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Discourse Contexts of iwareru in Conversation:

Usage Patterns Among Learners of Japanese and Pragmatic Challenges

ZHANG Weiwel

Iwareru (‘to be told”), the passive form of iu (‘to say’), is a high-frequency expression in spoken Japanese and
exhibits a wide range of uses. Using interaction data from the International Corpus of Japanese as a Second
Language (I-JAS), this study analyzes the discourse contexts of iwareru by native speakers and learners of
Japanese by examining usage type, utterer-recipient roles, and utterance content across different conversational
topics. The results show that iwareru is most frequently used as a direct passive form to report a third party’s
utterance addressed to the speaker, particularly in past-experience narratives. Native speakers used iwareru more
frequently than learners, and their uses showed the following patterns: in present-oriented topics, they often
employed it to refer to commonly held views, whereas in argumentative or future-related topics, they used it to
reintroduce the interlocutor's prior utterance or construct hypothetical interactions to manage discourse
development. In contrast, learner data revealed unnatural uses, including (1) excessive attribution of personal
involvement, (2) attribution of presupposed content to another speaker, and (3) unnatural perspective shifts. These
findings call for more explicit instruction on the pragmatic use of iwareru in Japanese language education.
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