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Abstract 

The izakaya is a ubiquitous destination in Japan for professionals, families, university 

students, and tourists alike. They are places for socialising, eating, doing business, making 

friends, and celebrating life, typically with the help of alcohol. While these places are found 

in every corner of Japan, they have been seldom analysed in light of the sociopragmatic 

activities that occur in them or their cultural significance. Thus, this study investigates the 

Japanese izakaya-based Netflix drama, 深夜食堂 Shin’ya Shokudō (‘midnight diner’). 

Through a sociopragmatic analysis of ten episodes of this drama, this study explores the 

progressivity of service encounters and describes other social activities that occur in this 

space. Other social activities include telling jokes and taking offense and alternative uses of 

the izakaya. In addition, this study proposes a contextual schema for initial service 

encounters and demonstrates how the izakaya can be used as a resource for mitigating 

stress and community support. The results show the significance of these spaces in Japanese 

society. The types of sociolinguistic activities that occur in an izakaya may not take place in 

other social settings in Japan, making them unique and offering researchers an opportunity 

to view particular sociolinguistic activities in a dramatic setting.  
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Introduction  

Walking along the streets of Japan, amongst a sea of neon signs, one cannot miss the 

ubiquitously placed izakayas. Izakayas are drinking and eating establishments throughout 

Japan, which both locals and tourists frequent in major cities such as Tokyo and Osaka, as 

well as in rural areas. Traditional izakayas are spaces which essentially contribute to night-

time entertainment. These spaces offer specialised dishes (e.g., local ingredients, family 

recipes) and a variety of drinks including alcohol. Families, companies, couples, as well as 

singles use these spaces as affordable places to dine (Futamura and Sugiyama, 2017). Yet, 

these spaces offer more than just a place to eat and drink; they provide a sense of locality 

and community.1 

However, the number of traditional izakaya is declining, as they are being replaced by 

larger, franchised organisations that offer more affordable options to customers. In addition, 

COVID-19, having impacted global businesses, has contributed to this decline in the 

existence of izakaya, as it has on the larger Japanese food and beverage, and hospitality 

industry (Horisawa and Kubota, 2020; Allen, 2021).  

While izakayas provide an essential element for Japanese nightlife and economy, few 

studies have investigated the linguistic landscapes nor the discursive constructions of these 

establishments (Allen, 2020). Rather, studies have focused on food and beverage, identity 

construction through alcohol consumption, and the izakaya as a recreational space (e.g., 

Ohnishi, Nakao, Kawasaki, Nitta, Hamada, Nakane, 2012; Futamura and Sugiyama, 2017; 

Chapman, 2020). Some assumptions regarding the general purpose of these establishments 

include celebrating the end of the week, having a quiet drink after a hard day's work prior 

to returning home, or simply a place in which to mitigate feelings of loneliness. And while 

these establishments are ubiquitous across Japan, as central to Japan’s pop-culture, few 

studies have explored the linguistic, cultural, and contextual features, and significance of 

izakayas to local communities. 

In this study, we investigate the sociolinguistic and sociopragmatic activities, as well as 

the cultural significance, of one izakaya in Japan. For this, we draw on our scholarly analysis 

of sociopragmatic activities arising in the popular Japanese Netflix drama series 深夜食堂 

Shin’ya Shokudō (midnight diner) (2016). These activities include service encounters, 

playful discourse, and the use of the izakaya as a space for the discursive production of 

affective and social resources (e.g., stress mitigation and community support). Through our 

analysis of sociopragmatic activities, we discuss the discursive relevance of these 

establishments to Japanese society and the egalitarian characteristics of social interactions 

in these spaces. 

As such, the format of this paper is as follows: In the second section, Defining ‘Izakaya,’ 

we explore the various ways in which scholarship has, until the present, defined these 

spaces. In the third section, we review the literature related to izakayas and some 
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communicative activities that occur in these establishments. In section four, we discuss the 

methodology and in section five, we analyse and discuss relevant examples from our 

collected data, showing how these examples unfold and the language forms that speakers 

employ. We also discuss the significance of these examples in light of previous research. 

Lastly, in section six, we conclude the study, by reiterating the findings and describing the 

uniqueness of these spaces in the Japanese context. 

This study draws on theoretical sociopragmatics (e.g., Haugh, Kádár and Terkourafi, 

2021) as well as on previous izakaya studies (e.g., Horisawa and Kubota, 2020), and seeks 

to encourage further dialogue on the discursive and social construction of the izakaya space, 

in Japanese society. 

Defining ‘Izakaya’ 

The compound noun izakaya combines the Kanji 居 (i ‘to stay’) and 酒屋 (zaka ya ‘alcohol 

shop’), connoting a place to sit and consume alcohol. While this definition is somewhat 

ambiguous, there are many different forms of izakaya in Japan, some of which have been 

summarised as follows: Akachōchin (‘red lantern’) izakaya, which are traditional, smaller, 

and typically family managed (non-franchised), with a large local and regular following; 

cosplay izakaya, popular around 2000 C.E. and operated on creating themes of interest to 

clientele, offering shows and performances (e.g., Kagaya); franchised (or chain) izakaya, 

found in most Japanese cities, with a wide range of alcohol and food (e.g., Watami and Ki no 

kura Jr.); robatayaki, where customers sit at large round tables or around an open hearth, 

and a chef usually cooks vegetables and seafood in the presence of the customers (e.g., 

Roppongi Robata-ya); yakitori-ya  (‘grilled chicken’) establishments, serving alcohol and 

specialising in grilled chicken skewers in the presence of customers (e.g., Yakitoriya Sumire 

Shibuya Udagawacho). In this study, we focus on the akachōchin (‘red lantern’) izakaya, 

decorated with red lanterns at the entrances which emphasize the presence of the izakaya 

to passers-by. Figure 1 showcases an izakaya in Kobe, Japan. 

 

Figure 1 - Akachōchin izakaya in Kobe, Japan 
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The akachōchin izakaya explicitly encourages customers to establish direct relationships 

with the owner, and appeals to frequent local customers, as demonstrated in the Netflix 

series Shin’ya Shokudō (Ohnishi et al., 2012). Figure 2 exemplifies the intimacy of these 

spaces, with customers eating and drinking while seated at a square-shaped bar around the 

server, thus further intensifying interpersonal communication.  

 

Figure 2 - Intimate izakaya spaces in Kobe, Japan 

Ohnishi et al., (2012, p. 2) suitably describe this type of izakaya, distinguishing the izakaya 

from the term ‘bars:’  

“Bars” in Japan refers to an alcohol-serving bar, usually with Karaoke, and the owner 

and the manager of a bar may either be the same person or, the manager maybe hired 

separately by the owner. Bars are usually relatively small, customers can sit and talk 

closely with the staff. Customers of such bars are usually middle-aged and elderly 

men, and their main objective is to drink alcohol. Izakaya-pubs on the other hand are 

casual Japanese-style pubs which serve various small dishes which go well with 

alcohol. Customers of izakaya-pubs are both male and female, from various age 

groups and professional backgrounds. 

While many categories of drinking establishments have appeared in Japan, in this study, we 

distinguish the izakaya from other spaces, subsequent to the fact that the setting or context 

of each space may directly influence the sociopragmatic activities that unfold in each 

establishment. However, one aspect appears to be universal across all categories of izakaya, 

that is, their focus on local cuisine and various alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages. While 

each izakaya may vary in terms of its menu, each category identifies with a particular 

culinary speciality, such as the various types of meat (e.g., chicken, fish, pork) and vegetables 

(often locally sourced), flavours, cooking methods and recipes. Our focus, however, remains 

on the relationships established and fostered between owners and customers in the izakaya, 

as highly significant to the specific context in each establishment. 
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Izakaya Studies 

The literature on the izakaya is limited, especially those addressing factors such as its 

sociopragmatic activities and cultural significance. Futamura and Sugiyama (2017) 

investigate the significance of izakayas as an element of Tokyo’s nightscapes, noting that 

izakayas play “an important role in Japanese cities and spaces of consumption” (p. 114). 

Owing to social, economic and political factors, the number of traditional izakayas has 

declined, “in response to the effects of economic globalization” (p. 114) and to the 

emergence of corporation-owned franchise or chain-type izakayas with cheaper menus.  

Ohnishi, et al. (2012) investigate the izakaya and other bars in Japan as a ‘public health 

facility,’ and izakaya owners and managers act as informal therapists for stress in middle-

aged and elderly men. The researchers surveyed bars and izakayas in Ohmura-City, 

Nagasaki prefecture, in Japan, finding that owners engage in personal conversations, where 

a little over half of their customers discuss work-related issues. The authors suggest that, 

“[owners and managers] also felt that by holding such conversations, they provided 

emotional care and helped the customers to relieve stress” (p. 5), framing the izakaya as a 

space for more than consumption of food and beverage, and thus contributing to the 

community’s public health. The study does not report on conversational content, which 

would otherwise serve as sociopragmatic data, but rather, reports on the general themes 

emerging during the interactions, such as mental and public health. As the authors’ point 

out,  

owners and managers are not specialists in solving such problems and it is unrealistic 

to expect them to take on the role of professional counselors. However, our results 

pointed to the possibility of them playing a key role in referring their customers, 

whom they judge as requiring professional help, to appropriate counseling and other 

relevant services. 

(p. 7) 

Hamada’s (2011) work on izakayas in Melbourne, Australia focuses on their situatedness 

outside of Japan, and the ways in which they become re-established as forms of Japaneseness 

in light of contact with, in this case, Australians. Through an ethnographic approach, Hamada 

interviewed customers in 32 establishments, finding old Japanese stereotypes in the form of 

images in these establishments, where the variation of the construction of Japanese identity 

correlates with change in location. The interviewed participants comment that Japanese 

guests in Australia do not exhibit the same discursive patterns as those in Japan when 

ordering food, exemplifying a different ‘logic’ in the izakaya between the two contexts. 

In a Japanese context, tablescapes and table culture play an important part in dining 

experiences, which can change depending upon the type of restaurant in which the customer 
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is situated (e.g., fine dining) (Wardono et al., 2011). Tablescapes refer to the built (table) 

environment where one consumes food, including the placement of tableware, tableware 

type (e.g., plastic, metal), personal space, and interactions with the staff of the establishment 

(Hasegawa and Sakai, 2021). This also includes the ability to share food, and communicate 

with others. Studies in a Japanese context have shown that the use of different types of 

tableware and other sociocultural factors may influence the perceptions of users’ enjoyment 

of eating food (Hasegawa and Sakai, 2021; Wardono et al., 2011). For example, Hamada 

(2011, p. 96) explains that: 

… the ‘tablescape’ of the izakaya can become messy, as foods, drinks, utensils and 

other elements constituting the space constantly cross over between physical and 

symbolic boundaries through sharing. This tablescape also works in tandem with the 

acts of ordering. The izakaya is structured through a ‘play’ mode with a repeat option 

(albeit different each time), rather than through a set course to follow.  

Hamada’s account describes the complex interactions among izakaya owners and 

customers, including the physical space, tablescapes, the interactions among customers, and 

ordering rituals that may influence how the interactions unfold while consuming food and 

beverages (Hanks et al., 2019). In addition, these elements may also influence the ways in 

which people communicate as well as their choice of conversation topic. For example, in an 

article in the Japan Times, an author specialising in izakaya food claims that 

Although Japanese have a reputation for being circumspect, a visit to an izakaya helps 

dispel such notions. As the evening progresses and the food and drinks flow, people 

speak with less inhibition and utter truths that might not otherwise be spoken. 

 (Kosukegawa, 2008, para 15) 

Kosukegawa suggests that while izakaya interactions may be mundane in some ways (e.g., 

ordering, explored below), other more complex sociopragmatic activities may appear in 

these contexts. 

Service Encounters 

Service encounters are social interactions in which employees of the establishment 

exchange goods with customers (Czepiel, 1990), pervasive of the izakaya. We categorize 

service encounters in two ways: (1) “they are the social occasion of economic exchange in 

which society allows strangers to interact” (Czepiel, 1990, p. 13) and (2) these “encounters 

provide the social occasions in which buyer and seller can negotiate and nurture the 

transformation of their accumulated encounters into an exchange relationship” (p. 13). 

Furthermore, service encounters involve not only the exchange of goods and knowledge, but 
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also function to foster positive relationships between buyer and seller through 

interpersonal talk (Marquez Reiter and Felix-Brasdefer, 2021). Scholars have described 

these behaviours in retail and entertainment contexts “as typically monotopical and goal-

oriented interactions, [which] tend to display a routine structure” (Shively, 2011, p. 1819). 

That is, the interaction unfolds in predictable ways, and established roles within the 

encounter fulfill particular interactional norms and expectations. These interactions often 

become goal-oriented (Marquez Reiter and Felix-Brasdefer, 2021). For example, Shively 

(2011, p. 1819) suggests the following list of components of a service encounter, at which 

time the buyer orders from the seller: 

(1) opening  

(2) request for a product  

(3) optional negotiation  

(4) provision of product or service  

(5) payment, and  

(6) closing 

Previous scholars have explored service encounters in various contexts such as clothing and 

convenience stores, restaurants, and entertainment venues (e.g., Ryoo, 2005; Nilsson et al., 

2018; Marquez Reiter and Felix-Brasdefer, 2021). These studies highlight the fact that 

service encounters in these contexts exhibit far more complexity than the routine 

performances noted in Shively (2011). While service encounters in bars and restaurants 

contain some of these elements (e.g., openings, closings, paying), they also include other 

activities (e.g., phatic communication) (Ryoo, 2005). However, scholarship investigating 

bars and restaurants is relevant to our current context.   

Similarly, Kuroshima (2010) explores the progressivity of service encounters in sushi 

restaurants in the US. Specifically, the author shows the various sequences in which 

customers order food and how they are accepted. For example, the chef may repeat orders 

to confirm them with customers, may produce responses with varying intonation such as 

acknowledgment tokens, where the talk may be “managed in different ways that display 

distinctive orientations to the order’s environment” (p. 865). While this research focuses on 

these interactions interculturally, the work is instructive for the current study, particularly 

in the complex way in which these service encounters progress.  

Methodology  

As studies investigating the social goings on in the izakaya context are also sparse, this study 

aims to explore the various sociopragmatic activities in the izakaya in Japan. To achieve this, 

we centrally ask what types of sociopragmatic activities occur in an izakaya, and enquire as 

to the sociocultural significance of the izakaya to the local community. 
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We have taken the data for this study partly from the Netflix drama series, Shin’ya 

Shokudō (深夜食堂) (Netflix Japan, 2016), its title in English being, ‘Midnight Diner: Tokyo 

Stories.’ The drama describes an izakaya in suburban Tokyo, which operates from midnight 

until 7am. The owner, or master as is custom in Japanese establishments, appears as the 

central character, and prides himself on the food he serves; where each episode is titled on 

a particular food. In each episode, the owner interacts with characters who frequent the 

izakaya.  

We draw on a sociopragmatic framework to analyze approximately four hours of 

interactions in the series. A sociopragmatic framework examines “the production and 

interpretation of meaning in situated contexts …” (Haugh, Kádár and Terkourafi, 2021, p. 6). 

Through a sociopragmatic approach, which “deals with ‘more specific “local” conditions on 

language use’” (Culpepper, 2021, p. 23), we analyse interactions in the izakaya, and 

emphasize the significance of accounting for context during language behaviour following 

previous work (e.g., Sorlin, 2017) which has analysed the sociocultural and 

sociopsychological aspects of language use in drama series. As such, we draw on Culpepper 

et al. (2008) and Culpepper (2021) and their categorization of contextual factors, and 

present these categories in Table 1 (below). By articulating these three levels within a 

sociopragmatic approach, we are able to expose social and cultural phenomena, social 

practices, and linguistic activities in the izakaya.  

Level of context Descriptive focus Associated descriptive concepts 

Macro 
Sociocultural phenomena 

across interactions 

E.g., ideologies, cultures, nationalities, 

genders, ages 

Meso Situated interaction 
E.g., activity types, frames, genres, 

discourses, social practices 

Micro 
Use and interpretation of 

specific forms 
E.g., Speech acts, discursive practices 

 Linguistic form 
E.g., modal verb, interrogative structure, 

rising intonation, vowel 

Table 1 - Levels of context and description (Culpepper, 2021, p. 26) 

To examine interactions in episodes in the series, we repeatedly viewed selected scenes, 

while paying attention to and documenting themes and language data as examples that we 

then dismantled to identify macro, meso and micro levels of context. While dramas do not 

appear to contain naturally occurring talk, they do reflect societally prevalent use of 

language, customs, and norms. However, each actor in the series does insert their own 

language style into their performances (Liu and Allen, 2014). 

We now present the analysis of data, which we summarize, and discuss together with the 

categories into which we have chosen to separate the data. 
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Analysis and Discussion 

Over the course of the ten episodes, the izakaya set accommodates and mediates the 

enactment of various sociopragmatic activities. These activities occur between the owner 

and customers as well as between customers. Overall, topics such as personal anecdotes, 

problems with relationships, work issues, jokes, and ordering and paying for services, all 

occur in the izakaya. More specifically, face threatening acts, shifts in politeness and 

language styles, requests, mockery, and other pragmatic behaviours, all feature within the 

data. However, to discuss our research aim, and by considering previous research, we 

analyse instances of service encounters between the customer and the master, as well as 

examples of humour language and how both owner and customers use the izakaya as a 

resource. More specifically, the service encounters in this study extend the routine 

performance described in Shively (2011), which we explore in the next section. 

Service Encounters 

As previous research has established, service encounters involve formulaic, routine, and 

ritualised interactions (e.g., Shively, 2011). These encounters typically occur during 

greetings (i.e., welcomes), placing and receiving orders, and leave-taking (e.g., paying). In 

this section, we discuss three examples which we observed in the drama series, in the form 

of archetypal initial service interactions. These initial interactions between the master and 

customers contain a greeting, an order, and an acknowledgment of receipt. For example, we 

observed the master frequently performing greetings and receiving orders in formulaic or 

routine-like ways. In Excerpt 1, the interaction sequence contains three key stages: a 

welcome by the master, a customer performing an order, and the master receiving the order: 

 Master いらっしゃい^ ミドリちゃん 

  Welcome, Midori. 

 Midori ビール 頂戴 

  Can I have beer? 

 Master あいよ 

  Sure. 
  

Excerpt 1 - Service encounter example 1 

In this excerpt, and elsewhere throughout the drama series, the master employs the phrase 

irasshai, a casualisation of irasshaimase (‘welcome’), the imperative form of the honorific 

verb irassharu (‘to be, come, go’). Irasshai is also performed to signify the master’s 

awareness of the customer’s presence in the izakaya. Midori then responds to this with a 

request for a drink (ordering), employing chōdai, a humble form for ‘please give me.’ This 
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form also appears in affectionate situations, to signify familiarity between interlocutors. To 

receive the order, the master then employs another casual response, aiyo (‘got it’ or ‘sure’). 

A similar routine appears in another scene involving the master and another character, 

shown in Excerpt 2: 

 Miki どうも 

  Hello. 

 Master いらっしゃい 

  Welcome. 

 Miki とりあえず ビール 

  Beer for starters 

 Master あいよ 

  Sure. 
  

Excerpt 2 - Service encounter example 2 

In this excerpt, the initiation of the sequence differs to that in Excerpt 1, as in this case, the 

customer initiates the interaction, which may occur as they enter the izakaya. Miki initiates 

with this greeting, after which, the master responds with his standard use of irasshai 

(‘welcome’). As in Excerpt 1, the customer then performs a request (e.g., order), which is 

received by the master, uttering aiyo (‘got it’ or ‘sure’).  

In another initial service encounter example, we observe a similar pattern to that in 

Excerpt 1. In Excerpt 3, when the customer enters the izakaya, the master performs his usual 

welcome. This is followed by the customer’s reciprocal greeting (‘hello’) and order sequence. 

The master attends to this order with his typical aiyo (‘got it’) response.      

 Master いらっしゃい 

  Welcome. 

 Harumi どうも(.) タンメン+麺抜きね↗ 

  Hello (.) tanmen no noodles. 

 Master あいよ 

  Got it. 
  

Excerpt 3 - Service encounter example 3 
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These examples support patterns found in previous literature (e.g., Kuroshima, 2010), yet, 

the above examples offer a more context-specific view of these interactions in the izakaya in 

Japan. While there may be slight variation when the customer enters the izakaya (as in 

Excerpt 2), a typical core pattern appears in the form of the following sequence: 

 A Welcome Position 1 (Master) 

 B Order Position 2 (Customer) 

 A Receipt     Position 3 (Master) 
     

Table 2 – Initial service encounter schema 

While supporting the findings of previous research, these service encounters extend to more 

complex social interactions once the service encounter is complete. For example, the 

customer or master may discuss previous interactions, or may ask questions related to the 

events of the day. Interactions between customers also occur, yet such conversational topics 

do not typically appear outside of the izakaya setting, e.g., joking and taking offense. 

The Netflix series also explores various functions of the izakaya within the community. 

In the community, the izakaya provides support to customers such as with regard to their 

need for childcare. In the following subsection, we explore in detail acts of joking between 

male customers, and the offense a group of women express when overhearing the 

conversation.   

Joking and Taking Offense 

Joking or humour exemplify a sociopragmatic activity commonly occurring in this izakaya. 

In Excerpt 4, a comedian customer (Serao) tells a vulgar joke to two other male customers, 

one of whom is a regular customer at the izakaya. In the excerpt, as is the punchline of the 

joke, Serao describes in detail his failed attempt at physical intimacy with a woman.  

 Serao そいでよ+向こうも年増とはいえまだ女捨ててねえ:  

  Even though she's way past her prime(.) she still got it going on. 

  こっちが 後ろっからつっつく度に  

  As I poked her from the back(.) 

  “ア:ン ア::ン”ってな声上げてよ:  

  Just like that. 

  こっちもちっとはいじらしくなってきて:  

  So it got me going. 
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  おっぱいもんでやるかって+手回してよ:  

  I tried to fondle her boobs. I reached around. 

  熟れた乳房が+しっとりと手になじんできやがんのよ:↘  

  Her ripened breasts (.) were soft and moist fit nicely in my palm 

  そしたら向こうが 

  Then she suddenly said, 

  “あんた:どこ触ってんの？↗” 

  ((women’s voice)) "What are you trying to touch?" 

  “乳に決まってんだろ:”  

  "Your breast, of course." 

  “そこ違:うおっぱいもっと上:”って 

  ((women’s voice)) "That's not where they are. My breasts are higher." 

  おいらがもんでたのは+ババアの下っ腹でやんのよ[タンロール]  

  
Turned out(.) what I was fondling was the old woman's love handles ((rolling of the 

tongue)). 

  ((笑い声)) 

  ((Serao and others laughing)) 
  

Excerpt 4 - Joking and humour in the izakaya 

In this excerpt, the character employs a variety of devices to successfully deliver the joke, to 

create a sense of solidarity between the male customers, and to make salient his identity 

(SturtzSreetharan, 2006). Serao details the joke narrative by imitating a woman's voice, and 

employs casual lexical forms (e.g., yan a variety of the copular da), sentence final-particles 

(e.g., nee, yo, yone) and vulgar vocabulary (e.g., oppai ‘breasts’) to increase the level of 

humour, and to entertain others. In addition, the tongue roll also increases the comedic and 

a possibly masculine element, to reinforce his identity as a male comedian, and to create a 

sense of solidarity with the other men. Such devices have been explored in previous studies 

on humour, joke-telling, and other politeness phenomena in Japanese (e.g., Senft, 1985; 

Cook, 1999; Holmes and Schnurr, 2005; SturtzSreetharan, 2006). However, while Serao 

delivers the vulgar joke, three women sitting on the opposite side of the counter overhear 

the vulgarity, and take offense. This sitting of men and women alongside each other again 

reinforces the egalitarian character of the izakaya, where customers freely interact through 

talk, to accomplish their interactional aims, which in this case is the act of taking offense. 
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The likely absence of acts such as taking offense and verbalised conflict between 

customers in other contexts further accentuates the role of the izakaya. For example, in 

Excerpt 5, two female customers, Rumi and Miki, express their displeasure after hearing the 

vulgarity between the male customers. They achieve this expression of their displeasure 

through subtle non-verbal behaviour, as well as through more direct confrontation, as we 

show in the example below.   

 Rumi ((大声で喉をすっきりさせる))  

  ((clears throat loudly)) 

 Miki ちょっと+女性の前で そういうの↘やめてもらえます？↗ 

  No dirty jokes in front of ladies 

 Serao そんなこと言って:本当は好きなんだろ？↗ねえちゃんも:↘ 

  Why would you say that? You like it(.) you do too 

 Rumi あっ+それってセクハラですよ↘ 

  That's sexual harassment 

 Chu-san ((手で制止する動作))まあまあルミちゃん^これも師匠の芸のうちだ から 

  ((waves hand as a signal to stop)) Calm down, Rumi this is a part of his material. 

 Kana 芸？↘ 

  Material? 

 Chu-san 
あれ？↘ 知らない？↗+ケセラ世良夫さん(.)浅草で+最後の喜劇人っ て言われて

るぐらいの人なんだよ:↗  

  
You don’t know him? Some call Mr. Kesera Serao the last master comedian of 

Asakusa. 
  

Excerpt 5 - Taking offense and counter example 

In the excerpt above, the characters employ several rhetorical devices to achieve their 

interactional goals. Firstly, Rumi attempts a throat clearing action to demonstrate 

awkwardness and to draw the male characters’ attention to their vulgarity. Specifically, she 

employs this device to demonstrate that the man’s joke had failed in its attempt at humour, 

and has thus resulted in awkwardness (Hay, 2001). Furthermore, Miki foregrounds Rumi’s 

expression of awkwardness when Miki scolds the male characters with “no dirty jokes in 

front of the ladies.” While Miki scolds the characters, she does so with polite forms of talk, 

and with specific vocabulary and intonation. For example, she employs chotto (‘excuse me’) 

as an interjection and the auxiliary verb ~moraemasu (potential polite indicative form) 

attached to the verb yameru (‘stop’). Miki also employs a rising intonation to phrase this 

request as a question rather than a declarative statement (Kuroshima, 2010; Dejima et al., 

2009), in order to mitigate the face threatening act. 
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Serao then exacerbates the offense further by crudely suggesting that the three female 

characters ‘like it,’ and attempts to co-opt the third woman in the group to agree with him 

by using “you do too.” Rumi immediately responds to this by labelling Serao’s behaviour as 

inappropriate (“that’s sexual harassment”). A friend of Serao, Chu-san, intervenes to assist, 

and attempts to mitigate and normalise the joke by condescendingly claiming that because 

he is a comedian, joking in this way is acceptable, demonstrated with a waving hand gesture.  

These interactions demonstrate two significant points: (1) The presence of numerous 

conversational categories in these spaces that do not typically occur elsewhere (i.e., taking 

offense, vulgarity), and (2) the contextual significance of these linguistically pragmatic 

behaviours (i.e., in this izakaya, casual forms, masculine speech). These points highlight the 

significance of the izakaya as a unique context within which these categories of interactions 

encourage egalitarianism. Specifically, while customers speak politely (attempt to, at least), 

interlocutors can freely express themselves either through humour or by objecting to the 

vulgarity of a person’s behaviour. As such, in this case, customers interact with each other 

on the same tachiba (position, role, rank), where the particular relaxed context and 

atmosphere of the izakaya motivates this category of interaction (Haugh, 2005; Haugh and 

Obana, 2011; Obana, 2012; Hanks et al., 2019). Previous research has not effectively 

explored these relationships and rhetorical behaviours in the context of an izakaya, and is 

thus another factor motivating this study.  

Resources for Care and Support 

Previous research (e.g., Ohnishi et al., 2012) has suggested that customers frequent izakayas 

as a resource to destress and to gain support with particular social, domestic, and personal 

issues, in familial, professional, and social goings on. Mainstream media sources have 

reported that the izakaya offers more than just a place to eat and drink, and hence 

constitutes an integral part of the community (Kosukegawa, 2008). Similarly, in this 

particular izakaya, participants rely on other customers and the master for support. For 

example, Excerpt 6 exhibits how the izakaya is used as a resource for care: 

 Master いらっしゃい 

  Welcome. 

 Yoichi どうも (.) マスター 見舞い ありがとね 

  Hello (.) Master thank you for visiting me at the hospital. 

 Chu-san 心配してたんだよどうだい？↘(.)糖尿の方は 

  We all were worried about you (.) how's your diabetes? 

 Yoichi そっちの方は なんとか(.) けど 最近あんまり眠れないんだよ な 

  It's under control(.) but recently I can't sleep well . 

 Rumi ここんとこずっと暑いからね 
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  It has been extremely hot that's why. 

 Yoichi いや(.) それもあるけど(.)入院してると毎日 誰かが死ぬんだ よね 

  Well that's one reason(.) but(.)you see someone die in the hospital every day. 

 
 

夜 あれこれ考えてるとどんどん不安になってさ(.) 俺 独り身だし(.)死んだら 

後のこと誰が始末してくれんだろ 

 
 

I couldn't help thinking about myself at night and got uneasy(.) I have no family 

(.) I must wonder who will take care of my stuff after I die. 

 Chu-san 死んじまったら それまで後のことなんか心配したって始まら ねえよ 

  When we die we die, don't worry about what happens afterwards. 
  

Excerpt 6 - Resources for care example 1 

In Excerpt 6, Yoichi expresses gratitude to the master for visiting him in hospital. In this 

sequence, Yoichi employs the casual form of arigatō (‘thanks’) and the sentence-final particle 

ne. The use of these forms renders evident the egalitarian nature of the izakaya, and exposes 

Yoichi’s sincere appreciation for the support he received. The casual form of thanks and the 

particle ne also serve to increase the proximity between interactants (Liu and Allen, 2022). 

While Yoichi directs his thanks toward the master, another regular customer (Chu-san) 

interjects, expressing concern for Yoichi’s health, and follows this by inquiring as to the 

condition of Yoichi’s current health, using the casual form dōdai (‘how is it?’). Here, we 

observe one way in which the izakaya is a community-oriented establishment, where 

regular members are concerned for each other, and offer support in various ways. This 

network affords members support irrespective of their status as family members or single. 

In this case, Yoichi does not have a family, and explains that after his hospitalization, he is 

concerned with his absence of family at the time of his death, positioning the izakaya as an 

alternative to family during times of distress.  

When Yoichi begins to discuss his inability to sleep at night, the female customer Rumi 

interjects, describing the recent hot weather as a possible factor contributing to his 

uneasiness, and insomnia. This action perhaps consoles Yoichi and puts him at ease as Rumi 

employs a safe topic such as the weather to offer support (Coupland, 2003). Rumi’s response 

also serves to acknowledge Yoichi’s issues, but does not impose on him directly by asking 

further details. However, Yoichi continues to discuss his issues, to which, Chu-san again 

bluntly responds, suggesting that “when we die, we die.” The responses by Chu-san and 

Rumi signify attempts to support and console Yoichi, without being imposing, but rather, 

offer possible factors motivating the occurrence of his issues and place his mind at ease.  

Similarly, Excerpt 7 shows how the master explicitly acts as a counsellor to his customer. 

The customer discusses several of his regrets, to which the master listens and offers advice. 
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 Nakatsuka 
小さな個人事務所で何とかやってきたつもりですが昔と比べ て依頼は随分 

減りました 

  
I've run a small law office by myself, I believe that I worked hard, but the 

number of my clients has declined drastically 

 Master 三十五年 頑張ってきたんだ立派だよ 

  You've worked for 35 years, that’s an accomplishment 

 Nakatsuka 
女房と２人で始めた事務所だったんですそれが２年前に女房 に先立たれて

知らないうちに どこか気が抜けてしまったのか もしれませんね 

  
I started the firm with my wife, two years ago I lost her, I think I may have lost 

my passion after that 

 Master ハムカツ 揚げるかい？↗ 

  Would you like a ham cutlet? 

 Nakatsuka いや(.) 今夜はよしときます 

  No, not tonight 

 Master そうかい(.) 珍しいね 

  I see(.) an unusual day, huh? 

 Nakatsuka 弟の居場所が分かったんです 

  I've found my little brother  

 Master 本当かい？↘よかったじゃないか 

  Really? That’s a good thing isn’t it? 

 Nakatsuka 意外と近くにいましてね 

  He actually lives nearby 

 Master ああ じゃあ もう// 

  Really? Then- 

 Nakatsuka 
//あっ いやいや(.)ずっと会いたいと思ってたけどいざとなっ たらおじけづ

いてしまって 

  
Ah no no (.) I've wanted to see him so badly, but I got intimidated when the 

moment arrived 

 Master どうしてだい？↘ 

  Why? 
   

Excerpt 7 (part 1) - Resources for care example 2 

((Nakatsuka proceeds to explain that as a child, he played Othello with his young step-brother Kenta, 

who would often lose and had to buy Nakatsuka a ham cutlet. In running out of money, Kenta cheated 

others at school for their money. When his father learnt about this, he beat him violently. Kenta did 

not reveal why he extorted money and protected Nakatsuka, who now feels guilty)) 
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 Master 気にしてんだ 今でも 

  You still feel guilty. 

 Nakatsuka まあ(.) 後悔といってもささくれみたいなもんです 

  Well(.) my remorse is like a hangnail nothing too serious. 

 Master ささくれも 放っておくと 破傷風になるっていうからね 

  They say that you might get tetanus if you don't treat the hangnail. 
  

Excerpt 7 (part 2) - Resources for care example 2 

In this excerpt, after congratulating his customer for their work, the master inquires as to 

why the customer felt intimidated to meet a brother he had not seen for a prolonged period 

of time. The customer details the abuse the violent father inflicted on his brother. Here, the 

master enacts the role of a supportive listener, and offers comfort at the end of the 

interaction. Significantly, the master’s input is minimal; he continually offers the floor to the 

customer to recount their troubles through a use of short questions and statements, and 

aizuchi (‘listener responses’). The master specifically repeats key phrases from the speaker’s 

talk, and offers positive acknowledgements and assessments (e.g., ‘that’s an 

accomplishment’). These behaviours are similarly employed in counselling sessions, where 

counsellors use these behaviours to exhibit understanding, to promote fluidity of 

conversation, and to encourage patients to detail their issues (Danby, Butler and Emmison, 

2009). Specifically in this case, interlocutors use aizuchi responses in Japanese to mobilize 

the conversation (by showing attention) and to build rapport between speaker and listener 

(Allen, 2015, 2019). For example, the initial inquiry begins with “dōshitedai?” (a brief 

question), which contains the word dōshite (‘why’) and the casual question particle dai. 

While such a direct question ‘why’ can be perceived as impolite and an imposition (Liu and 

Allen, 2014, 2022), the speaker employs the casual question particle to mitigate the face 

threatening act, and to increase solidarity between the customer and the master. 

Another example of the master’s supportive role appears in Excerpt 7, where he offers 

comfort by attempting to understand how the customer is feeling (i.e., directly asking how 

guilty the customer feels). The customer responds by explaining that he has remorse, but 

attempts to dismiss the seriousness of the situation by comparing it to a small injury (i.e., 

‘my regret is like a hangnail’). The master again offers support by expressing a truism, and 

concern for the customer, indicating that such emotional issues should be taken seriously, 

as they may develop into larger problems. All interlocutors permit and encourage the 

expression of such emotions about particular issues in these contexts (Chapman, 2020). 

Previous studies similarly report this (Ohnishi et al., 2012), where men open-up about their 

feelings to those working in izakayas. This is similarly exemplified in Excerpts 6 and 7. In 

this study, the izakaya master acts as an informal counsellor, as he encourages his customers 

to discuss their feelings and issues, without being intrusive but still maintaining support. 
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Excerpts 6 and 7 evidence the fact that izakayas can become a place at which to destress, 

and to discuss issues that customers face daily. While Ohnishi et al (2012) explains that most 

of the time, customers discuss professional issues, in this study, customers detail a range of 

issues relating to their mental, physical, or psychological health, thus expanding on Ohnishi 

et al’s work. Furthermore, Ohnishi et al (2009, p. 5) also report that owners of izakayas act 

as supportive listeners. For example, they note that,  

the manager and owners of bars and izakaya-pubs who participated in the present 

study reported having had conversations regarding personal/private issues, 

including serious problems and concerns, with their customers. They also felt that by 

holding such conversations, they provided emotional care and helped the customers 

to relieve stress. 

Their study highlights the ways in which the master behaves as an attentive listener, and 

offers minimal interactive input, in order for customers to feel comfortable in discussing 

their issues. Through the master’s interactional input, he shows interest and care for his 

customers, but does not intrude nor provide explicit therapy nor counselling. The only 

advice (or wisdom) the master offers is in the form of a truism, and his role cannot be 

misconstrued as that of a health care practitioner.  

People’s motives for experiencing comfort when discussing their issues in the izakaya 

remain somewhat ambiguous. However, Liu and Allen (2022) claim that this expression of 

discomfort may be predicated on the relaxed and egalitarian character of the context 

(structured on a mix of casual and polite language). Moreover, as Ohnishi et al (2012) also 

point out, these motives may also include the size and intimacy of the physical space of the 

izakaya. The izakaya in the current study is intimate and is designed in such a way to seat 

the customers around the master. This design may influence the ways in which customers 

interact with each other and the master, as may alcohol significantly diminish any 

inhibitions in communication, thus increasing customers’ comfort during talk of their 

emotions.  

Other Uses of the Izakaya 

Thus far, this study has explored the routine-like performances of service encounters and 

the topics related to the sociopragmatic activities in the izakaya. As another salient aspect, 

visitors use the izakaya in the current study for purposes other than eating, drinking, and 

interacting with others. As izakayas constitute an integral part of Japanese society 

(Futamura and Sugiyama, 2018), in this case, they function as a place of refuge. Excerpt 8 

demonstrates how people utilize the izakaya in the current study for babysitting purposes, 

while the parent gambles in another location: 
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 Ogami ^悪かったね マスター+面倒かけちゃって 

  Master sorry for the trouble again. 

 Master いや: うちは いいんだ:+ただ 

  Don’t worry about me, but– 

 Ogami 
//分かってるよ^ ガキ連れて:こんな暮らしは続かねえってことぐ らい^来週 で

けえ勝負あんだ+それが終わるまで:こいつのことは 本気で考えらんねえんだよ 

  
//I know I can't keep up this lifestyle with a kid, there is a big game next week. Until 

that's over I don’t have time to think about this one. 

  
((Master and Ogami continue to discuss his work and other customers, when they 

are interrupted by Ogami’s friend who has come to take him to a gambling match)) 

 Gen 大神さん+そろそろ時間なんで 

  Mr. Ogami it's time. 

 Ogami 閉店までには迎えに来るんで(.)+よろしくお願いします[頭を下 げる] 

  I'll come get him before you close(.)Please look after him ((lowers head)). 

 Master ああ 

  Okay 
  

Excerpt 8 - Other uses for the izakaya Example 

In this excerpt, the master interacts with a troublesome customer, who has a history of 

gambling. This customer has a son whom he neglects in order to fulfill his gambling habits. 

In the excerpt, the customer apologises for leaving his son at the izakaya for the master to 

tend to. While the master is obliged to assist, he does have reservations, and attempts to 

raise these with the customer (i.e., ‘don’t worry about me, but’). The customer abruptly stops 

the master by justifying his own behaviour, and then again leaves his son at the izakaya. This 

excerpt also highlights the ways in which customers appropriate the izakaya not only for 

entertainment purposes (i.e., eating and drinking) and for de-stressing, but also for familial 

issues such as childminding. Here, the izakaya becomes a place of trust within the 

community, as the customer comes to trust that the master (along with others that frequent 

the izakaya) will care for the child. A sense of community emerges, and those who frequent 

the izakaya increasingly feel obliged to care for the child. These themes and their respective 

activities have been underexplored in the literature in this context, and we call for work on 

these domains. 

Conclusion 

In this study, we explored the various sociopragmatic activities in one particular izakaya in 

Japan. Specifically, we investigated both the linguistic and the social goings on in this context. 

We found both routine-like service encounters as well as more complex social activities that 
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typically do not appear outside of this context. The data shows that in one particular izakaya, 

and one which may act as a model for other izakayas, social activities include joking, taking 

offense, offering support to community members, and rendering the izakaya a place of 

refuge. The appearance of these issues suggests that the izakaya constitutes much more than 

a place of entertainment, and it thus becomes a resource for the community to convene to 

seek friendship and support, particularly during times of personal crisis. The master of the 

izakaya plays a pivotal role in not only cooking and serving, but also in facilitating support 

for customers as a place for the community to gather.  

The study does have some limitations, such as the type of data we drew on. Television 

dramas only depict scripted scenarios and do not contain naturally occurring talk (c.f. Liu 

and Allen, 2014; Barke, 2010). Future studies, however, should examine naturally occurring 

interactions in real-life izakayas, and would benefit from combining other methods of 

analysis such as interviews, to further explore the significance of these spaces in Japan. 

Specifically, future research should involve more ethnographic approaches, to obtain a more 

holistic account of izakayas in their local communities. As noted in Kuroshima (2010), 

izakayas are unique, as izakaya discourse is context-specific and not typically seen outside 

of these social and cultural spaces. We also hope that future research will document family 

managed establishments and will seek to highlight the roles these establishments play in 

their local communities, as well as their social processes, prior to their seemingly imminent 

disappearance, owing to the sprawling Japanese nightscape of hospitality. 
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Endnotes 

1 For example, one of the authors completed a study abroad program in Tokyo, Japan in 2011. During this time, 
he experienced firsthand the type of community that is formed in an izakaya. From supporting issues with 
language barriers, to further understanding cultural differences, the izakaya members became a surrogate 
family which went beyond serving food and beverages. 


