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Death is a devastating event for the deceased’s friends and 
family. To accommodate such a painful experience, 
speakers in every culture have at their disposal established 
ways of coping with bereavement both in formal and 
informal contexts. Formal contexts include rituals and 
eulogies, while more informally, friends and relatives talk to 
people who have lost someone close to ease their pain and 
make the devastating experience more tolerable. This paper 
contrasts what English and Japanese speakers normally say 

in the informal context of speaking to someone who has recently lost a friend or relative. 

To illustrate, we will present examples of condolences from the following sources: examples from 
previous studies; examples collected from discourse completion tasks; and examples from movies. 
Based on our analysis of this data we will describe the basic speech act formula(s) that people 
normally use for offering condolences within the two langua-cultures under discussion. We will then 
present both English and Japanese cultural scripts that we propose guide speakers to know what is or 
is not appropriate to say when offering condolences. To develop these scripts we adopted the 
ethnopragmatic approach (Goddard 2006; Goddard with Ye 2015) and in doing so we drew on our 
native-speaker intuition, on the data described above, and on what has been said about condolences 
in the literature. 

The cross-cultural comparison of this study is intended to help English-speaking learners of Japanese 
and Japanese-speaking learners of English avoid the awkward experience of speaking inappropriately 
within the sensitive context of offering condolences. The goal is to help them understand not only 
what is (in)appropriate to say, but also why. 
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