FRIF
ADDRESSING EACH OTHER
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Countries and nations with different
languages and customs also differ a lot in
forms of address. How do Chinese people
address each other, then?
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“Form of address” refers
to the word used by people to
call each other in interpersonal
communication. Chinese people’s
form of address reveals not only
the identity and position of the
addressee, but also the relationship
between the addresser and the

addressee,

For instance, let us take a look
at how people address a middle-
aged man Li Minghua who works
as a manager. Colleagues and friends
who are of similar age and in close
relationship with him call him “Lao
Li“Cold Li) or “Minghua”. Seniors call
him “Xiao Li“(Young Li) or “Minghua”
while juniors call him “Lao Li” or “Li
Ge"(Brother Li). dlients that are not
very close to him call him “Manager
Li” and strangers mostly call him
“Sir”.

To show intimacy,

Chinese people tend to add
“Lao"(old) or “Xiao"(young)
before the surname
according to the age of
the addressee. You may
find, however, that some
young men are called “Lao
Li” while some middle-aged
men are called “Xiao Li”. In
the above-mentioned example,
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Li Minghua can be either called “Lao
Li” or “Xiao Li”. The reason is that
“Lao” and “Xiao” only reflect the
relative age. Therefore, no matter
how old he is, the older generation
will call him “Xiao Li” and people
of younger or the same generation
will call him “Lao Li” out of their
respect for him. In Chinese people’s
opinion, “Lao” represents a kind of
qualification. An older age means
more experience and higher position
and deserves more respect. When
addressing the elderly of noble
character and high prestige, people
will add a “lao” after the surname
such as “Li Lao” to express the
highest respect.

To indicate intimacy, Chinese
people also address people who are
not their relatives in the same way
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as they call their family members
and other relatives. For example,
one may call his or her colleagues
“Sun Ge” (Brother Sun) or “Liu Jie”
(Sister Liu) and even call strangers
“Dage” (Brother) or “Daye” (Uncle)
when asking directions. Chinese
people believe that one can show
the close relationship with others by
calling them in the same manner as
they call their family members, the
most intimate persons amongst them.

Those called “Ge” (elder brother)
or “Jie” (elder sister) are not
necessarily older than the addresser.
When asking for the way, for
example, you can call others “ge”
or “jie” without knowing their age.
Addressing others as “ge” or “jie” and
considering oneself as “di” (younger
brother) or “mei” (younger sister)
demonstrate one’s respect towards
others for Chinese people emphasize
the hierarchy of old and young,
regarding the elderly as superior and
young people as inferior.

Putting the name of job position
after the surname is also a way for
Chinese people to show closeness
such as “Li Laoshi” (Teacher Li) and
*Wang JingLi” (Manager Wang). It is
worth mentioning that the address
“teacher” is more widely applied in
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today’s China because it can either
show the job or demonstrate the
respect towards the addressee.
Always saying that “a teacher of
one day is a father of a lifetime”,
Chinese people respect teachers
who “transmit wisdom, impart
knowledge and resolve doubts” all
the time, thus turning “teacher”
into an honorific title. All people,
including those taking teaching as
the job, those doing culture-related
jobs, learned people, people of high
qualifications and people who have
quided and helped the addresser,
can be called “teacher” as long as
they have guided others and deserve
respect. When calling someone else
“teacher”, one positions himself or
herself as a student to express the
respect to the other people. In some
dialect regions such as Confucius’s
hometown Shandong, people even
use “teacher” as a polite general
term. They may call strangers
“teacher” regardless of their jobs
instead of “sir” or “madam”.

For Chinese people, the form
of address is not only a name or a
sign but also a way to get close to
others and show respect. Choosing
proper forms of address is the initial
step in successfully dealing with
interpersonal relations.
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- CASE STUDY N

Derek Erickson is an enterprise trainer. Once he trained the
employees of a joint venture enterprise. In the first course, he told
his students to call him “Derek” or his Chinese name “Aideren”.
However, he found it quite confusing that, when he, a person with
witty humor, had established good relationships with his Chinese
students after several lessons, they still called him “Erickson Laoshi”
(Teacher Erickson), “Ai Laoshi” (teacher Ai) or “Sir”.

&y Comments: In fact, Chinese students are afraid to call him Derek
rather than unwilling to. Since addressing elders and superiors by
name implies lack of respect for them, Chinese people always call their
teachers and superiors “laoshi” or with other honorific titles.

(@ ADVICE

e “Lao Li”, “Sun Ge” and “Dage” are often used on informal
occasions while “xiansheng” (Sir), “nvshi” (Miss) and other titles
are mostly used on formal occasions. “Laoshi” (teacher) can be
used on various occasions.

e One can address people of younger or the same generation
by their full name (such as “Li Minghua”) or by their given
name (such as “Minghua”). However, one cannot do so when
addressing elders or superiors. Calling them “Manager Li”, “Lao Li",
or “Li Ge” makes it more feasible to show respect and intimacy.




