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Social Variation in Address Terms of Ancient Chinese:
— A Study in Language Norms in The Book of Rites —

Guoyue PENG (Kanagawa University)

The book of rites, (written a century before Christ) is one of the ancient Chinese classics which
deals with the ethical principles of that period. Among these principles there are many concerning the
norms (prescriptive uses) of language, especially variation with regards to address terms in view of
social factors, Confucian values and the world view. This paper, after an analysis of all the prescriptive
uses of address terms in The book of rites, concludes as follows: @ The book of rites illustrated very
clearly the norms for interpersonal relations and provided many linguistic and social contexts for the
appropriate conditions for terms of address. @ The interlocutors in The book of rites was mainly
limited to the upper class of the period, thus characterizing the upper class register of ancient Chinese.
® In The book of rites, the function of address terms serving as polite expressions was mainly
manifested by using different forms to people with different social status. @ In the applications of
address terms in The book of rites, apart from the hierarchy within a society, the hierarchy between
two societies played a role as well. ® The norms of the address terms in The book of rites were
influenced by the language consciousness of the period which was in turn influenced by predominant
Confucian values and the world view of Ying Yang in that period.
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