new technologies enable the young to creatively express themselves and negotiate the norms against traditional culture
and older generations. The majority of young netizens in China were born after
China implemented economic reform and the ‘one-child’ family policy. Loss of
extended family may promote the younger generations of Chinese to pay more
attention to their individuality and to be more reluctant to have address practices
imposed.

7. Conclusion
The present article has analysed current usage in address behaviour in China.
Because of the decline of tongzhi, Chinese people have to look for other address
terms for various contexts. As a consequence, some negative politeness forms
have seen a revival of their uses with semantic shifts. In addition, several new
address terms or usages have emerged in people’s communication. Under the
influence of the Internet, young people creatively adapt a few address terms,
some of which have expanded to daily face-to-face communication. The article
also discussed possible factors influencing Chinese people’s choice of address
terms and factors affecting changes of address terms in Chinese.
Due to the rapid change of sociocultural values in China and the advancement
of globalisation and new technologies, future studies are encouraged to continue
to trace the trends in Chinese address terms and the politeness they reflect. In
addition, studies might be conducted to focus on some specific address terms to
shed light on sociocultural changes in society. Future studies might also explore
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people’s emic perspective by including more data investigating their perception
on various address terms.
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