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ABSTRACT

This study is concerned with probing the realization patterns of requests in 

Syrian Arabic and British English to examine whether they follow a similar trend 

across a variety of social situations. Hence, the analysis focuses on the different 

patterns of requestive strategies and modification types speakers of the two languages 

use. It additionally tests the extent to which the social variables of power, familiarity 

and imposition can affect the choice of strategies and modification in the context of 

these two languages.

Data were collected by means of a mixed-methods approach of discourse 

‘ completion test/task and interviews. A total of 2400 requests were elicited from 100 

Syrian students and 100 British students. To gain qualitative insights, 20 follow-up 

interviews were conducted with a subset of these students. The methodological 

framework was based on a combination of Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) model for said 

requests and Marti (2006) for unsaid requests.

Results have shown that both Syrian and British speakers favour conventionally 

indirect strategies, thus confirming the findings of the Cross-Cultural Speech Acts 

Realization Project (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989) that the conventionally indirect strategy 

is the most frequently used strategy across cultures. However, the British and the 

Syrian cultures display differences in the way they encode linguistic politeness. 

Syrians were significantly more direct than the British, whereas the British were 

significantly more conventionally indirect than their Syrian peers. It has been argued 

that these differences stem from the different socio-cultural norms that control the 

social interaction in these languages as well as the different politeness orientation of 

the two cultures. This project aims to contribute to existing research in the field of 

politeness and cross-cultural linguistics. It provides insights into politeness in the un

researched Syrian culture.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1. Introduction:

Language is an important medium for communication. However, cultural and social 

rules play a key role in the selection of linguistic items as well as their literal meaning. 

Therefore, speakers in different cultures have different ways to convey meaning and express 

politeness. This fact creates a challenge for people to communicate across cultures, and 

particularly for language learners. This leads us to first discuss the notion of meaning 

between semantics and pragmatics and how semantics should be subsumed under 

pragmatics in order to account for meaning in cross-cultural communication. I, then, 

introduce the motivations behind this study, its aims of predicting such potential difficulties 

in cross-cultural communication between Syrian and British speakers through comparing 

and contrasting the language the British and Syrian speakers use in their requests.

In the current PhD project, I am trying to uncover what similarities and differences 

exist in linguistic politeness across the British and the Syrian cultures. An attempt of this 

kind, to pin down the main aspects of similarity and discrepancy in cultural and social 

beliefs as well as linguistic expressions between Syrian Arabic and British English, is 

essential for the aim of this research. Next, I briefly present the methodologies adopted and 

the scope of the current study. In the final section, I provide an overview of the thesis 

structure.

1.2. Meaning in language between semantics and pragmatics:

Meaning has always been a puzzle that many philosophers and linguists have tried to 

account for. However, researchers in linguistics, in their attempt to uncover meaning have 

distinguished between two major approaches through which they handle meaning, namely 

semantics and pragmatics. Therefore, they define both semantics and pragmatics in relation 

to each other despite the considerable overlap between the scopes of both fields. (See Leech, 

1981; 1983; Lyons, 1981; 1987; Levinson, 1983; Blakemore, 1989; 1992; Blass, 1986;
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1990; Bach, 1999; Peccei, 1999; Gutt, 1986; 1991; Mey, 2001; Griffiths, 2006; Huang, 

2007; amongst others). They tried to demonstrate the distinction between semantics and 

pragmatics in terms of meaning versus use, competence versus performance, context 

independence versus context dependence, literal versus non-literal, referential versus 

inferential, sentence versus utterance, locutions versus illocutions, what is said versus what 

is implied, sense versus force, “rule-governed” domain versus “principle-governed” domain, 

and finally linguistic code reliance and extra-linguistic code reliance.

In cross-cultural communication, semantics should be subsumed under pragmatics 

for the study of meaning or understanding the communicator’s intentions because 

“pragmatic theory” according to Wilson and Sperber (1987: 5) describes and explains the 

differences between literal and non-literal interpretation. It also describes “stylistic effects” 

and explains how they are achieved. Sperber and Wilson (1995: 172) argue that even 

“semantically explained well formed formulas” are by no means enough for successful 

cross-cultural communication. Thus, one needs to take pragmatic parameters into account. 

In this thesis, semantics is limited to the study of “the meanings of linguistic expressions 

and constructions” (Blakemore, 1992: 43). On the other hand, pragmatic interpretation is 

“the use of contextual information and pragmatic principles” (Blakemore, 1992: 59).

The distinction between semantics and pragmatics is similar to that distinction 

between sentence meaning and utterance interpretation. Sperber and Wilson (1995: 9) state 

that an utterance has a variety of properties both linguistic and non-linguistic, whereas the 

sentence is only a semantically well formed formula that takes no account of such non- 

linguistic properties such as the time and place of utterance, identity of the speaker, the 

speaker’s intentions and so on. Generally, a sentence’s linguistic meaning does not decide 

what is said in its utterance. The gap between linguistic meaning and what is said can only 

be filled by understanding the context of that utterance. For example, the speaker can 

express different meanings even when using his/her words in a literal way. Therefore, what 

determines the meaning of what is said is not restricted to facts about the words used but 

also includes facts about the circumstances in which one is using them, i.e. the context of 

utterance. The context provides hearers with all the information they need to take into 

account in order to gain an understanding of the speaker’s communicative intention. Carston 

(2008: 339) clarifies that humans do employ some “paralinguistic” signs in their 

communication including “intonation, some conventionalised hands and face gestures, and

2



certain ‘natural’ behaviours, which have a signalling function like smiles, frowns, cries”. 

Such paralinguistic signs when employed in communication, similar to linguistic 

expressions and together with them, offer “important clues or evidence which constrains the 

pragmatic process of deriving the communicator’s meaning”. Blakemore (1992: 40) 

explains that “our actual linguistic performance” or the way we use language is the overall 

result of “the interaction of a number of different systems, and ... the acceptability of an 

utterance may be affected by factors other than its ... well-formedness”.

The basic assumption here is that meaning in cross-cultural communication cannot 

be accounted for without resort to pragmatics, i.e. the study of language in use. Leech 

(1981: 319) distinguishes between “three distinct positions” in the debate of the relationship 

between semantics and pragmatics:

1) Pragmatics should be subsumed under Semantics.

2) Semantics should be subsumed under Pragmatics.

3) Semantics and Pragmatics are two distinct and complementary fields o f study.

Leech (1981, 1983), as a semanticist, is in favour of the third position which he calls 

“complementarism”. However, Leech himself states that the view that semantics and 

pragmatics are distinct though complementary and interrelated fields of study is “easy to 

appreciate subjectively, but is more difficult to justify in an objective way. It is best 

supported negatively, by pointing out the failures or weaknesses of alternative views” 

(Leech, 1983: 6). Accordingly, we are left with two clear alternatives: Semanticism and 

Pragmaticism. The former was adopted by generative semanticists in the earlier 1970s, 

particularly by arguing in support of the Performative Hypothesis (Ross, 1970). Ross claims 

that a sentence in its deep structure or semantic representation is a performative sentence. 

The following sentences are clear examples of performative sentences: e.g. 1 state to you 

that X, I  order you to Y. In such cases the illocutionary or pragmatic force of an utterance 

was argued to be condensed in its semantic structure. However, later on, Ross himself 

proposed an alternative to the performative analysis, which he called ‘pragmatic’ analysis. 

He explains that the subject and the performative verb and indirect object belong to the 

extra-linguistic context of the utterance rather than to its actual structure. Moreover, many 

philosophers of language such as Austin and Searle have been sceptical of the traditional 

semantic approach to meaning in terms of abstract mental entities like concepts; instead they
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adopted the ‘Pragmaticism’ approach and assimilated semantics to pragmatics. Searle 

(1969: 17), for example, argues in favour of the pragmatic approach which regards the 

theory of meaning as a sub-part of a theory of action. In this regard, meaning is defined in 

terms of the speech acts speakers perform in relation to hearers (to be discussed in detail in 

section 2.1.2.). Blakemore (1992: 47) emphasizes that in order to gain “the successful 

interpretation of the utterance” we “still need to explain how the hearer’s linguistic 

knowledge ... interacts with her non-linguistic knowledge”.

Leech (1983) sees pragmatics as the relationship between language and its users i.e. 

between abstract language competence and the use of that competence by speakers and 

hearers: “meaning in pragmatics is defined relative to a speaker or user of the language, 

whereas meaning in semantics is defined purely as a property of expressions in a given 

language, in abstraction from situations, speakers, or hearers” (Leech, 1983: 6). Thus, 

semantics as represented here is the meaning of linguistic units like words, phrases, 

sentences or texts outside a context. I will try to prove that without employing context and 

pragmatic parameters, the hearer will be unable to access the speaker’s intended meaning.

Since language is used in context, Lyons (1981: 28) contends that “it is worth 

bearing in mind that the acceptability of grammatical and meaningful sentences is not 

something that can be decidable independently of the context in which they might or might 

not be uttered”. This entails that “semantics is not autonomous with respect to pragmatics, 

and ... pragmatics provides part of the necessary input to a semantic theory” (Levinson, 

1983: 35).

Blass (1986) argues that even semantically contradictory exchanges such as

1) “a. Is he an atheist?

b. He is and he isn’t.”(Blass, 1986:45)

would be judged as true if related to their context. This fact stands for Blass’s assertion that 

“for an adequate account of appropriateness and inappropriateness we must turn to 

something outside the text” (Blass, 1986: 45). However, this same notion of the importance 

of context and its role is approached in a different way by Blakemore (1992). What we need 

to keep in mind is that any semantic choice of an utterance is affected by and related to the 

speaker’s intentions. The following example illustrates this idea:

2) a. Could you please pass me the book?

4



b. B passes the right book

B passes the right book because of his previous knowledge of the speaker’s intentions 

(shared knowledge). This shows us that the choice of specification or constraints is first of 

all pragmatic rather than semantic, Further, Carnap (1956: 233 cited in Lyons et al., 1987: 

156) explains that “descriptive semantics” or the analysis of meaning “may be regarded as 

part of pragmatics”.

This research is concerned with the semantic formulas of requests in cross-cultural 

communication for the purpose of English language teaching. Therefore, this study of 

semantics/pragmatics will depend on contrastive aspects of requests in these two languages 

and cultures. The implication here is that such a contrastive study is not expected to throw 

light on such semantic concepts as homonymy, hyponymy, or synonymy (see Lyons, 1981) 

that are usually studied in one language rather than in comparative linguistics. This is 

because studying such terms cannot yield useful results in cross-cultural studies. The focus 

will be on the realisation of requests in real speech situations in Syrian Arabic and British 

English. Leech (1983: 6) defines pragmatics as “the study of meaning in relation to speech 

situations”, while Blum-Kulka (1997: 38) explains it as follows:

In the broadest sense, pragmatics is the study o f linguistic communication 
in context. Language is the chief means by which people communicate, yet 
simply knowing the words and grammar o f a language does not ensure 
successful communication. Words can mean more -  or something other- 
than what they say. Their interpretation depends on a multiplicity o f  
factors, including familiarity with the context, intonational cues and 
cultural assumptions. The same phrase may have different meanings on 
different occasions, and the same intonation may be expressed by different 
linguistic means. Phenomena like these are the concern o f pragmatics.

The transfer of lexical meaning into the target language might result in a kind of 

ambiguity that could cause misunderstanding. In this regard, let us consider the following 

examples from Syrian Arabic:

LI Expression L2 Semantic translation

1 ) aLLa yxaliik, ‘¡aTiini hal-ktaab. God keep, you give me this book.

The phrase “aLLah yxaliik” is a request initiator which is generally used in Syrian 

Arabic to precede a direct request, adding a polite touch to it. However, if we are to find the
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best equivalence in English we need to look for it on the pragmatic level since the semantic 

one does not give the hearer any hint that this is intended as a polite request. “Please” would 

be the best translation equivalence, although it does not convey the cultural side of the 

utterance which assumes the existence of positive face in the politeness of the Syrian speech 

community, as will be illustrated in Chapters Six, and Seven. Therefore, the lexical 

equivalence between the two languages under study is weak and does not guarantee a full 

understanding of the speaker’s intentions.

This distinction was further illustrated by Nida’s (1964: 159) two types of translation 

equivalence, namely formal equivalence and dynamic equivalence. These two terms are 

defined by Nida as follows:

Formal equivalence: Formal equivalence focuses attention on the message itself, in 

both form and content... One is concerned that the message in the receptor language should 

match as closely as possible the different elements in the source language.

Formal equivalence is oriented towards source text structure, which plays an 

influential role in determining accuracy and correctness. In this sense, formal equivalent is 

parallel to the semantic meaning of an utterance.

Dynamic equivalence: Dynamic or functional equivalence is based on the principle o f  

equivalent effect where “the relationship between the receptor and message should be 

substantially the same as that which exists between the original receptors and the message. ” 

(Nida, 1964: 159).

A dynamic equivalent as defined by Nida (1964) is parallel to the pragmatic meaning 

of an utterance.

In conclusion, in cross-cultural studies such as the current study, the interpretation of 

an utterance as a request depends on various factors other than its linguistic components. 

Accordingly, we have adopted the assumption that semantics is subsumed under pragmatics. 

As was discussed earlier, the study of linguistic entities which is the sole concern of 

semantics is insufficient to account for the meaning of an utterance in actual 

communication. It pays no attention to non-linguistic items such as the identity of the 

speaker, the place and time of an utterance, the intonation and the cultural assumptions that 

play a crucial role in deciding even the meaning of the linguistic elements. It is only by the

6



use of pragmatics that takes into account the context of an utterance, that one is able to 

determine the speaker’s intended meaning.

1.3. Rationale of the study:

Since the 1980s when cross-cultural studies became more popular, for example in 

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) and Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), we have been able to gain 

insights into the formulation of the speech act of request in a variety of languages. However, 

we still lack empirical research on Arabic in general and Syrian Arabic in particular as we 

do not have any published study on Syrian Arabic in English. In addition, there is no 

evidence as to whether the findings of previous studies are applicable to the Syrian Arabic 

language and speech community.

The current study is interested in widening the scope of the languages and cultures 

tested by investigating the requestive speech act in Syrian Arabic and comparing it to that of 

British English. The speech act of request has been under-researched in Arabic in general 

and has never been researched in Syrian Arabic.

Moreover, this study will provide insights for language learners and contribute to a 

better understanding of the requestive behaviour of both Syrian and British speakers. 

Further, the study has pedagogical implications for foreign language teachers, as it 

highlights the importance of the interrelationship between the use of requests and the social 

variables that control their uses in a given culture. Another motivational facet for this 

research is the fact that, quite often, Syrian students in the UK are often perceived to be 

direct and sometimes impolite in their requests; whereas, in the Arab world, Syrians are 

more typically recognised for their hospitality, generosity, manners and politeness. 

Conversely, British learners of Arabic are rarely perceived as direct or impolite. Hence, this 

research is interested in probing the reasons behind these perceptions.

Finally, this research uses Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of politeness as a 

theoretical background and it aims to test the claim of universality for this theory. Many 

researchers like Matsumoto (1988), Ide (1989), Gu (1990), Sifianou (1992a), and others 

have questioned the same claim. They argued that societies and cultures are not similar in 

their perception of notions such as face and deference (see Chapter Seven). The current 

research is concerned with the study of politeness in a non-Anglo-Saxon culture that has
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never been researched before. It will study politeness phenomena by originally analysing the 

realisation patterns of requests in Syrian Arabic and comparing and contrasting them with 

their counterparts in British English. Accordingly, we will be able to gain more knowledge 

on the function of politeness in the Syrian culture.

1.4. Aims and research questions:

The aim of this study is three-fold: firstly, to determine the way the speech act of 

request is realised in Syrian Arabic and British English, uncovering similarities/differences 

between the Syrian and the British speakers. The level of investigation involves alerters, 

strategies, internal and external modifiers. Secondly, the study aims to identify factors or 

contextual constraints such as familiarity and power that affect the strategy and modification 

choices. Thirdly, it aims to shed light on the direction of politeness (positive/negative) that 

operates in both cultures under study and hence check the validity of the claim for 

universality of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory. In essence, the study is designed to 

answer the following research questions:

1. What differences and similarities are there between Syrian Arabic and British 

English in the realization patterns of requests?

2. Does the requestive speech act intrinsically threaten the participants’ face in both the 

Syrian and British cultures? If not, what is the direction of politeness in these two 

cultures?

3. What contextual constraints influence the choice of request components?

One should note that the first two research questions will be broken down into sub

research questions in Chapters Five and Six in order to address the components of 

request sequences, and how such sequences compare across the Syrian and British 

groups.

1.5. Overview of the methodology:

In the current study, as will be explained in Chapter Four, a mixed-methods approach 

of discourse completion tests (DCTs) and follow-up interviews is adopted to answer the 

research questions above. In the DCTs, which include twelve different social situations that 

are designed to elicit the requestive speech act, subjects are asked to respond in the context
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of these situations and accordingly perform their requests in their native language. The 

subjects can also choose not to make a request, provided that they explain their choices. The 

DCTs are also used to investigate the relationship between the request sequences and the 

contextual constraints and how the situations were perceived in both cultures. Then the 

Syrian and British data sets are compared and contrasted with each other. They are also 

analysed from the viewpoint of the requests components, namely strategies, modification 

types (internal, external), and alerters. The DCT sample consists of 200 undergraduate 

university students. Half of them are Syrian students studying in Damascus University, 

while the second half consists of British students studying at the University of Leeds.

The second method adopted is the follow-up interviews which are conducted with a 

group of 20 students divided equally between the Syrian and British subjects who had 

already completed the DCTs. This is undertaken in order to provide the researcher with 

qualitative depth to complement the data gained in the DCTs and hence present a clearer 

picture of the similarities and differences between the linguistic behaviour of both groups in 

the course of performing requests. The interviews are semi-structured interviews based on 

the twelve situations used in the questionnaires.

The theoretical frameworks I use for data analysis include a combination of two 

models: the Cross Cultural Speech Act Realisation model used in Blum-Kulka et al.’s 

(1989) study for the analysis of said responses and Marti’s (2006) model for the analysis of 

unsaid responses. However, I have made some modification to the CCSARP model by 

adding some new categories that arose in my data (see Chapter Four for details).

1.6. Structure of the thesis:

In this section, an overview of the rest of the thesis is provided. Following the present 

introductory chapter, Chapter Two provides the theoretical background of the study. This 

chapter starts with an overview of the classical works on speech act theory. I then introduce 

and discuss major definitions and studies of requests with an emphasis on inter-language 

and cross-cultural studies.

Chapter Three centres on the discussion of the most common politeness theories 

dealing with literature or previous research on politeness.
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Chapter Four explains the research procedure adopted in this study. It covers the 

research approach, the specific research questions and the hypotheses behind them, the 

rationale for the design of the DCTs and semi-structured interviews, the selection of 

subjects, and finally the coding scheme and the criteria for classifying the components of 

requests.

Chapter Five reports the findings and analysis of the request strategies first by 

situation and then by the main and sub-types of the strategies adopted in the coding scheme.

Chapter Six concentrates on the analysis of internal and external modification of the 

speech act of request employed by both Syrian and British respondents.

Chapter Seven is concerned with the discussion of the main findings of this research 

project and with linking them to the previous body of literature. The analysis of the main 

components of requests is revisited and highlighted. Then, the notions of Brown and 

Levinson (1987) face and Syrian face are discussed, and after that an attempt is made to 

examine the direction of politeness in the Syrian and British cultures. Finally, the effect of 

contextual parameters on the request of both groups is examined.

The thesis concludes in Chapter Eight with the summary of the major findings, 

evaluation of strengths and limitations, implications of this study, and suggestions for future 

research.
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CHAPTER TWO: OVERVIEW OF SPEECH ACT THEORY AND THE 

SPEECH ACT OF REQUEST

2.1. Introduction:

This chapter provides a review of the major theoretical and empirical approaches to 

the speech act of request. The chapter proceeds as follows: first, I review the classical works 

of speech act theory. This will be followed by a review of requests, outlining their 

theoretical background, definitions, form, and function. As a next step, I go through both 

interlanguage and cross-cultural studies on requests. Finally, the chapter is concluded with a 

summary of the main points discussed.

2.2. The classical works on the speech act theory:

2.2.1. Austin’s theory of speech acts:

How language does more than merely represent the world was the main concern of 

philosophers like Austin (1962). In his work ‘How to do things with words’ he distinguished 

between the meaning of sentences as a result of our understanding whether they are true or 

false and the speech acts performed by the speaker using them, i.e. what they count as 

doing. He argues that declaratives are not just used as “constatives” to say things or describe 

states of affairs, but rather to do things, as “performatives”. He suggests that although 

performatives cannot be judged as true or false, they can go wrong or be infelicitous if they 

do not meet a set of felicity conditions. These consist of three main categories:

1. - There must be an accepted conventional procedure having a conventional effect. In 

the UK, for instance, a man simply saying to his wife “I divorce you” does not count 

as legal divorce because simply saying this utterance in the UK is not a conventional 

procedure having the conventional effect of divorcing.

- Certain acts can only be done by certain people in certain places.

2. The procedure must be done correctly and completely. Thus, you have to say the 

right conventional words to marry someone. You cannot marry someone by simply 

saying “I marry you”.
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3. - The person must have the feelings and intentions to do the speech act.

- The concerned person must do the consequent conduct as long as it is specified.

(Levinson, 1983: 229)

In his attempt to distinguish between performatives and constatives, Austin 

provides us with criteria to test performatives. According to him, performatives should 

have the following properties:

1. First person subjects.

2. Active simple present tensed verbs.

3. One of a special set of performative verbs that collocate with the adverb “hereby”.

E.g. I “hereby” warn you that this is your last chance.

However, by uttering words one may perform actions either explicitly or implicitly without 

having a performative verb, e.g. “This is your last chance”. This led Austin to review his 

argument and make a shift from the dichotomy of performative/constative to a theory of 

illocutionary acts which states that all utterances can be thought of as actually doing 

something (Levinson, 1983: 231-232).

As pointed out by Austin (1962: 100-101), the linguistic act of saying an utterance can 

be divided into three components: first, the locutionary act or the communicative act of 

uttering a sentence; second, the illocutionary act, the act which is performed as a result of 

uttering the sentence by virtue of the conventional force associated with it; and third, the 

perlocutionary act, the act of causing a certain effect on the hearer by uttering a sentence. 

For example, one might say: “it’s hot in here!” (locution), meaning that he wants some fresh 

air (illocution) and the perlocutionary effect could be that someone opens the window 

(Thomas, 1995:49). In many cases, however, the locution could have different illocutionary 

forces in different contexts e.g. “what time is it?” may have any of the following different 

forces depending on the context of an utterance:

A real question where the speaker wants to know the time.

- An indication of annoyance with the addressee because he is late.

A hint that it is time the addressee goes home. (Thomas, 1995: 50)

Moreover, not only the same set of words may perform various speech acts but also 

different sets of words could perform the same speech act:
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Open the window!

- Could you please open the window?

- Did you forget the window?

- What do we usually do when we come into the classroom?

Austin (1962: 150-163) came up with a five-fold classification of the speech acts 

according to the illocutionary force they provoke:

1. Verdictives: The giving of a verdict by a jury or umpire denotes this category of verbs 

which includes: acquit, describe, analyse, calculate, estimate, rank, date, assess, and 

characterise.

2. Exercitives: This category is illustrated by the exercise of rights or power in favour of 

or against a certain course of action. This class includes verbs like: order, command, 

direct, recommend, beg, entreat, and advise.

3. Commissives: This category is marked by promising or undertaking. Good examples 

of these verbs are: promise, pledge, guarantee, embrace, swear, and contract.

4. Behabitives: This category entails reaction to other people’s behaviour or attitudes 

and expression of attitudes to others’ conduct. Examples of this class are: apologise, 

thank, welcome, congratulate, deplore, commiserate, felicitate, bless, curse, drink, 

toast, and criticise.

5. Expositives: This category involves making utterances fit into the course of argument 

or conversation. Verbs belonging to this class include: deny, affirm, emphasize, 

illustrate, accept, answer, report, describe, class, identify, call, object to, and concede.

In conclusion, Austin’s theory of speech act states that speakers can imply and mean 

more than their words say and that the majority of illocutions are indirect. The indirect 

illocution of an utterance is any further illocution an utterance could bear. In other words, 

indirect speech acts are performed when form and function do not match.

Austin’s work has given rise to a large body of philosophical work in general and to 

two developments in particular. One is represented by an influential systematisation of 

Austin’s work by John Searle and the other is Grice’s theory of the Cooperative Principle.
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2.2.2. Searle’s theory of speech acts:

In his notably influential work Searle (1969) distinguishes between ‘propositional 

content’ and ‘illocutionary force’ similar to Austin’s ‘locutions’ and ‘illocutions’ and 

Grice’s ‘what is said’ and ‘what is meant’. Searle (1969: 54-71) attempted to extend 

Austin’s work in two ways. First, he tried to establish a set of rules for the successful 

completion of a speech act. Second, he proposed a detailed classification of the categories of 

speech acts. Concerning the rules, we will use the example of the speech act of requesting to 

clarify how the proper application of these rules enables the hearer to get to the actual 

speech act performed by an utterance.

1. Propositional Act: A future act A of the hearer H.

2. Preparatory Condition: The speaker S believes that the hearer H can do act A.

3. Sincerity Condition: S wants H to do act A.

4. Essential Condition: S attempts to get H to do act A.

In addition to the requesting speech act, Searle (1969: 66-67) offers eight further 

examples of speech act rules for: promising, asserting, questioning, thanking, advising, 

warning, greeting and congratulating. However, depending on these rules, one is not always 

able to distinguish among speech acts and this in its turn pushed Searle to introduce an 

additional preparatory rule that is related to the understanding of the power relationship 

between the speaker and the hearer.

As for the classification of speech acts categories, Searle (1976 cited in Levinson 

1983: 240) states that there are just five types of speech acts that could be performed in 

speaking through the use of the following five types of utterance:

1. Representatives: The speaker is committed to the truth of the expressed proposition 

like in asserting, concluding, denying, reporting...etc.

2. Directives: The speaker tries to get the hearer to do something like in asking, 

requesting, commanding, challenging ...etc.

3. Commissives: The speaker is committed to some future course of action like in 

promising, offering, threatening, swearing...etc.

4. Expressives: The speaker expresses his attitude towards a state of affairs like in 

apologising, thanking, congratulating, welcoming ...etc.
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5. Declaratives: The speaker alters the external condition of status of an action by 

articulating the utterance, e.g. baptising, firing from employment, declaring 

war... etc.

In a later work, Searle (1979: 30-57) makes a distinction between two types of speech 

acts, direct and indirect speech acts. In the former, the relationship between the linguistic 

structure of an utterance and its function is direct; whereas in the latter, this relationship is 

indirect. Searle (1979: 32) suggests that there are two factors through which the hearer 

captures the correct indirect speech act expressed by an utterance. One is that the speaker 

and the hearer share the same background information, and the other is that the hearer relies 

on inference strategies that help him understand the true illocutionary force.

Searle clarifies the difference between the direct and indirect speech acts through 

using the example of ‘can you reach the salt?’ in which the speaker utters a question, but 

intends to make a polite request for the hearer to pass the salt to him. Of crucial importance 

here for the calculation of the meaning of indirect speech acts is the Cooperative Principle 

as proposed by Grice (1975) that will be discussed in the next section.

2.2.3. Grice’s Cooperative Principle:

Austin claimed, as was discussed before, that we can do things with words. However, 

this can be done directly or indirectly. Grice (1975) points to the fact that meaning in any 

interaction has two levels. The first one is the conventional denotative meaning which is 

presented by the semantic meaning of an utterance, while the second is presented by the 

intentions of the speaker. Thus, according to Grice (1975) indirect speech acts are those 

cases that occur when the speaker intends a meaning different from its literal meaning and 

the hearer infers that meaning. The inference principle provided by Grice’s theory of 

conversational implicature enables the addressee access to the intended indirect force of the 

speech act. Therefore, if a sentence does not make sense on the surface level in a particular 

context, the hearer needs to look for an implied meaning. Grice (1975: 45-47) introduces 

four conversational maxims as the main components of the Cooperative Principle. These 

maxims are:
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1. The maxim of quantity, in which the participants need to make their contributions as 

informative as is required for the purpose of the exchange, but not more informative 

than is required.

2. The maxim of quality, in which interactants should not say what they believe to be 

false or that for which they lack adequate evidence.

3. The maxim of relation, in which interactants should say only what is relevant to the 

purpose of the conversational exchange.

4. The maxim of manner, in which participants should:

Avoid obscurity of expression.

- Avoid ambiguity.

- Be brief.

Be orderly.

Speakers do not always abide by these maxims since there are many occasions where 

they apparently fail to observe these maxims. There are five ways of non-observing the 

maxims, namely flouting, violating, infringing, opting out of, and suspending a maxim. 

However, the discussion here will be focused on flouting the maxims since this is the most 

important category, the one through which an implicature is generated. To flout or exploit a 

maxim the speaker deliberately does not observe a particular maxim with the intention to 

create an implicature. This indicates that Grice’s theory of inference (1975: 47-55) 

constitutes a method that enables hearers to calculate extra layers of meaning.

Irony, metaphors and sarcasm are clear examples where the speaker flouts the quality 

maxim. Thus, by uttering “that was smart!”, for instance, one could implicate “that was 

stupid!” if the addressee realises that what the speaker said is relevant, but does not believe 

it to be true (Green, 1996: 103). The following example, where the maxim of quantity is 

exploited, the speaker implies to the listener that what he is seeking to know is none of his 

business rather than simply answering the question.

- A: Where’ve you been?

- B: Out.

- A: Where do you live?

- B: Somewhere. (Green, 1996: 103)

Here in this example, the addressee does not cooperate with the speaker in giving as 

much information as was required. Flouting the relation maxim might be illustrated by the

16



following interaction where speaker B hints at the fact that he does not believe what speaker 

A has just said by uttering an irrelevant comment. However, in this example, both maxims 

of relation and quality are flouted simultaneously:

- A: You know I can crush rocks with my bare hands.

- B: Yeah, and I’m Marie of Romania.

Or (Yeah, and the sun rises in the west). (Green, 1996: 102)

Finally, flouting the maxim of manner is reflected by the interactants’ choice to be 

intentionally obscure in their choice of communicative style. They can even communicate in 

a foreign language which sometimes they can’t speak fluently in order to implicate that what 

they are saying is not for the ears of those who may hear them such as the children playing 

nearby (Green, 1996: 104).

Grice (1975) implicitly hints at the universality of these maxims. However, the 

Cooperative Principle (CP) does not always facilitate communication as it could make the 

listener’s task more difficult. This is because it is built on the speaker’s assumption that their 

hearers need to derive non-related propositions from the meaning of the actually uttered 

words (Davies, 2007: 2310).

All works on speech act theory in general and Grice’s work on conversational 

implicature in particular form essential background to my research since it seeks to examine 

the direct and indirect speech acts conveyed through the use of request semantic formulas in 

both English and Syrian Arabic.

A final point to draw attention to concerning Grice’s Cooperative Principle is that he 

suggested that his theory may need to be enhanced by adding a potential maxim of 

politeness. This suggestion spurred on linguists like Robin Lakoff and Geoffrey Leech to 

work on the missing maxim (Watts, 2003: 58). Therefore, the second chapter of my thesis 

will be focused on the issue of politeness and how it affects meaning. First, however, we 

will look in detail at the requeive speech act which is the subject of this dissertation.
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2.3. Literature review on requests:

2.3.1. Theoretical background on requests:

This part of the chapter will be concerned with defining requests and shedding light on 

the form and function of requests. In this regard, we will cover the possible request 

strategies as suggested by researchers such as Ervin-Tripp (1976); House and Kasper 

(1981); Blum-Kulka (1982, 1983); Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984); Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989). In addition to that, we will discuss the issues that could have an influence on the 

choice of the requesting strategies. Finally, we will present an overall picture of previous 

inter-language and cross-cultural studies on the speech act of request.

2.3.2. Defining requests:

As was discussed previously, Searle (1976) distinguished between five speech act 

categories, namely representatives, directives, commissives, expressives and declaratives. 

He defines directives as “attempts by the speakers to get the hearer to do something” (1976: 

11). The illocutionary verbs: ask, order, command, request, beg, plead, request, pray, 

entreat, invite, permit, and advise come under this same category. However, they differ in 

the degree of intensity of act and imposition they put on the hearer. Searle (1969), like other 

researchers (e.g. Fraser, 1975), classified the verbs order and command under the category 

of requests. On the other hand, some researchers like Ervin-Tripp (1976; 1977); Gordon and 

Ervin-Tripp (1984) treated and used the terms requests and directives interchangeably. Yet, 

many other researchers such as Andersen (1978), and Schmidt (1983) view requests as a 

subclass of directives while others (e.g. Read and Cherry, 1978; McTear, 1980) classify 

directives as a subtype of requests. Becker (1982 cited in Achiba, 2003: 6) provides us with 

a broader definition for requests indicating that requests are more common and less 

manipulative than directives:

... ‘request’ refers inclusively to an utterance that is intended to indicate the speaker’s 

desire to regulate the behaviour o f the listener- that is, to get the listener to do something. 

(Becker, 1982:1)

Similarly, Green (1975: 121) states that requests are used to get someone to do 

something. In their work, Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 11) define requests as “Pre-event acts:

18



they express the speaker’s expectation of the hearer with regards to prospective action, 

verbal or non-verbal”. As for Brown and Levinson (1978), requests are face-threatening acts 

since they can be interpreted by the hearer as “intrusive impingements on freedom of 

action” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 12) or because of the speaker’s hesitation in formulating a 

request for the fear of the hearer’s loss of face. In both cases, requests are face-threatening 

acts which call for redressive action or mitigation to compensate for the potential imposition 

on the hearer. In this research, requests will be defined as directives, adopting Searle’s 

definition as an attempt by the speaker to get the hearer to do something.

2.3.3. On the form and function of request:

There have been various attempts in both theoretical and empirical work to lay down 

request strategies and forms in an attempt to establish a cross-linguistically valid scale of 

indirectness. In this regard, we will examine the models of Ervin-Tripp (1976); House and 

Kasper (1981); Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984); Blum-Kulka et al. (1989); and Marti 

(2006).

Ervin-Tripp (1976: 25), in her study, states that directives take a variety of syntactic 

forms and that the distribution of these forms is affected by familiarity, rank, territorial 

locations, difficulty of task, whether or not a duty is expected, and whether or not non- 

compliance is likely. She obtained her data by four different methods:

1. Systematically recording all identifiable directives that occurred in the chosen 

setting between different sets of participants, with the emphasis on different pairs.

2. Selecting directive instances from transcripts of tape-recorded natural conversations.

3. Directives’ elicitation through creating special situations.

4. Noting naturally occurring instances of misunderstandings.

In an attempt to answer the question “How does one recognize directives in natural 

conversation?” (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 28), Ervin-Tripp suggests six different types of 

directives yielded by the corpus of her study. The forms are organised against a scale of the 

relative power of the speaker and addressee in conventional usage and the obviousness of 

the directive:
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1. Need statements: such statements usually appear among people of different ranks. 

They occur in transactional work setting where the job description of everybody is 

very clear, and the statement of need by a superior indicates an obligation on behalf 

of the subordinate e.g. I ’ll need a 19 gauge needle, IV tubing, and a preptic swab, 

[Doctor to nurse in a hospital] (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 29)

Need and want statements also arise in families when the speaker assumes care by 

the hearer:

-I need a spoon. Mommy, I  need a spoon. (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 30)

2. Imperatives: In general, imperatives incorporate a verb and in case of a transitive 

verb they also include an object and sometimes a beneficiary. However, if the 

necessary action is obvious in a situation, it is likely to use elliptical forms indicating 

the new information only, for instance the direct or indirect object:

Coffee, black. [Customer to waitress]

- Me, too, Sue. [Clinic technologist to secretary who is pouring coffee] (Ervin- 

Tripp, 1976: 30)

The variants of deletion are based not only on the principle of retaining new 

information but also on other structural variants: 1) you + imperative, e.g. [Passenger 

to driver]: You should turn right here, then you go straight. (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 30), 

2) attention-getters like ‘hey’ or ‘excuse me', names or honorific address terms, and 

‘please’ when used to get the attention of the hearer, 3) post-posed tags, e.g. carry 

some o f these, will you? (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 31), 4) rising pitch.

3. Embedded imperatives: The term embedded imperatives stands for the cases in 

which the agent and object are explicit in a way that the forms preceding them look 

like formal additions:

-Why don 7you open the window?

Sinclair and Coulthard (1974: 32 cited in Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 33) identify a rule for

many embedded imperative forms:

Modal directive rule:
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An interrogative clause is to be interpreted as a command to do i f  it fulfils the 

following conditions: (i) it contains one o f the modals can, could, will, would (and 

sometimes going to); (ii) the subject o f the clause is also an addressee; (Hi) the 

predicate describes an action which is physically possible at the time o f utterance.

4. Permission directives:

The form representing permission directives consists of modal + beneficiary + 

have/verb. The modals include can, could, can’t, couldn’t, and may. The rule is 

similar to that of embedded imperatives with the focus shifted to the beneficiary or 

recipient’s activity rather than the addressee so that the form looks like a 

permission request. A good example can be reflected in the following:

- [Brother to sister]: Can I  have my records back? (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 37)

5. Non-explicit question directives:

Question directives are treated as if they were information questions as they 

provide the listener who is not willing to comply with an escape route. 

Accordingly, they are considered more challenging to interpret than embedded 

directives.

- [Daughter to father]:

- You ready?

- Not Yet. (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 38)

The question directives offer the listener a way out as they explicitly express a 

condition that compliance could be impossible. However, by adding a negative tag 

question, the speaker indicates more than 50 per cent chance of a negative reply. 

This in its turn makes non-compliance sound easier.

[Motorist to gas station attendant]:

You don 7 happen to have any change for the phone, do you? (Ervin-Tripp, 

1976:38)

6. Hints: Ervin-Tripp’s (1976: 42) study data yield three kinds of social settings in 

which hints appeared. The first is the use of statement conditions by children as they 

do not initially have a well-articulated sense of what to do to relieve discomfort and
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thus they depend on their caretakers to reach a solution, e.g. My nose is bleeding 

(Ervin-Tripp, 1976:42). Second, in situations where service needed is special, and 

the speaker is unwilling to be explicit, it is left to the listener to find the intended 

interpretation.

[Adult sister to brother, as she reaches into cupboard]:

- Oh dear, I  wish I  were taller\

- Here, can I  get something for youl

- Yes, please, some o f those green dishes up there. (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 42)

Third, in situations where the required acts are very clear, it is sufficient to 

mention statements of time or condition since what to be done and by whom is 

known by everybody. In office settings such condition directives tend to be to a 

different age or rank.

[Professor to office worker]

Mrs Terry, i t ’s quite noisy in here. (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 43)

Hints can possibly play many tasks more effectively than other forms. For 

example, they can tease or joke as in:

[Laboratory technologist to another]:

Hey, dummy, you forgot this\ (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 43)

They can also enhance solidarity by alluding to shared knowledge.

[Husband to wife]:

That’s a wine tasting tomorrow night.

(i.e. serve dinner early, pick up an au pair at night school) (Ervin-Tripp, 

1976: 43-44)

After outlining the forms of directives Ervin-Tripp (1976: 51) summarizes that 

directives consist of a wide scale, ranging from explicit imperatives to questions and 

statements that do not sound like requests. Interpreting such utterances as directives is 

learned by participants when “the service is feasible or part of their normal role, and when 

the interpersonal relations known to the participants account for the selection of the form of
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the directive” (Ervin-Tripp, 1976: 51). Besides, Ervin-Tripp (1976: 51) states that “The 

discourse constraints of statements, interrogatives, and embedded imperatives are 

successfully more coercive”. Accordingly, statements leave the hearer with the freedom not 

to respond verbally at all; interrogatives give the chance to the non-compliant listener to 

reinterpret the directive as an information question; embedded comparatives allow the 

listener who is willing to comply to respond as if he had acted. Indirectness provides both 

parties with protection from the embarrassment of explicit non-compliance. Furthermore, 

directive forms vary in the amount of inference they require so that statements and question- 

directives entail most inference particularly when goods or services are not pointed out and 

the utterances are not well known.

In another work, House and Kasper (1981: 163-166) distinguish eight levels of 

directness for request strategies starting from level 1 representing the most indirect type of 

requests and level 8 illustrating the most direct type of requests. These different levels will 

be demonstrated by means of “the situational context ‘X wants Y to close the window’” 

(House and Kasper, 1981: 163):

1. Mild Hint: The proposition used in the locution is different from that of the 

illocutionary point. However there is a clear implicational relationship that Y can 

still discover, e.g. I t ’s very cold in here. (House and Kasper, 1981:163)

2. Strong Hint: Although the proposition conveyed in the locution is not identical to 

that of the illocutionary point, it is related to it as they both have referential 

elements aside from reference to either of the interlocutors, e.g. Why is the 

window openl (House and Kasper, 1981: 163)

3. Query-preparatory: The locution asks a preparatory condition to execute the 

action indicated in the proposition, e.g. Can you close the window? (House and 

Kasper, 1981:163)

4. State-preparatory: The locution confirms a preparatory condition maintaining the 

execution of the action denoted in the proposition, e.g. You can close the 

window. (House and Kasper, 1981: 163)

5. Scope-stating: The locution expresses X’s intention, desires and feelings via the 

articulated proposition, e.g. I  would prefer it i f  you closed the window. (House 

and Kasper, 1981:163)
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6. Locution-derivable: The semantic meaning of the locution immediately offers 

the illocutionary point to the listener, e.g. You should close the window. (House 

and Kasper, 1981: 164)

7. (a) Hedged-Performative:

Although X names the illocutionary intent that he wishes his locution to be 

understood by Y, he hedges it by using a modal auxiliary, e.g. I  must ask you to 

close the window. (House and Kasper, 1981: 164)

(b) Explicit-Performative:

X explicitly states the illocutionary intent that he desires his locution to be 

understood by Y, e.g. I  ask you to close the window. (House and Kasper, 1981: 

164)

8. Mood-derivable: The illocutionary point is conventionally determined as a 

request by the grammatical mood of the locution, e.g. Close the window! (House 

and Kasper, 1981: 164)

After the introduction of directness levels of the speech act of request, House and 

Kasper (1981: 166) realized the importance of having more profound measures to reveal the
t

different effects of politeness that occur on the same directness level. Therefore, they looked 

at modality markers that exist in utterances. Take, for instance, the following two utterances 

to further clarify this point:

- Come here!

- Please come here, will you*? (House and Kasper, 1981: 166)

Both utterances are classified under the same directness level. However they differ 

in the politeness effect they create according to the kind and number of modality markers 

involved. House and Kasper (1981: 166-170) distinguish between two major kinds of 

modality markers, namely downgraders and upgraders:

The downgraders are markers that minimize the impact X’s utterance is expected to 

have on Y. The downgraders group consists of 11 different types:

1. Politeness markers: These are optional elements added to an act in order to both 

illustrate deference to the listener and to urge for cooperative behaviour, e.g. please.
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2. Play-downs: These are syntactic devices used to reduce the perlocutionary effect an 

utterance may have on the addressee such as:

(a) Past tense: I  wondered if...

(b) Durative aspect marker: I  was wondering.

(c) Negation: Mightn 7 it be a good idea ...

(d) Interrogative: Mightn 7 it be a good ideal

(e) Modal: Mightn’t... (House and Kasper, 1981: 166)

3. Consultative devices: These are optional devices through which X seeks to involve 

Y and advocates Y’s cooperation, e.g. Would you mind i f ... (House and Kasper, 

1981: 166)

4. Hedges: These are Adverbials — apart from sentence adverbials — that enable X to 

avoid a particular proposition and thus prevent any possible annoyance the 

proposition might entail. X upon using these adverbials leaves Y with an open option 

when he completes his utterance and thereby sounds less forceful, e.g. Kind o f sort 

o f somehow, and so on, and what have you, more or less, rather. (House and 

Kasper, 1981:167)

5. Understarters: These are adverbial modifiers that allow X to underrepresent the state 

of affairs the proposition designates, e.g. a little bit, a second, not very much, just a 

trifle. (House and Kasper, 1981: 167)

6. Downtoners: These are sentence modifiers that X uses to moderate the impact of his 

utterance on Y, e.g .just, simply, possibly, perhaps, rather. (House and Kasper, 1981:

167)

7. (“minus”) Committers: These are sentence modifiers X uses to decrease the degree 

he commits himself to the state of affairs denoted in the proposition. They enable X 

to express his utterance as his personal opinion, e.g. I  think, I  guess, 1 believe, I  

suppose, in my opinion. (House and Kasper, 1981:167)

8. Forewarnings: These are anticipatory disarmament devices X uses to warn Y and 

anticipate potential negative reactions to X’s act, e.g. far be it from me to belittle
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your efforts, but...; you’re a nice guy, Jim, but...; this may be a little bit boring to 

you, but.. .(House and Kasper, 1981: 168)

9. Hesitators: These are malformulations deliberately used to impress Y of the fact that 

X has doubts about his act, e.g. erm, er, stuttering, reduplication. (House and 

Kasper, 1981:168)

10. Scope-Staters: These are elements that enable X to explicitly state his subjective 

opinion about a state of affairs mentioned in the proposition so that he lessens the 

force of his utterance, e.g. I ’m afraid you are in my seat; I'm a bit disappointed that 

you did P; I ’m not happy about the fact that you did P. (House and Kasper, 1981:

168)

11. Agent avoiders: These are syntactic devices by means of which X is able not to 

identify himself as well as his interlocutor Y as agents and thereby avoiding attack, 

e.g. passive, impersonal constructions using people, they, one, you as ‘neutral 

agents’ lacking Indefinite] and [+specific] reference.

- This is just not done, Mr Robinson. (House and Kasper, 1981: 168)

House and Kasper (1981: 168) add that there are other elements in utterances 

particularly those called gambits or phatic-discourse lubricants (cited from Edmondson, 

1977) which can be regarded as downgraders since they may downgrade the impact of an 

utterance on a given addressee. However Edmondson specifies two types of gambits to 

function as downgraders, namely cajolers and appealers. Cajolers are “elements used to 

increase, establish, or restore harmony between the interlocutors”. You know, you see, I  

mean, actually are good examples to illustrate this category. Appealers, on the other hand, 

“appeal to the hearer and function to elicit a hearer signal, an uptaker” like for instance 

okay, right, yeah.

Moreover, House and Kasper (1981: 168) contend that supportive moves can act as 

downgraders. Supportive moves have three different types:

1. Steers, where X plans to lead the discourse in a parallel direction to his intentions, 

e.g. (X wants to borrow Y’s records) Would you like to put a record on? (House and 

Kasper, 1981: 169)
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2. Grounders, in which X provides reasons for his intent. They may precede or follow 

the major move, e.g. God, I ’m thirsty. Get me a beer, will you? (here the grounders 

precede the central move) (House and Kasper, 1981: 169)

3. Preparators: X suggests the type of an intent he is going to show without pointing 

out the proposition to follow the preparatory, e.g. I  would like to ask you a question. 

(House and Kasper, 1981:169)

In contrast, upgraders are modality markers which raise the influence of an utterance 

on the addressee. They include six subtypes:

1. Overstaters: Adverbial modifiers which allow X to over-represent the reality 

indicated in the proposition to enhance the force of his utterance, e.g. absolutely, 

purely, terribly, and frightfully. (House and Kasper, 1981: 169)

2. Intensifies: Adverbial modifiers X uses to highlight particular elements of 

proposition in his utterance, e.g. very, so, such, quite, really, just, indeed.

- l ‘d be really pleased if  you could help me. (House and Kasper, 1981: 169)

3. + (“plus”) Committers: Sentence modifiers X uses to denote his degree of 

commitments towards the state of affairs revealed in the proposition, e.g. I ’m sure, 

certainly, obviously, really. (House and Kasper, 1981:169)

4. Lexical intensifiers: lexical items known for the negative social attitude they have, 

e.g. That’s bloody mean o f you. (House and Kasper, 1981:170)

5. Aggressive interrogatives: X employs an interrogative mood to have Y engaged 

explicitly and thus have the impact of his utterance on Y intensified, e.g. ‘ Why 

haven’t you told me before?’ (House and Kasper, 1981: 169)

6. Rhetorical appeals: X uses rhetorical appeal to hint to the non-possibility of P and 

prevent Y from not accepting P, e.g. You must understand that, anyone can see that, 

i t ’s common knowledge that.

-You must understand that this is a public property. (House and Kasper, 1981:

169)

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 200-202) developed a revised taxonomy of request 

strategies based on previous works on requests. What distinguishes their model from that of 

Ervin-Tripp (1976) and House and Kasper (1981) is that they differentiated, theoretically
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speaking, three major levels of directness to perform requests. Then they expanded the 

number of request strategies to nine. The three levels of directness Blum-Kulka and Olshtain 

(1984: 201) describe are:

1. The most direct explicit level: recognised by syntactically marked requests such as 

imperatives, or by other verbal means labelling the act as a request like 

performatives (Austin 1962) and ‘hedged performatives’ (Fraser 1975).

2. The conventionally direct level: procedures that name the act as a request by 

referring to contextual preconditions essential for its performance, as 

conventionalised in a particular language like, for instance, 'couldyou do it’ or 

'wouldyou do it\

3. Nonconventional indirect level: the group of indirect strategies that realises the act as 

request by either partially referring to an object needed for the implementation of the 

act (‘ Why is the window open % or by relying on contextual clues ( 'I t’s cold in

here’).

At the level of individual strategies for requests, Blum Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 202) 

introduced the following nine types which I am going to use as the coding strategies in-my 

study as they proved to be applicable to all 8 languages studied in the Cross Cultural Speech 

Act Realisation Project (CCSARP). Moreover, it has been proved to be quite an effective 

model adopted in many other studies.

Types Tokens

1. Mood derivable:

The grammatical mood of the verb in the - Leave me alone! 

utterance identifies its illocutionary force .  cfea„ up M s mess pkase, 

as a request,

2. Explicit performative: - I  am asking you not to park the car

The speakers explicitly name the ^ere‘ 

grammatical force of the utterance.
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3. Hedged performative: - I  would like you to give your lecture a

Naming of the illocutionary point is wee^ ear^er- 

embedded in the utterance itself.

4. Locution derivable: - Madam, you ’ll have to move your car.

The listener directly derives the 

illocutionary point from the semantic 

meaning of the locution.

5. Scope stating: - 1 really wish you’d stop bothering me.

The utterance conveys the speaker’s 

intentions, desire or feeling towards the 

hearer’s action X.

6. Language specific suggestory - Why don’t you get lost?

formula. _ How about cleaning up?

The utterance includes a suggestion to 

perform action X.

7. Reference to preparatory condition: - Could you clear up the kitchen please?

Sentence contains reference to - Would you mind moving your car

preparatory condition (e.g. ability or please?

willingness, the possibility of the act

being performed) as conventions in any

given language.

8. Strong hints: - You’ve left this kitchen in a right mess.

The utterance includes a partial reference
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to objects or elements necessary for the 

implementation of the act.

9. The Utterance has no elements of - I ’m a nun (in response to a persistent 

direct reference to the intended boy), 

illocution but is understood via the 

context as a request.

Table 1. Request strategies suggested by Blum Kulka and Olshtain (1984): 202.

Examples above are taken from Blum Kulka and Olshtain, 1984: 202.

Marti (2006: 1836) argues that, despite the fact that the CCSARP framework, 

described in Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) and Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), provides a 

powerful coding scheme for analysing discourse completion test (DCT) data cross- 

linguistically, it does not count for ‘unsaid’ data. Therefore, she, in her study, expands the 

strategy types used by informants in response to the DCTs so as to include not only the 

CCSARP nine directness categories but also the deliberate choices of opting out, providing 

alternative solutions, and attempts at negotiation. Each of these new categories will be 

highlighted and discussed in detail. 1

1. Opting out:

Marti (2006: 1853) introduced this strategy in order to analyse the responses of 

informants who have deliberately chosen not to do the FTA (face threatening act). 

Brown and Levinson (1987) view this strategy of opting out as a pragmatic choice that 

lies at the ultimate end of the politeness scale because the FTA is too difficult to do.

Yeung (1997) conducted a study to investigate reasons behind participants’ choice to 

use off-record strategies. She asked informants to rate the politeness level of requests in 

some English and Chinese documents like memos and letters in order to examine the 

influence of the relative power P, social distance D, and imposition R on linguistic 

choices. While imposition proved to be influential in the English data, none of the 

factors had any influence in Chinese. Yeung explains that this may be because of the
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importance of the “on-record appropriateness” and “reciprocity” principles in Chinese 

society. The former principle states that the decision of making a request relies on 

whether or not it is appropriate to go on-record in a specific context and whether the 

person is “in the position to do so” (Yeung, 1997: 519). Yeung provides an explanation 

behind the choice of off-record strategies. She postulates that when the appropriateness 

requirement is not met in a particular context, the speaker may employ off-record 

strategies or use an intermediary to make the request.

A good example to illustrate the opting out strategy can be found in the lift situation1 

in Marti’s (2006: 1856) data, where some informants explained that they would not 

request a lift from a couple who did not know very well even though they live in the 

same street. Some of the participants justified their choice of opting out (e.g., 7  do not 

know the couple well enough'). Others simply stated that they would prefer to wait for 

the bus or call a taxi: “/  wouldn ’t ask for such a thing. I  would wait even i f  the bus is in 

2 hours. The offer has to come from the other side. I f  I  want to go to a concert I  would 

take care o f everything beforehand.” (Marti, 2006: 1856)

The previous examples show the importance of opting out as a strategy the respondents 

can choose in tested situations. According to Brown and Levinson (187), avoiding an 

FTA is more indirect than a “verbalised” off-record strategy.

Marti (2006: 1858) argues that although it is difficult in real life situations to identify 

instances of non-verbalised or avoided requests and the reason behind them, the role 

indirect strategies (off-record and avoidance of FTA) have is important since it reflects 

the norms of a culture. This point adds to the credibility of DCTs as good ways of 

finding unsaid strategies not apparent in naturally occurring data.

2. Alternative responses: 1

1 In the lift situation in Marti’s study the informant asks a couple (not very familiar) who 
live on the same street for a lift. Here is the English translations of the (Lift) situation:
Lift: The concert is over. You were planning to take the bus, but you have to wait for an 
hour. You see a couple (whom you don’t know very well) who have a car and you ask for a 
lift:

31



Marti (2006: 1855) clarifies that in some situations, rather than providing a 

straightforward request, informants produced alternative solutions, so that for example 

when they needed to ask for change, some decided to make a small purchase (such as a 

chewing gum) in order to fulfil that need. She compares this act to Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) strategy ‘Don’t do the FTA’ although it could be distinguished as 

‘Do a less face threatening FTA’. Marti (2006: 1858) states that recent studies such as 

Fredsted (2005), Kallen (2005), and Lorenzo-Dus (2001) reveal that participants 

provided “non-verbal and paralinguistic cues” to convey their message. The alternative 

responses in Marti’s data remind us that in real life, speakers are not restricted in 

performing their request in a straightforward manner; on the contrary, they have a wide 

range of ways to get their message across.

3. Negotiation:

Marti (2006: 1855) remarks that in some situations informants tried negotiating 

whilst making a request. The participants tried using some strategies to establish 

common ground to reduce the size of imposition by employing some utterances like: 

How are you? Good evening. Did you like the concert? You were also at the concert? 

As in the lift example: “Good evening. I  guess you were also at the concert. By the way, 

I  think we are neighbours, I  frequently see you around. Can you take me as well when 

you go [home]T’ (Marti, 2006: 1855).

The second example below shows that a straightforward request may not always be the 

preferred strategy by some informants. In this example, the informant has the role of a 

teacher in a context where the teacher is supposed to ask the student to give his 

presentation a week earlier:

“Murat, I  have realized that your topic is more suitable for next week. I f  you say, ‘(my) 

teacher, I  can manage to do i t’, then your presentation is next week. But if  you say ‘no, I 

can’t manage this ’, lean give you half o f the topic material [to prepare]."

Obviously, the speaker is making the request that the student needs to do something next 

week. However, the informant offered the student a choice between presenting the whole 

material in case he is willing to do so, or only half of the proposed subject in case he is 

not able to prepare it. Providing the student with a choice would increase his options and 

decrease the face threat of the request.
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Marti (2006: 1855) explains that responses when used in a dialogue format can be 

viewed as “reflections of the interactive nature of authentic requests”. She concludes that 

negotiation and alternative responses strategies employed by informants reflect the 

dynamic feature of the act of requesting.

2.3.4. A reflexive account of previous studies on requests:

In the previous sections, I have provided definitions for requests and discussed 

different requests’ forms and functions. The aim of this section is to provide a 

comprehensive review of interlanguage and cross-cultural studies that have focused on 

requests. The first half will focus on researchers in the field of interlanguage studies such as 

Blum-Kulka (1982, 1983, 1991), Olshtain and Cohen (1983), Faerch and Kasper (1989), 

Garcia (1989, 1993), Cohen and Olshtain (1993), Goldschmidt (1996), Hasall (2003), and 

Economidou-Kogetsidis (2008) who studied how learners or non-native language users 

request in a second language. Although the current research main focus is not in the field of 

interlanguage studies, it has some pedagogical implications for both teachers and learners of 

second languages. The second half of this section will discuss studies that reflect on cross- 

cultural issues including universality versus culture-specificity of requests. Cross-cultural 

studies, under which our study is classified, are concerned with the socio-cultural rules 

underlying requesting behaviour across languages and cultures and the function of 

politeness and deference in requests realisations. The studies of House and Kasper (1981), 

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984), Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), Blum-Kulka (1989), Blum- 

Kulka and House (1989), and Marti (2006) that will be covered stand as good examples of 

cross-cultural research studies.

Inter-language Studies:

Studies in inter-language research are mostly concerned with deciding the universal as 

well as the language-specific aspects of second language development and uses. This aim 

can be achieved by contrasting native performance with its non-native counterpart. In this 

regard, one can either compare learner groups of different language backgrounds aspiring to 

acquire the same target language, or learners of the same native language while studying 

different target languages (Faerch and Kasper, 1989: 221). Some inter-language studies
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focus their attention on learner’s linguistic errors or inappropriate speech act realisations in 

order to reveal the pragmatic knowledge they have gained, such as the studies conducted by 

Blum-Kulka (1982, 1983). However, Thomas (1983) distinguishes between two types of 

pragmatic failure: sociopragmatic failure, where learners use their own sociopragmatic rules 

to measure the relevant situational factors (rather than that of the target culture), and 

pragmalinguistic transfer, where native linguistic means and procedures of speech act 

performance are transferred to inter-language communication, such as the study of Olshtain 

and Cohen (1983). Such studies’ main concern is what learners can successfully transfer 

from their native language. Another group of inter-language studies investigates the 

influence of sociopragmatic factors like age, sex, relative status of the interlocutors, and 

other situational constraints which are recognized and used by second-language learners 

while understanding and producing their requests (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 9-11).

Faerch and Kasper (1989) examine request realizations of native Danish speakers 

learning English and German in an attempt to uncover both the similarities and differences 

in native and non-native norms. However they narrowed their focus to be on the mitigating 

functions of internal and external modification. Their research thus addresses the following 

questions:

• What are the mitigating categories used on both dimensions?

• . Is there a systematic relationship between the use o f internal and external
modification?

• How do contextual factors such as the interlocutors ’ role relationship, their 
rights and obligations, and the degree o f imposition involved in the request 
influence the choice o f internal and external modification?

• How do patterns o f internal and external modification vary cross-culturally, 
in particular between native and non-native speakers? (Faerch and Kasper,
1989:222)

Faerch and Kasper (1989: 224) distinguish between two major types of mitigation: 

internal and external modification. Concerning syntactic downgrades, Faerch and Kasper 

(1989: 224-227) reveal that the Danish-German interlanguage data exhibits a tendency 

towards overcomplexity in the use of syntactic downgrades. By contrast, the Danish- 

English interlanguage requests do not show a similar tendency towards syntactic 

overcomplexity. Further, they state that the Danish learners of German differ from German
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native speakers both qualitatively and quantitatively reflecting pragmalinguistic failures in 

the following areas: sentence negation, modal verbs, and pronouns of address. On the 

contrary, the English interlanguage realizations comply with the native English responses.

With respect to lexical/phrasal downgrades, Faerch and Kasper (1989: 231-234) 

found that the learners prefer using politeness markers because of their double function as 

illocutionary force indicator and transparent mitigator. They explain that language learners 

tend to abide by the conversational principle of clarity by choosing explicit transparent 

unambiguous means of expression instead of implicit, opaque, and ambiguous realizations. 

These qualities are perfectly met by politeness markers rather than other lexical/phrasal 

downgrades. When it comes to external modification, Faerch and Kasper (1989: 237-240) 

note that learners use considerably more supportive moves than German and English native 

speakers. The Danish speakers tend to support their requests by means of grounders and 

grounder combinations.

In the end, Faerch and Kasper (1989, 245) conclude that “there is a universal trend for 

language learners to observe the principle ‘the more the better’ as an implementation of 

playing it safe strategy during the intermediate phase of their interlanguage development”. 

They suggest two explanations to count for this phenomenon. Firstly, learners like to 

distinguish themselves from beginnner learners through displaying their linguistic abilities. 

Secondly, intermediate learners, though realizing their restricted competence compared to 

advanced or native speakers, try to make themselves understood by means of over

elaboration as it helps to clarify the learner’s intended meaning.

Unlike Faerch and Kasper (1989) who compared learner groups of the same native 

language while studying different target languages, Garcia (1989) in her paper investigates 

the stylistic devices used by American (LI) and Venezuelan (L2) speakers in two different 

English language role-play situations: disagreeing and requesting. Although informants used 

different combinations of devices, certain patterns followed by LI and L2 speakers were 

distinguished. These patterns indicate the cultural styles of the participant groups. LI 

speakers preferred non-confrontational stylistic devices in disagreeing with an LI 

interlocutor and impersonal stylistic devices when requesting a service. L2s, on the other 

hand, used more confrontational devices when disagreeing and more personal devices when 

requesting a service. This paper is an illuminating piece of work since it draws conclusions 

about second and foreign language education. It implies that it is really helpful for students
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to acquire skills that allow them to identify and adapt to different cultural and language- 

appropriate situations. This is of great importance as Omaggio (1986: 359) suggests:

The development o f higher levels o f  [language] proficiency requires a growing 
awareness o f the most effective and appropriate means o f communicating with 
native speakers in various social settings and circumstances.

Moreover, it is important for students to learn to choose and use the culturally and language- 

appropriate ffame/stylistic devices which enable them to cope effectively in most situations 

because, as Green and Smith (1983: 360) point out, when the frame of participation is not 

understood, it might result in not only misinterpretation but also anger and irritation.

In another piece of research, Garcia (1993) expands the notion of language and 

culture specific research by testing the strategies Peruvian Spanish speakers use while 

requesting a service and refusing or accepting it. In general, the strategies used by the 

informants when requesting showed a marked preference for expressing deference over 

camaraderie or solidarity in head acts2 and also supportive moves3. On the other side of the 

spectrum, informants preferred camaraderie with the interlocutor in responding to the 

request. This behaviour is parallel to that of Peruvian participants when refusing an 

invitation and when accepting it. The first case could be justified due to the fact that both 

refusals and requests form a threat to the hearer’s negative face and thereby require 

expressions of respect and deference to avoid imposition. However, in the second case 

Peruvian Spanish speakers chose solidarity politeness strategies because accepting a request 

or an invitation would not pose any threat to the interlocutor’s negative face. On the 

contrary, it would satisfy his/her positive face, i.e. the need to be liked or approved by others 

(Garcia, 1993: 147-148).

2Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 275-276) define head acts as “the minimal units[s] which can 
realize a request; they are the core of the request sequence”

3 Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 275-276) define supportive moves as “units external to the 
request, which modify its impact by either aggravating or mitigating its impact by either 
aggravating... or mitigating...its force.”
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Gathering evidence from both cross-linguistic and inter-language data, Blum-Kulka 

(1991) presents a model to discuss the inter-language pragmatics of requests. The analysis 

reflects the differences in behaviour between Israeli and American patterns. Blum-Kulka 

claims that the Israeli norms are disregarded due to the learners wish not to be identified 

with native speaker norms. She (1991: 268) suggests two complementary lines of 

explanation for this phenomenon. The first shows that ways of speaking are culturally 

determined and that they differ from one culture to another. The speech acts of the bilingual 

English-Hebrew immigrants were significantly different from both Hebrew and English 

patterns. The Americans were less direct than the American immigrants, and the American 

immigrants were less direct than the Israelis. This case stands as a ‘typical’ example of the 

effects of cultural contact on language regardless of the level of linguistic proficiency. The 

second line of argument speculates that the use of inter-cultural style serves as an assertion 

of ‘cultural identity’ on both the individual and the group levels.

Other inter-language studies like that of Cohen and Olshtain (1993) do not compare 

and contrast native and learner performance in the target language. They rather focus their 

attention on learner’s linguistic errors or inappropriate speech act realisations in order to 

reveal learners’ pragmatic knowledge. Cohen and Olshtain (1993) report on a study 

reflecting ways in which non-native speakers assessed, planned, and then delivered speech 

acts. The findings show that in performing the speech acts, half of the time the respondents 

conducted only a general assessment of the utterances requested in situations without 

planning specific vocabulary and grammatical structures. They often utilized a series of 

different strategies in searching for language forms without paying much attention to either 

grammar or pronunciation. In their work, Cohen and Olshtain (1993) shed light on the 

process of producing types of speech acts across cultures, and this is a new dimension for 

studying speech acts cross-culturally.

The third type of inter-language studies such as Goldschmidt, (1996); Hassall, (2003) 

and Economidou-Kogetsidis, (2008) investigate the influence of sociopragmatic factors like 

age, sex, relative status of the interlocutors which are used by second-language learners. 

Goldschmidt (1996), in her study, highlighted the speech act of favour-asking and the 

impact it has on an addressee in terms of imposition. She identified four features that 

characterize the speech act of favour-asking which 1) involves asking for something outside 

the addressee's daily routine, 2) entails doing activities that require some time and/or effort
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on the part of the addressee or involves goods belonging to the addressee, 3) entails no role- 

related obligation on the part of the addressee to fulfil the task, and 4) implies the notion of 

reciprocity in terms of a return favour. The results showed that in this particular speech 

community the most imposition felt was that in situations where family privacy was 

intruded upon or in situations that require a great deal of time and effort. The imposition 

ratings were very similar in most situations regardless of age, gender, and student or non

student status of the respondent. This, in turns, suggests a sort of universal understanding of 

imposition parameters. This conclusion emphasizes the importance of teaching non-native 

speakers the situations known to create the feeling of imposition in a particular speech 

community in order to learn the appropriate ways of favour-asking.

In his research, Hassall (2003) was planning to investigate how Australian learners 

of Indonesian perform their requests in everyday situations in comparison to Indonesian 

native speakers. The analysis highlights the potential importance of: positive pragmatic 

transfer, the negative effect of formal instruction, and learners’ concern about their ability to 

express meaning clearly. Further, this study carries developmental implications for L2 

pragmatics as it confirms Bialystok’s (1993) claim that gaining control over knowledge 

rather than knowledge itself is the main challenging task for adult learners of L2 pragmatics. 

Moreover, this study proposes that learners avoid transferring pragmatic features from their 

native language as their L2 linguistic proficiency increases. Thus, the learners’ level of 

linguistic proficiency is vital to acquire the pragmatic features associated with skills in 

conversational management. In addition, the study suggests that learners use less want and 

hint statements as their linguistic proficiency develops.

In another piece of research, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2008) examines how cultural 

norms can affect speakers’ linguistic choices both in their native language and in a 

second/foreign language. In her paper, she traces the inter-language request mitigation of 

Greek learners of English in comparison with British English native speakers’ performance. 

She detects the learners’ deviations concerning the use of internal and external modification 

by examining the way non-native speakers of English use lexical and phrasal downgraders 

and external supportive moves for mitigating their English requests in three power 

asymmetrical social situations. These situations are difficult as they commonly require 

better pragmatic skills. Therefore, her study seeks to not only uncover the deviations of 

Greek learners of English, but also relate any deviation to issues of politeness and culture.
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Moreover, this article pursues the extent to which the social variables of power, familiarity, 

and imposition of the requested act could possibly influence the learner’s use of request 

mitigation.

The Greek learners underused lexical/phrasal downgrades in the study, particularly, 

the marker ‘please’ and consultative devices/openers. They also underused apologies and 

overused disarmers and preparators in their mitigating supportive moves. This phenomenon 

can be explained in the light of the native influence. Being less conventionalised in Greek 

these formulaic expressions, which are overt politeness markers in English, tend to be less 

used by the Greek speakers. Moreover, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2008: 131-132) argues that 

Greeks view these markers as less valuable distancing devices, naturally associated with 

formality rather than politeness.

Having shed light upon some inter-language studies on requests in section 2.3.4.1, we 

shall discuss cross-cultural studies, the main aim of which is to illustrate the different 

cultural norms concerning request behaviour and the way the speech act of request is 

realised cross-culturally as well as cross-linguistically.

Cross-cultural studies:

Cross-cultural studies focus their investigation on patterns of speech or “cultural ways 

of speaking” (Kartiel, 1985). These studies try to uncover culture-specific features of 

discourse and distinct interactional styles that could possibly lead to breakdowns in 

communication within expectations of linguistic behaviour, interpretative strategies, and 

signalling devices. Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 7) indicate that particular attention, in the realm 

of cross-cultural studies, has been devoted to the following two issues:

1. The value and function ofpoliteness or deference in speech act realization.

2. The universality o f politeness phenomena across languages and cultures.

House and Kasper (1981) compare English and the German speakers’ use of politeness 

markers in the realization of requests and complaints. They (1981: 158) analyse the 

politeness phenomena in English and German contrastively because the verbal behaviour of 

the German learners of English is often perceived as impolite by English native speakers. 

They also check whether different social norms of different speech communities might

39



affect the politeness aspects of the linguistic behaviour of native speakers. Further, they 

investigate how different norms of interlocutors’ communicative strategies may result in 

various distributions of deference markers in two different speech communities.

They (1981: 182) concluded that, in general, Germans selected higher levels of 

directness in both complaints and request cases. They state that the distribution of modality 

markers in the two languages differ according to the speech act category and the directness 

level as well. The Germans used upgraders more frequently than English speakers, and 

thereby showed a stronger tendency to intensify the force of their speech act in conflict 

situations. In the case of requests, English speakers use lower directness levels in their 

requests as well as more downgrades than German speakers. House and Kasper (1981: 182) 

point out that, in the case of requests, the tendency for using low directness levels with a 

higher frequency of downgrades in both languages can be interpreted as “an indication of 

speaker’s heightened awareness of the interactional consequences their speech act may 

entail, which induces them to ‘play it doubly safe.’”.

In another related study, which also aims to detect the effect of cultural differences 

on the choice of strategy types while performing the speech act of request, Blum-Kulka and 

Olshtain (1984: 197) report on the CCSARP project designed to highlight the realization 

patterns of two speech acts (requests and apologies) in order to point out the similarities and 

differences between native and non-native speakers. They assume that there are three types 

of variation in the realization of the two speech acts: 1- intra-cultural, situational variability; 

2- cross-cultural variability; 3- individual variability. The speech acts of apologies and 

requests were studied in various situations across eight languages, namely Australian 

English, American English, British English, Canadian French, Danish, German, Hebrew, 

and Russian. For this purpose, they designed a discourse completion test and distributed it to 

groups of informants. In the course of analyzing the data, the researchers developed a 

coding scheme applicable to all the tested languages.

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 209) conclude their paper by reflecting on the 

implications their research project introduces. They point out that one central issue in 

studying speech acts is the question of universality, i.e. the extent to which any natural 

language reveals basic pragmatic features of a given speech act. They clarify that their work 

was based on a series of hypotheses of what represents universal features of request and
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apologies. Concerning requests, they emphasize three working hypotheses regarding 

universal features that guided their work:

1. In requesting behaviour, it is possible to distinguish important phenomena such as 

strategy types and different forms of internal and external modification.

2. Requesting behaviour is based on selecting choices ranging from direct to indirect 

strategies.

3. The scale of directness includes three main categories, namely direct, conventionally 

indirect and non-conventionally indirect.

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 209) note that the employment of an empirical framework 

to analyse the CCSARP data is expected to reveal cross-cultural variation along the 

direct/indirect scale. In their study, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain demonstrate a powerful 

critical way for analyzing the data collected drawing on many previous studies. This in- 

depth analytical framework is going to form the backbone of the coding scheme of my 

research project.

In another paper related to the CCSARP project, Blum-Kulka (1989: 46) states that the 

two major finding in the CCSARP project were: 1) The modes of realizing pragmalinguistic 

conventions are different among languages; and 2) The The fundamental uses of 

conventional indirectness seem to be universal. Blum-Kulka (1989: 68) explains that in 

examining the variations of conventional indirectness in various languages, the focus was on 

their forms, contents, shared and unshared properties across languages. The analysis 

revealed a multitude of difference but also pointed to similarities in main features as well. It 

reflected the importance of conventional indirectness as a preferred option for speakers to 

choose in all examined languages. However, conventional indirect strategies do not carry 

similar social meanings across the studied languages. Furthermore, cultural norms and 

attitudes have their own influence on determining the relative politeness in actual use.

Blum-Kulka and House (1989: 149) upon testing the cross-cultural variability of the 

requesting behaviour in the CCSARP project, identify interesting cross-cultural differences 

in directness levels among speakers of Hebrew, Canadian French, Argentinean Spanish, 

Australian English, and German: Argentinean Spanish speakers followed by Hebrew 

speakers were the most direct among the other groups, while the least direct speakers were
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the Australian English speakers. Canadian French and German speakers were placed at the 

mid-point on the directness scale.

Adopting a broader perspective than that followed by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) in the 

analysis process of her data, Marti (2006) attempted to cast light on both realization and 

politeness perception of the requests performed by Turkish monolingual speakers and 

Turkish-German bilingual returnees. She traced the influence of the pragmatic transfer on 

the pragmatic performance of the Turkish-German bilingual returnees. She administered a 

discourse completion test DCT to both groups so as to obtain requests in 10 different 

situations. Next, she distributed a politeness rating questionnaire to measure politeness in 

Turkish requests and hence establish a relation between indirectness and politeness.

Marti (2006: 1862) concludes that her findings conform to Blum-Kulka (1987) in that 

there is no linear link between indirectness and politeness, although indirectness and 

politeness are strongly interconnected concepts. Therefore, she argues that it is vital to 

distinguish between these two concepts. With reference to the overall directness, cross- 

cultural comparisons yielded the information that the Turkish monolingual speakers are 

inclined to use more direct strategies in contrast to German speakers. However, Marti (2006: 

1862) reports no significant differences between Turkish monolinguals and Turkish-German 

bilinguals except that in the Guest4 and Lift situations where the Turkish-German bilingual 

speakers used indirect strategies. This refers to the slight influence of German on the 

bilingual speakers. Further, concerning investigating the nature of requests beyond the 

boundaries of the Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) directness scale “which covers only the ‘said’, 

but not the ‘unsaid’”, Marti illustrates that the fact that her study’s informants employed 

distinct strategies to those followed in previous studies reflects the dynamic nature of 

requests.

Upon re-analysing the data, the Turkish monolinguals, in some situations, demonstrated a 

higher opting out rate than their Turkish-German bilingual peers. This indicates that Turkish 

speakers tend to be more reluctant to make a request since they opt out more, while the

4 Here is the English translations of the (Guest) situation:

Guest: It is 6:30 and you have been invited out to dinner at 7:30. You have an unexpected 
visitor. You have to get ready and leave for the dinner. You ask your visitor to leave:
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Turkish-German speakers tend to opt out less, but use more indirect strategies instead of 

opting out. Marti’s study is important to the current research because I adopt the same 

coding scheme Marti used, which identifies categories for analysing unsaid strategies.

Ogiermann (2009: 209) provides more insights into cross-cultural variation in the 

realisation of the speech acts as she analyses English, German, Polish and Russian. She 

elicited data by means of discourse completion. The results of her research for English and 

German confirm previous findings (e.g. Faerch and Kasper 1989), that there is a strong 

preference for interrogative constructions. However, with regard to Polish, the finding that 

there is a preference for using the interrogative construction undermines Wierzbicka’s 

(1985, 1991) early studies of the central role of the imperative in Polish (Ogierman, 2009: 

209). As for results in Russian, Ogiermann was not able to validate previous studies’ claims 

that the imperative is the most frequent request type. She also claims that contextual factors 

play an important role in the choice of request strategies.

2.4. Chapter summary:

In this chapter, I have reviewed the classical works on speech act theory because of 

their interconnection with my research. They shed light upon both direct and indirect 

illocutions of speech acts including requests, so that they provide us with tools to cover the 

different meanings a request utterance could bear. After that, attention was paid to defining 

requests and the potential forms or strategies to perform a request.

Finally, we looked at a series of inter-language and cross-cultural studies on the 

speech act of request. Many of these studies investigate similarities and differences in 

realization patterns of requests within the realms of one language by native speaker and 

learners of that particular language, and across different languages. Moreover, some of these 

studies highlighted social and situational factors affecting the speaker’s choice of request 

strategy and its level of directness. Usually, the person performing a request tailors his/her 

words, taking into account the status of his/her addressee and the situation in which he/she is 

involved. Furthermore, it was found that the sociopragmatic rules in one’s native language 

underlie the way speakers make their request in another language. Learners, therefore, tend 

to request in a different way to native speakers of the target language. However, this could
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be explained in terms of learners’ poor mastery of either linguistic devices or the 

sociopragmatic competence available in that language.

The next chapter will be devoted to discussing the relevant politeness theories that 

may offer an explanation of the politeness choices adopted by the subjects in this study.
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CHAPTER THREE: AN OVERVIEW OF THEORIES OF 

POLITENESS

3.1. Introduction:

The main purpose of this chapter is to review previous research on linguistic politeness 

in order to build a contextual background against which the current research stands. Most of 

the research studies conducted in this field explore the relationships between politeness on 

one hand and language and the social world on the other. However, they differ in the way 

they tackle politeness. The discussion in this chapter will cover the major approaches to 

politeness theory: the social-norm view, the conversational-maxim view, the face-saving 

view, the conversational-contract view, and finally the discursive post-modern view.

3.2. The Social-norm view:

According to Fraser (1990), the social-norm view — which is a non-linguistic 

approach to politeness — reflects a historical understanding of politeness, at least for the 

English-speaking world. Politeness in this approach is associated with etiquette, good 

manners, correct behaviours, and social rules, i.e. what to do and what not to do. Fraser 

states that it is assumed that every society has a certain set of social norms (rules) which 

prescribe certain behaviour, states of affairs, or ways of thinking in a particular context. An 

action receives a positive evaluation if it is in line with the norm or a negative evaluation 

(impoliteness-rudeness) if it does not adhere to the norm. Fraser (1990: 221) explains that 

“This normative view considers politeness to be associated with speech style, whereby a 

higher degree of formality implies greater politeness”.

The social-norm view, which reflects more or less the 'rules' of polite behaviour in a society, 

has not been found to provide an operational framework for studying politeness as it only 

covers common-sense notions of politeness and thus does not amount to a theoretical 

construct. Therefore, I will not elaborate on this view, but rather move to “the 

conversational maxim view”, which has received more discussion in the literature.
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3.3. The Conversational-maxim view:

The second view of politeness which is the conversational maxim view is principally 

based on Grice’s (1975: 41) Cooperative Principle (CP). Lakoff (1973) and Leech (1983) 

have adopted Grice’s Cooperative Principle and expanded it. In this section I will review 

Lakoff s view in 2.3.1. and Leech’s view in 2.3.2.

3.3.1. Lakoff s approach as conflict avoidance:

Lakoff (1973) was the first to conceptualise the issue of politeness from the 

conversational-maxim viewpoint. In her (1973) article “The logic of politeness or minding 

your p’s and q’s”, she took up Grice’s suggestion to establish a politeness maxim. She 

recommended complementing syntactic and semantic rules by adding a pragmatic set of 

politeness rules to Grice’s cooperative principle. In this regard, she attempts to set up 

pragmatic rules of well-formedness as an extension to the rules of grammar. She claims that 

the search for pragmatic rules has its seeds in the notion of ‘pragmatic competence’ which is 

parallel to Chomsky’s notion of grammatical competence (Watts, 2003: 59-60). Lakoff s 

model of pragmatic competence consists of two rules:

1. Be clear

2. Be polite.

Each of these rules is composed of a set of subrules. She inserted Grice’s maxims 

under the first rule ‘be clear’ which is directly under the dominance of the rules of politeness 

‘be polite’, as she contends that the rules of clarity are a “sub-case of the rules of politeness” 

(Lakoff, 1973: 305). She explains that “when clarity conflicts with politeness, in most cases 

(but not ... all) politeness supersedes: it is considered more important in a conversation to 

avoid offense than to achieve clarity” (Lakoff, 1973:297). -

The rules of politeness are:

1. Don’t impose.

2. Give options.
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3. Make A feel good — be friendly.

The first rule “Don’t impose” is the most formal politeness rule that is appropriate to 

account for situations where there is a considerable difference in power and status between 

participants such as that between a student and a dean. The second rule “offer options” is 

less formal than the first one. It is appropriate to be used in situations where participants 

have fairly equal status and power such as the relationship between two strangers sitting in 

the doctor’s waiting room. The third rule “make A feel good, be friendly” is used to express 

a friendly politeness used among intimates or close friends (Green, 1996: 148-149). In a 

subsequent work, Lakoff (1975: 65) renamed these rules of politeness as follows: Formality: 

keep aloof, Deference: give options, Camaraderie: show sympathy.

Eelen (2001: 3) criticizes Lakoff s assumption that her politeness rules are universal 

and integrated in every social interaction. He argues that different cultures would be likely 

to stress one or two of these rules at the expense of the others: politeness phenomena are 

evaluated differently across cultures. Yeung (1997: 506) also points out that she “never goes 

into the question of how the choice is made”. Overall, Lakoffs approach is not adequately 

formulated to be taken as a basis for this study as it cannot be applicable across cultures. 

Therefore, the next section will focus on Leech’s further attempt to involve Grice’s maxims 

in his politeness model.

3.3.2. Leech’s model of general pragmatics:

Leech (1983: 1) calls his approach to linguistic politeness phenomena “general 

pragmatics” in which he tries to explain “how language is used in communication”. In his 

work, he adopts and expands Grice’s Conversational Principles. However, he points out that 

these principles on their own cannot explain why people choose to be indirect in their 

speech and what relation there is between sense and force in non-declarative types of 

sentences (Leech, 1983: 80).

He distinguishes between two systems of rhetoric in his pragmatic framework: the 

textual rhetoric and the interpersonal one. Each of these systems consists of a set of
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principles. Politeness lies in the realms of interpersonal rhetoric which includes three 

principles: the Cooperative Principle or Grice’s (CP), the Politeness Principle (PP) and 

finally the Irony Principle (IP) which, as he claims, enables the speaker to be impolite while 

seeming to be polite (Leech, 1983: 142). Leech considers the Politeness Principle as 

essential and complementary to Grice’s Cooperative Principle. He explains that while the 

Cooperative Principle accounts for how meaning is indirectly conveyed, the Politeness 

Principle accounts for why indirectness is being used in conveying meaning:

The CP f  Cooperative Principle] enables one participant in a conversation 
to communicate on the assumption that the other participant is being 
cooperative. In this the CP has the function o f regulating what we say so 
that it contributes to some assumed illocutionary or discoursal goal(s). It 
could be argued, however, the PP [Politeness Principle] has a higher 
regulative role than this: to maintain the social equilibrium and the 
friendly relations which enable us to assume that our interlocutors are 
being cooperative in the first place. (Leech, 1983: 82)

He clarifies that the Politeness Principle provides an interpretation for the exceptions 

where speakers do not abide by the conversational maxims of the Cooperative Principle 

(Leech, 1983: 80).

- A: We’ll all miss Bill and Agatha, won’t we?

- B: Well, we’ll all miss Bill. ( Leech, 1983: 82 )

In this example the speaker B flouts the maxim of quantity in order not to be offensive by 

giving the full information, i.e. ‘we won’t miss Agatha’.

Leech’s model (1983: 123) is based on three pragmatic scales that are interconnected 

with the notion of politeness:

1. The “cost-benefit” scale of politeness involves both the speaker and the hearer. 

According to Leech, politeness is achieved through minimising the cost and 

maximising the benefit to the speaker/hearer.

2. The “optionality” scale that refers to the degree to which the proposed action is 

chosen by the hearer.

3. The “indirectness” scale that implies the amount of inference required on the part of 

the addressee to understand what is meant by the proposed action. In his work,
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Leech (1983) introduces six maxims associated with his Politeness Principle:

1. The tact maxim:

a. Minimise cost to other.

b. Maximise benefit to other.

This maxim can be illustrated through the illocutionary functions of ordering, 

requesting, commanding, advising, recommending, offering, promising .. .etc.

2. The generosity maxim:

a. Minimise benefit to self.

b. Maximise cost to self.

An important point to make here is that over-applying this maxim creates sarcasm: 

E.g. Have another vat o f wine, dear, (Thomas, 1995: 162) while under-applying it 

makes the speaker appear mean: e.g. Have a peanut! (Thomas, 1995:162).

3. The approbation maxim:

a. Minimise dispraise to other.

b. Maximise praise of other.

This maxim is expressed through the illocutionary functions of thanking, 

congratulating, blaming, complaining ...etc.

4. The modesty maxim:

a. Minimise praise of self.

b. Maximise praise of other.

E.g. Well done! What a wonderful performance! I  wish I  could sing as well as that. 

(Watts, 2003: 67)

5. The agreement maxim:

a. Minimise disagreement between self and other.

b. Maximise agreement between self and other.

This maxim is mostly used in congratulating or condoling with someone.

6. The sympathy maxim:

a. Minimise antipathy between self and other.

b. Maximise sympathy between self and other.
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E.g. Despite very serious disagreement with you on a technical level, we have 

done our best to coordinate our efforts in reaching an agreement, but so far not 

been able to find any common ground. (Watts, 2003: 67)

Leech (1983: 83-84) makes a distinction between two types of linguistic politeness: 

absolute and relative politeness. Leech defines absolute politeness as a set of scales that 

indicates the degree of politeness between a positive and a negative pole. He claims that 

some linguistic forms are inherently more polite than others. Orders, for example, are 

impolite in nature while on the other hand, offers are intrinsically polite. According to 

Leech, the term negative politeness represents the minimisation of the impoliteness of 

impolite illocutions, whereas positive politeness stands for the maximisation of the 

politeness of polite illocutions (Fraser, 1990: 226). This is in contrast to the meaning of 

these terms in Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model, to be discussed in section 3.4. below. 

Relative politeness, on the other hand, is associated with different variables such as context 

and situations. Hence, different cultures employ the Cooperative and Politeness Principles in 

different ways.

Leech’s theory, like any theory, has been subject to both praise and critique by many 

scholars. Locher (2004: 66) indicates that Leech’s maxims could provide us with an 

explanation of motivations behind politeness phenomena in British culture. Other 

researchers perceive Leech’s model to be a great contribution to the field of politeness 

studies. Watts (1992: 7) states that Leech’s model highlights the normative aspect of 

politeness and the achievement of social goals.

On the other hand, Thomas (1995: 167) explains that the absence of a “motivated way 

to restrict the number of maxims” is considered to be one major weakness in Leech’s model 

as “it makes the theory at best inelegant, at worst virtually unfalsifiable”. Similarly, Dillon 

et al. (1985), Lavandera (1988), Fraser (1990) and Turner (1996) argue that Leech is not 

decisive in terms of the number of principles required to justify politeness phenomena in the 

sense that he does not specify the number of principles required to explain politeness 

phenomena. One further problem raised by scholars such as Fraser (1990) and Spencer- 

Oatey and Jiang (2003) is Leech’s classification of illocutionary acts as intrinsically polite 

or impolite. Fraser believes that speech acts cannot be labelled as inherently polite or 

impolite without taking cultural and situational variables into account. The use of the speech 

act of ordering in the classroom, for instance, should not be viewed as impolite according to 

Fraser.
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Held (1992: 139) identifies another limitation in Leech’s model in which Leech makes 

an association between indirectness and politeness. Held claims that direct utterances can be 

perceived as polite in specific contexts where indirect utterances can be perceived as 

impolite. Moreover, Blum-Kulka (1987: 131), after testing both concepts of politeness and 

directness in her study, discovered that “indirectness does not necessarily imply politeness”.

Watts (2003: 69) suggests that Leech, in his work, offers no guidance to researchers on 

“how an individual participating in an interaction can possibly know the degree and type of 

politeness required for the performance of a speech act”. However, Leech argues that his 

theory is concerned with politeness interpretation rather than production and, therefore, it 

should not be perceived as a deficit. In the next section I will discuss Brown and Levinson’s 

model which does explicitly include the process of production as well as interpretation.

3.4. The Face-saving view:

In contrast to Leech’s approach, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model is an attempt to 

create a theory of how individuals produce linguistic politeness. Therefore, the main focus 

in their model is on the speaker unlike Leech’s model where the focus is on the hearer. 

Brown and Levinson (1987: 58) argue that politeness is a universal phenomenon. They build 

their assumption on their observation of the similarities speakers of different languages 

display. They employ a Model Person (MP) in order to provide a detailed account of the 

linguistic similarities in language use. They describe their Model Person as a “fluent speaker 

of a natural language, further endowed with two special properties — rationality and face” 

Brown and Levinson (1987: 58). They explain that rationality refers to the Model Person’s 

ability of reasoning from ends to the means that will fulfil those ends, whereas face refers to 

the two special wants the Model Person is equipped with: the want to be unimpeded and the 

want to be approved of by others.

In their analysis of politeness, they draw on Goffman’s (1972) notion of face as a 

presentation of self. They define face as “the public self-image that every member wants to 

claim for himself’, and clarify that face is “something that is emotionally invested, and that 

can be lost, maintained, or enhanced and must be constantly attended to in interaction” 

(Brown and Levinson, 1987: 61). They state that preserving ‘face’ is one major concern for 

participants in any given conversation across cultures. They also assume that every
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individual has two types of face, positive and negative. Positive face refers to the 

individual’s desire to be accepted and valued by others, whereas negative face demonstrates 

the individual’s wish for freedom of action and freedom from being imposed upon. They 

argue that the notion of face with reference to these two basic desires is universal in spite of 

the fact that the content of face is culture-specific:

Central to our model is a highly abstract notion o f face ’ which consists o f  
two specific kinds o f desires...: the desire to be unimpeded in one’s 
actions (negative face), and the desire (in some respects) to be approved 
o f (positive face). This is the bare bones o f a notion o f face which (we 
argue) is universal, but which in any particular society we would expect to 
be the subject o f much cultural elaboration.

(Brown and Levinson, 1978: 13)

Brown and Levinson’s key concept with regards the notion of face is Face- 

Threatening Acts (FTAs), i.e. “certain kinds of acts intrinsically threaten face, namely those 

acts that by their nature run contrary to the face wants of the addressee and/or of the 

speaker” (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 65). Accordingly, participants in interaction would 

seek to avoid or minimise face-threatening acts by selecting one politeness strategy from a 

set of five politeness strategies they introduce. The first strategy (bald-on-record) is 

associated with acts where face threat is the least, whereas the last strategy (avoidance) is 

employed where face threat is the greatest:

1. Bald on record: FTA is performed bald on record, in a direct and concise way 

without redressive action when the speaker does not expect to either receive or 

impose face loss on the addressee.

2. Positive politeness: FTA is performed with redressive action. Strategies oriented 

towards positive face of the hearer, i.e. the hearer’s desire to have his wants 

respected.

3. Negative politeness: FTA is performed with redressive action. Strategies oriented 

towards negative face of the hearer, i.e. the hearer’s desire not to be imposed upon.

4. Off-record: FTA is performed off-record when the speaker anticipates great face loss 

on the part of the hearer. The implied message might allow the act to have more than 

one interpretation.
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5. Avoidance: FTA is not performed when there is a great potential for face loss so that 

no linguistic strategy is sufficient to minimize the face loss.

The most important point about Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies is that 

they are ranked from doing the action on record baldly without any linguistically encoded 

compensation, through a hierarchy of escalating strategies, to not doing the face threatening 

act (FTA) where face threat is considered to be too high to be linguistically compensated for 

by the use of any formula (Grundy, 2008: 198).

These strategies are employed according to the degree of face threat the speaker 

estimates. The assessment of face threat according to Brown and Levinson is predominantly 

dependent on the relevant circumstances or social variables such as the social distance D 

between speaker S and the hearer H, the relative power P of S and H and the degree of 

imposition of an FTA in particular culture Rx. These variables work in an equation to define 

the weightiness Wx of the FTA (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 71-74):

Wx = D(S,H) + P(S,H) + Rx

On defining requests, Brown and Levinson state that requests are face-threatening 

acts in the sense that they require some future act on the part of the hearer. They argue that 

in the course of a request, the speaker impinges on the hearer’s freedom of action and 

freedom from imposition. Therefore, they argue that speakers in all languages use a variety 

of direct and indirect ways for making requests to minimize the imposition involved in the 

request speech act itself.

In spite of the fact that Brown and Levinson (1978, 1987) have provided a powerful 

politeness model which they claim to be universal, their model has been subject to series of 

criticisms from various scholars and researchers. Fraser and Nolen (1981), Wierzbicka 

(1985), Blum-Kulka (1985), Lavendera (1988), Matsumoto (1988, 1989), Ide (1989), 

Kasper (1990), Sifianou (1989, 1992a), Gu (1990), Janny and Arndt (1993), Mao (1994), 

Bargiela-Chiappini (2003), Mills (2003), and Watts (2003) are among those who have 

presented critiques covering a variety of dimensions such as the issue of universality, the 

relationship between politeness and indirectness, and the lack of a discursive context in the 

discussion of examples.
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Brown and Levinson’s (1978, 1987) assumption of the universality of the ‘face 

construct’ has been challenged by Matsumoto (1988, 1989), Ide (1989), Gu (1990), Mao 

(1994) who have all argued that this model is incompatible with Chinese and Japanese 

cultures. Gu (1990: 241-242) notes that Brown and Levinson’s notion of face is different 

from that of Chinese face since Chinese politeness expresses different moral or normative 

views. Further, it is argued that the underlying interactional focus in non-western cultures 

centres around group identity rather than the individual as is the case in western cultures 

(Matsumoto, 1988, 1989; Ide, 1989). Watts (2003) also raises his doubts about the universal 

applicability of Brown and Levinson’s model by advocating its inappropriateness to 

collective societies. Bargiela-Chiappini (2003: 1454) criticizes Brown and Levinson’s 

‘diluted’ use of the term ‘face’ and their postulation that individuality is a universal 

principle guiding human behaviour across cultures. However, she suggests that Brown and 

Levinson’s model is ‘instructive’ as it provides insight on the “the moral constitution of a 

society” (Bargiela-Chiappini, 2003: 1466). She (2003: 1466) argues that their model of 

‘strategic politeness’ is characteristic as it reflects western preoccupation with ‘duties to 

self or individual rights, whereas many non-western societies are oriented more to ‘duties 

toward the group’.

Furthermore, Brown and Levinson’s suggestion that the more indirect the strategy, the 

more polite it is has been undermined by Blum-Kulka’s (1985) series of experiments 

designed to test the perceptions of politeness and directness. She concludes that that there is 

no direct relationship between indirectness and politeness.

Mills (2003: 89-90) criticizes another dimension of Brown and Levinson’s work

which deals with their data collection, analysis of variables, and their claim about their

model. She seems to be sceptical about the Model Person used by Brown and Levinson to

describe the speaker and the hearer. This model, according to her, is designed only to

analyse the speaker and has nothing to do with the hearer except when he acts like a

speaker. She explains that they do not analyse the hearer when he/she is actually processing

the speaker’s words. Further, she casts doubt on the way Brown and Levinson interpret their

data since they claim to know “what a polite or impolite act means” and hence assume that

the intentions of the Model Person they used can be easily decoded by the hearer. When

using the concept of a Model Person, she argues, one makes the assumption that both the

speaker and the hearer share the same background knowledge. However, this can be
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problematic (knowledge is not shared at all times by both the speaker and the hearer). 

Brown and Levinson (1978: 297) express their awareness of this type of assumption because 

“assessments like ... whether an actor is known to enjoy being imposed on ... raise a very 

complex problem, that of assessing the status of mutual knowledge in a given interaction. 

How do we know what is mutually known, and how do we know we know’. Mills (2003: 

91) indicates that this problem cannot be resolved when the notion of ‘Model Person’ is 

adopted as we cannot tell whether “our intended politeness is perceived as such by others 

and is not perceived by them as impolite or non-polite”. In addition, Mills (2003: 99) argues 

that in their model of analysis, Brown and Levinson focus on utterances and pay no 

attention to silence, which also plays a key role in politeness and impoliteness.

In addition, she evaluates two of the social variables they used in their work, namely 

power and distance. She explains that Brown and Levinson built their model of power on 

the ability of the speaker to impose their will on the hearer, a model that is ‘repressive’ as it 

denies freedom to another. She argues that power is much more complex than being 

repressive alone, i.e. the assessment of one’s power in any institution depends not only on 

the position one occupies in that institution but also on many other factors and hence, is 

“negotiated throughout all conversations” (Mills, 2003: 100-101). In relation to social 

distance, Mills opposes Brown and Levinson’s definition of it as something stable. Instead, 

she suggests that it is unstable due to the dynamic relationships among interactants as well 

as the mood of interactants and that makes it impossible to classify them as consistently 

familiar or distant.

Moreover, Mills states that Brown and Levinson did not take the age variable into 

account in their work. In the interviews she held, she found that older and younger people 

perceive politeness differently. She found that older people tend to focus on politeness as an 

important issue and regard young people as less polite than they used to be, while the young 

people view politeness as a more “trivial” factor (Mills, 2003: 101-104).

Mills criticizes Brown and Levinson for relying on speech act theory and the absence 

of linguistic or situational context in the theory they proposed. She highlights the 

importance of context, particularly when conventional politeness is employed (Mills, 2003: 

93). More precisely, Mills’ argument highlights the vitality of the social context in cases 

where the illocutionary force of an utterance is completely different from its proposition.

55



For example, analysts in the course of analysing one given interaction will never be able to 

know exactly what is going on in it unless they know what had happened before this 

particular conversation, i.e. the interactants’ interactional history. There could be some 

issues which are mutually understood for interactants involved in one conversation, but are 

unclear to analysts.

Brown and Levinson’s classification of certain speech acts such as the request being 

an intrinsically face-threatening act directed towards the hearer’s negative face is another 

subject of critique. Sifianou (1992a) refers to the fact that in Greek, requests to in-group 

participants are not perceived as impositions because Greeks believe that it is their duty to 

help others, and accordingly, use positive politeness strategies in performing their requests.

To conclude this discussion of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of politeness, 

one needs to state that despite all criticisms their work received, it has made the biggest 

contribution to the debate on politeness phenomena. They provided in their work an in- 

depth analysis of politeness and offered a highly detailed account of politeness phenomena 

with sufficient examples to explain their viewpoint. Accordingly, their work is still 

considered to be the most influential in the field of politeness. Locher and Watts (2005: 9- 

10) found that their model provides an effective tool to evaluate politeness phenomena 

across cultures:

Brown and Levinson’s theory o f politeness (1978, 1987) has given scholars an 
enormous amount o f research mileage. Without it we would not be in a position to 
consider the phenomena o f politeness as a fundamental aspect o f human socio- 
communicative verbal interaction in quite the depth and variety that is now available 
to us. The Brown and Levinson theory has towered above most others and has 
served as a guiding beacon for scholars interested in teasing out politeness 
phenomena from examples o f human interaction. It provides a breadth o f insights 
into human behaviour which no other theory has yet offered, and it has served as a 
touchstone for researchers who have felt the need to go beyond it.

Because of these strengths, I propose to use Brown and Levinson’s theory as the 

backbone of my research project. However, part of my aim will be to investigate the validity 

of their claim of universality for their theory by comparing the results of the request 

components selected by the Syrian and British subjects.
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3.5. The Conversational-contract view:

Fraser and Nolen (1981) sketched out what they call the “conversational-contract 

view” of politeness. They contend that participants, when entering a given conversation, 

need to act according to a set of rules including rights and obligations which are determined 

by social institutions to set out what the communication partners may expect from each 

other. (Eelen, 2001: 13)

In this framework, participants are required to adhere to the social norms of 

conversation and hence, they are judged to be polite due to the level they observe these 

norms (Fraser and Nolen, 1981: 96). Similarly, failure to obey the specified conditions of 

conversation results in viewing the linguistic act as an impolite one. Fraser (1990: 233) 

rejects Brown and Levinson’s approach to politeness as he remarks that politeness is not an 

inherent feature of specific linguistic choices: “sentences are not ipso facto polite, nor are 

languages more or less polite. It is only speakers who are polite”. Fraser stresses the vital 

role the addressee plays in deciding whether the act is polite or impolite regardless of what 

the speaker says; this critical decision lies only in the hands of the hearer.

Fraser and Nolen classify their conversational rules into four main categories: 

conventional, institutional, situational, and historical. Conventional rules involve all types 

of social interaction. Good examples of these rules can be manifested by the rules of turn- 

taking and the rules of loudness and softness of speaking. Institutional rules are those set by 

social institutions like those restricting conversations in courts. Situational rules are 

concerned with the evaluation of relative role, status, and power of both the speaker and the 

addressee such as the awareness of a child of their inability to have authority over their 

parent. Finally, historical rules indicate that previous encounters serve as a starting point for 

new interactions. All previous rules might be debated, except that of the conventional terms 

that cannot be trespassed upon since they stem from “previous encounters or the immediate 

situations” (Eelen, 2001: 14).

What is interesting and significant about the conversational-contract approach is its 

emphasis on the notion of rights and obligations which other theorists have ignored. The 

selection of the components of the requestive speech act is influenced by the rights and 

obligations of the interlocutors involved in communication. For instance, it is completely 

acceptable for managers to ask one of their employees to photocopy some papers as this is
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part of the administrative right they have. Conversely, it would not be appropriate for the 

manager to ask an employee to prepare a cup of coffee as this is not part of either the 

employee’s job description or the manager’s rights.

In spite of the fact that the conversational-contract view was valued for emphasizing 

the rights and obligations of interlocutors, it has been subject to criticism. Thomas (1995) 

argues that it is not clear as to how the conversational rules would relate to real language 

use. Accordingly, such vagueness reduces the potential of using this model as the basic 

framework for the current research study.

3.6. The Discursive post-modern view:

In this section, I will briefly explore the various approaches to politeness research that 

have been marked as discursive or post-modern. All of these approaches attempt to go 

beyond Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of politeness. I will introduce the main 

concerns and definitions of discursive approaches. Then, I will highlight the main forms of 

analysis.

Mills (2011: 26) argues that discursive approaches to politeness are not concerned 

with the analysis of politeness or impoliteness in the use of isolated phrases and sentences. It 

is rather focused on “a number of turns or even much longer stretches of interaction”. 

Generally, issues of context play a key role in the discursive approach. The main focus is on 

discourse, as Foucault (1981: 67) states: “we must not imagine that the world turns towards 

us a legible face which we would only have to decipher. The world is not the accomplice of 

our knowledge; there is no discursive providence which disposes the world in our favour”. 

Foucault emphasizes the key role discourse plays in structuring reality. He stresses the need 

to examine the effects of “discursive constraints” on individuals rather than holding the 

assumption that interlocutors simply make conscious decisions of politeness norms to 

follow (ibid.: 27).

As regards theoretical influences on discursive approaches, Eelen (2001) was found to 

play a key role in pushing theorists to move beyond Brown and Levinson (1987). He (2001:

246) provided a thorough critique of politeness in which he calls for a more adequate model
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of politeness. He summarizes the problems that are associated with politeness traditional 

concepts and lists them as follows:

1) The inability of politeness concepts to adequately account for impoliteness.

2) The complete disregard of the hearer’s active evaluative position of politeness.

3) The loss of theoretical normativity as a result of an ethically involved position.

4) Insisting on a model that is not able to adequately account for empirical variability 

and the concurrent need for statistical data processing.

5) The notion of culture where the social level comes before the individual. This leads 

to the unidirectional determination of the individual by the social level.

6) A static view of social reality.

7) A social world devoid of human individuality, human creativity, and historicity.

Therefore, Eelen recommends that theorists examine culture by looking into the 

mechanisms behind its construction: “Within a view that focuses on the process of 

construction of social reality, Politeness should be seen as particular ‘representations of 

reality’ instead of as factual references to an ‘objective reality’” (Eelen, 2001: 247). He 

urged theorists to provide a clearer distinction between politeness 1 (what people say/think 

they do when they use politeness) and politeness2 (what scientists say/think those people do 

when they use politeness, i.e. the scientific description of Politeness 1) (Eelen, 2001: 32). He 

advised theorists to focus on politeness 1 in their analyses and move away from the 

generalisations of Brown and Levinson and other researchers.

On this basis, Eelen laid the foundations of an alternative view of politeness whose 

main aspects are argumentativity, historicity, and discursiveness. This leads to a notion that 

takes the hearer’s position into its full account in addition to its ability to capture both 

politeness and impoliteness. In addition, it reflects the bi-directional view of the social- 

individual relationship. Thus, this new view of politeness acknowledges both the individual 

and change as intrinsic to the nature of politeness.

The discursive post-modern theorists have relied on a range of theoretical traditions in 

the process of analysing politeness rather than taking one theoretical viewpoint. Some of 

them such as Bousfield (2008) and Terkourafi (2005) preferred to retain Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) work on politeness, but made significant changes to the model and 

developed a rigorous model for analysis in order to be able to generalise about politeness
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and impoliteness in relation to the context. Terkourafi’s main goal is to develop a frame- 

based analysis that allows for the description of statistical norms in communities by means 

of quantitative analysis of certain language forms in certain contexts. She claims that there 

are two types of norms, “norms about what one should do, and norms about what one is 

likely to do” (Terkourafi, 2005: 244). She claims that, depending on statistical evidence 

about the norms of politeness behaviour prevailing in a given society, one could predict 

what individuals are likely to produce in a particular context.

Others like Watts (2003), Locher (2004), and Christie (2007) have chosen other 

traditions such as Relevance Theory (Sperber and Wilson, 1995) in order to develop a new 

theoretical framework rather than maintaining Brown and Levinson’s model. Christie 

(2007: 271) in her argument in favour of Relevance Theory claims that in spite of fact that 

Sperber and Wilson in their work did not highlight the role of social communication, they 

contend that inferential communication is social in its essence. Hence, it is possible to 

develop politeness theory that is capable to incorporate both “the general mechanisms that 

underlie communication” at an abstract level in addition to “certain inferential processes that 

allows the assumption of certain meanings in specified contexts”. She assumes that 

Relevance Theory also allows a focus on the process whereby utterances are understood as 

polite or impolite, rather than being inherently polite or impolite.

Theorists like Geyer (2008) make use of research in discursive psychology, 

Conversational Analysis (CA), and ethno-methodology. She contends that the precision of 

Conversational Analysis in organising features of talk is useful in handling politeness. Her 

focus is on the discursive ascription of interactants to “a membership category particular to a 

particular interaction”. Arundale (2010) also employs the Conversational Analysis model in 

an attempt to create politeness as an interactional achievement rather than an outcome. 

Arundale refers to the strength of Conversational Analysis as it emphasizes the interactants’ 

orientation towards certain goals and maps out the functions of adjacent utterances. Geyer 

(2008: 65) argues that Conversational Analysis is useful because of its conceptualisation of 

culture. She says:

Instead o f conceptualising culture as an entity that is located outside o f the sphere o f 
social interaction, influencing and determining interactional practices, conversation 
analysts conceive o f culture as common-sense knowledge that is constantly 
deployed, renewed and co-constructed in interaction.
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Accordingly, we could trace the effect of culture in the utterances of interactants, 

rather than trying to find the effect of the abstracted culture on interaction. Geyer (2008) 

draws on discursive psychology as she argues helps her uncover how the interactants 

construct their identities in interaction. She uses the discussion of face as a way to describe 

“interactants positive self-image, constructed and managed in discourse” (ibid.: 54). She 

considers this approach to be discursive as it “requires analysts to seek sequential and/or 

linguistic accountability based on their knowledge of the relevant communities of practice” 

(ibid.: 55). The way she uses a combination of discursive psychology and conversation 

analysis allows her to focus on politeness as “the intersection of language, culture, action 

and cognition” (ibid.: 57).

However, in spite of the variability discursive theories display in adopting theoretical 

viewpoints, they share some specific assumptions about politeness. Haugh (2007: 297) 

explains that “the discursive approach abandons the pursuit of not only an a priori 

predictive theory of politeness, but also any attempts to develop a universal, cross-culturally 

valid theory of politeness altogether”. They do not aim at constructing a model of politeness 

to replace that of Brown and Levinson’s model because they believe that such models would 

lead to generalisations and stereotyping. Instead, as Mills (2011: 35) puts it, they aspire to 

develop a theory that accounts for “contextualised expressions of politeness and 

impoliteness”.

Discursive theories share the following three main elements: Firstly, they share the 

view that politeness is not inherent in utterances. They are also concerned with the 

relationship between politeness and impoliteness. Secondly, discursive theories are 

interested in describing the relationship between individuals and society in the process of 

politeness analysis as they argue that identity is not pre-formed but constructed jointly 

within groups. Therefore, individuals do not essentially choose all instances of polite 

behaviour they make use of. Thirdly, discursive theories tend to employ a similar form of 

analysis in spite of the fact that they are inspired by different theoretical models. They show 

an inclination to question the role of the analyst, and emphasize the analysis of context. In 

general, they focus the analysis on longer stretches of interaction rather than the traditional 

theories of politeness. Further, they focus on the process of judgement of politeness and 

avoid the assumption that politeness resides in utterances themselves (Mills, 2011: 35).
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3.6.1. View and definition of politeness:

Discursive theorists consider politeness as an intensely problematic term. Arundale 

(2010) and Terkourafi (2001) contend that politeness is not only “strategic conflict 

avoidance” but also “social indexing” (Terkourafi, 2001: 11). However, other theorists have 

decided that that politeness is such a problematic term that is better avoided. They prefer to 

use alternative terms. Spencer-Oatey (2005: 96), for example, uses the terms “rapport and 

rapport management”. The former is used to describe the harmonious and smooth relations 

among people, whereas the latter includes “[...] not only behaviour that enhances or 

maintains smooth relations, but any kind of behaviour that has an impact on rapport, 

whether positive, negative, or neutral” (Spencer-Oatey, 2005: 96).

Watts (2003) and Locher (2006: 3) use the term ‘relational work’ which stands for 

“the ‘work’ that individuals invest in negotiating relationships with others”. Locher 

differentiates between the definition of politeness for the speaker and for the hearer as she 

sees politeness as “a marked form of appropriate behaviour for the speaker who may be 

aiming to display concern for the other at the same time as being motivated by ‘egocentric 

desire’; the hearer will understand an utterance as polite when it is marked and appropriate” 

(Mills, 2011: 37). Locher and Watts not only focused on notions of politeness and 

impoliteness but also on elements that are considered as non-polite such as elements which 

are judged to be either over polite or politic i.e. those which are judged to be appropriate but 

not marked. However, Locher (2006: 264) draws attention to the point that politeness norms 

change as she states “it lies in the nature of politeness to be an elusive concept since it is 

inherently linked to judgements on norms and those are constantly negotiated, are 

renegotiated and ultimately change over time in every type of social interaction”.

Terkourafi’s (2005: 248) perception of politeness is completely different from that of 

Locher and Watts. She argues:

Assuming that [frame-based analysis] indeed uncovers regularities o f co-occurrence 
between expressions realising particular acts and types o f contexts, why should such 
regularities be defined as polite behaviour? The answer o f the frame-based view is 
simple: they are polite because they are regular. It is the regular co-occurrence o f  
particular types o f contexts and particular linguistic expressions as unchallenged 
realisations o f particular acts that creates the perception o f politeness. Politeness 
resides not in linguistic expressions themselves, but in the regularity o f  this co
occurrence.
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Moreover, Terkourafi (2005: 250) contests Brown and Levinson’s definition of 

politeness as she claims that “politeness is a matter not of rational calculation, but of 

habits”.

Most discursive theorists realise that politeness is defined differently by different 

communities which makes the task of defining politeness rather difficult. Pizziconi (2003) 

explains that certain cultures attach different values to politeness. She sets the example that 

in the British English culture, politeness is associated with considerateness, whereas in 

Japanese it correlates with showing the position one has within the group and the 

consideration one has towards group values. Furthermore, not only various languages but 

also various groups with a given society associate politeness with different values and 

define its meaning and function differently.

Concerning the relationship between the individual and society, discursive theorists 

presume that individuals do not have preformed identities/roles which might affect their 

choices of politeness and impoliteness routines. It is rather the interaction that constructs 

identities and politeness is conceived of as a tool that enables individuals to construct their 

identity. In the discursive view, the individual is considered to be the “nexus of social 

forces” and politeness is seen as a response to reflect the need to show concern for the group 

(Mills, 2011:41-42).

3.6.2. Form of analysis:

Discursive theorists focus on first order politeness. Therefore, Haugh (2007) explains 

that this would shift the emphasis from quantitative to qualitative data. They tend to be 

sceptical about what can be judged with confidence about politeness and impoliteness. 

Locher (2006: 265) indicates that it is the context that provides researchers with rules of 

interpretation and appropriateness and nothing particular in the utterance that regards it as 

polite, non-polite, politic or over polite.

Most discursive work on politeness and impoliteness is concerned with making 

judgements about politeness and impoliteness. Locher and Watts (2005: 10) in their view of 

relational work, maintain that: “politeness itself [is] ... a discursive concept arising out of 

interactants’ perceptions and judgements of their own and others’ verbal behaviour”. Geyer 

(2008: 1) claims that:
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At the core o f discursive acts o f politeness are evaluations concerning not only 
appropriateness but also participant’s face’ — their interactional self image 
determined in relation with others in discourse, closely related to their discursive 
identity.

It is also worth noting that most discursive theorists would avoid generalisations 

informed by stereotyped or ideological thinking and rather focus on contextual analysis. 

Mills (2009a, 2009b) highlights the point that, in spite of the difficulty of holding norms that 

are applicable to an entire language group, it is still possible to make some generalisations 

about tendencies in a given language provided that one hedges those claims via making 

references to the rest of styles and norms that are not dominant in that language. Bousfield 

(2008: 38), for example, aspires to make some generalisations about negative and positive 

face in the UK and US as he says:

This isn’t to say that the desire to be approved of, in some direct or peripheral way 
is non-existent in the UK culture, nor that the desire to be free from imposition is 
simply non-existent in the US culture (far from it in some sections), rather that 
(traditionally at least) the desire to be free from imposition and the desire for 
approval are more important respectively in these two cultures (with all things being 
equal).

3.7. Chapter summary:

In this chapter, I have provided an overall review of the existing literature on 

politeness. I presented the major approaches to politeness theory including the social norm 

view, the conversational maxim view, the face-saving view, the conversational-contract 

view, and finally the discursive post-modern view. I also introduced the main critiques each 

of the classical approaches received by scholars and established links between these 

approaches and the research I am currently conducting.
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY AND THE STRUCTURE OF 

THE STUDY

4.1. Introduction:

In this chapter I will present the research questions that underlie this research. Then, I 

will discuss three data collection methods: observation of authentic speech, discourse 

completion tests (DCTs) and interviewing. The ultimate goal of this discussion is to 

investigate the relative strengths and weaknesses of each method as well as justify the 

adoption of the multiple-method approach combining both discourse completion tests with 

interviews. Finally, I will describe the methods and procedures used in the present study.

4.2. The Research questions:

The main hypothesis behind carrying out this research is that the social and cultural 

environment is more significant than semantic formulas in order to avoid any pragmatic 

failure in cross-cultural communication. The research questions that form the basis of the 

current research are:

1. What differences and similarities are there between Syrian Arabic and British 

English in the realization patterns of requests?

2. Does the requestive speech act intrinsically threaten the participants’ negative face in 

both the Syrian and British cultures? If not, what is the direction of politeness in 

these two cultures?

3. What contextual constraints influence the choice of request components?

The above mentioned research questions entail:

1. Exploring Syrian Arabic request patterns and types at both the semantic and 

pragmatic level. This requires comparing and contrasting request components: 

requesting strategies, types of internal and external modification, and alerter 

types.
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2. Discovering differences in the influence of social and cultural environment for 

Syrian Arabic and English speakers. Highlighting such differences provides the 

language learners with a better understanding of requestive behaviour in the 

target culture.

3. Conducting a pragmatic investigation of the speech act of request as performed 

by both English and Syrian speakers and the social factors that might have any 

influence on the choice of the request form.

4. Examining the effect of the social variables (power and familiarity) on the 

patterns of requests’ realization within the Syrian and English speech 

communities.

4.3. Research approach and methodological considerations:

The initial step of this section is to review some methods used for speech act research. 

Every method has its advantages and disadvantages. Therefore combining some of the 

methods might be crucial in capturing what is going on in the ‘real world’. In the following 

sections I will review natural and elicited types of data collection methods:

4.3.1. Observation of authentic speech:

Natural and authentic data can be obtained through ethnographic data collection 

measures such as participant observation. Participant observation is a research method 

where researchers immerse themselves in the social setting under study to discover the 

nature of social reality by understanding the actor's perception and interpretation of that 

social world.

Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (2000: 196) recognize two types of observation: 

controlled and non-controlled. In the former, the researcher makes clear decisions as to 

what, how, and when to observe, whereas the latter is less systematic and more flexible as it 

leaves the researcher with a wider choice of decisions of what to do. They add that it is 

mainly the research problem and the research design that determines the choice between the 

controlled and non-controlled observation.
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Bryman (1989: 143-147) proposes another classification for types of participant 

observation: covert, full, and indirect. In covert participation the researcher gains access to a 

certain organisation and gains the chance to watch people while concealing his /her identity 

as a researcher. In full participant observation, the researcher has his/her own job or position 

in the organisation, yet his/her identity as a researcher becomes known to others. In indirect 

participant observation, the researcher does not have a work position in the organisation. 

However, he/she participates in events such as parties and lunches.

Bryman (1989: 406) contends that the covert type of participant observation helps the 

researcher as he/she no longer needs to gain access permission to a social setting or 

organisation. Further, it eliminates the problem of reactivity because the researcher’s 

identity is concealed. Therefore, the researcher’s presence will not affect the behaviour of 

the participants under study. Nonetheless, the limitations of this method reside in the 

following points: First, the fact that the participants are unaware of the researcher’s identity 

makes it difficult and sometimes impossible for him/her to take notes: an important tool the 

ethnographer uses. Similarly, Gomm (2004: 223) states that the covert method hinders the 

researcher from asking the questions he/she has in mind for the fear of having his/her 

identity revealed. Second, the covert researcher is under the constraint of anxiety because 

he/she is always worried about discovering his/her identity. On the top of that, the covert 

method breaches two ethical issues: it does not leave the participant with the choice to either 

accept or reject taking part in providing information and is a considered to be a violation of 

privacy. Moreover, many writers believe that covert observation is also a harmful practice 

for research since it might stereotype social researchers as ‘snoopers’. Ethical problems 

might affect the publication of research, in addition to having potential political implications 

that negatively affect and sometimes destroy the lives of the people under research 

investigation (Walsh, 1998: 232).

The method of participant observation has been a controversial issue among 

researchers. Many have stressed its importance as a reliable data collection method to 

represent social reality, while others have argued against it. Wolfson (1976: 202) raises the 

point that it is not always easy to define natural speech because one may consider any 

speech as natural provided that it is appropriate, in the context in which it occurs, to meet a 

particular goal. On this basis, Wolfson argues that collecting data ethnographically is 

unreliable because it is unlikely that the researcher will have full control of the contextual
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variables if his/her main task is to observe many examples of a speech act in the same 

situational and interpersonal context.

On the other hand, Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (2000: 190-191) emphasize the 

main advantages of the participant observation method as it enables the researcher to collect 

data and examine behaviour in the actual time it takes place. There is no need for the 

researcher to ask people, instead he or she can simply observe them act or speak. This helps 

the researcher collect ‘firsthand’ data uncontaminated by factors standing between the 

researcher and the object of research. This advantage has also been highlighted by Walsh 

(1998: 217) who stressed the neutrality and objectivity of this method where researchers 

gather data “untouched by human hands”. Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (2000: 190- 

191) claim that effective observation describes human behaviour in its natural settings while 

other data collection methods bring into research environment some elements of artificiality. 

They add that observational methods require a lower level of engagement on the part of the 

group studied particularly when they are unwilling or incapable of expressing themselves 

verbally like in the case of children. Moreover, observation helps researchers validate verbal 

reports upon comparing and contrasting them with actual behaviour. Finally, observation 

enables the researcher to identify the impact of environment on the group under study and 

makes it easier to analyse the contextual background of the behaviour under study.

Cohen (1996: 391-392) sums up the advantages of naturally occurring data:

/. The data are spontaneous.

2. The data reflect what the speakers say rather than what they think they would 
say.

3. The speakers are reacting to a natural situation rather than to a contrived 
and possibly unfamiliar situation.

4. The communicative event has real-world consequences.

5. The event may be a source o f rich pragmatic structures.

Cohen (1996: 392) points out the following disadvantages:

1. The speech act being studied may not occur naturally very often.

2. Proficiency and gender may be difficult to control.

3. Collecting and analyzing the data are time consuming.
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4. The data may not yield enough examples o f target items.

5. The use o f recording equipment may be intrusive.

6. The use o f note-taking as a complement to, or in lieu o f taping, relies on 
memory.

4.3.2. Discourse completion tests (DCTs):

The use of discourse completion tests (DCTs) in the field of cross-cultural pragmatics 

and politeness research is very common. DCTs, in Kasper and Dahl’s words, “have been a 

much used and criticised elicitation format in cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics” 

(1991: 21). Many studies (Blum-Kulka, 1984; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Faerch and Kasper, 

1989; Cohen and Olshtain, 1993; Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford, 1993; Marti, 2006; 

Ogiermann, 2009; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2010) have used this data eliciting method. The 

largest project to have used this technique is the Cross Cultural Speech Act Realization 

Project (CCSARP). It looked at a variety of eight languages and aimed to measure the 

directness levels of the speakers of these languages upon performing requests and apologies.

A Discourse Completion Test (DCT) is a questionnaire consisting of a set of briefly 

described situations, typically specifying the setting, the social distance between the 

interlocutors, and their relative status to each other followed by an incomplete dialogue 

which the subjects are asked to complete. The situations are designed to draw out and 

extract a particular speech act. Participants read the situations and respond in writing and 

accordingly provide the intended speech acts. However, at this stage it is important to 

distinguish between two types of DCTs: those that include hearer’s response and those that 

do not. Each of these DCT types is illustrated by the following examples:

A. An example of a discourse completion test including the hearer response:

-Dan: Ron, I found a great apartment, but I have a problem. I have to pay the 

landlady $500 deposit by tonight.

Ron: And you haven't got it?

Dan: No. I'll get my salary only next week
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Ron: Sorry, no. I'm out of money right now. (Blum-Kulka, 1982: 56)

-You missed class and you need to borrow a friend’s notes. What would you say?

You:................................................... ..............................................................

FRIEND: Sure, just make sure to give them back before the next class.

(Rose, 1992: 61)

B. An example of a discourse completion test excluding the hearer response:

-You missed class and you need to borrow a friend’s notes. What would you say?

You:...............................................................................................................

(Rose, 1992:61)

There has been a debate among researchers concerning the question “which form of 

DCTs is more effective?”. Researchers like Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (1993) after 

comparing the two versions of discourse completion (i.e. DCTs both with and without the 

hearer’s response) conclude that including the conversational return is better for eliciting 

reactive speech acts such as rejections. However, Rose’s (1992) results clash with the above 

findings as he noticed that the inclusion of the hearer’s response in the discourse completion 

task has no significant influence on the speech act elicited. This disagreement can be 

justified after having a closer look at the speech act obtained in Rose’s study which is a 

request. Requests could be used and stand out on their own due to their nature as initiating 

speech acts contrary to rejections (obtained in Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford , 1993) which 

are reactive speech acts.

DCTs like other data collection techniques have their own strengths and weaknesses. Beebe 

and Cummings (1996: 80) summarize the advantages of DCTs as follows:

1. Gathering a large amount o f data quickly;

2. Creating initial classification o f semantic formulas and strategies 
that will likely occur in natural speech;

3. Studying stereotypical, perceived requirements for a socially 
appropriate response;
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4. Gaining insights into social and psychological factors that are 
likely to affect speech and performance; and

5. Ascertaining the canonical shape o f speech acts in the minds o f 
speakers o f that language.

Concerning the first strength, discourse completion tests seem to surpass other 

instruments for collecting data in the ease of use. This advantage has been pointed out by 

many researchers (e.g., Beebe and Cummings, 1996; Johnston et al., 1998; Rintell and 

Mitchell, 1989; Rose, 1992; Hill et al., 1986). The reasons behind the ease of obtaining a 

large amount of data are manifold. For example, Hill et al. (1986: 353) propose that DCTs, 

within a comparatively short time, can collect a lot of information like age, sex, nationality, 

education in addition to answers to the questions designed for the DCT. Beebe and 

Cummings (1996) also think that DCTs enable researchers to collect a large corpus of data 

on a variety of difficult to observe linguistic phenomena in short time intervals. Similarly, 

Johnston et al. (1998: 157-158) point out that by the use of DCTs one quickly collects 

comparable data from members of various speech communities. Upon comparing DCTs 

with conversational data, they explain that DCTs are easier to code as they come in the form 

of written responses that require no further transcription.

With regards to the second advantage, Beebe and Cummings (1996) argue that the 

data elicited with DCTs are in harmony with naturally occurring data as far as main patterns 

and formulas are concerned. They state that DCTs enable researchers to produce a 

preliminary classification of semantic formulas and strategies that appear in natural speech. 

The third advantage of DCTs as data elicitation devices is that they identify the 

conventionally acceptable requirements of appropriate responses to specific speech act. For 

example, Beebe and Cummings (1996: 73) claim that the stereotypical requirements of a 

refusal response in American English are an adjunct+ regret+ negative ability+ excuse. 

Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 13) clarify that DCTs as written techniques help researchers attain 

more stereotyped responses and that this stereotyped aspect or fixed pattern of speech 

behaviour is significant for cross-cultural comparability.

The fourth advantage of DCTs is that they detect the operative social and 

psychological factors such as power and distance that influence the speech act performance.
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DCTs, according to Rintell and Mitchell (1989: 250), also give the opportunity to control 

contextual variables effectively that are essential to the study and to compare strategies from 

different languages as well as the strategies used by native speakers and learners of the same 

language. Finally, DCTs help one capturing the basic formulas employed to perform 

particular illocutions. Kasper and Dahl (1991: 242-243) contend that DCTs provide insights 

into the canonical shape of refusals, apologies, partings, and others in the minds of the 

speakers of that language.

In spite of the fact that DCTs enjoy many theoretical and methodological advantages, 

they have been criticized for the inaccurate reflection of real language use on various 

dimensions (Beebe and Cummings, 1996; Rintell and Mitchell, 1989; Wolfson et al., 1989; 

Kasper and Dahl, 1991). Beebe and Cummings (1996), for instance, found that DCT 

responses fail to reflect the real wording used in actual interactions, the full range of 

formulas and strategies used in spoken data, the length of responses and the level of 

elaboration and frequency of repetitions parallel to that of human conversations, and the 

depth of emotion that has its impact on the tone, form and content of linguistic performances 

used in speech. Wolfson et al. (1989: 182) also raise their doubts about the validity of DCTs 

through questioning firstly, the representativeness of the written responses in relation to the 

spoken ones and secondly the comparability of short, decontextualised written sentences to 

the longer routines of real life interactions.

Rintell and Mitchell (1989: 250) sum up the problems of the DCTs in the following points:

1. One cannot decide how representative the written responses of the DCT are when 

compared to what people say in spontaneous speech.

2. The written responses could be constrained both in length by the space provided for 

the subjects to write in and in form by the familiarity of the subject with the spelling 

of one word rather than another.

3. The potential that participants may choose more formal language in the DCT due to 

their perception that writing is a more formal activity than speaking.

They end their discussion remarking that “the question of how ‘realistic’ the data are, or 

indeed need to be, remains open”. Finally, Kasper and Dahl (1991) raise questions about the 

authenticity of the situations the DCTs represent. In this respect, they classify the DCTs in

72



the category of role-plays as a highly constrained instrument. Thus, in spite of the fact that 

they both yield “productive responses”, they are limited in the authenticity of the situations 

they stand for.

4.3.3. Interviews:

The second major tool to collect data in this research is personal interviews since they 

can “yield rich insights into people’s biographies, opinions, values and feelings” (May, 

2001: 120). In general, there are four types of interviews in social research: structured 

interviews, semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews, and group and focus 

interviews. In moving from structured interviews to unstructured ones, there is a decreasing 

shift in the control the researcher has over the interview. However, in this study the semi- 

structured interview will be employed rather than other types of interviews. In the semi- 

structured interview, although the questions are specified, the interviewer has more freedom 

to probe beyond the answers and the respondents can answer the questions more on their 

own terms in comparison to structured interviews. Nevertheless, semi-structured interviews 

can still offer a sufficient structure for comparability (May, 2001:120-124).

Domyei (2007, 140-141) reflects on the interview’s two key features. Firstly, the 

qualitative interview “flows naturally, with the various parts connecting seamlessly”. 

Secondly, qualitative interviews are “rich in details”. However, Domyei states that the 

primary principle in carrying out interviews is the neutrality of the interviewer as they need 

to avoid personal bias as much as possible. Similarly, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) explain the 

factors that could help researchers get better results in interview situations: one is concerned 

with creating a comfortable atmosphere for the interviewees to talk freely. Being non- 

judgemental, as well, is an important factor that reassures the respondents and helps them 

communicate in a better way. In addition to that, letting people talk without interruption and 

paying attention to them means communicating a sincere interest in their speech. Another 

key to successful interviewing is to know when and how to probe for details. Neuman 

(2003: 290) adds that skilful interviewers may ask a range of questions including complex 

ones which might not be possible via DCTs. The last essential feature of good interviews is 

the use of audio or video recording since it allows the interviewer to capture much more 

than he/she could when relying on memory.
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The merits of interviewing as a data collection method are mainly that it provides 

greater flexibility in the questioning process than questionnaires. Frankfort-Nachmias et al. 

(2000: 218-219) state that the interviewer has the option of asking for more details to clarify 

things when necessary. Bums (2000: 582-583) explain that interviews are flexible since they 

enable the interlocutor to observe the whole situation in which the interviewees respond. 

Further, interviewers have greater control of the interview situation. They have the decision 

of choosing who to answer the questions, where the interview takes place, and the order of 

questions to ask. Secondly, interviews guarantee a higher response rate than questionnaires 

particularly for people who cannot read or write or those who find difficulties in 

understanding the language. Bums (2000: 582-583) suggests that most people prefer to 

communicate verbally rather than filling in questionnaires, and this in its turn would lead to 

a higher response rate and more representative data than that obtained though questionnaires 

alone. In addition, interviews enable researchers to get further information as they can 

collect supplementary information from their respondents such as background information 

and spontaneous reactions. Bums (2000: 582-583) adds that interviews allow researchers to 

ask probing questions when they receive an irrelevant or incomplete response. On top of 

that, interviewing offers researchers detailed descriptions, integrates multiple perspectives, 

describes processes, and shows how events are interpreted (Jones, 1996: 141).

After all, despite all the advantages that distinguish the interviewing process, it has its 

own weaknesses. The higher cost interviews have over questionnaires is the first 

disadvantage to come across especially when respondents are spread over a wide geographic 

area. Oppenheim (2003: 82-83) claims that interviews are much more expensive than 

questionnaires in both data collection and processing phases. The larger the sample gets in 

data collection, the greater the cost is. Furthermore, the adoption of a coding operation in 

data processing makes the cost greater. He explains that the cost is to be assessed not only in 

terms of money but also in terms of time. This is because most interview-based studies take 

considerable time to both collect, code, and process the data in addition to having to meet 

the informants in person. Further, in conducting interviews there is a risk that the 

interviewer’s influence or bias may occur as the result of following different interview 

techniques. Thirdly, interviews lack anonymity and sometimes the presence of the 

interviewer might make the respondents feel threatened (Frankfort-Nachmias el al., 2000: 
219).
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Gomm (2004: 219) concludes that in order to get a better understanding of the social 

world, one needs to combine research methods. He believes that adopting interviews 

alongside different instruments helps the researcher discover ‘why’ since they throw light on 

what has been going on in the mind of respondents whilst they were completing, for 

example, the questionnaires. The next section will further discuss the implementation of a 

mixed- methods approach.

4.3.4. Discussion:

Having reviewed three distinct research methods, we reach the conclusion that 

observation of authentic speech is not an appropriate choice in conducting our research 

study since it does not provide enough data to meet the requirements of this study. 

Moreover, it is not always feasible for researchers to gain access to real situations where the 

targeted speech act is taking place, particularly for the time constraints and practical 

considerations involved in a project such as a PhD thesis. In addition, it does not give the 

researcher a sufficient control of the important social variables in this study such as social 

power, social distance, and the ranking of imposition. What is more is that adopting the 

method of participant observation does not guarantee generating similar semantic formulas 

under the same combination of social variables in both Syrian and British cultures. Finally, 

researchers could not guarantee getting adequate representative data if they choose to 

observe subjects of random choice since the sample of the study may not be a sufficiently 

homogenous population.

In order to address some of the previously mentioned limitations, the current research 

uses a combination of two methods for collecting data: Discourse completion test/task 

(DCT) and follow-up interviews. Thus, this research involves a mixed-methods approach 

employing both quantitative and qualitative data. The importance of applying a multiple- 

method approach has been stressed and valued by many researchers such as. Labov (1972), 

Wolfson (1976), Stubbs (1983), Brown and Yule (1983), Miles and Huberman (1994), 

Strauss and Corbin (2004), Greene et al. (2005), Domyei (2007) who all support the 

adoption of a variety of methods in the course of investigating language for the following 

reasons:
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Rossman and Wilson (1991, cited in Miles et al., 1994: 41) propose three reasons for 

linking a quantitative and qualitative approach:

1. to enable corroboration.

2. to elaborate analysis by offering richer details.

3. to give a spark to new dimensions of thinking through considering “surprises or 

paradoxes”.

With regards the first reason, Domyei (2007: 45) explains that using a mixed-methods 

approach increases the strengths and decreases the weaknesses of the research by bringing 

out the best of the two methods adopted, like for instance, following a quantitative approach 

by a qualitative one to add an in-depth dimension to the quantitative results, and thus 

“putting flesh on the bones” (Domyei, 2007: 45). Similarly, Miles and Huberman (1994: 

310) urge researchers to “entertain mixed models” and avoid “polarization” or “life at the 

extremes” because “quantitative and qualitative inquiry can support and inform each other”. 

Sieber (1973 cited in Miles et al., 1994: 41) states that quantitative data can help the 

qualitative side of the study in the three phases of design, data collection and analysis. In the 

design phase, it helps through obtaining a representative sample and tracing any 

nonstandard or unexpected cases. During data collection, it helps by providing background 

data. For example, in the current study the DCTs provided information about the age, 

gender, and education of the participants taking place in this project. In the course of 

analysis, the quantitative data assistance is reflected by demonstrating generalization of 

particular observations and shedding light on the qualitative outcome. On the other hand, 

qualitative data can help its quantitative counterpart in the design of the study by providing 

“conceptual development and instrumentation”. The qualitative data can help in data 

collection through facilitating access to data. Then, during the analysis it assists in the 

validation, interpretation and illustration of the quantitative results in addition to its aid in 

generating and revising theory. In the current research study, the use of the interview 

qualitative data helped the researcher in interpreting and understanding the motives behind 

the answers provided in the DCT data.

The second reason for adopting a mixed-methods approach is that it allows for multi

level analysis. It enables the researcher to gain data about both the individual and the 

broader society. Ragin (1994: 92) claims that “Most quantitative data techniques are data

condensers. They condense data in order to see the big picture.... Qualitative methods by
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contrast, are best understood as data enhancers. When data are enhanced, it is possible to see 

key aspects of cases more clearly”. Further, mixing methods improves the validity of the 

research findings by means of joining and confirming the results obtained. Similarly, Greene 

et al. (2005: 275) claim that multi-method research allows for better understanding and new 

ideas, perspectives and meanings. In this research, the interviews are mainly used to gain a 

better understanding of the motives behind the answers participants provided in the DCTs as 

well as gaining insights about their perspectives and preferences. Finally, researchers 

adopting a mixed-methods approach get through to multiple audiences as they yield results 

acceptable for a larger audience than those of one method only. Domyei (2007: 45) 

contends that a well performed mixed-methods study has “multiple selling points and can 

offer something to everybody, regardless of the paradigmatic orientation of the person”. 

However, Mason (2002: 60) believes that researchers should plan carefully the integration 

of two methods in order to have the expected useful findings.

Clearly, then, the integration of more than one research method, namely DCTs and 

interviews in the body of this research project, would serve the ultimate goal of having 

stronger more valid, reliable, and representative data that capture what is happening in the 

real world. Although DCTs seem to have great potential for this study taking into account 

time and logistic considerations, they have their own limitations (see section 4.3.2.). One 

main weakness is that the respondent’s engagement tends to be relatively shallow. 

Accordingly, researchers cannot explore complex or unpredicted answers by means of this 

technique. In order to remedy this weak point, we would have follow-up interviews to add a 

qualitative depth to the findings. Interviews enable us to ask the respondents to provide 

explanations and illustrations of the outcome patterns and validate the DCT results 

(Domyei, 2007: 171).

In the previous three sections, each of the given methods was discussed in detail. 

Further, light was shed on the strengths and weaknesses of each instrument in an attempt to 

justify the choice of DCTs and interviews and showing the importance of combining them 

together in the course of this research. In the current research project DCTs are employed as 

a primary data collection method, while follow-up interviews help with the interpretation of 

the primary DCT data.
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4.4. The Methodolgical Framework of the study:

4.4.1. Instrument:

Data are collected in this study by means of two methods: a discourse completion test 

(DCT) and follow-up interviews. The first method which is a controlled elicitation 

instrument is a discourse completion test adopted from Blum-Kulka (1982) following 

Levenston (1975) and Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984). The test consists of scripted 

incomplete discourse sequences that stand for different social situations. Each discourse 

sequence introduces a short description of the situation, specifying the setting, the social 

distance between the informants and their relative status to each other, followed by an 

incomplete dialogue without giving a response to the request. The respondents are requested 

to complete the dialogue in their language. Accordingly, they provide the request speech act 

in a particular social situation within which the targeted student population is expected to be 

familiar. For example, although situation 2 (street) is concerned with female responses, male 

participants provided their answers depending on their familiarity of such situation and what 

would females usually say in such context. The questionnaire was written in two versions: 

an Arabic version and an English one. Syrian informants were asked to produce their 

responses for the Arabic DCT in the colloquial language as it is the language used in 

everyday speech. The reason behind this is to examine responses representing naturally 

occurring conversations. It is worth noting that it is unusual to use this variety in writing 

because this is considered a formal activity that requires a formal variety of Arabic (Modem 

Standard Arabic in this case). The questions in the DCT were written in Modem Standard 

Arabic because Syrian Arabic respondents are not used to seeing the colloquial variety 

written and this would help the researcher minimise the misunderstandings, particularly on 

the part of the participants. In addition, there are many spoken dialects in Syria. Therefore, 

writing in one dialect rather than another may reveal the researcher’s background and could 

affect the way respondents reply. Accordingly, the most secure way to explain the situations 

and form questions in the DCT is by writing in Modem Standard Arabic since the main 

point here is to get the best response rate with the lowest rates of question misinterpretation. 

Syrian participants were asked at the end of each situation whether they would request in a 

different way if the person whom they asked were of the opposite gender in order to check if 

there are any gender differences. This fact justifies why the Arabic version of the

questionnaire is longer than its English counterpart.
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The analytical framework is based on a combination of both the CCSARP model, 

Marti’s (2006) model for unsaid responses, and Brown and Levinson’s variables of 

politeness (1978, 1987). The reason behind the choice of the CCSARP model lies in the 

fact that after several attempts to create a systematic classification system of request 

strategies to form a universal scale of directness (See Searle 1979; Ervin-Tripp, 1976; House 

and Kasper, 1981; Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984), Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) have come 

up with the most delicate directness scale of request strategies which they applied to eight 

different languages (Australian English, American English, British English, Canadian 

French, Danish, German, Hebrew, and Russian). Furthermore, the Cross-Cultural Speech 

Act Realisation Project (CCSARP) is “to date the largest research project to systematically 

inquire into the cultural specificity of speech act behaviour” (Hinnenkamp, 1995: 10). 

Marti’s (2006) model was the first systematic model that addresses the unsaid responses 

subjects may use upon responding to DCT situations.

In Brown and Levinson’s model, they propose that request situations vary due to a 

number of situational (intra-cultural) parameters or variables like, for instance, the social 

distance (D) between the participants, the social power (P) of both the speaker and the 

hearer, and culture-specific (cross-cultural) parameters such as the size of imposition of an 

FTA in relation to expenses requiring either services “including the provision of time” or 

goods “including non-material goods like information, as well as the expression of regard 

and other face payments” (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 77). However, Brown and Levinson 

(1987: 77) claim that these intra-culturally defined expenditures differ in their rank of 

imposition from one situation to another. They state that even in one situation the rank order 

of imposition is subject to many factors such as the rights or obligations of the actors to 

perform the acts, whether the actors have particular ritual or physical reasons for not 

performing them, and if the actors involved are known to enjoy being imposed on.

Situational variation:

The DCT is designed to capture the potential variability across social constraints so 

that we could elicit various strategies. There are twelve situations eliciting requests, which 

vary on the social parameters: ± Social distance and ± or = dominance (power) and the size
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of imposition. Nevertheless, contrasting pairs differ in one controlling factor at least. Most 

of the situations are derived from the CCSARP project.

Individual variation:

In theory, one can capture individual variation along personal variables including age, 

gender, level of education, type of occupation, etc., by looking at various types of 

informants’ populations in both the Syrian and British culture. However, this design, for 

practical considerations, allows for the gender dimension only. In addition, it aims to 

exclude variation in other key categories by employing the relatively homogeneous 

population of students for both native speakers of British English and Syrian Arabic.

Request situation Social
distance

Social
power Type of imposition

Severity
o f
imposition

S it u a t io n l (K itc h e n ):  A  student 
asks h is room m ate to  c lea n  up the 
k itchen  the latter had le ft in  a 
m ess the n ight before .

-S D S = H S e rv ic e  ( t im e ) H igh

S itu a tio n  2 (S tr e e t):  A  you n g  
w om an  w an ts to  g e t rid o f  a m an  
pestering  her o n  the street.

+ S D S = H
G o o d s  ( fa c e  

p a y m e n t)
H igh

S itu a tio n  3  (N o te s ) :  A  student 
asks another student to  lend  
his/her lecture notes.

-S D S = H G o o d s  (p o s s e s s io n ) L o w

S itu a tio n  4  (L ift): A  student asks  
p eo p le  liv in g  in  the sam e street 
for a ride h om e.

+ S D S = H S e rv ic e H igh

S itu a tio n  5  (P h o n e ):  A n
applicant c a lls  for in form ation  on  
a jo b  ad vertised  in a paper.

+ S D S = H G o o d s  ( In fo rm a tio n ) L o w

S itu a tio n  6  (P o lic e ):  A
p o licem a n  ask s a driver to m o v e  
his/her car.

+ S D S > H S e rv ic e L o w

S itu a tio n  7  (E x te n s io n ):  A
student ask s h is /h er  teacher for  an 
ex ten s io n  o n  a sem in ar paper.

-S D S < H G o o d s  (e x te n s io n ) H igh

S itu a tio n  8 (P r e se n ta t io n ) :  A
u n iversity  p ro fe sso r  ask s a 
student to g iv e  h is /h er  lecture a 
w eek  earlier than sch ed u led .

-S D S > H S e rv ic e  ( t im e ) L o w

S itu a tio n  9  (S m o k in g ):  A  c it izen  
ask in g  so m eb o d y  n ex t to  h im  to  
stop  sm o k in g  in  a n o n -sm o k in g  
area.

+ S D S = H
S e rv ic e  (s to p  

s m o k in g )
H igh
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Request situation Social
distance

Social
power Type of imposition

Severity
of
imposition

S itu a tio n  10 (M o n e y ) :  A  p e rs o n  
a sk in g  h is  c o lle a g u e  a t  w o rk  fo r  
m o n e y .

-S D S = H
S e rv ic e

(p o s s e s s io n )
H igh

S itu a tio n  11 (P h o to c o p y ) :  A
b o s s  a sk in g  h is /h e r  se c re ta ry  to  
p h o to c o p y  th e  m in u te s  o f  th e  la s t 
m e e tin g  h e  h ad .

-S D S > H S e rv ic e  ( t im e ) L o w

S itu a tio n  12 (C o ffe e ) :  A  b o ss  
a sk in g  h is /h e r  s e c re ta ry  to  p re p a re  
h im  a  c u p  o f  c o ffe e .

-S D S > H S e rv ic e  ( t im e ) H igh

T a b le  2 . C la s s if ic a t io n  o f  r e q u e s t  s itu a tio n s  a c c o r d in g  to  so c ia l p o w e r  (d o m in a n c e ) , s o c ia l d is ta n c e  

( fa m ilia r ity )  b e tw e e n  th e  sp e a k e r  S  a n d  th e  h e a r e r  H, a n d  th e  ty p e  a n d  se v e r ity  o f  th e  im p o s it io n  o f  th e  

r e q u e s t .

The interviews are built on the basis of the twelve request situations used in the DCT. 

However, they are designed in such a way that the interviewees will be in a more relaxed 

and less controlled environment in order to obtain the necessary data. The interview’s main 

aim is to get the interviewees to justify their strategy choice and, thereby, reflect a clear 

image of the motives behind their choices. Having a discussion with the interviewees over 

their responses to each situation is more effective than interviewing them with a fixed set of 

questions. The latter would not be suitable to bring forth the data that explains the politeness 

phenomena in both Syrian and British cultures. Furthermore, such a discussion is vital to 

reveal how respondents weigh the size of imposition of their requests the social distance, 

and power between the speaker and the hearer concerned in each situation

4.4.2. Pilot study:

Since the discourse completion test (DCT) is going to be the main eliciting instrument 

in this research study, and despite the fact that the DCT adopted in the CCSARP project has 

gone under assessment and validity judgements by many researchers, testing its validity still 

forms a key point in this study. In particular, this is necessary because I am not using quite

81



the same situations as the CCSARP and also it has not been used previously in any dialect 

of Arabic for requests. Furthermore, having the DCT pilot-tested should highlight any 

shortcomings and identify any unforeseen difficulties, such as the wording and format of the 

questionnaire in both Arabic and English and the suitability of the situations within the 

contextual frame of Syrian and British cultures and hence provide an opportunity to avoid 

such pitfalls during the main data collection phase.

In order to meet the purpose of this cross-cultural study the discourse completion test 

used was constructed in two languages: Modem Standard Arabic and English. It was pilot- 

tested with a group of six Syrian Arabic native speakers, divided equally between males and 

females. All of the Arabic respondents were postgraduate students at the University of 

Leeds doing their PhDs in different subjects such as computing, engineering, education and 

linguistics. They were requested to fill in the questionnaire using the Syrian dialect rather 

than Modem Standard Arabic as to examine the requests they make in their normal speech 

rather than those used in writing. The English version of the DCT was distributed to six 

undergraduate linguistics students (three males, three females) in their first year. I 

distributed the questionnaire to the English students in one of their classes. Having 

introduced myself and stated the aim of my study to examine the requests they will provide, 

I handed out the questionnaire and waited approximately 15 minutes for them to complete it. 

Then I collected the questionnaires and thanked them for their cooperation. It is worth 

noting that neither the Syrian group nor the British one had studied politeness as part of their 

degree programme since this could have affected their responses.
i

Upon examining and analysing the pilot study data, no modifications were made to the 

DCT since the response rate was satisfactory and all the answers reflected a clear 

understanding of the DCT situations without any confusion on the part of the participants. 

However, one major concern in the pilot test was administering it to postgraduate Syrian 

students, whereas it was distributed to undergraduate British students parallel to the main 

study’s population. That is because it was extremely difficult to find undergraduate Syrian 

students in England. Although respondents were not of parallel status, the choice of 

postgraduate respondents was unlikely to affect the pilot testing as it was more a test of the 

mechanism of the data collection instrument. Further, respondents of the main study will be 

undergraduate students.
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4.4.3. Subjects:
\
Questionnaire Subjects:

The informants were two hundred university students divided equally between Syrian 

students and native British English students. Sixty percent of the student population in each 

group were females, while the remaining 40% were males. The-British subjects were 

undergraduate students from different schools and departments studying at the University of 

Leeds. Similarly, the Syrian subjects were undergraduate university students in their first 

year of study in the Department of English at Damascus University. The age range of the 

students was between 17 and 23 years of age.

The purpose behind targeting the undergraduate student population lies in the fact that this 

is a sample of opportunity, and was appropriate to the constraints of the project. The second 

reason is to keep social class, level of income, educational background, occupation, and age 

range as homogenous as possible in order to maintain the comparability between the 

subjects in both language groups.

Interview Subjects:

I interviewed twenty respondents in total from both the British English and the Syrian 

Arabic groups who already completed the DCT and expressed their willingness to take part 

in the second stage of data collection and act as interviewees. They were all undergrdaute 

students studying at the University of Leeds in the UK and Damascus University in Syria. 

There were ten respondents in each language group, including five males and five females.

4.4.4. Procedure:

I have designed a consent form that provides potential participants with sufficient 

information about this research project in order to:

1- make them understand the process in which they are to be engaged in.

2- understand the purpose of the research and to whom the research findings will be 

reported.

3- understand that they are free to participate in and withdraw from the study in 

addition to the right not to answer any question.

4- be assured that their personal data will be kept anonymous.
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Participants were asked to read, date, and sign the consent form before taking part in my 

study. The Consent forms and questionnaires were written in the participants’ native 

language to minimise any understanding difficulties. Further, the researcher was available 

near participants in case they would like to ask any questions or get any further explanation.

After checking the validity of the DCT as an effective way for collecting data by 

having it pilot tested, I had the paper-based DCTs printed and ready to distribute to 

respondents. I introduced myself and explained the purpose of my research. Then, I asked 

respondents in both language groups to complete the consent form and questionnaire using 

the language they speak in everyday interaction i.e. the Syrian Dialect. I explained to 

subjects that the questionnaire consists of twelve hypothetical situations. Their task was to 

imagine themselves in that context and accordingly think about what they would say. I 

furthermore said that they had the freedom to give an appropriate answer of their choice or 

that they could choose not to respond, if they thought that they would not say anything in 

that situation. However, in this case I asked them to explain why they would not feel able to 
do so.

With regards the intervirews, I carried them out with subjects who had already 

completed the DCT. I checked their willingness to be interviewed when they completed the 

DCT and accordingly arranged the date and time of the interviews. With regards the English 

interviews, the Department of Linguistics and Phonetics in the University of Leeds, my own 

department, kindly offered me to use the recording studio for the purpose of carrying out my 

research interviews. The Arabic interviews, on the other hand, were conducted in one of the 

lecture rooms of the Department of English in Damascus University.

Once in the interview, I started by introducing myself, the aim of the research study I 

am carrying out and obtained a written consent from the interviewees. Then, I asked each 

respondent some backgroung questions, including age and education. Such questions help 

the interviewer break the ice with the interviewees as well as identify each respondent in 

comparison with the others. After that I moved to asking probing questions about the 

participants’ evaluation of the imposition involved in each situation and the potential effect 

it has on performing their requests, the influence of contextual variables such as power, 

familiarity and the rights and obligations of interlocutors on the responses they had 

provided. Moreover, I asked some questions to reveal the participants’ awareness of the 

religious and soci-cultural norms that might have an impact on the requestive speech act in
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their society. Each interview lasted approximately 20 minutes. All interviews were digitally 

recorded using the recording instrument and software available in the recording studio in the 

case of the English interviews and a built-in microphone recoding device in the case of the 

Arabic interviews. Accordingly, a huge amount of qualitative data has been collected in 

both languages. I have transcribed the digitally recorded data in both languages myself 

although transcribing the data was a time consuming process. It took me approximately five 

hours to transcribe each interview. I have also translated the portions of the Syrian data that 

I used in my thesis into English.

4.5. Analytical Instrument:

In the current study the data analysis procedure is adopted from the Cross-Cultural 

Speech Act Realization Patterns (CCSARP) model used in Blum-Kulka et al., (1989) and 

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, (1984) for the said responses in the DCT, and Marti’s (2006) 

model for the unsaid responses. The CCSARP model has been widely employed to 

investigate the realization patterns of the speech act of request across many languages, e.g. 

Australian English, American English, British English, Canadian French, Danish, German, 

Hebrew, and Russian. Furthermore, the data will be analysed against Brown and Levinson’s 

(1987) model of politeness, which involves a distinction between negative and positive 
politeness.

4.5.1. Said responses analysis:

As was pointed out earlier in section 4.4.1 Blum-Kulka et al’s (1989) coding scheme 

was adopted for the analysis of the said responses of the DCT data in the current research 

project. However, upon analysing the collected data, the coding scheme did not fit all data 

categories emerging in both the Syrian and British data. Therefore, I have come up with new 

lables that fit the new emerging categories and marked them as ‘new' in order to distinguish 

them from the CCSARP categories.
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4.5.1.1.Procedure:

The procedure followed is to distinguish the request sequences and discard any 

sequences which suggest that the informants misunderstood the task.

4.5.I.2.Segmentation or defining units for analysis:

• Identifying the head act: The head act is “the minimal unit which can realise 

a request” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 275).

e.g. John, get me a beer, please. I’m terribly thirsty. (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 275).

In this example the head act is represented in the sequence get me a beer please. 

However, in the process of identifying the speech act one may come across parts of the 

sequence that are unnecessary for request realization: alerters and supportive moves.

• Alerters: An alerter is an opening element used to alert or attract the hearer’s 

attention to the request speech act that follows it. It may take any form of the 

following:

Alerters

T
itle/role

S
u

rn
am

e

F
irst n

am
e

N
ick

n
a

m
e

E
n

d
ea

rm
en

t term

O
ffen

siv
e term

P
ron

ou
n

A
tten

tio
n

 getter

G
o

d
 W

ish
 ,New>

G
reetin

g
 rVH',

P ro fe sso r Jo h n s o n Ju d ith Ju d y H o n e y S tu p id Y o u
E x c u se

m e

(G od g iv e  
you  g o o d  

h ea lth )

G ood
m orn ing

cJS  j j klljl Ijác. \ it» '

b ro f iso o r b a ra k a a t m a h a m iih o H a b iib i X ab i in te ca fw a n
y a cTiik il- 

ca a fy e
SabaaH  ¡1- 

xeer

T a b le  3 . A le r te r  ty p e s  w ith  e x a m p le s  fr o m  B lu m -K u lk a  e t  a l. (1 9 8 9 : 2 7 7 ) . I he A r a b ic  e x a m p le s  

a b o v e  a r e  ta k e n  fr o m  th e  c u r r e n t  r e se a r c h  d a ta .

C a te g o r ie s  m a r k e d  a s  n e w  a r e  n e w ly  e m e r g in g  c a te g o r ie s  in  th e  c u r r e n t  r e se a r c h  th a t  w e r e  n o t  a v a ila b le  

in  B lu m -K u lk a  e t  a l . ’s  (1 9 8 9 )  c o d in g  sc h e m e .
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• Supportive moves: A supportive move is an external unit that adjusts the 

request influence on the hearer either by aggravating or mitigating its force. 

The following examples taken from Blum-Kulka et al., (1989: 276) represent 

the two cases respectively:

- Stop bothering me or I ’ll call the police.

- Could you clean up this mess? I ’m having some friends for dinner tonight.

Note: When a supportive move offering contextual information related to the 

performance of the request appears by itself in an utterance, it takes on the ‘hint’ 

status of the request:

- The kitchen is in a terrible mess. I can hardly see the sink. (Blum-Kulka et 

al., 1989:276)

• Head acts: The head act is the nucleus of the speech act of request. The head 

act and the supportive move can have one of the following structures;

1. The minimal unit only:

- Get me a beer. (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 276)

2. Post-posed: Head act + supportive move.

- Get me a beer, I ’m terribly thirsty. (Blum-Kulka et ah, 1989: 276)

Or pre-posed: Supportive move + Head Act:

I ’m terribly thirsty. Get me a beer. (Blum-Kulka et ah, 1989: 276)

Usually, in having a combination of the head act and a supportive move, the 

clearest realization of the request is considered to be the head act:

- The kitchen is in a terrible mess. I can hardly see the sink. (Blum-Kulka et 

ah, 1989: 276)

3. Multiple heads: It is possible to have more than one unit carrying out the 

requestive goal:

- Clean up the kitchen. Get rid o f this mess. (Blum-Kulka et ah, 1989: 276)
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4.5.1.3.Strategy type:

The strategy type is mainly concerned with the level of directness of the request. 

Directness represents the degree to which the speaker’s illocutionary point is clear from 

its locution. The request strategies are mutually exclusive so that each head takes only 

one particular request strategy. The following nine strategies are ordered according to 

the degree of directness they carry (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 279-280). The English 

examples are taken from Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 279-280) and the Arabic examples 

are taken from the current research data5:

■ Mood derivable: The grammatical mood of the verb in the utterance decides the 

illocutionary force it has as a request, e.g. Leave me alone/ Please move your 

car/ The menu please.

- trikni bi Haali.

- (Leave me alone)

■ Explicit performative: The speaker explicitly nominates the illocutionary point 

of the utterance as he/she employs a relevant illocutionary verb, e.g. I  am asking 

you to move your car.

J2 ^  ^  -

- cam illak titrikni bi Haali.

- (I am asking you to leave me alone.)

■ Hedged performative: The speaker implicitly name the illocutionary verb 

denoting the request by using modal verbs or verbs expressing intention, e.g. I  

must/ have to ask you to clean the kitchen right now.

5 It is important to note that the translations of all Arabic examples in the thesis are my own.
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- laazem illak tHarrek sayyaartak.

- (I have to ask you to move your car.)

■ Locution derivable: The speaker can tell the illocutionary point of the utterance 

from its semantic meaning, e.g. Madam, you will have to/should/must/ought to 

move your car.

.¡jjA ¡JM .'!» n pj/J -

- laazem tbacced il-sayyara min hoon.

- (You have to move the car from here.)

■ Want Statement: The speaker indicates his/her desire that the hearer do X, e.g. 

I ’d like to borrow your notes for a little while.

.igy*I tiljjSJ jjin.nl -

- biddi ista'iir daftarak sway.

- (I’d like to borrow your copybook for a while.)

■ Suggestory formula: The speaker introduces the illocutionary goal in the form 

of a suggestion via using a routine formula, e.g. How about cleaning the kitchen? 

/  Why don’t you get lost?

t̂ rjlvnll i ¿Llbl j  -

- Suu ra’yak tnaDDef il-maTbax?

- (How about cleaning the kitchen?)

■ Preparatory: The speaker refers to a preparatory condition by indicating ability, 

willingness, or possibility as conventionalized in the given language for doing
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the request, e.g. Can I  borrow your notes? / 1 was wondering i f  you could give 

me a lift.

- Mumken istaciir mulaaHaZaatak?

(Can I borrow your notes?)

■ Strong hint: The utterance contains a direct reference to elements of the 

intended illocutionary point, e.g. Will you be going home now? (Intent: getting a 

lift home).

t(jLk CnJlc. jjIj  _

- raayeH cal-beet halla’?

(Are you going home now?)

■ Mild hint: The speaker indirectly implies the request illocutionary point without 

making overt reference to the proposition, e.g. You have been busy here, haven’t 

you? (Intent: getting the hearer to clean the kitchen)

- sakilkon kintu macjuu ’iin hoon, muu heek? 

(You have been busy here, haven’t you?)

4.5.1.4.Syntactic downgraders:

Syntactic downgraders soften the impact of the head act by means of syntactic devices. 

The properties of the syntactic devices and their mitigating functions are language 

specific as they differ from one language to language. I

I Syntactic downgraders: Example

Interrogative: - Can I borrow your notes?



Syntactic downgrades: Example

Negation of a preparatory condition:

The two most common conditions on 

request compliance are that the addressee 

can comply, and that he/she is willing to 

carry out the requested act.

Subjunctive:

Aspect:

Tense:

mumken istaciir mulaaHaZaatak?

(can I borrow your notes?)

- can’t you.../1 don’t suppose you’d like 

to ...

tjhi Le -

- maa fiik t°iimi mulaaHaZaatak?

(Cant’t you lend me your notes?)

- Might it be better if you were to leave 

now?

j Ua ¿/V'"'1 CLilil>]U ^ !y T Cjjj Lj-

- yaa reet tijli hal-jalyaat yalli nsiiton 
mbaareH.

(I wish you washed up these dishes you 
forgot yesterday)

- I’m wondering if I could get a lift home 

with you.

J J  IjJ -

- cam fakker iza fiini ruuH macak? (I am 
wondering if I could go with you.)

- I wanted to ask you to present your 

paper a week earlier.

jiuiL (JjS ¿hj  ■ >il *k» lillll ¡£±1 _

- kaan biddi illak tacTi muHaaDartak abl 
bi isbuuc.

(I wanted to tell you to give your 
presentation a week earlier.)
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Syntactic downgrades: Example

Conditional clause: - It would fit in much better if you could

give your paper a week earlier

(JjS liLi I jj j  i ¡¿¡yLJ -

- bikuun ’Hsan biktiir iza fiik tacTi 

muHaDartak abl bi isbuuc.

(It would be much better if you could 

give your lecture a week earlier.)

Combinations of the above: - I was wondering if I couldn 7 get a lift

home with you.

.¿1*-» ^ j j  L# jj b jSi cjjS -

- kint cam fakker yaa tara maa fiyi ruuH 

macak.

- 1 was thinking can’t I go with you.

Table 4. Types of syntactic downgraders with examples taken from Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 281- 

283). Arabic examples are taken from the current research data.

4.5.1.5.Lexical and phrasal downgraders:

Lexical and phrasal downgraders might be used to mitigate the impositional force of the 

request by employing particular lexical and phrasal devices.

; Lexical and phrasal downgraders: Examples:

Politeness markers: Terms the speaker - Please
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Examples:Lexical and phrasal downgrades:

uses to evoke the hearer’s cooperation. 'A* -

- law samaHt/ iza bitriid

- If you allow/ if you will (please)

Understaters: Adverbial modifiers by 

means of which the speaker reduces part 

of the imposition.

- Could you tidy up a bit?

- maa fiik DDib sway?

(Could you tidy up a bit?)

Hedges: Adverbials by means of which - It would fit much better somehow if you

the speaker avoids making a commitment did your paper next week.

towards the proposition of an utterance. ^  .

- Bikuun aHsan ta ’riiban iza 

bitHaDDer lal-isbuuc il-jaaye.

(It would be much better somehow if you 

prepare for the next week.)

Subjectivizers: Elements through which 

the speaker explicitly conveys his/her 

subjective opinion regarding the 

illocutionary point of the proposition.

- I ’m afraid you have to move your car.

- I  wonder if you would give me a lift.

.lit  ̂jV j£i*j -

- bicti ’ed innak laazem tbacced sayyaartak.

(I believe you have to move your car)

Downtoners: Propositional modifiers - Could you possibly/perhaps lend me 

that enable the speaker to modify the your notes? 

effect of his request on the hearer.
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cjl> a ̂ 3 IjJq v̂aa -

- mumkin iza fii majaal Mimi 
mulaaHaZaatak?

(Could you possibly lend me your notes?)

Lexical and phrasal downgraders: Examples:

Cajolers: Conventionalized speech terms -You know, I’d really like you to present

whose semantic meaning is not relevant your paper next week.

to their discourse meaning. ^  ^  ¿hi ¡uU ^  Ui U j * .

- Btacref ana can jad Haabbe innak 

tHaDDer lal-isbuuc il-jaaye.

(You know, I would really like you to 

prepare for the next week.)

Appealers: Expressions the speaker uses 

to appeal for his/her hearer’s kind 

understanding.

-Clean up the kitchen, will you, okay?

f l fjdZLa I < _ J L .

- naDDef il-maTbax maali, ittafa ’na?

(Clean up the kitchen, ok, agree!)

Combinations: it is possible for lexical 

and phrasal downgraders to co-occur 
together.

Table 5. Types of lexical and phrasal downgraders with examples taken from Blum-Kulka (1989: 

283-285) and Arabic examples are taken from the current research data.

4.5.1.6.Upgraders:

Upgraders are lexical elements the speaker uses to enhance the request’s influence on 
the hearer.
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ExamplesUpgraders

Intensifies: Adverbial modifiers the 

speaker uses to increase the impact of 

certain components of the proposition in 

the utterance.

- The kitchen is in a terrible/frightful 

mess.

, < _ * ~ ; t« _

- il-maTbax bi Haale bit ’arref

(The kitchen is in a terrible condition.)

Commitment indicators: Sentence - I’m sure/certain/ surely/certainly! you 

modifiers the speaker uses to express his won’t mind giving me a lift, 

commitment towards a state of affairs in -.v.j ^  ^
the proposition.

- bacrefinno maa candak maanec 
twaSSilni.

- (7 know you won’t mind giving me a 

lift)

Expletives: words that do not contribute - Why don’t you clean that bloody/damn 

to meaning but suggest the strength of mess up! 

feeling of the speaker

- lee£ maa bitnaDDef hal-karkabe il- 
laHinel

(Why don’t you clean up that bloody 

damn mess?)

Time intensifiers: Adverbial modifiers - You’d better move your car now, 

used by the speaker to the time of the immediatelyl

proposition of the utterance. ^ .

- Harrek sayyaartak bsirca\

(Move your car quickly!)
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Upgraders Examples

Lexical up toners: A marked lexical 

choice given a negative connotation.

Determination markers: devices that 

imply the speaker’s strong determination.

Repetitions of request: literally or by 

paraphrasing it.

Orthographic/suprasegmental 
emphasis: establishing dramatic effects 

by means of underlining, using 

exclamation marks, using marked pausing 

(in the spoken mode), stress, and 
intonation.

- Clean up that messi

! <_i jilU  i «■ ̂  _

- naDDef hal-ara/7 

(Clean up that mess!)

- I’ve explained myself and that’s that.

Ijl -

- ana ilt illi candi wi xalaS.

(I have explained myself and that’s that.)

- Get lost! Leave me alone!

¡(.PLaJ -

- in’ilecba’a! trikni laHaali!

(Get lost! Leave me alone!)

- Cleaning up the kitchen is your 

business /! !

- tanDiif il-maTbax laXiltak.

(Cleaning up the kitchen is your 

business!)

Emphatic additions: the use of lexical - Go and clean that kitchen! 

collocation to add emphasis to the ^
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Upgraders Examples

request. - ruuHi naDfi il-maTbax!

(Go clean the kitchen!)

Pejorative determiners: Determiners - Clean up that mess (there)!

that have a disparaging or derogatory 

effect or force.
- naDDef haad il-araf!

(Clean that mess!)

Combinations of the above: Types of upgraders may co-occur 

together in the request utterance.

Table 6. Types of upgraders illustrated by English examples are taken from Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989: 285-286) and the Arabic examples are taken from the current research data.

4.5.1.7.Supportive moves:

Supportive moves enable the speaker to mitigate or aggravate his request. Supportive 

moves are external to the head act, hence, they become either before or after it.

• Mitigating supportive moves:

Types of mitigating supportive moves with all the examples are taken from Blum- 

Kulka et al. (1989: 287-288) except the sweetener case is taken from Blum-Kulka and 

Olshtain (1984: 205). The Arabic examples, on the other hand, are taken from the current 

research data. Categories marked as new are newly emerging categories in the current 

research that were not available in Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) coding scheme.
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1. Preparator:

The speaker prepares the hearer for the following request by asking about the hearer’s 

potential readiness to fulfil the request, or by asking for the permission of the hearer to 

perform the request, e.g. I ’d  like to ask you something.

-May I ask you a question ...

, c_iIL <jLia l- lLLI -

- Biddi iTlob minnak Talab.

(/ would like to ask you a question.)

2. Getting a precommitment:

A speaker tries to engage his/her hearer before making the request in order to check 

for any potential refusal, e.g. Could you do me a favour? Would you lend me your notes 

from yesterday’s class.

- macles tixdimni hal-xidmel 

(Can you do me a favour?)

3. Imposition minimiser:

The speaker attempts to reduce the imposition of the request on the hearer by 

indicating consideration of cost, e.g. Would you give me a lift, but only i f  you are going my 
way.

•?IjSijjlaC. ( "l Ijl (JmJ jL - a ¿JLaa -

- mumken twaSluuni bas iza kint caTaree ’konl 

(Will you give me a lift only i f  I  am on your way!)

98



4. Promise of reward:

The speaker indicates consideration of reward upon the fulfilment of the request in an 

attempt to increase the likelihood of the speaker’s compliance, e.g. Would you give me a lift 

home? I ’ll pitch in on some gas.

.CfcLH* * Li/j JllmJle. -

- twaSluuni cal-beet? Wi ana bcahbi il-sayyara banziin.

(Would you give me a lift home? I ’ll pitch in on some gas.)

5. Sweetener:

The speaker decreases the imposition involved in the request by exaggerating his/her 

appreciation of the hearer’s ability to fulfil the request, e.g. You have beautiful handwriting, 

would it be possible to borrow your notes for a few days?

¿IjjâJ jjaÂuil

-yaay, xaTTek ktiirHiluul mumken isbiir daftarek kam yoom?

(Wow, your handwriting is very beautiful, can I borrow your copybook for a few days?)

6. Disarmer:

The speaker anticipates potential objections on the part of the hearer by indicating his 

awareness of the offence in the proposition, e.g. Excuse me, I  hope you don’t think I  am 

being forward, but is there any chance of a lift home?

JL»-» (_>UJ Lkjîc. JJÛ*J L» -

- bitmanna ma tictibruuni XaliiZ, bas fii majaal twasluuni cal-beet?

(I hope that you don’t think I am being cheeky, but would it be possible to give me a 
lift home?)
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The speaker indicates that he/she will not ask again upon the fulfilment of the request in 

an attempt to increase the likelihood of the speaker’s compliance.

' S S ^ oJLa  _pl  t¿ l i e j  iLiaall Aala. ^ l a l j  i^llj -

- rajaa’an istaaz biddi yaak t’ajjilli mawced tasliim Halaqet il-baHis wi biwicdak inno hal- 

marra aaxer marra.

(Please teacher, I want you to extend the deadline for my seminar paper and I  promise you 

that this is the last time.)

7. Promise of refra in (NEW );

8. Promise of re tu rn (NEW).

The speaker makes a promise to return the goods they are asking for in their request in 

an attempt to increase the likelihood of the speaker’s compliance.

- Can I borrow £100 just for this month? I  swear I  will pay you back.

. 4^ /J  ?• i—iVl jZiC. ^ j .jIIa (Jla-« -

- fii majaal tdayyini hal-sahir ca§ir taalaaf leera? wi akiid brajjicon il-lahir il-jaaye.

(Can you possibly lend me ten thousand Syrian pounds? and for sure I  will return them next 
month.)

9. Promise of improvement(SEW):

The speaker makes a promise to improve the quality of their work upon the fulfilment 

of the request in an attempt to increase the likelihood of the speaker’s compliance.

£J  _fjt ci/je j j  j  liiaJl Alla, (¿lain (jilju -

- diktoor maclee§ salmak Halaqet il-baHis bacd yoomeen wi bwicdak inno raH tkuun aHsan 
mimmaa titwaqqac.
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(Doctor, can I hand in the seminar paper after two days and I  promise you that it will be 

better than you expect)

10. Encouragement (NEW).

The speaker decreases the imposition involved in the request by encouraging the 

hearer to fulfil the request.

. ¿Ila A  <£■ jfu L  (JjS jL -a  j  jd Ja la-« tliS j j j *j  -

- binti tXayyar wa’it muHaaDartek wi Saar abl bi isbuuc, biddiyaaki tliddi himtek ha.

(Daughter, your presentation time is changed. It is now one week before. I  want you to 

prepare yourself well.)

11. Thanks/Appreciation (NEiy)\

The speaker decreases the imposition involved in the request by expressing his/her 

appreciation of the hearer’s compliance to fulfil the request.

- Would you be able to do the presentation a week early? It would be greatly appreciated.

iC inllc. ^ ¡ J t i A x j t  t—i j * j  Lo j  .¿ p li  CLllj Ljl >̂ !•><»>) -

- law samaHtu ana bint jaarkon fulaan Dayya'it il-Tarii’ wi maa bacref irjac, macle§ 

twaSluuni mackon cal-beet? wi bkuun mamnuune ilkon ktiir.

(Please, I am your neighbour’s ‘name’ daughter. I lost my way and don’t know how to get 

back. Can you give me a lift home? and I  will be so grateful to you.)

12. Offer to help(NEW):

The speaker makes a promise to help the speaker in fulfilling the request in an attempt 

to increase the likelihood of the speaker’s compliance

' Lui Ul j  ^Ljaj jl .

- law samaHti naDfi il-maTbax mniiH wi ana raHsaacdek.
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(Please clean the kitchen properly, and I  will help you.

13. Apology<NEW>;

The speaker attempts to reduce the imposition of the request on the hearer by 

apologizing for having to ask or for any inconveniences their request might cause.

- Hello, I  am really sorry to ask but I really need a ride home and I think you live on my 

street.

t i,,J Ljl jLLuf-

- istaaz ana aasefktiir mumken tmadded il-mihle aaxer marra.

(Teacher, lam  very sorry, can you give me an extension for the last time?)

• Aggravating supportive moves

Types of supportive moves with all the examples are taken from Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989: 287-288). The Arabic examples, on the other hand, are taken from the current 

research data. Categories marked as new are newly emerging categories in the current 

research that were not available in Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) coding scheme.

1. Insult:

The speaker opens his/her request with an insult to increase the imposition on the 

hearer, e.g. You have always been a dirty pig, so clean up!

¡i '«.>.‘1  ̂ <dii < j  iiLtjJ fjJ ¿y iZvI-

- inte min yoom yoomak cifes wi mkarkab, yaLLa uum naDDef!

(You have always been disorganized and untidy, so go and clean up!)

2. Threat:

The speaker threatens the hearer with possible consequences in case of non- 

compliance with the request in order to guarantee fulfilment of the request, e.g. Move that 
car if  you don’t want a ticket!
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- Harrek sayyartak izaa maa biddak taakol muxaalafe!

(Move your car if  you don 7 want a ticket])

! ‘iilLz^a (J £ ti d/jj La IjJ tit jboi -

3. Moralizing:

The speaker uses a general moral maxim in order to add credibility to his/her request, 

e.g. I f  one shares a flat one should be prepared to pull one’s weight in cleaning it, so get on 

with the washing up!

J j * I i  f  j i  t t j L l j a j  j  g J IJ  j JJ ^  ¿ fu a J  j J j  ¿¿Ml J l l  j -

- waLLa illi biddo yciis mac naas biddo ykuun faaleHwi naDayfi, laazem titcawwad cal-jali!

(Anyone who lives with other people should be active and clean. So get on with the washing 
up!)

4. Rhetorical questions (NEW>.

The speaker uses a rhetorical question to increase the imposition on the hearer.

jk l»  ¿U (_$U <-*>£ J  £ J J  b  .

- yacni yaa flaan ruuH wi §uuf il-maTbax halla’ haada manZar matbax bani aadmiin?

(Name of the person, have a look at the kitchen, Do you think that this is a kitchen fit for 
human beings'?)

5. Additional imperative (NEW)\

The speaker uses an additional imperative form in order to guarantee fulfilment of the 

request and to increase the likelihood of the speaker’s refraining from repeating the same 
action in the future.
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ô -o CìJ  ̂ l—iSjp JiC- V J  ^ a> r- (Ja*J £  J  l* nil I j)  ĉ jV ¿jl -̂ell Î Ia -

- Harrek il-sayyara min haada il-makan, la-innak iza b’iit raH tacmel caj’a hoon, wi laa cad 
twa ’ 'ef hoon marra taanye !

(Move your car from this place because if you stay there you will cause a traffic jam, and 
never park here again!)

6. Combinations of the above:

It is possible for more than one of the mentioned forms to co-occur with each other.

. JjlSj  Lt J J  LgSaJ ' «. S j i x j l » Iir- j.ÌI j  JL ia  g  thalLj l^ jjS jtj ̂ Jh  ^U La -

-\uu hal-iarsaHa yalli taarkiina bil-maTbax mbaareH? waLLa ceeb caleekon yacni il-canze 

bitnaDDif taHta abil maa t i ’cod.

( What’s that awful mess you ’ve left in the kitchen? Really, i t ’s a shame on you. I  mean, even 

a goat would clean up after itself before settling down!)

4.5.2. Unsaid responses analysis:

The procedure followed is to distinguish unsaid responses and label them according to 

Marti’s (2006) three analytical categories:

4.5.2.l.Opting out:

Informants here deliberately choose to opt out and not to make any request, e.g. “I 

wouldn't say anything. It's their responsibility to clean up their own mess. Making this point 

may just create a bad atmosphere.” (Male British participant)

(ji jjic. .*.«11 tjijosl ll—lllal V-

- laa aTlob ufaDDel il-masi calaa an aTlob minhom.

(I wouldn’t ask. I prefer walking rather than asking them.) (Male Syrian participant)
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4.5.2.2.Alternative response:

In this case, informants prefer to give an alternative response rather than making a 

request (e.g. choosing to change one’s place instead of asking other people to stop smoking)

- “I would sit coughing until they notice they should stop.” (Female British participant)

".AtlSlI JJe l (ji J  S 'lb l ijl" -

- Ian aTlob minhu li-annani atawaqqacu raddan muz^jan, bal ufaDDil an uXayyira makaani 
fil-qaaca.

(I wouldn’t ask him because I expect an annoying answer. I would rather change my place 

in the hall.) (Female Syrian participant)

4.5.2.3.Negotiation:

Respondents here use strategies to establish common ground or to diminish the 

imposition of their requests by using utterances such as how are you? Good evening. I  think 

we are neighbours. I  often see you around.

- “I would probably say hello to them and ask them how they were doing, what they were up 

to, when they were going home...etc and hope that they eventually offer. But if they didn’t, 

I would not push it by explicitly asking.” (Male British participant)

ff

- marHaba kiifkon suu cam titsawa’uu?

(Hello, how are you? Are you shopping?) (Male Syrian participant)

4.6. Chapter summary:

In this chapter, I have presented the research questions in the current research project. 

Then, I reviewed and discussed some data collection methods used in cross-cultural 

pragmatics. The aim was to adopt a combination of methods that handle the research issues
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from different perspectives. In the second part of this chapter, I describe the rationale of the 

study and both the data collection and data analysis phases. Finally, I concluded by 

providing a summary of the points covered. In the following chapter, I present the results 

and findings of the request strategies in both the DCT and interview data.

106



CHAPTER FIVE: STRATEGY FINDINGS

5.1. Introduction:

This chapter’s main aim is to report the realization patterns of the requests produced in 

the twelve situations in the discourse completion tests. In the first phase of the data analysis, 

the frequencies and percentages of the requests’ semantic formulas that comprise the request 

strategies used by both the Syrian Arabic and British English participants are presented. 

Next, in the second part of the analysis the focus will be on the discussion of the most 

frequently used request strategies across both groups of subjects by situation, as a first step 

towards exploring the form and function of these strategies in the two cultures. Then an 

analysis of the data in terms of the semantic formulas or strategies adopted will be presented 

followed by a discussion of the cultural image emerging in the Syrian data. The chapter will 

be concluded by presenting a summary of the main findings.

5.2. Requests data analysis by situation:

The analysis of semantic formulas collected from 100 British English-speaking 

students and 100 Syrian Arabic-speaking students will be introduced in two tables. Table 7 

demonstrates the distribution of the main request strategy types across the twelve situations. 

Further, table 8 indicates the frequencies of occurrences of the request strategies and sub

strategies in each situation. The results displayed in each graph across the twelve situations 

refer to both the actual number and percentage of the semantic formulas chosen by all 

subjects. A comparison is then made between the British and Syrian results in each situation
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Situation Strategy main type
Syrian British

Chi-square
results

situation 01 1.Direct Strategies 33 10 X 2 =  17.23

(Kitchen) 2.Conventionally indirect strategies 50 74 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 13 11 p < 0.001

4.D o not do F T A 4 5

situation 02 1.Direct Strategies
40 28 t =  22

(Street) 2 .Conventionally indirect strategies 2 16 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 20 35 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 38 21

situation 03 1.Direct Strategies 13 1 X 2=  12.12*

(Notes) 2 .Conventionally indirect strategies 86 94 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 1 4 p < 0.01

4 .Do not do F T A 0 1

situation 04 1.Direct Strategies
2 0 X 2 =  10.02*

(Lift) 2.Conventionally indirect strategies 65 45 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 3 4 p < 0.02

4 .Do not do F T A 30 51

situation 05 1 .Direct Strategies 14 6 X 2 =  22.40*

(Phone) 2 .Conventionally indirect strategies 77 60 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 8 34 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 1 0

situation 06 1 .Direct Strategies 56 19 X 2 =  28.97*

(Police) 2.Conventionally indirect strategies 39 75 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 4 5 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 1 1
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Situation Strategy main type
Syrian British

Chi-square
results

situation 07 1.Direct Strategies 11 6 X 2 =  6.19

(Extension) 2.Conventionally indirect strategies 64 73 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 13 5 p > 0.10 **NS

4 .Do not do F T A 12 16

situation 08 1 .Direct Strategies 8 8 X 2 =  35.38

(Presentation) 2.Conventionally indirect strategies 53 86 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 23 0 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 16 6

situation 09 1.Direct Strategies 19 20 II ro

(Sm oking) 2 .Conventionally indirect strategies 43 57 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 24 2 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 14 21

situation 10 1.Direct Strategies 9 1 X 2 =  20.23

(Money) 2 .Conventionally indirect strategies 59 79 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 11 0 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 21 20

situation 11 1.Direct Strategies 59 5 X 2 =  69.49*

(Photocopy) 2 .Conventionally indirect strategies 40 95 df =2

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 0 0 p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 1 0

situation 12 1 .Direct Strategies 17 4 X 2 =  33.21

(Coffee) 2.Conventionally indirect strategies 49 87 df = 3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 12 3
p < 0.001

4 .Do not do F T A 22 6
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Situation

•

Strategy main type
Syrian British

Chi-square
results

All Situations 1. Direct Strategies 281 108 X 2= 1 12.18

2. Conventionally indirect strategies 627 841
df=3

3.Non-conventionally indirect strategies 132 103
p O .0 0 1

4.Do not do F T A 160 148

T a b le  7 . O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  m a in  r e q u e s t  s tr a te g y  ty p e s  in  tw e lv e  so c ia l s itu a t io n s  (S y r ia n  ( S \  ) 100 , 

B ritish  (B R ) = 1 0 0 )  w ith  C h i-s q u a r e  te s t  r e su lts .

* Y a te s  c o r r e c t io n  a p p lie d , **  p  >  0 .1 0  N S : n o t s ig n if ic a n t .

In order to identify which of the percentage differences presented in table 7 above 

were statistically significant, non-parametric procedures were used in the analysis. Non- 

parametric procedures were employed since the choices of strategy types are nominal scale 

variables. Chi-square tests of independence were conducted on the distribution of just the 

main strategies in each situation. This was because the numbers of data points of sub

categories in each situation were too small to warrant doing statistical tests and were 

unlikely to show reliable statistical results. Therefore, I am providing the numbers of data 

points in percentages for the subcategories in table 8. Table 8 illustrates the occurrences or 

percentage distribution of Syrian Arabic and British English request strategies across the 

twelve situations so that we have a better understanding of the similarities and differences 

between the two language groups.

The statistical analysis results as is demonstrated in table 7 showed that there are 

significant differences in the choice of the main requesting strategies between the Syrian 

and the British groups in most situations. However, situation 7 (extension) stood out as an 

exception since the responses of both groups showed no significant differences (x2 = 17.23, 

df = 3, p > 0.10). The significant differences in the rest of the situations indicate in their turn 

the significance of the findings of this research. Results demonstrated in table 7 and 8 will 

be discussed in further detail in this chapter upon analyzing request strategies by situation.
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Stra te g ie s  Table

situation 01

situation 02

situation 03

situation 04

situation 05

situation 06

situation 07

situation 08

situation 09

situation 10

situation 11

situation 12

All Situations

SY BR SY BR SY BR SY BR SY 1BR SY BR SY 1BR SY 1BR SY 1BR SY 1BR SY BR SY 1BR SY 1BR
Said 96 95 62 79 100 99 70 49 99 100 99 99 88 84 84 94 86 79 79 80 99 100 78 94 1040 1052
Direct Strategies 33 10 40 28 13 1 2 0 14 6 56 19 11 6 8 8 19 20 9 1 59 5 17 4 281 108
mood derivable 33 10 39 28 13 1 2 0 6 0 56 15 8 0 5 0 19 20 8 0 59 3 16 4 264 81
explicit performative 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 6 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 1 0 5 10
hedged performative 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 0 0 4 2 5 2 8 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 12 17
Conventionally indirect strategies 50 74 2 16 86 94 65 45 77 60 39 75 64 73 53 86 43 57 59 79 40 95 49 87 627 841
locution derivable 4 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 30 2 1 17 10 0 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 24 58
want statement 4 0 0 0 5 1 2 1 13 0 4 0 12 7 20 9 3 0 17 2 20 1 1 0 101 21
suggestory formula 10 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 2 3 2 2 0 2 0 2 11 7 29 16
preparatory 32 70 2 15 80 93 63 44 64 60 32 45 49 65 14 64 38 43 42 75 20 92 37 80 473 746
Non-conventlonally indirect strategies 13 11 20 35 1 4 3 4 8 34 4 5 13 5 23 0 24 2 11 0 0 0 12 3 132 103
strong hint 10 8 14 21 1 4 3 3 8 34 4 5 13 5 23 0 22 2 11 0 0 0 12 3 121 85
mild hint 3 3 6 14 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 11 18
U nsaid 4 5 38 21 0 1 30 51 1 0 1 1 12 16 16 6 14 21 21 20 1 0 22 6 160 148
opting out 0 4 16 7 0 1 26 42 1 0 0 0 12 13 9 5 7 8 21 17 1 0 13 3 106 100
alternative response 4 1 22 14 0 0 3 5 0 0 1 1 0 3 7 1 7 13 0 3 0 0 9 3 53 44
negotiation 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4
Grand Total loo :100 100 :loo loo :too loo :100 100 100 loo :100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 1200 1200

T a b le  8 . O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  A r a b ic  a n d  B r it ish  E n g lish  r e q u e s t  s t r a te g ie s  a c r o s s  th e  tw e lv e  s itu a tio n s .
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5.2.1. Situation 1 (Kitchen):

A student asking his room mate to clean up the kitchen he/she had left in a 

terrible mess the night before.

Occurrences of Syrian and British strategies in situation 1
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Chi-square test results indicated in table 7 (see section 5.2 above) suggest that there is 

a statistically significant difference between the Syrian and the British groups strategy 

choices in this situation (*2 = 17.23, df =3, p < 0.001). There was a noticeable difference in
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the way they used both direct strategies (SY 33% vs. BR 10%) and conventionally indirect 

strategies (SY 50% vs. BR 74%).

Based on the data presented in table 8 (see section 5.2), one can see that participants 

showed a preference for using said strategies to perform requests rather than their unsaid 

counterparts in this situation across the two languages. In particular, the conventionally 

indirect strategies were the most frequent strategies for both language groups. However, the 

British respondents used them more than their Syrian peers by 24 percentage points. The 

British subjects mainly used the reference to preparatory condition category of the 

conventionally indirect strategies, whilst Syrian subjects used a variety of conventionally 

indirect strategies including locution derivables, want statements, suggestory formulas, and 

references to preparatory condition. In the data analysis for this situation, we noticed that 

subjects of both languages were likely to resort to the mood derivable category of the direct 

strategies, with the Syrian subjects maintaining a higher frequency (SY 33%, BR 10%).

Examining the interview comments more closely, the Syrian subjects revealed that 

since their addressee is their roommate, politeness is perceived as being less important than 

making a request in such a situation. The expectation here is that everyone who shares the 

house respects the house’s rules and the rules of hygiene.

As regards the unsaid strategies, it is interesting to report that Syrians chose to take the 

initiative to clean the kitchen themselves rather than asking their friend to do so. Therefore, 

one could argue that the Syrians are less confrontational since they are removing the need 

for request. Accordingly, taking the initiative to do the work in this situation could be taken 

as a friendship-save move, and therefore could be interpreted as an indicator of the strongly- 

tied relationships among friends:

“bnaDDef il-maTbax laHaali wi maa b’illo.”

“I would rather clean the kitchen myself than telling him to do so.” (Male 

interviewee - Syrian participant)

Some Syrian respondents explained that they would rather do the cleaning than bother 

their friend and potentially having the harmonious relationship affected:

" < liu i liliA  ( jL i*  fk i& j jV '
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“muu meHirze ixsar rfii’i msasn heek §aXle naakte.”

“It is not worth it to lose my friend for a trivial matter.” (Male interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

Others suggested that cleaning themselves rather than asking their friend to do the 

cleaning might be the best way to make the friend realize their fault of leaving the kitchen in 
a mess.

The British participants, on the other hand, mainly chose to opt out showing reluctance 

to take any action concerning cleaning the kitchen and thus leaving the problem in place. In 

the interviews with the British subjects, they revealed that refraining from a request is a way 

of avoiding problems or clashes with their addressee like the following examples:

“I wouldn't say anything. It's their responsibility to clean up their own mess. Making 

this point may just create a bad atmosphere.” (Male interviewee - British participant)

“I wouldn’t say anything as I wouldn’t want to cause conflict nor would I clean up the 

mess.” (Female interviewee - British participant)

5.2.2. Situation 2 (Street):
A young woman wants to get rid of a man pestering her on the street.

In the analysis of the data yielded in this situation, it was found that the Syrian and the 

British subjects exhibited a large significant difference in the way they form their requests. 

Such argument is evidenced by the Chi-square test results presented in table 7 (x2 = 22, df 

=3, p < 0.001). Looking more closely at this situation, one notices Syrian subjects’ extensive 

reliance on direct strategies (SY 40% vs. BR 28%), whereas their British peers mostly used 

non-conventionally indirect strategies (BR 35% vs. SY 20%). Further, subjects showed a 

big divergence in using conventionally indirect strategies (SY 2% vs. BR 16%). These facts 

alongside the data presented in Figures 3 and 4 above indicate that Syrians used more direct 

verbalized strategies than the British subjects, who tended to use more indirect said 
strategies.
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Occurrences of Syrian and British request strategies in situation 2
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This was explained by the interviewed British participants who emphasized that the social 

distance between them and their addressee affects their directness choices and pushes them 
to pick safer options:

“I would say to him: Can you please just leave me alone! (I think i f  1 do not know 

someone it is difficult to he rude to them.)'"’ (Female interviewee - British participant)

“I would not ask him directly because he might be aggressive, who knows! I would 

probably say Took, I'm quite busy at the moment!”’ (Female interviewee - British 
participant)
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The British participants had more recourse to said indirect strategies like preparatory 

and hints, as particularly in this coercive situation, it could be seen to minimize the face loss 

that is likely to occur from the perspective of both speaker and hearer.

The majority of the Syrian’s requests came under the mood derivable strategies which 

are at the top of the directness scale. Therefore, one could argue that the seriousness of the 

situation and the type of offence involved are behind the Syrians’ preference for using the 

mood derivable strategy as a way to stress the implicitly presupposed notion that the Syrian 

subjects attached a higher degree of offence to this situation. Not only is it considered as an 

imposition to the individual’s freedom but also to the community’s social habits and 

religious beliefs. It is completely unacceptable to have a male pestering a female in a 

conservative society such as the Syrian one where people value the importance of females’ 

reputation. The assumption is that females do not talk to male strangers unless there is a 

clear reason. Therefore, in such a coercive situation a female would not be concerned with 

polite choices; rather, her concern would be for her public image and individual freedom.

“il-cama Darabak in’ile® min hoon!”

“May blindness strike you! Get away from here!” (Female interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

“.¿Lilj ¿Ilia. ^ (JjJaJ ¿Lu ¡¡Ji-liV’

“xalaS! biddak DDal laaHi’ni biddi jiblak axuyi ykasser raasak.”

“Stop it! If you continue to follow me, I’ll get my brother to smash your head.” 

(Female interviewee - Syrian participant)

As regards the use of unsaid strategies, one can observe that Syrian subjects exhibited 

more preference not to verbally perform their requests in this situation than their British 

peers (SY 38% vs. BR 21%). This could mean that Syrians are more reluctant to make their 

requests than the British. According to Brown and Levinson (1987), avoiding performing an 

FTA is more indirect than applying a verbalized off-record strategy. Therefore, in using the 

unsaid strategies the Syrian subjects were more hesitant than their British peers, a 

phenomenon that could also be related to the peculiarity of the situation and the social 

norms in the Syrian culture where it is considered best for females to avoid talking to male
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strangers in the street in order to maintain her family’s reputation and dignity. Moreover, 

some Syrian participants added that opting out and ignoring the person who is pestering 

them might make him disappointed at the lack of reaction and accordingly leave them alone 
sooner:

»**JJ J j  jjuo 1 Loj jLjj”

“bizibloo wi maa biHki macoo wi huwee laHaaloo bimil wi byimsi.”

“I would ignore him and he will soon get bored and leave.” (Female interviewee - 

Syrian participant)

5.2.3. Situation 3 (Notes):

A student asks another student to lend his/her lecture notes.

The statistical analysis results in table 7 (see section 5.2) showed that there is a 

significant difference in the choice of the main requesting strategies in situation 3 (x2 = 

12.12, df =3, p < 0.01). Further, in the light of the data presented in table 8 (see section 5.2) 

and figures 5 and 6 below, we notice that most of the study’s respondents selected 

conventionally indirect strategies (SY 86% vs. BR 94%). However, by giving the 

conventionally indirect strategies a closer look, we notice that the British group mainly 

depended on the use of preparatory strategies while there was more variety in the Syrian 
group.

Occurrences of Syrian and British request strategies in situation 3
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The Syrians used some want statements and suggestory formulas in addition to using 

preparatory strategies. Based on these results, we may conclude that the British respondents 

are slightly more indirect in this context than their Syrian counterparts. This tendency comes 

in line with a negative politeness orientation in the British society which was vividly 

revealed in the British participants’ interview comments as they showed care in approaching 

and requesting from their addressee, in addition to the strategic usage of supportive moves:

“Would it be ok for me to borrow your notes? 1 would be really quick with them 

and I’ll give them back as soon as you want them." (Female interviewee - British 

participant)

“Did you manage to make some notes in the lecture the other day? (/ would 

definitely ask that question before asking to look at them.)" (Male interviewee - British 

participant)

The inclination of both sets of subjects to use conventionally indirect strategies might 

shed light on the typical way people of a similar social power and familiarity in both 

cultures request services of low imposition from each other. However, individuals in Syrian 

society used more direct strategies than did the British (SY 13% vs. BR 1%), assuming that 

their social needs are appreciated, understood, or approved of in this situation. Syrian 

interviewees clarified that close friends might ask without worrying too much about the way 

they form their requests and that sometimes they can present their requests in a humorous 
way:
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3 -'***■ Lo »j  ■ ul •». »'I J ijl jL uu ¿Ijjs j  fi_u^ll LJ till! ”

“ilak lamma laddiib? biddi daftarak mSaan in’ol il-muHaDara. maa kint HaDraana.”

“For you or for the wolf?6 I want your copybook to copy the lecture I did not 

attend.” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

dia.1 j  ^ *jUc. jj 1̂”

“aLLa ywaf ak caTiini il-muHaDara illi raaHet calayyi.”

“God grant you success, give me the notes of the lecture I missed.” (Female 

interviewee - Syrian participant)

44 û\j ‘ ^  \ Jb _y*ji L-ul

“abu §riik inte katabt §uu aal il-duktoor? kafuu Himi ktaabak? wi bukra bjiblak
yaa.”

“Mate, did you write what the doctor said? Will you lend me your book? And 

tomorrow I’ll give it back to you.” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

It is also worth noting that interview respondents in both groups agreed in ranking 

this situation as the easiest one. They assigned the least imposition to this situation, since 

they claimed that the social status and closeness of the friend in addition to the type of 

favour they are asking make the imposition low in comparison to all the remaining 

situations they answered in the questionnaire.

6 An idiomatic Syrian expression used to get a friend’s pre-commitment to do a favour. The 
same expression will be repeated throughout the examples provided.
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5.2.4. Situation 4 (Lift):

A student asks people living in the same street for a ride home.

Chi-square test results in table 7 (x2 = 10.02, df =3, p < 0.02) suggest that there is a 

statistically significant difference between the Syrian and the British in the way they pick 

main strategy types in situation 4 (lift), particularly upon using conventionally indirect and 

unsaid strategies.
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Referring to table 8 (see section 5.2) and figures 7 and 8, one can see that although 

both the British and Syrian respondents selected conventionally indirect strategies for
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performing their requests, the Syrians maintained higher frequencies for using the 

conventionally indirect strategies (SY 65% vs. BR 45%). On the other side of the spectrum, 

the British unsaid responses were much higher than the Syrian ones (SY 30% vs. BR 51%). 

The favoured unsaid strategies in both groups’ responses were the opting out strategies (SY 

26% vs. BR 42%), while the preparatory strategies proved to be the favoured said strategies 

across both groups.

A large portion of respondents in both groups made their decision to opt out and not to 

make a request. This tendency might be explained in the light of unfamiliarity between the 

interlocutors involved in this situation, particularly that they have not spoken to each other 

before which makes performing the request even more difficult. Further, they think that is 

not appropriate to make a request. For example, 51% of the British informants declared that 

it would be too awkward to ask for a lift. Most of the interviewees also highlighted the fact 

that it is not safe to go with people they don’t really know well:

“I don’t ask people I don’t know for a lift home. {I’dfeel i t ’s both too rude and 

dangerous.)'” (Female interviewee - British participant)

“I wouldn’t. It’s a bit weird to get in a complete stranger’s car.” (Male interviewee 

- British participant)

“I wouldn’t. It’s a bit cheeky to ask.” (Male interviewee - British participant)

“I wouldn’t feel comfortable approaching people I hadn’t previously met.” (Female 

interviewee - British participant)

As for the Syrians, their choices varied between conventionally indirect strategies and 

opting out. Their requests were mainly affected by social traditions that stress the bonds of 

neighbourhood and how neighbours are expected to help each other. Therefore, although the 

situation sounded unfamiliar to them, 70% went on record and expressed their requests 

verbally. The following quotes from Syrian interviewees provide good examples that 
support this point:

j  (Jla-* jjS lu  ( j lc  ¿yaul J  I j)  jla . J*  A >* n ^lu i”

“bsallem caleehon bibaSaaSe wi b’uul: marHaba Jaar iza rayHiin ca-beetkon fii 

majaal irkab mackon wi twaSluuni?”
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“I would greet them with a smile and say: Hello neighbour, if you are going home, 

is there room for me to get in with you so that you give me a lift?” (Male interviewee - 

Syrian participant)

( j J  f  j j  ( j i j L u e  L a  j  ( J J j l a l l CLuj Ul jlx-itii _jl" 

jjjS ¿£1)

“law samaHtu ana bint jaarkun fulan. Dayyacit il-Taree’ wi maa bacref iijac, macle§ 

twaSluuni mackun cal-beet? wi bkuun mamnuune ilkun kteer.”

“Excuse me, I am your neighbour’s daughter. I lost my way and do not know how 

to get back home. If you can you give me a lift home, I’d be so grateful.” (Female 

interviewee - Syrian participant)

Moreover, it is important to point out it is only in this particular situation that 

respondents in both groups were tempted to use negotiation strategies (SY 1 % vs. BR 4%) 

in order to establish common ground or to diminish the imposition associated with their 

requests. This is related to the size of imposition involved as well as social distance between 

the requester and the requestee:

“Would probably say hello to them and ask them how they were doing, what they 

were up to, when they were going home....and hope that eventually they would offer. 

But if they didn’t, I would not push it or impose on them by explicitly asking.” (Male 

interviewee - British participant)

¿llaJ ¿Hal \yjajp. I j} J J  ?l pC. j j i  M jj .» Uil JJa. jail li». J*”

".IjliljllL j

“marHaba into jiranna maheek kiifkon §u cam titsawwa’u? wi bSiir bdardeS machon 

iza caraDu calayyi iTlac machon biTlac wi b’illon Sukran.”

“Hi, you are our neighbours, aren’t you? How are you? Are you shopping? I will 

chat with them. If they offer to give me a lift I will join them and say thank you.” 

(Female interviewee - Syrian participant)
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5.2.5. Situation 5 (Phone):

An applicant calls for inform ation on a job advertised in a paper.
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The statistical analysis results for this particular situation displayed in table 7 (see 

section 5.2) confirm that the two groups of participants display significant differences in 

their choices of main strategy types (x,2 — 22.40, df =3, p < 0.001). Having a closer look at 

the data in table 8 (see section 5.2) and in figures 9 and 10, we found that the Syrian group 

use conventionally indirect strategies more extensively than their British peers (SY 77% vs. 
BR 60%).

As regards the conventionally indirect strategies, in spite of the fact that both groups 

prefer to realize this strategy via the preparatory sub-strategy, 13% of the Syrian subjects
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realized this strategy via the want statement semantic formulas, whereas all the British 

subjects kept to the use of preparatory semantic formulas. Based on the interviews 

conducted, and in line with Fraser and Nolen (1981: 93), it seems that the Syrian people in 

this situation consider want statements as appropriate for making their requests. They 

assume that it is the responsibility of the person who answers the phone to answer their 

enquiries concerning the job advertised and therefore they can simply express their wish to 

learn more details about the job:

“ /(¿»lajllA ¿jC. -it i »'■v j  r-' ___^ u l  \jl .

“SabaaH il-xeer, ana ismi... areet Maankun bil-jariide wi Haabeb istafser can hal- 

waZiife.”

“Good morning, my name is ... I read your advert in the newspaper and I would 

like to know more about the job.” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

The British in their turn were distinguished for using non-conventionally indirect 

strategies in such a situation (SY 8% vs. BR 34%). The British interviewees exhibited a 

tendency for using hints in making their requests by expressing their interest in the job 

advertised and leaving the matter of explaining the job requirements and details up to the 

person who answers the phone:

“I would start by saying: ‘I have recently seen an advert in a newspaper and I am 

interested in applying for the job’. I will leave it at that and see what they might be 

saying, like ‘Sorry, the job is already filled or the job is still available’, and giving me 

some extra details.” (Male interviewee - British participant)

“ ‘Hello, I am calling to enquire about the job I saw advertised in the newspaper 

the other day’. Then I would probably leave it at that and let them ask me which job I’m 

referring to.” (Female interviewee - British participant)

•till <-JJXJ L» L j l ( J j f )  jlc . (jj'iU all j t L i l l  ¿¡p. _jl <̂ 1 t jasJI

"(.¿__̂ £i// aJ IuiI J j i  j  ■>j j  j jtii «« ̂ - 4 j
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“SabaaH il-xeer sirket sraHli law samaHt can il-saaXer il-micilniin canno 

biljariide. (awwal sii ana maa bacref ilsaxiS wi taani Sii SaXiltoo yrid cal talifoon wi yrid 

cala as ’ilet ilnaas.)”

“Good morning, company X, explain to me, please, about the vacancy you 

advertised in the newspaper. (First, I don 7 know the person, and second it is his job to 

answer the phone and provide answers to people’s inquiries.)” (Male interviewee - 

Syrian participant)

In the light of findings presented in the graph above and table 8 (see section 5.2), the 

two groups showed differences in the choice and frequency of direct strategies. The Syrian 

frequencies of direct strategies were more than twice the number of their British peers (SY 

14% vs. BR 6%). Moreover, the Syrian direct strategies varied between explicit 

performative (1%), hedged performative (7%), and mood derivable (6%) while the British 

direct strategies were exclusively explicit performative (6%). Upon interviewing the Syrian 

subjects, some revealed that the role of the relationship between them, their interlocutor and 

the job description of the person answering the phone were behind their choice of direct 

strategies. All the points discussed above refer to the fact that the British group uses fewer 

direct strategies than the Syrian group.

5.2.6. Situation 6 (Police):

A police officer asks a driver to move his/her car.

F ig u re  11. O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r it ish  s tr a te g ie s  in  s itu a tio n  6 .
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In this situation, the data shown in table 7 (see section 5.2) indicate that there is 

statistically significant difference in the strategy choices of the Syrian and the British 

respondents (jf = 28.97, df =3, p < 0.001) particularly in the direct and conventionally 

indirect strategies. As is clear from the figures above, subjects in both groups displayed a 

disparity in the frequency occurrence of the direct strategies (SY 56% vs. BR 19%). This 

disparity might be explained in the light of the differences that the Syrian and the British 

subjects perceive in the degree of imposition in this situation as well as the stereotypical 

social power police officers hold over drivers. For the majority of the Syrian subjects, and in 

line with stereotypes employed in the Syrian culture, it believed that police officers not only 

have power over drivers when they are perceived to violate traffic rules, but it is also their 

duty to intervene in such a situation without paying much attention to the way they express 

their requests. Some Syrian interviewees clarified that for police officers, politeness is 

perceived to be less important in a situation where their addressee is clearly breaking the 

rules, a reason that encourages many to use direct strategies in the Syrian speech 
community:

" ( ,  •‘Co // J  ^ L f * - *  t - j jLa La)

"b uul: marHaba maalak saayef isaaret mamnuuc il-wuquuf? Habiibi §iil sayyartak 

min boon calsariic abil maa yiji il-DaabiT. (maa bkuun ktiir m ’addab macon la ’innon 

asaasan mxaalfiin wi bacdiin mad USalaaHyye illaazme)”
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“I would say: ‘Hello, can’t you see the No Parking sign? My dear fellow, do move 

your car quickly before the chief officer comes’. (/ would not be so polite with them 

because they are obviously breaking the law. I  also have the necessary right or power.)” 

(Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

Concerning direct strategies employed by both parties, the Syrian group used the mood 

derivable semantic formulas, whereas the British group varied their responses between 

mood derivable and hedged performative semantic formulas. This fact refers to the British 

subjects’ tendency to be less direct in performing their requests in comparison to their 

Syrian peers. Upon using hedged performative strategies, they refer to the power of law that 

allows them to ask car drivers to move their car without any prejudice on their side:

“Sorry mate, but there’s no parking allowed here, I’m going to have to ask you to 

move.” (Male interviewee - British participant). In this example, the speaker resorted to 

use the hedging strategically in order to soften the impact of the request they made.

“Excuse me, this is a no-parking zone. Please move on!” (Male subject - British 

participant)

As regards the conventionally indirect strategies, a big divergence between the British 

and the Syrian speakers was found. The British speakers maintained much higher 

frequencies of conventionally indirect strategies than the Syrian speakers (SY 39% vs. BR 

75%). This fact indicates that the British subjects perceive power in this context in a 

different way from their Syrian peers. They contend that, regardless of the power police 

officers enjoy, they are still expected to show respect and politeness in the way they perform 

their requests. They stressed the importance for police officers to be considerate to their 

addressees, and thus deliver their requests via channels of respect and deference:

“Excuse me, parking is not permitted in this area. You will have to move.” (Female 

interviewee - British participant)
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“Excuse me, you can’t park here. Can you not see the sign! Do you mind moving 

your car to a more appropriate place, please? (As a police officer I have to he polite hut 

still authoritative to convince them).’’’’ (Male interviewee - British participant)

Having a glance again at the findings outlined in figure 12 above, we also found that 

the British subjects preferred to realize conventionally indirect strategies exclusively 

through the use of locution derivable and preparatory semantic formulas. They exhibited 

considerably higher frequencies of locution derivable strategies in comparison to the Syrian 

group (SY 1% vs. BR 30%) who mainly chose the preparatory subcategory from 

conventionally indirect strategies. However, occurrences of the British preparatory 

strategies were higher than those of their Syrian counterparts (SY 32% vs. BR 45%).

5.2.7. Situation 7 (Extension):

A student asks his/her teacher for a second extension on a sem inar paper.

F ig u re  13. O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  s tr a te g ie s  in  s itu a tio n  7 .
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F ig u r e  14. P e r c e n ta g e  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  s tr a te g ie s  in  s itu a t io n  7.

Looking at table 7 (see section 5.2), we notice that the statistical analysis for situation 

7 does not yield any significant differences in the main strategy choices of both participants’ 

groups (x2 = 6.19, df =3, p < 0.10). However, table 8 (see section 5.2) and the figures above 

illustrate that the conventionally indirect strategies were the most predominant strategies 

used. The occurrence of these strategies across both languages was very frequent (SY 64% 

vs. BR 74%). However, the British speakers depended more on the use of preparatory 

conventionally indirect strategies than their Syrian peers who displayed more variation in 

selecting conventionally indirect strategies as they chose preparatory, want statement, 

locution derivable and suggestory semantic formulas.

Other differences between Syrian and British respondents were found in the frequency 

of using direct strategies (SY 11% vs. BR 6%). Further, the British subjects mainly used the 

hedged performative sub-strategy, whereas Syrian respondents tended to vary their direct 

strategies between the mood derivable (SY 8% vs. BR 0%), explicit performative (SY 1% vs. 

BR 1%), and hedged performative (SY 2% vs. BR 5%). The fact that the hedged 

performative strategies were used more frequently by British subjects than by Syrians comes 

to stress the implicitly presupposed notion that British subjects attached a higher degree of 

offence to this situation. In interviews, British subjects placed great emphasis on 

circumstances out of their control that had pushed them to ask for an extension, while their 

Syrian counterparts exhibited a preference for using mood derivables and mainly minimized 

the imposition in their request by means of using internal and external modification.
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‘“Hi, I have to ask for an extension on my piece of work, and I'm really, really 

sorry. I know I've asked before but it really is important. (/ would explain the situation. 

Having a good reason is the key)." (Female interviewee - British participant)

o^allA (jju jlc. L» >ijl j  tiilasSjJ u iLllaj ¿ill 4 Iil"

“iza btismaH diktoor aLLa yxalliik aLLa ywaf ak, waLLa maa cad ciida, bas hal- 

marra ajjilli Halaqet il-baHis.”

“Would you please Doctor, God keep you, God grant you success, I swear I would 

not do it again, just this once, grant me an extension.” (Female interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

111 ¿fk.ll! jlluli"

“istaaz msaan aLLa ajjillli Halaqet il-baHis! ”

“Teacher, for God’s sake, postpone my seminar!” (Male interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

In relation to the use of unsaid strategies, the British were found to employ them 

slightly more than Syrians (SY 12% vs. BR 16%). The main difference was reflected 

through members of the British group selecting alternative strategies rather than choosing to 

opt out like some of the Syrian respondents:

“If it’s a real situation, I would e-mail them rather than speaking to their face to, 

kind of, save myself some embarrassment.” (Female interviewee - British participant)

Interviewees in both groups explained that in having to ask for a second time, the 

issues of potential embarrassment, the risk of being seen as someone who isn’t punctual, 

fear of refusal are the main reasons that prevented them from going on record and asking for 

an extension:

“I don’t think I would dare to ask again.” (Female interviewee - British participant)
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“I think I would be embarrassed to ask for an extension.” (Male interviewee -

British participant)

¿L-iil 4-i-« a. >h~»' V"

“laa aTlob minhu li-annani insaan multazem.”

“I would not ask because 1 am a punctual person."" (Male interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

“laa aTlob li-anna il-marra il-taanye.”

“I would not ask because it is the second time."’ (Female interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

5.2.8. Situation 8 (Presentation):

A university professor asks a student to give their presentation a week 

earlier than scheduled.

Occurrences of Syrian and British strategies in situation 8

□  Syrian 

■  British

Request strategies

F ig u re  15. O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  s t r a te g ie s  in  s itu a tio n  8 .
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F ig u r e  16. P e r c e n ta g e  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  s tr a te g ie s  in  s itu a tio n  8.

Situation 8 data outlined in table 7 (x2 = 35.38, df =3, p < 0.001) provide us with a 

statistical evidence of the significant difference both the Syrian and British display in 

selecting request strategies. Moreover, table 8 (see section 5.2) and the figures above 

highlight the fact that the British and the Syrian groups exhibited big differences in the use 

of conventionally indirect strategies and the use of non-conventionally indirect strategies as 

well. The Syrian subjects, for example, did not turn to conventionally indirect strategies as 

frequently as the British subjects did (SY 53% vs. BR 86%). The British interviewees 

stressed the need to show empathy to their student addressees by using less direct forms and 

probably giving them some options:

“I realise that this is an inconvenience for you, but could 1 ask you to give your 

presentation a week earlier than planned? If this isn't possible, oi course, just let me 

know when we can sort something out! (/ would offer them some flexibility to say yes or 

no. I think it would be quite unfair to impose upon them. In the end o f the day, it is not 

the student’s responsibility but the fault o f the professor. I f  you are as nice as possible 

then maybe the student will do it. I f  you just say, ok your presentation is a week earlier, 

then you might cause the student a lot o f trouble.)' (Male interviewee - British 

participant)

Looking within the subdivision of the conventionally indirect strategies, we also

found the British subjects maintained much higher frequencies of using the preparatory

strategy in comparison to the Syrian group (SY 14% vs. BR 64%). However, Syrian
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subjects used the locution derivable and the want statement strategies more than the British 

subjects (SY 17% vs. BR 10%), (SY 20% vs. BR 9%). When interviewed, Syrian 

respondents raised an interesting point regarding choosing the locution derivable and want 

statement formulas. They indicated that the institutional power the university lecturer has 

over their students helps them choose more direct strategies in spite of the high imposition 

involved in this situation. However, they stressed the importance of providing the student 

with motives and reasons to boost the student’s confidence in their abilities and raise their 

self-esteem in order to minimize the imposition and maintain a conflict-free communication 

channel.

".^UjA\ UjJC (jl* ¿y* bllU. (jjaJj (jLi* (Jji Sj.I-ilt all fSja £ j  b"

“ yaa flaan raH t’addem il-muHaaDara abl bwa’it mSaan tilHa’ tHaDDer Haalak 

min halla’ la-inno Xayyama il-bamaamej.”

“The student’s name, you will now give the presentation earlier, so start getting 

ready as we have changed the timetable.” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

* l—JUa Cul , tit jig-»j  liljjlki 1 JJ ^ Jiuib (JjS lih j . >i1 -k  ^ b»1 f  jV J & jUa b*-»

".Me. i, »\ ̂  ijj L* j

“HaSal macna Zarf Taare’ wi laazem ta'Tii muHaaDartak abl bi-isbuuc warjiina 

SaTaartak wi mahaartak. inte Taaleb mijtihed wi maa byinxaaf caleek.”

“We’ve had an urgent circumstance, and you have to give your presentation a week 

earlier than scheduled. Show us how smart you are! You are a hard working student and 

there is no doubt you can do it.” (Female interviewee - Syrian participant)

"?iiLlj J jS ( ih j > •> a uIl» Sj j jSL b l j  *■. In dul

“mHammad, inte Taaleb mitmayyez wi ana siqati fiik kbiire laheek biddi minnak 

tacTii muHaaDartak abl bi-isbuuc §uu ra’yak?”

“Muhammed, you are a first-rate student and I completely trust you. Therefore, I 

want you to give your presentation a week earlier, what do you think?” (Male 

interviewee - Syrian participant)
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As regards non-conventionally indirect strategies, only Syrian speakers used them, 

particularly strong hints (SY 23% vs. BR 0%). One could say that despite the fact that this 

situation was perceived to be coercive by both language speakers, the British respondents 

considered the imposition in this situation mild, whereas their Syrian peers considered it to 

be high. This fact might explain the Syrians’ choice of picking more non-conventionally 

indirect strategies like in the following two examples:

"? ■* K ■* - i iil % a CjSj  \ji ¡jits U"

“yaa flaan ana arrabtillak wa’it muhaaDartak isbuuc, fii candak miSikle?”

“(Name of the student), I have made your presentation time a week earlier, is there 

any problem with that?” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

“yaa aHmad, inte Taaleb Saater wi akiid maa candak miSikle ta'Ti muHaaDartak 

abil isbuuc min il-wa’it illi Haddadnaa”

“Ahmed, you are a hardworking student. I am sure you have no problem giving 

your presentation a week earlier than we had decided.” (Female interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

The last disparity Syrians and British exhibited was shown very clearly in the Syrian 

group’s higher frequencies of unsaid strategies (SY 16% vs. BR 6%). Syrian subjects were 

distinguished for choosing higher numbers of both alternative responses such as telling the 

student’s friend to inform them or dropping a note in the students’ board and opting out 

strategies. They revealed that the responsibility they hold for organizing the timetable from 

the very beginning prevents them from asking to change the schedule.

JAJ »j"'l ■» (jl 1—laJ 4 » >  jlluits l.lllnl V"

“laa aTlub minhu zaalik li-annani ka-ustaaz jaami'a yajeb an akuun multazem bi- 
mawaaciidi.”

“I would not ask such a thing because, as a university lecturer, I have to be 

committed to the times I myself set.” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)
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5.2.9. Situation 9 (Smoking):

A citizen asking somebody next to him to stop smoking in a non-smoking

area.

F ig u re  17. O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  s tr a te g ie s  in  s itu a tio n  9.
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F ig u r e  18. P e r c e n ta g e  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r it ish  s t r a te g ie s  in  s itu a t io n  9.

Taking the results detailed in table 7 (x,2 = 35.38, df =3, p < 0.001), one finds that there 

are significant differences between subject groups under study in this situation, particularly 

upon selecting conventionally and non-conventionally indirect strategies.

Examining the data in table 8 (see section 5.2) and figures 17 and 18, one could say 

that both groups display a similarity in choosing direct strategies since they both employ

approximately the same numbers of mood derivable strategies (SY 19% vs. BR 20%).
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However, the groups displayed disparity in using conventionally indirect strategies which 

proved to be more favoured by the British subjects rather than the Syrian subjects (SY 53% 

vs. BR 86%).

They also exhibited a noticeable difference in using non-conventionally indirect 

strategies. The Syrians used much higher frequencies of non-conventionally indirect 

strategies than the British subjects (SY 24% vs. BR 2%). However, the Syrian subjects used 

both mild and strong hints strategically to express their desire that the smoker stops smoking 

or leaves the area if they are not willing to extinguish their cigarette. They made their hints 

either by strongly referring to the sign that smoking is not allowed in the hall or giving some 

mild hints about their medical status such as having asthma or being allergic to smoke:

".liLiij Ui Uil j  ^1"

“axi waLLa ana maci rabu yacni rHamni aLLa yxalliik.”

“Brother, 1 have asthma, so please have mercy on me for God’s sake.” (Female 

interviewee - Syrian participant)

^ C * '■&.* La Lj 1 ***'*• *“* ^ ltf

“law samaHt yaa axi maa Sift il-aarma inno mamnuu0 il-tadxiin?”

“Excuse me brother, didn’t you see the sign that smoking is not allowed?” (Male 

interviewee - Syrian participant)

As regards the use of unsaid strategies, both groups chose opting out and alternative 

response strategies in different proportions (SY 7% vs. BR 8%), (SY 7% vs. BR 13%). In 

this case, the British tended to use more alternative responses such as changing one’s place, 

coughing loudly, making up a conversation with somebody on the phone about the situation 

and so forth rather than requesting:

“I would not ask and would most likely move seats or move altogether.” (Female 

interviewee - British participant)

“I would cough a lot, try and make eye contact, and loudly talk about the smoking 

ban to someone I am with.” (Male interviewee - British participant)

136



Moreover, upon interviewing both subjects groups they revealed a variety of motives 

for opting out like:

“I wouldn't ask just in case they might be aggressive or rude.” (Female interviewee 

- British participant)

“I wouldn't say anything. If they are choosing to break the rules. I doubt if they 

would listen anyway.” (Female interviewee - British participant)

“I wouldn't ask because I don’t want to appear rude or judgmental.” (Male 

interviewee - British participant)

•' _ tl-\ La"

“maa biTlob la-inna Hirriye saxSiye”

“I wouldn’t ask since it is a matter of personal freedom.” (Male interviewee - 

Syrian participant)

(jc. Jjyui* y.\ iU-ii L«"

“maa biTlob la-inni muu mas’uul can taSarrufaato”

“I wouldn’t ask because I am not responsible for his behaviour.” (Male interviewee 

- Syrian participant)

5.2.10.Situation 10 (Money):

A person asking their colleague for money.

Occurrences of Syrian and British request strategies in situation 10

D Syrian 

■  British

F ig u re  19. O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  s t r a te g ie s  in  s itu a tio n  10.
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F ig u r e  2 0 . P e r c e n ta g e  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r it ish  s tr a te g ie s  in  s itu a t io n  10.

In the analysis of the data yielded in this situation, it was noted that the Syrian and the 

British display significant differences in the use of main requesting strategies (x = 20.23, df 

=3, p < 0.001) (see table 7 in section 5.2). Furthermore, upon checking table 8 (see section 

5.2); an interesting observation can be made concerning the said strategies. Although the 

conventionally indirect strategies were the most frequently used strategies across both 

groups of subjects, the Syrians varied their choices between the direct, conventionally 

indirect, and the non-conventionally indirect strategies, whereas their British counterparts 

exhibited an inclination to mainly use the conventionally indirect strategies in this situation 

(SY 59% vs. BR 79%).

Having a closer look at the types of the conventionally indirect strategies used, we 

found that the British employed a higher frequency of preparatory strategies (SY 42% vs. 

BR 75%), while the Syrians used more want statements than the British subjects (SY 17% 

vs. BR 2%) a fact which reinforces the Syrians’ focus on the individual’s wish that their 

wants are appreciated in social interaction, particularly when their addressee is a colleague 

who they are familiar with. However, they still heavily depend on various types of internal 

and external modification to hedge the influence of their request and establish common 

ground with their hearer:

C j j l  I  0  ^£.11 V  J  t i l L û  ^ A . , 1  V  J  l i l l l "

dlâJ

"ilak walla la-ddiib? law samaHt biddi minnak hal-Talab wi laa tridni xaaybe. 

biddi iddayan minnak casir taalaaf leerá inte btacref inno il-Sadee’ wa’t il-dee'.”
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“For you or for the wolf? Please, I need a favour from you and hope you do not 

turn me down. I would like to borrow from you 10000 liras. You know that the friend in 

need is a friend in deed.” (Female interviewee - Syrian participant)

".£• jfuiSf (_>uj SjJ ju t  ^ nfun Uilt t ^  j ' j  j  dul"

“inte Saahbi wi axi wi btacref addee§ HaTTeet maSaari hal-§ahir biddi minnak 

tacTiini caSir taalaaf leera bas la-isbuuc.”

“You are my friend and brother and you know how much money I paid out this 

month. I want you to lend me 10000 liras, just for a week.” (Male interviewee - Syrian 

participant)

As for direct strategies, the Syrian participants used them more extensively than their 

British counterparts (SY 9% vs. BR 1%). This could be explained in the light of how the 

Syrian subjects perceive friendship. They claimed that friends, especially those having a 

strongly-tied relationship, should be like brothers and never hesitate to help each other.

".LjlaJl >*11 SjJ (̂ ulac.

“'aadi, caTiini caSir taalaaf leera lal-§ahir il-jaaye.”

“[Literally: Naturally (meaning straight away], lend me 10000 liras until next 

month.” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

The data analysis for this situation suggests that the British group’s inclination to 

mainly use preparatory strategies rather than varying their choices describes the way they 

evaluate the imposition degree of their requests. They highlighted that borrowing money is a 

very sensitive matter that requires more politeness and skills on the part of the requestor. 

They also resorted to internal and external modifiers to soften the impact associated with 
their requests.

As regards the unsaid strategies, table 7 (see section 5.2) reveals no big discrepancies 

between the British and the Syrian subjects in this situation (SY 21% vs. BR 20%). The only 

comment one can make is that the British were notable for making alternative responses 

such as asking parents or family members for money instead of asking a colleague, whereas 

none of the Syrians made any alternative response. Moreover, subjects in both groups 

provided various reasons for opting out like not wanting to ask for a big sum of money,
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feeling uncomfortable and disapproval of the idea of being in debt, and highlighting the 

personal responsibility to get the money needed rather than asking for it:

“I wouldn't ask. I would feel too uncomfortable asking them for money and I 

would not like to be in debt to them.” (Male interviewee - British participant)

“I would never ask a non-family member for money.” (Female interviewee - 

British participant)

J  b* (jb“*“* Jp* b*M

“maa biTlob minno mSaan maa iHiijo wi iHrej Haali.”

“I would not ask him to avoid embarrassing him and myself.” (Male interviewee - 

Syrian participant)

^jV (jbuû'yi hJ L«"

“maa bHib ildeen abadan ba'deen il’insaan laazem yictimed cala Haalo.”

“I don’t like debts at all and people should depend on themselves (for getting 

money).” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

Upon asking interviewees in both groups to pick the most difficult situation they came 

across in the questionnaire, they showed an agreement for highlighting this situation as the 

most difficult one.

5.2.1 l.Situation 11 (Photocopy):
A boss asking his/her secretary to photocopy the minutes of the last 

meeting he had.

Looking at the findings presented in table 7 (see section 5.2) for situation 11, we can 

see the statistical evidence for the significant differences the groups exhibited with respect 

to strategy choices (x2 = 69.49, df =2, p < 0.001). The difference is crystallized mainly in 

respondents’ use of the direct and then the conventionally indirect strategies.
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Taking the results outlined in table 8 (see section 5.2) and the figures above, we 

noticed one major disparity between the Syrian and the British participants. The British 

participants have extensively used the conventionally indirect strategies, particularly the 

preparatory type more than 4 times more than the Syrian respondents (SY 20% vs. BR 

92%). This trend is fostered by the British mild perception of imposition since the majority 

of them used the most conventional way in English to perform their requests. British 

participants, when interviewed, explained that although it is part ol the secretary s job to do 

the photocopying the manager is still required to sound polite, friendly and maintain a good 

relationship with staff members:
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“I would say: When you get a moment, could you photocopy these minutes for 

me? (7 wouldn ’t want to sound rude or bossy but again it is my job to give instructions.)’’'’ 

(Female interviewee - British participant)

On the other side of the spectrum, Syrians were remarkable for their predominant use 

of direct strategies particularly the mood derivable type which comes first on the directness 

scale (SY 59% vs. BR 5%). Moreover, it is noteworthy to refer to the big difference 

between the two language groups in the use of want statement (SY 20% vs. BR 1%). 

Syrians deliberately used more direct strategies stemming from their belief that they have 

both the right and power to perform their requests in such a direct way where the focus is 

either on the illocutionary point itself or the manager’s want:

"(,Aj1c. L_ul j  .la.13 Ĉ. J  ' j l i  .a IjIa

“b’uul: SabaaH il-xeer sawsan ya°Tiiki il-caafye. law samaHti biddi tSawriili il- 

nu’aaT illi baHasnaaha bi-aaxer ijtimaa0. (binaZari haada siXla wi cam taaxod raateb 
calee.y’

“I would say: Good morning Sawsan, God give you health, please I want you to 

photocopy the minutes of the last meeting for me. (In my opinion it is her job and that’s 

what she is getting paid for.)” (Female interviewee - Syrian participant)

" ( . » iLa t-iUiV jiUl SJaLdl jjJjLall ¡^J) t-iL« ¿y» jLtiji ;(J jaj "

“b’uul: sucaad min faDlek HaDriili malaf aaxer ijtimaac. (la’inny ana il-mudiir 

wcandi il-SilTa il-laazmeh la ’iTlob mubaasaratan.)”

“I would say: Suaad, please bring me the file of the last meeting. ( I  am the boss 

and I  have the power to ask directly.)” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

5.2.12.Situation 12 (Coffee):
A boss asking his/her secretary to prepare him a cup of coffee.

Chi-square test results shown in table 7 (see section 5.2) for this situation verify the 

significant difference in request strategy preferences between the Syrian and British (x2 = 
33.21, df=3,p< 0.001).
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Upon having a closer look at the figures above, we found an interesting point in that 

both groups of respondents had a tendency to mainly utilize the conventionally indirect 

strategies and more precisely, the preparatory sub-strategy (SY 37% vs. BR 80%). This 

tendency denotes that the preparatory strategy is the most familiar strategy people use in 

both cultures in this situation, although the British used it more than twice as much as 

Syrians did. The reason behind the high frequency of this strategy is that it attends to both 

the hearer’s and the speaker’s face wants and that it expresses a considerable level of 

politeness because of its indirect nature. In this situation, one may argue that in spite of the 

relative power the boss has, he/she still needs to soften and hedge their request to help avoid 

any potential face loss for both parties especially because it is not part of the secretary's job 

description to prepare the coffee. The choice of the request strategy and in line with Fraser
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and Nolen (1981) is constrained by both the type of relationship between the boss and 

secretary and the obligations each one has towards the other.

In comparison with the previous situation, the Syrian participants were remarkable for 

the dramatic decrease in using the mood derivable strategies and recourse to variety of non- 

conventionally indirect and unsaid strategies due to the peculiarity of this situation. Syrian 

speakers when interviewed explained such variation in the light of their expectation to show 

considerable care, politeness, and concern in requesting a personal favour that is outside the 

obligation or duties of their addressee. Some achieved this either by opting out and refusing 

to ask at all or taking alternative responses, like for instance preparing the coffee 

themselves. Others implied their wish through utilizing strong hint strategies, either by 

talking indirectly about their insistent need (burning desire) to have some coffee or showing 

some admiration and appreciation of the idea of trying the Secretary’s coffee:

(Jla jla . j l  SjLui ù (jlajâ . 4j S <■ I j)  4 . n t j  iiljljJ d ia j qa ^ 1%« b"

“yaa maHla finjaan il-ahwe min taHit dayyatek wi xaaSSatan iza haTTeeti iSba'tek 

fii. Finjaan ahwe saada aw Hilu mitil SaaHibto!”

“I wish I had a cup of coffee from under your hands (prepared by you) and 

particularly that you put your finger in the cup (so as to make it sweet). A cup of plain 

coffee or sweet like the one who prepared it!” (Male interviewee - Syrian participant)

i»jj£ Aijlc. j  j »  < j j qc. ¿llL* (Ji* (Jaj S^all j j jS Ui"

".dmlL y j j j j  Lj

“ana ktiir mistihi il-ahwe bas mitil maalek Saayfe il-mas’uul can il-bufee muu hoon 

wi maali caarfe kiif biddi israb il-ahwe. Yaa reetni Sribta bil-beet.”

“I really would like to have a cup of coffee, but as you see the person in charge of 

drinks is not here. I really don’t know how to get a cup of coffee. I wish I’d had it at 

home.” (Female interviewee - Syrian participant)
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5.3. R equests d a ta  analysis by stra tegy :

Requests from a semantic perspective are semantic formulas used to ask or express a 

desire for something. Efficient implementation of such formulas gives birth to the request 

speech act that has a great pragmatic value and impact. As discussed in Chapter Two, 

different researchers have defined requests and have developed different taxonomies for 

request strategies. However, this study is built on Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) coding scheme 

for the made requests and Marti’s (2006) model for the unmade requests.

Analyzing the requests’ semantic formulas by strategy gives a clear picture of both 

similarities and differences between Syrian and British requests. It illustrates to what extent 

the Syrian and British speakers agree on the construction of their requestive behaviour 

according to a variety of different social situations.

5.3.1. Direct strategies:

F ig u r e  2 5 . T h e  u se  o f  d ir e c t  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a tio n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  

su b je c ts .

Results in figure 25 above show that, despite the general cross-cultural agreement in 

the use of these strategies between the Syrian Arabic and British English speakers across the 

different situations, the Syrian requests using direct strategies appear with relatively higher 

frequencies in almost all the situations. In particular, situations 1 (kitchen), 2 (Lift), 6 

(police) and 11 (photocopy) received much higher percentages of direct strategies from the 

Syrian participants. Looking more closely at situation 1 (kitchen), 33% of the strategies 

employed by the Syrian participants belonged to the most direct strategy level, whereas only
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10% of the British strategies belonged to this direct level. The social variables of familiarity 

and power involved in this situation might explain the high percentage from the Syrian side. 

In spite of the high imposition involved in this situation, the Syrian participants chose the 

most direct strategies to perform their requests depending on their equal power as well as 

familiarity with their addressee. Moreover, some of the Syrian interviewees clarified this 

point by adding that because they are roommates there should be no boundaries in the way 

they make requests of each other and particularly that it is the roommates’ duty or obligation 

to clean up after themselves. In this scenario, the way Syrians weigh the FTA differs from 

that of their British peers, which accounts for the large discrepancy in the frequency of the 

direct strategies used. As for situation 2 (lift), it is the size of imposition involved in this 

situation that plays an important role in both groups’ choices of direct strategies (SY 40% 

vs. BR28%). However, in the Syrian society the moral right of the female involved in this 

situation to defend the family name and honour is another key factor for choosing direct 

strategies.

Having a closer look at situation 6 (police), we noticed that it was the Syrian 

participants who used more direct strategies (56%) compared to the British (19%). This fact 

was influenced by the stereotypical power the Syrian police officers have over car drivers 

who violate traffic rules. As for situation 11 (photocopy), the vast majority of the Syrian 

strategies were direct strategies (59%), while the British made some use of direct strategies 

(5%). This observation could be explained in the light of the different perception of the 

social variables in both the British and the Syrian cultures. The Syrians not only highlighted 

the type of the institutional power the boss has over his secretary, but they also stressed the 

point that it is part of the secretary’s duty to do the photocopying, a fact that justifies their 

high frequency of direct strategies.

The findings that Syrian subjects in situations 1 (kitchen), 2 (lift), 6 (police) and 11 

(photocopy) employed much higher frequencies of direct strategies than their British peers 

highlight Fraser and Nolen’s (1981) “conversational-contract view” of politeness. They 

emphasize the point that participants in any given situation act according to a set of rules 

including rights and obligation of individuals involved in that situation. It is usually the 

social institution which determines what individuals involved in a communicative situation 

would expect from each other.
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As for the British subjects, they seem to avoid using direct strategies and tend to use 

conventionally indirect strategies instead as they feel safer using the most common choice 

for requests in the English language.

5.3.1.1. Mood derivable:

F ig u r e  2 6 . T h e  u se  o f  m o o d  d e r iv a b le  s tr a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  

B ritish  su b je c ts .

Upon having a quick glance at figure 26 above, one could notice that it has very 

similar trends to that of figure 25 which represents the direct strategies. In order to test 

whether there are any systematic links/correlations between the participants direct 

strategies and the mood derivable semantic formulas, statistical analyses were conducted. 

The Spearman Rank-Order two-tailed Correlation (Rho) test was used for this analysis. The 

results of Spearman’s Correlations revealed that there are positive correlations between the 

numbers of direct strategies and the mood derivable semantic formulas used. More 

specifically results showed that:

1- There is a strong positive correlation between the Syrian direct strategies and the 

mood derivable strategies they picked in all situations (rs= 0.893, p < 0.001).

2- There is a positive correlation between the British direct strategies and the mood 

derivable strategies they picked in all situations (rs = 0.693, p < 0.02).

This indicates that the greater the number of mood derivable strategies the Syrians and 

British use, the more direct their requesting strategies become. This could lead us to
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conclude that the mood derivable strategies are the most predominant type of the direct 

strategies used by both subject groups across all twelve situations. In other words, mood 

derivables are the most popular direct sub-strategy.

5.3.1.2. Explicit performative:

F ig u re  2 7 . T h e  u se  o f  e x p lic it  p e r fo r m a tiv e  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  

a n d  B r itish  su b je c ts .

Examining the data presented in figure 27 above, one could notice that there is a 

general cross-cultural agreement between the Syrians and the British in using the explicit 

performative strategies with the exception of situation 5 (phone). In that situation, the 

British subjects exhibited an inclination to use the explicit performative strategies more than 

their Syrian peers did (BR 6% vs. SY1%).

5.3.1.3. Hedged performative:

Figure 28. The use of hedged performative strategies in the twelve request situations by Syrian
and British subjects.
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Concerning their choices of hedged performative strategies, the two groups of subjects 

showed variation in situations 5 (phone), 6 (police), 7 (extension), and 8 (presentation). 

However, what is worth mentioning is that the British maintained higher frequencies in 

using the hedged performative strategies in all specified situations except that of situation 5. 

In that particular situation, in spite of the fact that the Syrians used more hedged 

performative strategies, the British exhibited a preference to use more indirect strategies 

such as strong hints and hence making up for the lower frequencies of this sub-strategy. One 

could argue that the size of imposition involved in situations 6, 7, and 8 play a key role 

behind the British choices of the hedged performative strategies where speakers attribute 

their requests to external factors that push them to ask their addressee for the favour they 

want.

5.3.2. Conventionally indirect strategies:

Upon a closer examination of the findings in table 7 (see section 5.2) and figure 29 

below, one can notice that the conventionally indirect strategies were used across all 

situations in both languages, with the British maintaining the highest occurrences. However, 

in situations 4 (lift) and 5 (phone call) the Syrians used more conventionally indirect 

strategies than their British counterparts, who instead showed an inclination towards using 

more non-conventionally indirect strategies. Therefore, at this stage, it seems that the 

Syrians may still be more direct than the British in making requests from the pragmatic 

point of view. It seems that non-familiarity between the interlocutors in both situations push 

the Syrian participants to prefer the conventionally indirect strategies.

Figure 29. The use of conventionally indirect strategies in the twelve request situations by Syrian and
British subjects.
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The situation which received highest frequencies of conventionally indirect strategies 

by both subjects groups was situation 3 (notes) where the imposition involved in the request 

was perceived low in comparison with the imposition involved with the rest of the 

situations. However, situation 11 (photocopy) received a very high frequency of occurrences 

by the Syrian subjects only because of the way they weigh the imposition in that particular 

situation. The lowest usage of conventionally indirect strategies occurred in situation 2 

(street) where the use of such conventional strategies was deemed inappropriate in such a 

coercive situation, where higher levels of direct strategies were licensed by the Syrians (SY 

40% vs. BR 28% ) and conventionally indirect strategies were licensed by the British (SY 

2% vs. BR 16%).

5.3.2.1. Locution derivable:

From figure 30 below, we found that the locution derivable strategies were mainly 

used by Britons in situation 6 (police), 8 (presentation), 9 (money) among other situations, 

whereas Syrians utilized them mainly in situation 8 (presentation). English speakers clearly 

adopted them more extensively. This could be related to the English speakers' preference 

for using more direct conventional means of requests rather than directly performing 

requests like the Syrians.

F ig u re  3 0 . T h e  u se  o f  lo c u t io n  d e r iv a b le  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  and  

B ritish  su b jec ts .
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5.3.2.2. Want statement:

F ig u re  3 1 . T h e  u se  o f  w a n t s ta te m e n t  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  

B ritish  su b jec ts .

Having a glance at figure 31 above, it is worth noting that want statements are much 

more often used by Syrians than the British. Therefore, one could say that in the Syrian 

culture it is quite common for individuals to stress their wants when performing requests, 

which is not the common norm in the British culture.

It is also noticeable that the Syrian expression of want statements reached their peak in 

situation 5 (phone call) where it is the duty of the hearer to answer phone calls providing 

answers, situation 8 (teacher) where the teacher has institutional power over their students, 

and situation 11 (photocopy) where it is the secretary's job to deal with all aspects of their 

administrative role. This is a clear evidence of the stronger institutional hierarchies in the 

Syrian society than those found in its British counterpart. This might be to due to the nature 

of the situations and the social power speakers have over their addressees. This power stems 

from the nature of the relationship between speakers and hearers and the social expectation 

that the hearer will comply with the speaker’s request. The data indicates that in situations 

where the speaker has power over the hearer, Syrian subjects tend to adopt preparatory and 

want statements formal strategies while the British tend to use preparatory and hint formal 
strategies.
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5.3.2.3. Suggestory formula:

F ig u re  3 2 . T h e  u se  o f  su g g e s to r y  fo r m u la  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  an d  

B ritish  su b je c ts .

Semantic formulas expressing suggestions were used sporadically by subjects of the 

two languages, with the Syrians generally maintaining a higher percentage than the Britons 

overall. The fact that suggestions were used in some situations and disappeared in others 

demonstrates they are situation-specific sub-formulas. They are mostly used in coercive 

situations where the type of favour requested is perceived of high imposition. By having a 

quick look at graph 32, one can see that situation 1 (kitchen) and 12 (coffee) received most 

occurrences of suggestory formulas across the twelve social situations. However, situation 1 

(kitchen) was unique for receiving only Syrian suggestory formulas.

5.3.2.4. Reference to preparatory condition:

Preparatory

i ---

Figure 33. The use of preparatory strategies in the twelve request situations by Syrian and British
subjects.
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Preparatory strategies had a high incidence in both Syrian and British data, yet the 

British data were distinguished by higher occurrences across all situations except situation 4 

(lift). The British subjects in that particular situation reflected a hesitation to go on record 

and make their requests. Instead, they demonstrated a noticeable tendency to employ unsaid 

strategies such as opting out or making alternative responses. Another important point is that 

the preparatory strategies appear to form the majority of conventionally indirect strategies 

employed by both groups of participants and likewise they reach their peak in situations 3 

(notes) and 11 (photocopy). However, it seems that there is a big discrepancy in the 

preparatory strategy’s frequency of occurrences between the two groups of language 

speakers in situation 11 (photocopy) due to the different ways people in the Syrian and 

British cultures assess the imposition involved in that context.

Upon having a quick glance at figure 33 above, one could notice that it has very 

similar trends to that of figure 29 which represents the conventionally indirect strategies. In 

order to test whether there are any systematic links/correlations between the participants’ 

use of conventionally indirect strategies and the preparatory formulas, statistical analyses 

were conducted. The Spearman Rank-Order two-tailed Correlation (Rho) test was used for 

this analysis. The results of Spearman’s Correlations revealed that there are positive 

correlations between the conventionally indirect strategies and the preparatory formulas. 

More specifically results showed that:

1- There is a positive correlation between the Syrian conventionally indirect strategies 

and the preparatory strategies they picked in all situations (rs = 0.847, p < 0.002).

2- There is a positive correlation between the British direct strategies and the mood 

derivable strategies they picked in all situations (rs = 0.888, p < 0.001).

This indicates that the greater the number of preparatory strategies the Syrians and 

British use, the more conventionally indirect their requesting strategies become. This could 

lead us to conclude that the preparatory strategies are the most predominant type of the 

conventionally indirect strategies used by both subject groups across all twelve situations. In 

other words, preparatory strategies are the most popular conventionally indirect sub
strategy.
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5.3.3. Non-conventionally indirect strategies:

What is interesting about non-conventionally indirect strategies is that there is a 

marked disagreement between their usage by the two groups across the different social 

situations. The only situations which witnessed agreement between the two groups were 

situation 3 (notes), 4 (lift), 6 (police), 11 (photocopy). Interestingly, the results of situations 

2 (street), 5 (phone) revealed that British subjects adopted many more non-conventionally 

indirect strategies than their Syrian counterparts.

F ig u r e  3 4 . T h e  u se  o f  N o n -c o n v e n t io n a lly  in d ir e c t  s tr a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  by  

S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  su b je c ts .

On the other side of the spectrum, Syrian speakers appear to apply such strategies with 

higher frequencies in situations 7 (extension), 8 (presentation), 9 (money), 10 (smoking), 

and 12 (coffee) as a safer (face-saving) way to form their requests in such coercive 

situations. Their British peers, on the contrary, mostly employed conventionally indirect 

strategies in those very same situations. It seems that non-familiarity between interlocutors 

in situations 2 (street) and 5 (phone) push the British respondents to choose more non- 

conventionally indirect strategies.
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5.3.3.1. Strong hint:

F ig u re  3 5 . T h e  u se  o f  s tr o n g  h in t  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a tio n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  

su b jec ts .

Upon having a quick glance at figure 35 above, one could notice that it has very 

similar trends to that of figure 34 which represents the non-conventionally indirect 

strategies. In order to test whether there are any systematic links/correlations between the 

participants’ non-conventionally indirect strategies and the mood derivable semantic 

formulas, statistical analyses were conducted. The Spearman Rank-Order Correlation (Rho) 

two-tailed test was used for this analysis.

The results of Spearman’s Correlations revealed that there are positive correlations 

between the numbers of direct strategies and the mood derivable semantic formulas used. 

More specifically results showed that:

1- There is a very strong positive correlation between the Syrian direct strategies and 

the mood derivable strategies they picked in all situations (rs = 0.998, p < 0.001).

2- There is a strong positive correlation between the British direct strategies and the 

mood derivable strategies they picked in all situations (rs = 0.994, p < 0.001).

This indicates that the greater the number of strong hints strategies the Syrians and 

British use, the more direct their requesting strategies become. This could lead us to 

conclude that the strong hints strategies are the most predominant type of the non- 

conventionally indirect strategies used by both subject groups across all twelve situations. In 

other words, strong hints are the most popular non-conventionally indirect sub-strategy.
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The data in figure 35 indicate that situation 5 (phone) received the highest occurrences 

of strong hints by the British subjects (34%) compared to (8%) of their Syrian peers. 

Situation 8 (presentation), on the other hand, received the highest occurrences by the Syrian 

subjects (23%), whereas the British respondents made no use of strong hints at all. 

Moreover, agreement between the Syrian and the British trends for using strong hints can be 

observed in situations 1 (kitchen), 3 (notes), 4 (lift), 6 (police), 11 (photocopy).

5.3.3.2. Mild hint:

F ig u r e  3 6 . T h e  u se  o f  m ild  h in t  s tr a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  

su b jec ts .

The Syrians and British reflected high level of cross-cultural agreement in using the 

mild hint strategies. However, looking more closely at situation 2 (street), it was the British 

participants who used more mild hints (14%) compared to the Syrians’ (6%). Therefore, one 

can obviously notice the British preference to be less direct than their Syrian peers.
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5.3.4. Unsaid Strategies (Do not do FTA):
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F ig u r e  3 7 . th e  u se  o f  u n sa id  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  B r it ish  

su b jec ts .

Trends for Syrian and British unsaid strategies reflected a strong degree of cross- 

cultural agreement, as can be observed from figure 37. However, in situation 2 (street) 

higher occurrences of unsaid strategies were licensed by Syrian subjects (38%) compared to 

(21%) of their British counterparts. In situation 4 (lift), on other hand, it was the British 

who maintained higher levels of unsaid strategies (51%) compared to (30%) of their Syrian 

peers. This difference could be related to cultural factors because both situations are parallel 

in terms of social variables and the size of imposition involved. In situation 2, unlike the 

British community that does not mind communication between females and male strangers, 

in the Syrian conservative community, females are culturally expected not to communicate 

with male strangers unless there is a necessity to do so. As for situation 4, it is the cultural 

expectation in the Syrian community that people maintain good relationships with their 

neighbours. The Syrian culture stresses harmony among people, particularly those of 

neighbourhood bonds and regardless of whether there was any previous communication or 

not. However, in the British culture it is perceived to be quite risky to get into a stranger’s 
car.
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5.3.4.1. Alternative response:

F ig u re  3 8 . T h e  u se  o f  a lt e r n a t iv e  r e sp o n s e  s tr a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  

B ritish  su b je c ts .

Data in figure 38 suggest that both Britons and Syrians exhibited an agreement on 

using alternative responses in most situations except that in situation 2 (street), where the 

Syrians used more alternative responses (22%) than the British did (14%). It is also worth 

noting that the social distance in this particular situation is mainly behind the subjects’ 

choice of alternative responses. Situations 8 (presentation) and 9 (smoking), as well, 

witnessed disagreement between both groups. Syrians in situation 8 reflected more 

preference for making alternative responses (7%) in comparison to the British subjects 

(1%), while it was the British who had a higher frequency of alternative solutions (13%) 

compared to that of the Syrians (7%). The alternative responses used in this study imply 

that in real life situations, speakers are not restricted to perfonning said requests. On the 

contrary, they have a variety of choices as to how to deliver their message. For example, in 

situation 2 (street), informants provided some alternative responses such as walking faster, 

making a phone call, walking into a nearby shop in order to get rid of the person pestering 

them, staring at, or completely ignoring the person.
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5.3.4.2. Opting out:

From a quick glance at figure 39, we noticed that both Syrian and British subjects 

agree on the variation of their opting out choices according to the twelve social situations. 

However, in situation 4 (lift), the British respondents display more reluctance to make a 

request since they displayed a higher opting out rate than did the Syrians (BR 42% vs. SY 

26%). The Syrians in their turn compensated for the lower frequencies of opting out 

strategies by relying more on conventionally indirect strategies.

F ig u r e  3 9 . T h e  u se  o f  o p tin g  o u t  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a t io n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  

su b jec ts .

The high tendency of both language groups to opt out in situation 4 (street) might be 

explained in the light of unfamiliarity between the interlocutors involved in this situation, 

particularly given that they have not spoken to each other before, which makes performing 

the request even more difficult.

5.3.4.3. Negotiation:

The most important point to make concerning the use of negotiating strategies is that 

respondents in both groups exclusively used them in situation 4 (lift). They used their 

discourse skills and utterances such as “Hello, how are you doing?”, “Are you shopping?” to 

get their addressee gradually to their requesting point in the time they are taking their 

addressee’s reaction into consideration. The unfamiliarity between the interlocutors in this 

situation in addition to the type of the favour requested have a key role behind subjects’ use 

of this strategy exclusively in this context.
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F ig u r e  4 0 . T h e  u se  o f  n e g o tia t io n  s t r a te g ie s  in  th e  tw e lv e  r e q u e s t  s itu a tio n s  b y  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  

su b jec ts .

5.4. The cultural image em erging in the Syrian data:

In this section I deal with cultural aspects of the social and situational norms in the 

Syrian speech community as presented in the Syrian DCT and interview data that underlie 

respondents’s requestive behaviour. Kroeber and Kluckoln (1952: 52) define culture as 

follows:

“The culture of a society is the way of life of its members; the collection of ideas and habits 

which they learn, share, and transmit from generation to generation".

Taking the above definition of culture into account, I will try to sketch out some of the most 

prominent phenomena that occurred in the Syrian data from a cultural perspective. 

Accordingly, I analyze the behaviour of the Syrian participants upon performing their 

requests in the twelve social situations in the DCT.

I found that when the speaker S and the hearer H are equal in power and the social 

distance between them is rather small like in situations 1 (kitchen), 3 (notes), 10 (money) 

Syrian speakers were likely to use conventionally indirect strategies particularly the 

preparatory subcategory for making their requests and strategically mitigate the force of 

their requests by means of mitigating supportive moves. However, they were also 

remarkable for using direct strategies in these situations and particularly the mood derivable 

strategies that come on the top of the directness level. Through analysing the data in the 

specified situations, the general impression is that Syrians are likely to choose direct 

strategies when requesting their friends, roommates, classmates, and colleagues no matter
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what the level of imposition is. This substantiates that Syrian requests are sensitive to social 

distance. The more degree of familiarity between interactants is likely to minimize concerns 

about politeness. Further, this brings forth the notion of friendship and social harmony 

which seem to flout politeness in Syrian society. Syrian interviewees explained that 

friendship relationships and bonds are of strong nature. In situation 1 (kitchen) and 3 

(notes), for instance, they explained that they would not pay much attention to politeness 

since their addressee is their friend and pointed out the possibility to make a request in a 

humorous way. In situation 10 (money), on the other hand, they emphasized the influence of 

friendship ties on individuals claiming that real friends should not hesitate to help one 

another particularly in hard times.

Other cultural phenomena that emerged in the Syrian data are the notion of 

neighbourhood and neighbourly sentiments addressed in situation 4 (lift). In spite of the 

high imposition attached to this situation due to the nature of the service requested as well as 

the considerable social distance between interlocutors, the largest proportion of Syrian 

respondents (70%) went on record and verbally performed their request. This tendency 

could be explained in the light of the social and religious norms and traditions the Syrian 

society holds about neighbourhood relationships which are largely influenced by Islam (the 

prevailing religion in Syria). Islam has focussed on respecting the ties of neighbourhood, or 

what is called in Syrian Arabic “al- jeera”. Hence, Muslims are urged to maintain good 

relations with their neighbours regardless of their religion or faith beliefs. Moreover, it is 

worth noting that in Islam as was explained by Prophet Muhammad (Peace be upon him) a 

“neighbour” is not just the one who lives next door but includes all those up to forty houses 

in all directions — effectively a whole neighbourhood. Muslims are obliged to serve the 

rights of their neighbours including sharing their happiness and sorrow, respecting their 

privacy by not gossiping about them, making sure that they have their basic necessities, and 

helping them in their needs. These values were clearly manifested in the Syrian data where 

participants emphasized the neighbourhood sentiments that tie members of the Syrian 

society and how neighbours are expected to help each other. Further, it is important to 

highlight that the notion of neighbourhood is not only restricted to those sharing the same 

street or building, but extends to include roommates, classmates, and colleagues. This fact 

contributes to the explanation of the Syrian subjects’ uses of direct strategies in situations 1 

(kitchen), 3 (notes), and 10 (money).
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Another prominent cultural aspect in the Syrian data is the notion of hierarchical 

power in the Syrian community. The data analysis in the current chapter indicates that 

situations 6 (police), 7 (extension), 8 (presentation), 11 (photocopy), 12 (coffee) are marked 

for power asymmetries between participants in these situations. The power/authority 

interactants have in these situations is due to the institutional roles they play. In the Syrian 

culture obedience to authority is not only positively perceived by the society but also 

regarded as sign of good practice. For example in situation 4 (police), the police officer is 

the authority figure who represents the government. Therefore, in general, car drivers are 

expected to follow his commands without questioning and particularly if they are clearly 

breaking traffic rules. This fact underlies the high frequency of the mood derivable subtype 

of direct strategies licensed by Syrian subjects who consider that police officers have both 

the power and right to ask car drivers directly without paying much attention to politeness in 
such cases.

As for situations 7 (extension) and 8 (presentation), the University lecturer is the 

authority figure not only because of his/her institutional role but also because he/she is 

perceived by the society to be superior in terms of knowledge, experience and judgements, 

whereas learners are 'lesser' partners in interaction. A good student is expected to accept the 

decisions of his/her teachers as well as follow their advice and recommendations. Moreover, 

teachers are widely respected and highly thought of in the Syrian culture as they are the 

“builders of the generations” and have the paternalistic type of power. The above mentioned 

considerations in addition to the high imposition attributed to the situation 7 (extension) 

play a crucial role behind the Syrian subjects’ extensive uses of conventionally indirect 

strategies alongside a variety of internal and external modifiers. As for situation 8 

(presentation), the Syrians subjects used considerable number of locution derivable and 

want statement strategies. When interviewed, they revealed that being a teacher with higher 

institutional hierarchy enables them to express their requests in more direct ways. However, 

they stressed the importance of maintaing a conflict-free communication with their students 

by means of providing the students with a range of mitigating supportive moves such as 

grounders, encouragement, sweeteners...etc.

With regards situation 11 (photocopy), the boss in the Syrian culture is seen to have a 

higher institutional level which endows him/her with power that enables him/her to request 

directly from those lower than him/her in the hierarchical structure of the institution. 

Interview data reflected the Syrian respondents believe that the boss in the photocopy
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situation has both the power and the right to make a direct request from the secretary 

provided that the job he/she is asking for is included in the secretary’s job description. Some 

of them pointed to the fact that it is the secretary’s job to do the work the boss requests and 

that is what they are getting paid for. Such beliefs explain the prominent use of mood 

derivable sub-category of direct strategies in the Syrian data in this situation. Situation 12 

(coffee), on the contrary, witnessed a dramatic decrease in using the mood derivable 

strategies. Syrian participants mainly utilised conventionally indirect strategies for 

performing their requests in this situation. Syrian speakers when interviewed explained such 

decrease in the light of their expectation to show considerable care, politeness, and concern 

in requesting a personal favour that is outside the obligation or duties of their addressees.

The final cultural aspect to draw attention to in the Syrian data is the notion of 

family honour and reputation that emerged in situation 2 (street). The vast majority of the 

Syrian said requests came under the mood derivable strategy the most direct category of said 

strategies. With regards the uses of unsaid strategies, 38% of Syrian speakers chose not to 

verbally perform their requests. These preferences indicate that Syrian subjects attached a 

high degree of offence to this situation due to the imposition they felt on both the 

individual’s freedom and the community’s traditions and social habits. People in the Syrian 

conservative society pay special care to family’s reputation and honour issues. The honour 

of the family and its men depends largely on that of their women including wives, 

daughters, sisters ...etc. Consequently the social conduct and behaviour of women are 

expected to be modest and virtuous. The slightest indication of impropriety on the part of 

women could destroy the honour of the family which individuals cherish and protect above 

anything else. Hence, a clearly defined pattern of behaviour has been developed to protect 

women and help them avoid situations similar to situation 2 (street) that give rise to false 

impressions or unfounded gossip that might affect their family’s name or honour. For 

example, the social contact between males and females should be very limited. Women do 

not talk to male strangers without having a clear reason. Therefore, Syrian respondents in 

such a coercive situation mainly utilised mood derivable strategies and intensified the effect 

of their request by the use of aggravating supportive moves. When interviewed they 

explained that their main concern is their public image and family name rather than being 

nice or polite with their addressee. On the other hand, 38% of Syrian subjects were hesitant 

to make a request and establish any communication with male strangers in the street as to 

maintain their dignity and family’s reputation.
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5.5. Summary and conclusions:

The present chapter’s main goal was to explore request strategies from a cross-cultural 

perspective, examining its realization patterns in British English and Syrian Arabic. The 

results of the data obtained have been analyzed and reported in the light of the research 

questions and their associated hypotheses. The analysis involved two levels, namely 

analyzing the requests data by situation and then analyzing it by strategy in order to 

compare and contrast situational and cross-cultural requestive behaviour of Syrian and 

British speakers. The following table summarizes the main findings in this study:

Occurrences of Syrian and British request strategies in all 

situations
Chi-square results

Request strategy Syrian British

Number Percentage Number Percentage

Direct Strategies 2 8 1 2 3 % 1 0 8 9 % X2  =  7 6 .9 4 df = 1 p < 0 .0 0 1

Conventionally 

indirect strategies 6 2 7 5 2 % 8 4 1 7 0 % X2  =  3 1 .2 0 df =  1 p < 0 .0 0 1

Non-conventionally 

indirect strategies 1 3 2 1 1 % 1 0 3 9% X2 =  0 .9 1 df = 1

p > 0 .1 0

NS*

Unsaid Strategies

160 13% 1 4 8 1 2 % X2  =  0 .4 7 df = 1

p > 0 .1 0

NS*

Grand Total 1 2 0 0 1 0 0 % 1 2 0 0 1 0 0 %

T a b le  9 . O c c u r r e n c e s  o f  S y r ia n  A r a b ic  a n d  B r it ish  E n g lish  r e q u e s t  s tr a te g ie s  in  a ll s itu a t io n s .

The data indicated that the conventionally indirect strategies are the most frequently 

used strategies in the British and Syrian requests, and particularly the preparatory strategy. 

The table above demonstrates that the vast majority of the British strategies were 

conventionally indirect strategies (70%), whereas only (52%) of the Syrian strategies were 

conventionally indirect.

Furthermore, Syrian subjects resorted to using direct strategies approximately three 

times more than their British peers (SY 23% vs. BR 9%). Such a finding points to an 

interesting cross-cultural difference, namely that Syrians were found to be more direct than 

their British peers.
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The data also revealed that the unsaid strategies were the least used strategies in both 

the British and the Syrian culture. Both groups used similar numbers of unsaid strategies 

across the twelve situations.

The analysis of the distribution of the main request strategy types in the twelve 

situations examined revealed that:

1- Syrians and British speakers reflected cross-cultural agreement for trends of 

situational variation, namely relatively higher levels of Syrian directness in almost 

all situations across both cultures and higher levels of English conventional 

indirectness in all situations except that of situation 4 (lift) and 5 (phone), where the 

British compensated for this low number by choosing higher frequencies of less 

direct strategies such as unsaid strategies in the lift situations and hints in the phone 

situation.

2- Syrian and British participants in the study reflected disagreement in the trends of 

non-conventionally indirect and unsaid strategies, where the British maintained 

higher frequencies in the first six situations and lower frequencies in the last six 

situations.
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CHAPTER SIX: INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL

MODIFICATION OF REQUESTS.

6.1. Introduction:

In Chapter Five, the head act of requests which is the minimal unit that realizes the 

speech act of request was investigated and dealt with in detail.

In this chapter the main focus will be on the modification parts of the request sequences that 

occur in the discourse completion task. Modification is that part of a request other than the 

head act. Its function is to modify the force of the request. Examining modification is 

important since the performance of requests might be accompanied by loss of face. 

According to Brown and Levinson (1987: 65), requests are speech acts which are 

intrinsically ‘face threatening’. Therefore, people may try to avoid or reduce the potential 

unwelcome effects of their request utterances through modification by softening the impact 

of their requests.

Using such modification eases communication and helps the speaker in the task of 

conveying meaning and avoiding misunderstanding. Hence, by the use of appropriate 

modification, communication flows smoothly.

In this chapter, request modification findings are presented using all the modification 

descriptive categories found in both the Syrian and the British data (see section 4.4.5.1 for 

full details). The findings are analysed with regard to internal and external modification in 

order to answer the research questions:

• What are the main modification categories used in the requests of the British 

and Syrian participants?

• Do patterns of internal and external modification vary cross-culturally between 

Syrian and British speakers?

• What contextual factors involved in the request situation affect the choice of 

internal and external modifiers?
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6.2. Main Undings of modification:

Syrian 1040 British 1052
requests requests Chi-square results

Modification Type No. Per. No. Per.
A. Internal modification 846 8 1 .3 5 % 890 8 4 .6 0% * 2  = 9 1 .5 5 d f =  3 p < 0.001

1. S y n ta c tic  m o d ifica tio n 575 5 5 .2 9% 843 8 0 .1 3 % *2  = 3 1 .1 3 d f = 1 p < 0.001

2. L e x ica l m o d ifica tio n 549 52 .7 9% 483 4 5 .9 1 % * 2  -  11.38 d f = 1 p < 0.001

3. U pgraders 152 14.62% 59 5 .61% * 2  = 4 9 .0 5 d f = 1 p < 0.001

B. External modification 794 7 6 .3 5% 785 7 4 .6 2 % *2  = 125.4 d f = 2 p < 0.001

1. M itig a tin g  su p p o rtiv«  m oves 705 6 7 .7 9% 778 7 3 .9 5% *2  =  0.1 d f = 1 p >  0 .1 0  NS*

2. A g gra va tin g  su p p o rtiv«  m oves 139 13.37% 9 0 .86 % *2  = 125.3 d f = 1 p < 0.001

T a b le  10 . O v e r a ll d is tr ib u t io n  o f  m a in  m o d if ic a t io n  ty p e s  in  S y r ia n  A r a b ic  a n d  B r it ish  E n g lish  r e q u e s ts  

w ith  c h i-sq u a r e  te s t  r e su lts .

* p  >  0 .1 0  N S : n o t s ig n if ic a n t

Results from the table above show that both Syrian and British participants favour 

internal modifiers over external supportive moves. The table also demonstrates that while 

British subjects use slightly more internal modification than their Syrian peers (SY 81.35% 

vs. BR 84.60%), the Syrians adopt a few more external modifiers than the former (SY 

76.35% vs. BR 74.62. Non-parametric procedures were used in the analysis since the 

choices of modification categories are nominal scale variables. Chi-square tests of 

independence were conducted in order to determine whether or not there was a statistically 

significant level of difference between the Syrian and the British groups. The statistical 

analysis results as demonstrated in table 10 showed that there was a significant difference in 

the choice of various types of internal modification and the aggravating supportive moves 

between the Syrian and the British groups. However, no significant difference was observed 

in the way British and Syrian subjects choose mitigating supportive moves.

In order to get a better understanding of the similarities and differences between the two 

language groups, we will look at more specific distribution of the subcategories of internal 

and external modification in sections 6.3 and 6.4.
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6.3. Analysis of internal modification:

6.3.1. Analysis of main internal modifiers:

Internal modifiers which include syntactic downgrades, lexical and phrasal 

downgrades, and upgrades are non-essential elements of the request utterance within the 

head act. Blum-Kulka (1989: 60) clarifies this by saying that their presence is “not essential 

for the utterance to be understood as a request”. In other words, the pragmatic force of the 

utterance will still be there without these non-essential elements. The choice of internal 

modifiers creates a variation in the configuration of request acts. The following sub-sections 

provide analysis for internal modifiers in the requests of both the Syrian and the British 

subjects.

6.3.1.1. Analysis of internal modifiers for all situations combined:

Following the analysis and the coding scheme of request sequences, occurrences and 

percentages of internal modification main types were calculated for each group. Results in 

table 10 (see section 6.2) suggest that the groups are very close in the amount of internal 

modification they use in their requests. However, the British used internal modification 

slightly more than the Syrians (SY 81.35% vs. BR 84.60%).

The striking feature of table 10 is that syntactic downgraders are the most widely used type 

of internal modification for both groups of subjects. However, the British used syntactic 

downgraders 24.84 percentage points more than their Syrian peers. On the contrary, 

upgraders were the least favoured type for both groups. The Syrians, though, maintained a 

significantly higher percentage of upgraders than the British participants (SY 14.6% vs. BR 

5.61%). One could also notice that there is a difference between both language groups in the 

use of lexical and phrasal modifiers (SY 52.79% vs. BR 45.91%). Having looked at inter

group variation, we shall now proceed to look at intra-group variation of internal 

modification distribution. Concerning the British group, the frequency distribution shows 

that participants in this group have used a much higher percentage of syntactic modifiers 

(80.13%) compared to that of the lexical modifiers (45.91%). On the contrary, the difference 

between the syntactic and the lexical modifiers’ frequency distribution of the Syrian subjects 

is very small (55.29%) vs. (52.79%).
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Keeping this overall analysis in mind for all situations combined, the next section will 

explore in more detail the distribution of internal modifiers by language group in each 

situation separately.

6.3.1.2. Analysis of internal modifiers by situation and by language group:

Mod. type In ternal m odifiers S yn tactic  d ow ngraders Lexical d o w n g ra d e s U p g ra d e s

Language

group S yrian British S yrian ritish Syrian British S yrian British

Situation No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per.

sit, 01 77 7 .40 % 86 8 .17% 45 4 .33 % 77 7 .32% 50 4 .81% 54 5 . 13% 29 2 .79 % 38 3 .61%

sit. 02 51 4 .90% 29 2 .76 % 16 1 .54% 20 1 .90 % 16 1 .54% 17 1 .62% 40 3 .85% 5 0 .48 %

sit. 03 99 9 .52 % 98 9 .32 % 81 7 .7 9 % 97 9 .22 % 73 7 .02% 47 4 .47% 2 0 .19% 0 0 .00%

sit. 04 68 6 .54% 47 4 .47 % 68 6 .54% 47 4 .47 % 38 3 .65% 19 1 .81% 0 0 .00% 1 0 .10%

sit. 05 88 8 .46 % 73 6 .94 % 83 7 .98 % 72 6 .84 % 43 4 .13% 47 4 .47% 1 0 .10% 0 0 .00%

sit. 06 71 6 .83 % 79 7 .51% 36 3 .46 % 66 6 .27 % 49 4 .71% 54 5 . 13% 19 1 .83% 6 0 .57%

sit. 07 74 7 .12% 72 6 .84 % 56 5 .38 % 71 6 .75 % 53 5 .10% 37 3 .52% 8 0 .77 % 1 0 .10%

sit. 08 50 4 .81% 83 7 .89 % 36 3 .46 % 78 7 .4 1 % 27 2 .60% 25 2 .38% 2 0 .19% 2 0 .19%

sit. 09 67 6 .4 4 % 58 5 .51% 40 3 .85% 55 5 .23 % 44 4 .23% 30 2 .85% 13 1 .25 % 3 0 .29%

sit. 10 57 5 .48 % 76 7 .22 % 44 4 .23 % 76 7 .22 % 34 3 .27% 31 2 .95% 5 0 .48 % 0 0 .00 %

sit. 11 83 7 .98 % 99 9 .41 % 25 2 .40 % 96 9 .13% 74 7 .12% 75 7 .13% 30 2 .88% 3 0 .29%

sit. 12 61 5 .87% 90 8 .56% 45 4 .33% 88 8 .37 % 48 4 .62% 47 4 .47% 3 0 .29% 0 0 .00%

T a b le  11. O v e r a ll d is tr ib u t io n  o f  in te r n a l m o d if ie r s  b y  s itu a tio n  a n d  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p .

N o te : T h e  n u m b e r  o f  S y r ia n  sa id  r e q u e s ts  is  1 0 4 0  a n d  th e  B r itish  sa id  r e q u e s ts  is  1 0 5 2 .

F ig u r e  4 1 . P e r c e n ta g e  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  in te r n a l m o d if ic a t io n  a c r o s s  th e  tw e lv e  

s itu a tio n s .

Figure 41 above illustrates both inter-group and cross-situation variation of internal 

modifiers between the two groups of subjects. The British participants used relatively more
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internal modifiers in most of the situations except for situation 2 (street), 4 (lift), 5 (phone) 

where the speaker is unfamiliar with his addressee. Syrian speakers in these situations 

maintained higher percentages of internal modification. This reflects Syrians’ tendency to 

use more internal modification in requesting from unfamiliar addressees.

Keeping this general pattern in mind, the focus will next be on each group’s internal 

modification distribution by situation. Concerning the British group, the percentage 

distribution shows that situations 1 (kitchen), 3 (notes), 11 (photocopy) elicited higher 

percentages of internal modification in comparison to the rest of the situations. In contrast, 

situations 2 (street) and 4 (lift) elicited the least percentages of internal modifiers. Unlike the 

Syrian group, the British subjects used more internal modifiers in situations of familiarity 

between interlocutors and less internal modifiers in situations of unfamiliarity between 

interlocutors. As for the Syrian group, their data distribution demonstrates that situation 3 

(notes) witnessed the peak percentage of internal modifiers, whereas situation 8 

(presentation) had the least percentage. This trend can be explained in the light of the power 

variable that plays an important role behind Syrians’ choices of internal modifiers. In 

situation 3 (notes) there is no power differential and that is why Syrian speakers tend to 

employ more internal modifiers. On the contrary, in situation 8 (presentation) the speaker is 

a university lecturer who has institutional power over their students and in this context the 

use of internal modifiers to hedge the influence of the request is kept to the minimum.

Having examined the overall use of internal modifiers by group and situation, in the next 

section I will proceed to examine specific sub-types of internal modifiers.

6.3.2. Syntactic downgrade«:

Syntactic downgrades, which are a sub-type of internal modifiers, refer to optional 

syntactic devices that have a mitigating function to soften the impact of request illocutions 

(see section 4.5.1.4.). The choice of syntactic downgrades forms another source of variation 

upon generating request utterances. The table below provides the distribution of both the 

Syrian and British syntactic downgrades in all the situations.

Table 12 below shows that the Syrians and British use syntactic downgrades in different 

proportions. The British appear to employ a much higher percentage of syntactic devices 

than the Syrians do (SY 55.29% vs. BR 80.13%). In other words, the great majority of
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British participants mitigate the force of their request head acts by means of syntactic 

downgraders.

Syntactic Downgraders

Syrian British

No. Per. No. Per.

In te rro g a tiv e 3 9 4 3 7 .8 8 % 6 3 9 6 0 .7 4 %

N e g a tio n  o f p re p a ra to ry  c o n d it io n 0 0 .0 0 % 24 2 .2 8 %

S u b ju n c tiv e 77 7 .4 0 % 14 1 .3 3 %

C o n d itio n a l 4 8 4 .6 2 % 30 2 .8 5 %

A s p e c t 0 0 .0 0 % 16 1 .5 2 %

T e n s e 0 0 .0 0 % 10 0 .9 5 %

C o m b in a tio n 56 5 .3 8 % 110 1 0 .4 6 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f s y n ta c t ic  d o w n g ra d e rs 5 7 5 5 5 .2 9 % 8 4 3 8 0 .1 3 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f s a id  re q u e s ts 1 0 4 0 105 2

T a b le  1 2 . O v e r a ll  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  sy n ta c t ic  d o w n g r a d e r s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  in  a ll s itu a t io n s  

co m b in e d .

Furthermore, the British used a variety of all the syntactic downgraders listed in the 

coding scheme, whereas the Syrians limited their uses of syntactic devices to the 

interrogative, subjunctive, conditional categories and some combinations. It should be noted 

that the interrogative sub-type of syntactic downgraders was the most popular one used 

across the two language groups. However, the British maintained much higher percentages 

of interrogatives when compared with their Syrian peers (SY 37.88% vs. BR 60.74%). One 

could also notice that the tense subcategory proved to be the least favoured type of syntactic 

modifiers for both the Syrians and British.

“Excuse me, no parking here, you'll have to move on I'm afraid." (Tense) (Female 
British participant)

" Would you mind clearing up your stuff from last night?” (Interrogative) (Female 
British participant)

"?4)l j j l ■* -'***■ C i Jjai. J

“marHaba, mumken istaciir muHaaDartak la’inni maa HDirta msaan aLLa?”
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“Hello, can I borrow your lecture notes since 1 did not attend the lecture, for God's 

sake (please)?” {Interrogative) (Male Syrian participant)

6.3.3. Lexical and phrasal downgraders:

Lexical downgraders are a sub-type of internal modifiers. They are optional lexical 

and phrasal devices to soften the impositive force of request illocutions (see section 

4.4.5.1.5). They include elements such as politeness markers, understaters, hedges, cajolers 

and so forth. Table 13 below provides the distribution of lexical and phrasal downgraders 

used by each language group under study for all situations combined.

Lexical Downgraders
Syrian British

No. Per. No. Per.
P o lite n e s s  m a rk e r 3 9 7 3 8 .1 7 % 2 8 9 2 7 .4 7 %

U n d e rs ta te r 2 3 2 .2 1 % 37 3 .5 2 %

H ed g e 2 0 .1 9 % 5 0 .4 8 %

S u b je c tiv iz e r 3 0 .2 9 % 42 3 .9 9 %

D o w n to n e r 57 5 .4 8 % 13 1 .2 4 %

C a jo le r 5 0 .4 8 % 0 0 .0 0 %

A p p e a le r 19 1 .8 3 % 44 4 .1 8 %

G o d  w ish 3 0 .2 9 % 0 0 .0 0 %

C o m b in a tio n 4 0 3 .8 5 % 53 5 .0 4 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f le x ica l d o w n g ra d e rs 5 4 9 5 2 .7 9 % 4 8 3 4 5 .9 1 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f sa id  re q u e s ts 1 0 4 0 1 05 2

T a b le  13 . O v e r a ll  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  le x ic a l a n d  p h r a sa l m o d if ie r s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  in  a ll s itu a t io n s  

co m b in ed .

Chi-square test results indicated in table 10 (see section 6.2) suggest that there is a 

statistically significant difference between the Syrian and the British in their use of lexical 

and phrasal downgraders {y2 = 11.38, df = 1, p < 0.001). Unlike table 12, table 13 shows 

that Syrian subjects appear to have a higher percentage of lexical and phrasal downgraders 

(SY 52% vs. BR 45.91%). It further illustrates that out of all possible categories of lexical 

and phrasal downgraders, only politeness markers have been extensively used by both 

groups of subjects. The difference lies in the fact that Syrians tend to use more politeness 

markers than the British (SY 38% vs. BR 27.47%). A new lexical downgrader designated
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as God wish emerged in the Syrian data. However, its frequency of use is too low to show 

any trends.

Looking in more detail at each group’s performance, one can notice that there is a 

cross-category variation in both the Syrian and the British data. That is, with regards to the 

Syrian data, politeness markers account for 38.17% of the data, downtoners account for only 

5.48 %, combinations account for 3.85%, and understaters account for 2.21%. Percentages 

of the rest of Syrian lexical and phrasal downgrades are very low. Concerning the British 

data, politeness markers account for 27.47%, combinations account only for 5.04%, 

appealers account for 4.18%, subjectivizers account for 3.99%, understaters account for 

3.52%. Percentages of the rest of the British lexical and phrasal downgrades were very 

small. Here are some examples from the questionnaire data in order to illustrate the use of 

common lexical and phrasal downgrades across both language groups such as politeness 

markers and combinations:

n.is  jla  .lie. jL -o  £  j I ia ybj ? »jSal lit Ails* ¿fi** k'li A,* j 3 1 j j J&J "

"diktoor, law samaHit mumken axxer Halaqet il-baHis la-bukra? la-inno mbaareH 

Saar candi Zarif Taare'."

“Dr, please can I postpone the seminar paper till tomorrow because I’ve had an emergency 

situation? ” (Politeness marker) (Female Syrian Participant)

“Can you please clean up after yourself?” (Politeness marker) (Female British 

participant)

I x j  ¿ j*  * (jjjLaàS LLjLjJ L f j i  Lt I j l  iîjiti"

“flaane, iza maa fiiha iHraaj, mumken tsaawiilna finjaaneen ahwe min bacid iznek?”

“[to female addressee], i f  there is no embarrassment, could you prepare us two cups of 

coffee, after your permission?" (Combination) (Male Syrian Participant)

“Would you mind tidying up in here a bit, please? It’s gross!” (Combination) 
(Female British participant)
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6.3.4. Upgraders:

Upgraders are the request’s head internal elements the speaker uses to intensify the 

force of the request illocution (see section 4.4.5.1.6). Another source of variation in the 

formulation of requests lies in the choices speakers make with respect to upgraders. This 

section deals with the analysis of upgraders for all situations combined. Table 14 below 

introduces the frequency distribution of upgraders used by each group.

Upgraders

Syrian British

No. Per. No. Per.

In te n s ifie r 4 0.38% 2 0.19%

C o m m itm e n t in d ic a to r 11 1.06% 5 0.48%

E xp le tive 0 0.00% 2 0.19%

T im e  in te n s ifie r 48 4.62% 10 0.95%

L e x ica l u p to n e r 26 2.50% 31 2.95%

D e te rm in a tio n  m a rk e r 2 0.19% 0 0.00%

R e p e tit io n  o f re q u e s t 11 1.06% 0 0.00%

O rth o g ra p h ic /s u p ra s e g m e n ta l

e m p h a s is
27 2.60% 0 0.00%

E m p h a tic  a d d itio n 11 1.06% 0 0.00%

P e jo ra tiv e  d e te rm in e r 5 0.48% 6 0.57%

C o m b in a tio n 7 0.67% 3 0.29%

T o ta l n u m b e r o f u p g ra d e rs 152 14.62% 59 5.61%

T o ta l n u m b e r o f sa id  re q u e s ts 1040 1052

T a b le  14. O v e r a ll  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  u p g r a d e r s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  in  a ll s itu a t io n s  c o m b in e d .

Table 10 (see section 6.2) indicating the results of the Chi-square test of independence 

shows that there is a significant statistical difference between the Syrian and British group in 

both the choices and percentage distribution of upgraders in all situations combined (x2 =

125.4, df = 2, p < 0.001). Concerning the overall frequency of upgraders by language group, 

table 10 presents a wide variation between the British and Syrian data. The Syrian group 

appears to have a significantly higher frequency of upgraders than their British counterparts 

(SY 14.62% vs. BR 5.61%). This is interesting because the British group also used much 

lower frequencies of lexical and phrasal downgraders.
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It is also worth noting that the Syrian participants reflected a tendency towards using a 

wider variety of sub-types of upgraders in the course of intensifying their request sequences 

than their British peers. They varied their choices between time intensifiers which had the 

highest percentage among the Syrian upgraders (4.62%) and determination markers which 

had the least percentage of Syrian upgraders (0.19%). In addition to that, 

orthographic/suprasegmental emphasis account for (2.60%) which forms the second highest 

percentage of Syrian upgraders. Lexical uptoners comes next in terms of percentage 

(2.50%). Expletives were the only sub-type of upgraders which the Syrians refrained from 

using.

", L l ^ a  ^le. ^ \ iuu J  Jalai

“law samaHti yaa aanse, Sawriili aham ni’aaT il-’ijtimaa0 wi bcatiili yaahon cala 

maktabi bi ’asrac wa ’it.”

“ Please Miss, photocopy the most important minutes of the meeting and send them 

to my office as soon as possible.” (Time intensifier) (Male Syrian participant)

".g-j I m  (jjA (jjVïiît i j j i  »ji.> i..ib ^»Wi d u j  b ”

“yaa reet tiTfi il-siigara fawran la-inno il-tadxeen hoon mamnuu0.”

“I hope you put that cigarette out immediately because smoking is prohibited here.” (Time 

intensifier) (Male Syrian participant)

1 C j-» U ÙL»
“§uu biddak minni ween maa bruuH btilHa’ni Hil eanni ba’aa xalaSr

“What do you want with me? Wherever I go you follow me ... Go away from me and 

that’s that! (meaning...‘and stay away!’)” (Determination marker) (Female Syrian 
participant)

Unlike the Syrian respondents, the British limited their choices to seven sub-types of 

upgraders, namely lexical uptoners, time intensifiers, pejorative determiners, commitment 

indicators, combinations and intensifiers. However, most of the British upgraders cluster 

around lexical uptoners (2.95%). In contrast, expletives and intensifiers are the least used 

sub-category of British upgraders as they accounted only for (0.19%). Table 14 above also 

demonstrates that the British did not resort to using the following upgraders, namely 

determination markers, repetition o f request, orthographic /  suprasegmental emphasis, and 

emphatic addition for increasing the effect of their requests.
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“Hey, could you clean up your mess sometime, please?” {Lexical uptoner) (Male 

British participant)

“Stoppestering me!” {Lexical uptoner) (Female British participant)

“Hey, is it ok if you clean up the kitchen’s bloody mess?” {Expletive) (Male British 

participant)

“Hey, the kitchen's a big mess; want to help me clean it later?” {Intensifier) (Male 

British participant)

6.4. Analysis of external modification:

6.4.1. Analysis of main external modifiers:

External modifiers or supportive moves are external elements to the request head act 

(nucleus) that serve to mitigate or aggravate the force of the request illocution. They come 

either before or after the head act of the request (Edmondson, 1981, Faerch and Kasper, 

1989). What is more, external modifiers affect the context in which the request is embedded. 

Hence, they indirectly adjust the force of the request illocution.

There are two main categories of external modifiers, namely mitigating supportive moves 

and aggravating supportive moves. A range of various modifiers come under each of these 

two main categories (see section 4.5.1.7). Subjects upon choosing external modifiers 

generate another source of variation in the configuration of their requests. The following 

subsections present an analysis of external modifiers in the Syrian and British data.

6.4.1.1. Analysis of external modifiers for all situations combined:

Following the analysis and the coding scheme of request sequences, occurrences and 

percentages of external modification main types were calculated for each group. Table 10 

(see section 6.2) shows that both subject groups extensively used external modifiers. 

However, the Syrians used slightly more external modification than the British (SY 76.35% 
vs. BR 74.62%).
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Table 10 (see section 6.2) also demonstrates that most of the Syrians (67.35%) and the 

British (73.95%) use mitigating supportive moves to modify the effect of the requests they 

produce. In other words, the great majority of participants soften the force of their request 

rather than boosting it. As regards the use of aggravating supportive moves, one may 

conclude that although both language groups did not use aggravating supportive moves very 

frequently, the Syrians did use them much more extensively than did their British peers (SY 

13.37% vs. BR 0.86%) (For further discussion please refer to section 6.4.3.1).

Further, Chi-square statistical tests of independence were carried out in order to identify 

which of the differences between the two groups are statistically significant. Results in table 

10 (see section 6.2) refer to the fact that while there is no statistical significance between the 

Syrian and British use of mitigating supportive moves (X  =0.1, df = 1, p > 0.10), there is a 

big significant difference in the way the two groups employ aggravating supportive moves 

(X2 =  125.3, df= 1, p < 0.001).

Taking these overall results for all situations into account, the next section will look into the 

distribution of external modifiers by situation and by language group.

6.4.1.2. Analysis of external modifiers by situation and by language group:

Mod. type
Supportive moves

Mitigating supportive 
moves

Aggravating 
supportive moves

Language
group S\/rian British Syrian British Syrian British
Situation No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per. No. Per.
Sit. 01 86 8.27% 64 6.08% 64 6.15% 62 5.89% 43 4.13% 2 0.19%
Sit. 02 57 5.48% 53 5.04% 6 0.58% 50 4.75% 53 5.10% 4 0.38%
Sit. 03 80 7.69% 70 6.65% 80 7.69% 70 6.65% 1 0.10% 0 0.00%
Sit. 04 50 4.81% 45 4.28% 50 4.81% 45 4.28% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Sit. 05 76 7.31% 79 7.51% 76 7.31% 79 7.51% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Sit. 06 90 8.65% 96 9.13% 79 7.60% 95 9.03% 31 2.98% 2 0.19%
Sit. 07 82 7.88% 83 7.89% 82 7.88% 83 7.89% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Sit. 08 50 4.81% 72 6.84% 50 4.81% 72 6.84% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Sit. 09 83 7.98% 70 6.65% 78 7.50% 69 6.56% 11 1.06% 1 0.10%
Sit.10 70 6.73% 75 7.13% 70 6.73% 75 7.13% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Sit.11 6 0.58% 15 1.43% 6 0.58% 15 1.43% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Sit.12 64 6.15% 63 5.99% 64 6.15% 63 5.99% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%

T a b le  15 . O v e r a ll  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  s u p p o r t iv e  m o v e s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  b y  s itu a t io n .  

N o te : th e  n u m b e r  o f  S y r ia n  sa id  r e q u e s ts  is  1 0 4 0  a n d  th e  B r itish  sa id  r e q u e s ts  is  1 0 5 2 .
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F ig u re  4 2 . P e r c e n ta g e  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  e x te r n a l m o d if ic a t io n  a c r o s s  th e  tw e lv e  

s itu a tio n s .

Table 15 and figure 42 above indicate inter-group and cross-situation variation of 

external modifiers between the Syrian and the British respondents. It is clear from figure 42 

that both language groups reflected a cross cultural agreement in the percentages of external 

modifiers they used. However, situations 1 (kitchen) and 8 (presentation) witnessed 

approximately 2 percentage points disagreement between the two language groups. It was 

the Syrian group who had a higher percentage of external modifiers in situation 1 (kitchen) 

rather than the British group. On the contrary, in situation 8, (presentation) it was the British 

group who used a higher percentage than their Syrian peers. Situation 9 (smoking) 

witnessed a slight disagreement in the degree to which the two groups under study 

employed external modifiers.

Having looked at this general pattern, the percentage distribution of the Syrian and 

British external modifiers will next be discussed. As regards the Syrian data, situation 6 

(police) elicited the highest percentage number of external modifiers (8.65%) while situation 

11 (photocopy) had the smallest percentage numbers of external modifiers. Similarly, the 

British group’s highest percentage of external modifiers (9.13) was noticed in situation 6 

(police), whereas the least percentage number of external modifiers was observed in 

situation 11 (photocopy). Such a trend can be explained in the light of the familiarity social 

variable as it represents the key difference between the two situations 6 and 11 for both 

groups under examination. In both situations, the speaker has the social power to make their 

request and the size of imposition involved in these situations is quite parallel as well. In
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situation 11 (photocopy), there is a great deal of familiarity between the boss and the 

secretary and this acounts for the low number of external modifiers the speaker uses to 

modify their request’s influence. On the other hand, in situation 6 (police), the social 

distance between the police officer and the car driver is the key reason for using external 

modifiers to adjust the force of the request illocution

In the current section, the overall use of external modifiers by group and situation was 

covered in detail. In the next section, the sub-categories of external modifiers (mitigating 

and aggravating supportive moves) will be investigated.

6.4.2. Mitigating supportive moves:

Mitigating supportive moves, as was previously explained (see section 4.4.5.1.7), are 

external elements to the request’s head which the speaker uses to hedge and soften the 

impact of the requests they produce.

The following sections will provide two sets of analysis for mitigating supportive moves; 

the former is by situation and the latter is by category.

6.4.2.1. Analysis of mitigating supportive moves by situation:

Distribution of Syrian and British mitigating 
supportive moves

10.00%

8.00%«
2  6.00% c
£  4.00%  v

2 .00%

0.00%

& & $  c?3
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F ig u re  4 3 . P e r c e n ta g e  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  m it ig a t in g  s u p p o r t iv e  m o v e s  a c r o s s  th e  

tw e lv e  s itu a tio n s .

From figure 43 above, we notice that there is a general pattern of agreement between 

Syrian and British speakers except for situation 2 (street), where there was a big divergence
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between the subject groups involved. The British maintained a much higher percentage of 

mitigating supportive moves than the Syrians in this coercive situation (SY 0.58% vs. BR 

4.75%). In other words, the British tended to soften the impact of their requests in this 

particular situation while the Syrians, according to table 11, exhibited a tendency to enhance 

the effect of their requests. This discrepancy is related to the cultural difference between the 

Syrian and the British speech communities as well as to the way people in both communities 

weigh the size of imposition associated with this situation. Situations 6 (police) and 8 

(presentation) were perceived to have higher percentages of British mitigating supportive 

moves rather than Syrian ones: (SY 7.60% vs. BR 9.03%), (SY 4.81% vs. BR 6.84). It 

seems that unlike the Syrian culture, and in spite of the fact that British respondents have the 

institutional power to ask their addressees, they still employ considerably higher percentages 

of mitigating supportive moves to hedge their requests.

Concerning the Syrian data, one should point out the fact that situation 3 (notes) was 

remarkable for having the highest percentage of mitigating supportive moves (7.69%). On 

the other side of the spectrum, situation 2 (street) and 11 (photocopy) had the lowest 

percentage of mitigating supportive moves.

As regards the British data, table 15 above reveals that the highest percentage of mitigating 

supportive moves was identified in situation 6 (police) (9.03%). In contrast, the lowest 

percentage of mitigating supportive moves occurred in situation 11 (photocopy) (1.43%).

6.4.2.2. Analysis of mitigating supportive moves by category:

Mitigating supportive moves
Syrian British

No. Per. No. Per.
P re p a ra to r 15 1.44% 12 1.14%
G e ttin g  a  p re -c o m m itm e n t 5 0.48% 5 0.48%
G ro u n d e r 426 40.96% 458 43.54%
D is a rm e r 19 1.83% 51 4.85%
P ro m is e  o f re w a rd 1 0.10% 1 0.10%
Im p o s itio n  m in im iz e r 21 2.02% 33 3.14%
S w e e te n e r 14 1.35% 21 2.00%
O ffe r  to  h e lp 7 0.67% 0 0.00%
P ro m is e  o f re tu rn 13 1.25% 8 0.76%
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Mitigating supportive moves

Syrian British

No. Per. No. Per.

A p p re c ia tio n /th a n k s 0 0 .0 0 % 1 0 .1 0 %

A p o lo g y 4 0 .3 8 % 0 0 .0 0 %

E n c o u ra g e m e n t 4 0 .3 8 % 0 0 .0 0 %

P ro m ise  o f im p ro v e m e n t 1 0 .1 0 % 0 0 .0 0 %

P ro m ise  to  be  th e  la s t t im e 6 0 .5 8 % 0 0 .0 0 %

C o m b in a tio n 169 1 6 .2 5 % 188 1 7 .8 7 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f m it ig a tin g  s u p p o rt iv e  

m o ve s
7 05 6 7 .7 9 % 7 78 7 3 .9 5 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f sa id  re q u e s ts 1040 105 2

T a b le  16 . O v e r a ll  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  m it ig a t in g  su p p o r t iv e  m o v e s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  in  a ll s itu a t io n s  

co m b in ed .

Overall, table 16 above demonstrates the distribution of the mitigating supportive 

moves sub-types in all situations combined. From a closer look at the results indicated, we 

found that the mitigating external modifier that accounts for most of the Syrian and British 

data involves grounders (SY 40.96% vs. BR 43.54%). The following examples illustrate the 

uses of grounders by the Syrians and British.

“Oh, I would be so grateful if you could make a drink for me, as the person who does 

is away at the moment.” (Grounder) (Male British participant)

1' V jjj j j £  L jLa lJ‘tll V o . a Y  o j ...r, _ . j j j &JIa  6 ’/’

“ana maznuu ’ ktiir hal-fatra, daxiilak tdayyinni casir taalaaf leera la-inno lalayyi 
iltizaamat ktiire?”

“/ am very tight on money these days, could you please lend 10000 liras since 1 have 

many commitments?” (Grounder) (Male Syrian participant)

The combinations sub-category in which subject choose to combine one or more mitigating 

supportive moves appears to have the second highest percentage after grounders across both 

languages (SY 16.25% vs. BR 17.87%). However, there is a slight tendency for the British 

speakers to mitigate their request using the previously specified sub-categories more than
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their Syrian counterparts. Table 16 once again shows that percentages of other types of 

mitigating supportive moves were very low.

“Hi (name of lecturer), I  have had a really big family problem this week so could I get 

an extension for my seminar work? I  know this is the second time it's happened and it would 

not happen again.” (Combination o f a grounder, disarmer and promise o f refrain) (Female 

British participant)

j j !  Olia j jSbl£ j  i j j t  ^ 4  j  ¿yXJa o J*  (J&f t jl4// J

¡-'«J (i«4 . -v i // a ati jjl .-*1 ailtj i 4-iiLx l,uJ

“marHaba iza bitriidi diktoora, waLLa ana aasfe bas Zuruufi bkil marra cam tkuun 

Diddi wi hai taani marra raH iTLob minnek inno t ’ajliili mawced tasliim Halqet il-baHis, 

waLLa bwicdek inno tkuun Halqet il-baHis mumtaaze, bas caTiini wa’it.”

Hello, if you wish (please) Doctor, I  swear by God that 1 am really sorry but my 

circumstances are against me every time and this is the second time I  have to ask you to 

postpone the seminar submission date. I  swear by God (really) promise you that the seminar 

paper will be excellent, just give me more time.” (Combination o f an apology, grounder, 

disarmer and promise o f improvement) (Female Syrian participant)

In the end, what is worth noting is that the Syrian group was distinguished for using all 

sub-categories of mitigating supportive moves except the appreciation/thanks category 

which was exclusively used by the British, whereas the latter limited their uses to 

preparator, getting a pre-commitment, grounder, disarmer, promise o f reward, imposition 

minimiser, sweetener, promise o f return, and appreciation/thanks categories which form 

two thirds of the total types of mitigating supportive moves. Some of these sub-categories 

newly emerged in my data and were not available in Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) coding 

scheme particularly the Syrian Arabic data which was rich with new mitigating supportive 

moves (please refer to section 4.5.1.7 for further details). This explains why the Syrian 

group used all the mitigating sub-categories of external modifiers.

The following request utterance sets a good example of the use of appreciation by the 

British subjects:
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“Would you be able to do the presentation a week early, it would be greatly 

appreciated. ” (Appreciation) (Female British participant)

6.4.3. Aggravating supportive moves:

Aggravating supportive moves are external elements to the request’s head. Speakers 

use these elements to promote the pragmatic force of the request’s illocution. In the current 

study these items will be analysed at two levels, namely by situation and by category group.

6.4.3.I. Analysis of aggravating supportive moves by situation:

F ig u r e  4 4 . P e r c e n ta g e  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  S y r ia n  a n d  B r itish  a g g r a v a t in g  s u p p o r t iv e  m o v e s  a c r o s s  th e  

tw e lv e  s itu a tio n s .

Results of Chi-square statistical test for significance displayed in table 10 (see section 

6.2) reveal that there is a significant difference in the way the Syrian and the British subjects 

use aggravating supportive moves (*2 = 125.3, df=l, p < 0.001). As is shown in figure 44, 

the British participants did not make use of many aggravating supportive moves modifiers 

in situations 1 (Kitchen), 2 (street), 6 (police), 9 (smoking) while, on the other hand, the 

Syrian participants tended to extensively use such modifiers in these situations in 

comparison with their British counterparts. Table 15 demonstrates that the percentage 

distribution for using these aggravating supportive moves by both groups was (SY 4.13% 

vs. BR 0.19%), (SY 5.10% vs. BR 0.38%), (SY 2.98% vs. BR 0.19%), (SY 1.06% vs. BR 

0.10%) respectively. Syrian subjects, in the specified situations, relied on external rules 

whether social or institutional which are supposed to control the interlocutors behaviour in

183



the given situations. Accordingly, their addressee is expected to adhere to such rules so that 

in case of any violation, speakers consider that they not only have the right to ask their 

addressees to abide by the rules but can also use aggravating supportive moves to enhance 

their requests. This fact was the key motivation behind choices of the aggravating 

supportive moves used. For example, in situation 1 (kitchen) the social rule for sharing a 

house with other people is to respect the rule of cleanliness and good hygiene.
jLl« Ajjsjuij U (Jl* liLl J jji . ¿jLijV/ ¿yt ill hi!/'

“H-naDaafe min il-iimaan. §uu ra’yek t’uumi tnaDfi il-maTbax mitil maa wassaxtii 

mbaareH?”

“Cleanliness is next to godliness, how about cleaning up the kitchen as it was you 

who made it dirty yesterday?” (Moralising) (Female Syrian participant)

In situation 2 (street), males are not supposed to pester females in the street. In addition, the 

size of imposition females feel in such a coercive situation might push some respondents to 

intensify their requests.

".fiUJI<-*fila fJLt¿yui*l¿jjA , IjjL* Ijiutil(¿Ml"

“Mi istaHu maatu, im§i min hoon aHsan maa limma caleek il-caalam."

“Those who got shy died (Reference to the point that what the addressee was doing is 

wrong). You’d better go away from here or I  will gather the people around you (I will 

get you into trouble, i.e. I will cause you public embarrassment.)” (Combination o f 

moralising and a threat) (Female Syrian participant)

In situations 6 (police) and 9 (smoking), it is the institutional law of traffic or health 

standards in public places the individuals are expected to follow. Therefore, some speakers 

exhibited some inclination toward employing aggravating supportive moves.

"'¿IULLj Jit j  yj j  i—ijijlU ^ j u t  jjc iK̂  j f i  lj j  titj Luj L"

“yaa axi rkaab sayyaartak wi Xayyer makaana la-inno makaana Xeer masmuuH bil- 
wo’uuf wa ilia waLLahi bxaalfak."

“Brother, get in your car and change its place because you are not allowed to park 

there . Otherwise I  swear I  will fine you.“ (Threat) (Male Syrian participant)
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.LL-oja ¿ijl j  V  ‘—i / L i  j - °

“axi muu saayef il-blaan? Laa tdaxxen waLLahi fTiSna.”

“Brother, can t you see the sign? Stop smoking I swear we are almost perished, (this is 

really very annoying.)” (Rhetorical question) (Female Syrian participant)

6.4.3.2. Analysis of aggravating supportive moves by category:

Aggravating supportive moves
Syrian British

No. Per. No. Per.
Insu lt 24 2 .3 1 % 1 0 .1 0 %

T h re a t 34 3 .2 7 % 6 0 .5 7 %

M o ra liz in g 36 3 .4 6 % 2 0 .1 9 %

R h e to rica l q u e s tio n 10 0 .9 6 % 0 0 .0 0 %

A d d itio n a l im p e ra tiv e 2 0 .1 9 % 0 0 .0 0 %

C o m b in a tio n 33 3 .1 7 % 0 0 .0 0 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f a g g ra v a t in g  s u p p o rt iv e  

M o ve s
139 1 3 .3 7 % 9 0 .8 6 %

T o ta l n u m b e r o f sa id  re q u e s ts 1 040 1 0 5 2

T a b le  17. O v e r a ll d is tr ib u t io n  o f  a g g r a v a t in g  su p p o r t iv e  m o v e s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  in a ll 

s itu a tio n s  c o m b in e d .

Having a quick glance at table 17 above, we see that the aggravating supportive move 

that accounts for most of the British data involves threats. However, it seems that the 

Syrians use threats in their requests much more than their British peers (SY 3.27% vs. BR 
0.57%).

" _ ijLjitj j  ■ y  ̂ t y - y  ̂  (_) • tiiij i

“xalaS biddak DDal tlaaHi'ni biddijiblakaxwyiykasser raasak."

“Stop it! If you keep following me, I will get my brother to smash your head."

(Threat) (Female Syrian participant)

On the other side of the spectrum, moralising appears to be the aggravating supportive 

move that accounts for most of the Syrian data (SY 3.46% vs. BR 0.19%).
185



V- ¡_Ja. ' iliLu iSjIjili^JjjcLa i/Ijlc i nc t<JLut

“hey inte cee6 caleek suu maa candak ixwaat banaat txaafcaleehon? Hil eanni ba’a.”

“Hey you, shame on you, don’t you have sisters you care about? Leave me alone!” 

(Moralising) (Female Syrian participant)

Another interesting point to raise is that Syrian participants heavily used all the 

aggravating supportive moves described in the coding scheme and more often combined 

more than one aggravating supportive moves for boosting their requests. The discussion in 

the previous section provides us with insights that explain the higher frequencies of 

aggravating supportive moves in the Syrian data.

t j i . <-i‘l j i  . ,l»aT La (JjS  /jT-vT ‘ à. uXi y j  II l_JJC aitll j  ?£jL -a  gr t It atLl ItfJuSjlJ jJàîlA _j J3'

“suu hal-sarsaHa yalli taarkiina bil-maTbax mbaareW. waLLaceeb caleekon yacni il- 

canze bitnaDDef taHta abil maa ti ’cod uumu naDfu cal-sariic.”

“What’s that mess you left behind in the kitchen y  esterdayl I  swear it is a shame on 

you. I mean even the goat cleans after itself before it settles down. Go clean quickly.”

(Combination o f rhetorical question and moralising) (Male Syrian participant)

We should also note the Syrians’ exclusive usage of two new categories that were not 

already established in Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) coding scheme, which are: rhetorical 

questions and additional imperatives (please refer to section 4.4.5.1.7 for further details).

'M4ll l fliVl iJia jJ a la  j U  (J fk  ¿J a d l j  £  J J  (jit i L)

“yacni yaa flaan ruuH wi suuf il-maTbax halla ’ haada manZar maTbax bani aadmiin? 
naDDef daxiil aLLa!”

“[male addressee], I mean to say, go and check the kitchen... does it look like a human 

being’s kitchen? Clean it, for God’s sake!” {Rhetorical question) (Female Syrian participant)

"! jLj a j* a  ( j jA  Jc  y  j  j jA  S jJ xju £ j  Cjjju I j) tihSl LU  ¿j a  »jLudl
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“Harrek il-sayyara min haada il-makaan la-innak iza b iit raH ta'mel caj a hoon, wi laa 

cad twa ’ ’e f hoon marra taanye!"

“Move the car from this place because if you stay you will be blocking the traffic, and 

do not park here again!” (Additional imperative) (Male Syrian participant)

6.5. Alerters:

An alerter is an opening element which the speaker uses to alert the attention of their 

hearer to the following speech act (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 277). Alerters also indicate the 

level of distance between interlocutors. They could also be taken to be expressions of 

linguistic politeness because, according to Gu (1990: 249), the inappropriate use of these 

terms might be taken as a marker of impoliteness. Blum-Kulka et al. classify alerters into 8 

sub-categories: roles/titles, first names, nicknames, endearment terms, offensive terms, 

pronouns, attention getters, and combinations. However, participants in this study used 

some extra alerters that were not specified in Blum-Kulka et al.'s coding scheme like 

greetings and God wishes. Participants used these new terms strategically to fulfil more 

polite and stronger pragmatic acts.

Syrian British

1040 requests 1052 requests

Alerters No. Per. No. Per.
Role/title 72 6.92% 8 0.76%
First name 45 4.33% 30 2.85%
Nickname 6 0.58% 0 0.00%
Endearment term 62 5.96% 19 1.81%
Offensive term 5 0.48% 2 0.19%
Pronoun 1 0.10% 2 0.19%
Attention getter 264 25.38% 160 15.21%
God wish 11 1.06% 0 0.00%
Greeting 98 9.42% 147 13.97%
Combination 88 8.46% 75 7.13%
Total number of alerters 652 62.69% 443 42.11%
Total number of said requests 1040 1052

T a b le  18. P e r c e n ta g e  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  A le r te r s  b y  la n g u a g e  g r o u p  in a ll s itu a t io n s  c o m b in e d .
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In table 18, it is clear that Syrian participants use more alerters than the British group 

(SY 62.69% vs. BR 42.11%). Table 18 also shows that both the Syrians and British 

reflected a cross-cultural similarity in their interest in using attention getters as the most 

common way to attract their hearers’ attention (SY 25.38% vs. BR 15.21%).

“Excuse me, I'm in a hurry, bye.” (Attention getter) (Female British participant)

“Hey, can I grab the notes for last lecture?” {Attention getter) (Male British 

participant)

Îc. jl ^  L. IjJ t ljic.n

“cafwan, iza maa fiiha izcaaj frini istariir daftarak il-yoom?”

“Excuse me, if this does not bother you, could I borrow your notebook today?” 

{Attention getter) (Male Syrian participant)

Greetings had the second highest percentages across both groups’ data (SY 9.42% vs. 

BR 13.97%). It is not clear how Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) would analyse greetings in their 

data. It is possible that either they did not have any greetings in their data or that would have 

been included as attention getters. However, in the current study, I believe that they should 

be treated separately and labelled as greetings because speakers in both languages used 

greetings not only to attract their addressee’s attention but also as to render the request 

speech act more polite and establish some common ground with their addressees.

“Hello there, I'm  ringing about the job you've advertised. I was wondering if you 

could give me a bit more information.” (Male British participant)

(ij £Laa Allui j l  L . Iil i  SjL aJlc. j

“assalaamu calaykum, raayHiin calHaara? iza maa fiiha si’le mumken twaSluuni cala 
Tarii’kun?”

''''Peace he upon you, are you going to our home street? If this does not bother you, 

could you take me with you on your way home?” (Male Syrian participant)
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(jSj.}S J  ĵjilall .J ( j j£ j  (* j^ l l  dlitA jxll J  A_Ĵ Ua>Jl ¡jjl j j SM J  ̂ 3j *̂111 j - i  JXJ UjS ! i *l\  l it ¿1 ^  Ll*tuJ'

".¿ill 5 j i i  ^ j l  ? c ij u -

“yiscidli SabaaHak! fiina nacref §uu il-§uruuT wil awraaq il-maTluube wi il- 

mu’ahhilaat il-lazem tkuun fil-Saxis il-mit’addem wi addeeS fii macna wa’it? ookee Sukran 

’ilak.”

“Have a nice morning! Could you tell us what are the required papers, conditions, and 

prerequisites for the job and how much time do we still have to apply? Ok, thank you.” 

(Greeting) (Male Syrian participant)

The third highest percentage of alerter types across both language groups was for 

using Combinations (SY 8.46 % vs. BR 7.13%).

“Sorry mate, but there’s no parking allowed here, I’m going to have to ask you to 

move.”(Male British participant)

“Hi Janet, could you photocopy these minutes from the last meeting? Thanks.” 

(Combination o f greeting and a first name) (Female British participant)

".1  ̂V- ¿lli*u1 ‘ . * *1 1 i ' '1 i ** 1 *.̂  lit ¿111 j  1

“kiifak mcallem? HDirit il-muHaaDara il-maaDye? waLLa ana kint Xaayeb la-heek 

Haabeb is’alak canha.”

“How are you mate? Did you attend the last lecture? I swear I was absent and that is 

why I would like to ask you about it.” (Combination o f greeting and a kinship or 

endearment term) (Male Syrian participant)

cJ Alls. ¿LJac.1 ¿fi** < J Hull ¿¡> ‘Jtt- ¿yJ'

“minfaDlak istaaz, mumken acTiik Halaqet il-baHis biwa’it taani?”

“Excuse me teacher, can I give you the seminar paper another time?” (Combination o f 

attention getter and a role or title) (Female Syrian participant)
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As far as differences are concerned, it is clear that the Syrians showed a variation in 

using a wide range of alerter types unlike their British peers. The nicknames and God wishes 

were exclusively used by the Syrians and their percentage distribution was (SY 1.06% vs. 

BR 0%), (SY 0.58% vs. BR 0%) respectively.

" l ii^i» A L« j  d u J lj ' *<tl■>.\ J jjl A jjVS L» (Jju* ?i—u.ill V  J ¿11} 4

“abu cali ilak walla laddiib? mitil maa kaan il-maTbax rajco m§aan aLLa! aacdiin 

laHaalna bil-beet wi maa fi siralankiye tnaDDef waraana.”

“A li’s dad, for you or for the wolf? Tidy up the kitchen again as it was before, for 

God’s sake! We live on our own in the house, and there is no maid or anyone to clean up 

after us.” {Nickname) (Male Syrian participant)

".Aj j IAa j j j S Ul Sj j I iV l 

“ruru, bcatiili ca§ir taalaaf leera ana ktiir midday’a.”

“Ruru, send me 1000 liras quickly, I am in a real need.” {Nickname) (Female Syrian 

participant)

" jl«- Cja-lj ^ill »J  ■ <■>' ■> all j j  A lt'

“aLLa ywaf’ak, caTiini il-muHaaDara illi raaHet calayyi.”

“God grant you success, give me the lecture that I missed.” {God wish) (Female Syrian 
participant)

, f IjijU ■%. jjjl ¿jc. (JLluI ̂ aj i

“yacTiik il-caafye biddi is’al can iclaan into HaaTTiino bil-jariide.”

“God give you good health, I want to ask you about an advertisement you put in the 

newspaper.” {God wish) (Female Syrian participant)
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6.6. Summary and conclusion:

Chapter Six has reported the analyses of internal and external modification in Syrian 

Arabic and British English. The first section of the analysis, which was concerned with 

internal modification, is divided into two phases. The first phase is devoted to the analysis 

of the main types of internal modification. It looked at the overall distribution of main types 

of internal modifiers in all the situations combined in order to provide us with an overview, 

showing that there are significant statistical differences between the two groups in their 

choices of all main types of internal modification. Next, the main types of internal modifiers 

were analysed by language group and by situation in order to explore patterns of internal 

modification at the situation level and cross-situation variation of internal modifiers between 

the two groups of subjects. The second phase of analyses was carried out for specific sub

categories of internal modifiers, including syntactic downgrades, lexical and phrasal 

downgrades, and upgrades. With regards to syntactic modification, the analyses showed 

that the British group used syntactic modifiers more extensively than the Syrian group and 

that interrogatives stand out as the most frequently used syntactic modifier. With respect to 

lexical and phrasal downgrades, the analysis showed that contrary to syntactic 

downgrades, it was the Syrian group which used lexical and phrasal modifiers with higher 

frequencies. Further, politeness markers predominated in both groups’ data. Finally, the 

analysis of upgraders showed that the Syrian group’s use of upgraders significantly 

outnumbered those of the British one. Moreover, time intensifies proved to be the favoured 

upgrades’ type used by the Syrians, whereas lexical uptoners were predominant in the 
British data.

The second section of the analysis is concerned with external modification and is 

divided into two phases. The first phase deals with analysis of the overall distribution of the 

main types of external modifiers both in all situations combined and next by language group 

and situation. The analysis revealed that the overall use of mitigating supportive moves for 

all situations combined showed no significant inter-group differences. On the other hand, 

the overall distribution of aggravating supportive moves reflects a significant divergence 

between both groups. The second phase of the analysis is dedicated to looking at the sub- 

types of external modifiers, namely mitigating supportive moves and aggravating supportive 

moves. In relation to the former, the two groups were found to be largely similar in their 

performance. In line with other studies (Kasper 1981, Faerch and Kasper 1989), grounders
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were found to be the most extensively used mitigating supportive move. Faerch and Kasper 

(1989: 239) explain that providing a reason for an action implies an ‘empathetic attitude’ on 

the part of the speaker to give their motives behind the action, and is thus ‘an efficient 

mitigating strategy’. As for aggravating supportive moves, the analysis strikingly suggests a 

significant difference between Syrian Arabic and British English. While threats appear to be 

the predominant aggravating supportive move in the British data, moralising and threats 

account for most of the Syrian data. However, the Syrian used higher frequencies of threats 

than their British peers did (see section 6.4.3.2).

Finally, the last section looks into the alerters’ distribution in the respondents’ data. Results 

indicate that attention getters are the most popular alerter type across both languages.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION AND POLITENESS ORIENTATION

7.1. Introduction:

The present study involves an attempt to examine the universality of Brown and 

Levinson’s theory (1987) and it addresses the following broad questions:

1- What similarities and differences are there between the Syrian and British requests in 

strategy and modification preferences?

2- What is the validity of Brown and Levinson’s categorization in relation to the Syrian 

Arabic and British English cultures?

3- What contextual constraints influence the choice of request components?

In order to answer these research questions, data were collected from the two groups 

of subjects, namely British English and Syrian Arabic speakers. Upon collecting a database 

of request sequences from both groups, each request utterance was analysed according to 

strategy selection, internal modifiers, supportive moves, and alerters or terms of address, 

and the group performances were compared and contrasted. A summary of the main 

findings of this study will be presented before the general discussion.

Based on the observations made throughout the previous chapters, this chapter sets out 

to discuss in detail:

1- The requesting strategies employed and modification types selected by Syrian and 

British subjects and the categorization of the Syrian and the British cultures from the 

perspective of strategy and modification selection.

2- The politeness orientation or direction that operates in each of the cultures under 

study.

3- The relationships between the contextual parameters involved in a request situation 

and the choice of requesting strategies and modification.

7.2. Main findings:

This section presents a summary of the main findings from the data analysis reported 

in Chapters Five and Six. First, findings related to requesting strategies will be introduced.
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Then, results concerning modification types used in request sequences including internal 

modification, external modification and alerters will be reviewed.

7.2.1. Requesting strategies:

Requesting strategies were analysed at two levels. The first level involved the analysis 

of requesting strategies by situation (see section 5.2), whereas the second level involved an 

overall analysis of both the main types and sub-types of strategies across all the situations. 

Concerning the first level of analysis, the results suggested that the Syrian and British group 

exhibited significant differences in their choices of main strategies across all situations 

excluding situation 7 (extension). As for the second level of analysis, results suggested that 

both the Syrian and British requesting strategies relied heavily on conventionally indirect 

strategies. However, Syrians were significantly more direct than the British, whereas the 

British were significantly more conventionally indirect than their Syrian peers.

7.2.2. Internal modifiers:

Overall, the analysis of internal modifiers suggested that although both subject groups 

differ significantly in their use of internal modifiers, syntactic downgrades were the 

predominant type of internal modification across both groups’ requests while upgrades 

were the least used type of internal modification across both languages. The British subjects 

proved to use syntactic downgrades more extensively than the Syrians, particularly the 

interrogative type, which was favoured by both language speakers. With respect to lexical 

and phrasal downgrades, Syrian subjects employed higher frequencies of them in 

comparison to their British peers. Likewise the interrogative, politeness markers appeared 

in both groups’ requests. Although upgrades were the least popular form of modification, 

the analysis indicated that the Syrian group used significantly more of these elements than 

the British group. Both groups displayed variation with regards the type of upgrades they 

favour. While Syrians mainly used time intensifiers to aggravate the force of their requests, 

Britons primarily used lexical uptoners to serve the very same purpose.

7.2.3. External Modifiers:

External modifiers were analysed at two levels. The first level which deals with the 

analysis of the overall incidence of external modifiers suggested no significant differences 

between Syrians and Britons regarding their use of mitigating supportive moves. On the
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other hand, the data analysis revealed significant differences in the way both groups used 

aggravating supportive moves. It appears that Syrian subjects used significantly more 

aggravating supportive moves than their British counterparts. The second level of analysis 

focuses on the examination of the sub-types of mitigating and aggravating supportive moves 

employed by the Syrian and British respondents. Both groups demonstrated a cross-cultural 

similarity in their extensive use of grounders as a popular mitigating supportive move; and a 

cross-cultural disparity upon using aggravating supportive moves. The Syrian group tended 

to use moralising and threats in their requests, while the British mainly employed threats.

12 A. Alerters:

The analysis of alerters in this study, which is in line with the findings of Blum-Kulka 

et al. (1989), confirms that attention getters are commonly selected by speakers in both 

languages under study in order to attract the hearer’s attention to the following request.

7.3. The choice of requesting strategies and modification:

In this section, the main focus will be on discussing the choices of requesting 

strategies and modification types employed by the Syrian and British respondents. In the 

light of this analysis, the aim is to relate the findings to existing literature, provide potential 

explanations for the choices made by each group, and on that basis, consider the validity of 

Brown and Levinson’s categorisation for requests.

7.3.1. Strategy selection:

The results of request strategies presented in Chapter Five seem to partially support the 

claim that the three main levels of requesting strategies, namely the direct, conventionally 

indirect, non-conventionally indirect are manifested universally (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 

1984; Olshtain and Blum-Kukla, 1985; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).

7.3.1.1. Direct strategies:

The analysis of the data for the main requesting strategies shows that there were 

significant differences in the choice of direct requesting strategies by the Syrian and the
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British subjects. The Syrian group used significantly more direct strategies than their British 

peers. Indeed, table 9 (see section 5.4) showed that 23% of the Syrian requests are 

accounted for by the direct strategy. In contrast, only 9% of the British requests fall into this 

category. Moreover, the analysis of the direct strategies (see section 5.3.1.) indicates that the 

mood derivable strategies are the most predominant type of the direct strategies used by 

both subject groups across all twelve situations. In other words, mood derivables are the 

most popular direct sub-strategy.

Further, the results in table 7 (see section 5.2) indicate that the Syrians used more 

direct strategies than the British respondents in ten situations out of twelve as follows: 

Situation 1 (kitchen), 2 (street), 3 (notes), 4 (lift), 5 (phone), 6 (police), 7 (extension), 10 

(money), 11 (photocopy), 12 (coffee). However, situations 1 (kitchen), 6 (police) and 11 

(photocopy), in particular, received much higher percentages of direct strategies from the 

Syrian participants; whereas situation 4 (lift) received the least percentage of direct 

strategies because of the high imposition associated with that particular situation and the 

social distance between the interactants involved.

What seems to account for Syrians’ preference to employ direct strategies could be 

particularly attributable to the social variables of power or distance involved in particular 

situations and the perceived rights of the participants. As for situation 1 (kitchen), 10 

(money) and 12 (coffee), the social variable of familiarity involved in these situations might 

explain the Syrians’ choice of direct strategies. In spite of the high imposition involved in 

these situations, the Syrian participants chose the most direct strategies to perform their 

requests because of their familiarity with their addressee. In situation 3 (notes) as well, the 

Syrians chose a very direct level for formulating their requests. These finding are in line 

with those of Eslamirasekh (1993) who works on Persian. She notes that direct speech acts 

emphasize in-group membership and solidarity and develop from the value of group 

orientation in Iranian culture.

With regards to situations 6 (police) and 11 (photocopy), the type of institutional 

power the speaker has over their addressee is the key point underlying the Syrians’ 

preference for direct strategies. According to Holmes and Stubbe (2003: 34), “people 

typically use explicit and direct pragmatic forms when they hold a higher position in the 

institutional hierarchy than their addressee(s), and the addressee’s obligations are clear”. 

What is added to this notion of power is the concept of legitimate right to exert influence as
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suggested by Leichty and Applegate (1991: 481). They proposed that “legitimate power” 

might stem from social status, rank or institutionalized role in a particular situation.

Situation 5 (phone) demonstrates that not all requests in the Syrian culture are 

perceived to be face-threatening, contrary to Brown and Levinson’s theory (1987). The 

current study’s findings, and in line with other research done in the Greek context (Sifianou 

1992a, 1992b), imply that in particular contexts the Syrian participants have fixed culturally 

and situationally specific roles. It is this reason that justifies the Syrian choices of direct 

strategies.

The highest percentage usage of Syrian direct strategies was observed in situation 2 

(street). The Syrians reflected a tendency towards the most direct requesting strategy not 

only because of the high imposition involved, but also because it is deemed completely 

inappropriate in the Syrian culture for a man to pester a woman in the street. It is conceived 

of as interfering with the female’s honour and the family’s name. This finding confirms 

Meiers’s (1997) view of politeness as appropriateness. Hence, what is considered to be 

appropriate varies from situation to situation and culture to culture. In spite of the fact that 

this situation was also perceived to be highly coercive in the British culture, it did not have 

the same degree of social unacceptability. In contrast to the Syrian group, the British 

group’s use of direct strategies was generally low. This avoidance is well documented in the 

literature (House and Kasper, 1987; Blum-Kulka and House, 1989). In the next section, we 

will discuss the British avoidance of direct strategies.

7.3.I.2. Conventionally indirect strategies:

As demonstrated in Chapter Five, conventionally indirect strategies made up the 

majority of overall responses made by both the British and Syrian subjects. This in its turn 

verifies the findings of Blum-Kulka and House (1989) that the conventionally indirect 

strategy is the most frequently used strategy across cultures. Further, the analysis of the 

conventionally indirect strategies (see section 5.3.2.) indicates that the reference to 

preparatory condition strategies are the most predominant type of the conventionally 

indirect strategies used by both subject groups across all twelve situations. In other words, 

reference to preparatory condition is the most popular conventionally indirect sub-strategy.

Moreover, according to the results of this study, the British subjects chose more

conventionally indirect strategies than the Syrian group in almost all situations (with the
197



exception of situations 4 (lift) and 5 (phone), to be discussed later in this section). While the 

Syrian speakers varied their requesting strategies according to the situation, British speakers 

did not reflect a similar degree of variation. The British respondents’ uses of conventionally 

indirect strategies do not seem to be veiy sensitive to situational constraints. One potential 

reason might be related to the fact that in English, conventionally indirect strategies are 

“conventionalized”. Such routinized requesting behaviour of the British speakers is 

extensively documented in the literature (Brown and Levinson, 1987; House and Kasper, 

1987; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Fukushima, 2000). Brown and Levinson (1987: 248) explain 

this behaviour:

..in a given society particular techniques o f face redress may become 

highly favoured as strategies, and therefore conventionalized. In English 

for example conventional indirect requests are so common that is rare to 

hear a completely direct request even between equals (and in the middle 

class, it is even surprisingly rare from mother to child, unless she is 

angry).

Scollon and Scollon (1995: 134) contend that this conventionalized behaviour has its 

roots in the British individualist culture. They claim that “In an individualist society, groups 

do not form the same degree of permanence as they do in a collectivist society. As a result, 

the ways of speaking to others are much similar from situation to situation”. However, 

Blum-Kulka (1987) associates the consistent use of conventionally indirect strategies to its 

property of pragmatic clarity and non-coerciveness.

With reference to the Syrian data, and as was previously mentioned in this section, in 

spite of the fact that both groups’ requests clustered around the conventionally indirect level, 

Syrian subjects appeared to have lower frequencies of conventionally indirect strategies in 

the majority of situations except situations 4 (lift) and 5 (phone), where they proved to have 

considerably higher numbers of conventionally indirect strategies than their British peers. 

The social variable of familiarity between interlocutors plays a key role in Syrians’ higher 

frequencies of conventionally indirect forms in these two contexts. Unfamiliarity between 

the requester and their addressee is the main motivation behind Syrians’ preference for 

using more formal and conventionalised ways to perform their requests. The British subjects, 

on the hand, chose to employ more indirect forms of request such as the opting out
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strategies in situation 4 (lift) or hints in situation 5 (phone). This is an indication that Syrian 

speakers are more direct than their British counterparts.

7.3.I.3. Non-conventionally indirect strategies:

The analysis of the data in Chapter Five showed that strong hints strategies are the
-K

most predominant type of the non-conventionally indirect strategies used by both subject 

groups across all twelve situations. In other words, strong hints are the most popular non- 

conventionally indirect sub-strategy. Moreover, non-conventionally indirect strategies are 

the least frequently used strategies in both language groups. This finding reinforces the 

findings of Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) study that there is a cross-cultural tendency to use 

relatively few non-conventionally indirect strategies. Weizman (1989: 92) explains some 

possible reasons behind speakers’ avoidance of the requestive hints that make up non- 

conventionally indirect strategies as follows:

For, sure enough, the speaker risks being genuinely misunderstood, in 

which case his or her request would turn out to be most inefficient; but 

even i f  the request is correctly interpreted, the effort invested by the 

hearer and the time wasted by both interlocutors would make the 

exchange too costly. Hints, therefore, can hardly be considered the most 

effective and least costly way to attain the requestive end.

Further, Blum-Kulka (1989), in her study, revealed that the most indirect requestive 

strategy that comes under the non-conventionally indirect level is not universally considered 

as polite. She clarified that “While conventional indirectness (as in Can you/ Would you 

strategies) correlates with politeness, non-conventional indirectness (as in Hints) does not” 

(Blum-Kulka, 1989: 92).

Finally, both language groups’ results revealed that there was not a statistical 

difference in the overall use of the non-conventionally indirect strategies and, as was 

discussed before, speakers in both languages under study maintained low frequency of the 

non-conventionally indirect strategies in their requests. However, situations 2 (street) and 5 

(phone) witnessed higher frequencies of British rather than Syrian non-conventionally 

indirect strategies. Non-familiarity between participants involved in these two situations is

the main reason behind the British speakers’ choice to employ less direct strategies such as
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hints. Syrian speakers, on the hand, appear to apply such strategies with higher frequencies 

in situations 7 (extension), 8 (presentation), 9 (money), 10 (smoking), and 12 (coffee) as a 

safer (face-saving) way to form their requests in such coercive situations.

7.3.I.4. Unsaid strategies:

In the light of the analysis presented in Chapter Five, unsaid strategies appear 

comparatively rarely in both the British and the Syrian data. However, subjects in this study 

and in line with Marti’s (2006) findings used unsaid strategies including opting out, 

alternative responses, and negotiation to lead up to a requestive speech act which reflect the 

dynamic nature of requests. It is also noted that subject groups in both languages do not 

show significant statistical differences in their overall use of unsaid strategies. Moreover, 

trends for Syrian and British unsaid strategies reflected a strong degree of cross-cultural 

agreement. However, situations 2 (street) and 4 (lift) witnessed a noticeable variation in the 

number of unmade requests between the participants involved. In situation 2 (street), higher 

occurrences of unsaid strategies were licensed by Syrian subjects compared to their British 

counterparts; whereas, in situation 4 (lift), it was the British who maintained higher levels of 

unsaid strategies compared to their Syrian peers.

Such variation can be linked to the cultural differences associated with the Syrian and 

British speech communities. For example in situation 2 (street), the focus in the Syrian 

culture is on the notion of female purity and family honour. Therefore, Syrian respondents 

were more reluctant than the British to make requests which would involve having some 

contact with their addressee. This would go against the social norms of the Syrian 

community. The British community does not mind communication between females and 

male strangers. Therefore, British participants employed fewer unsaid strategies in the 

context of the (street) situation. As for situation 4 (lift), the higher frequencies of unsaid 

strategies licensed by the British participants have connections with the cultural expectation 

prevailing in the British community that taking lifts with strangers might be quite risky. It 

would also be seen as rather impertinent to ask for a lift from someone you don’t know. 

Hence, the British subjects exhibited some degree of reluctance to go on-record and make 

requests. According to Brown and Levinson (1987), avoidance of an FTA is more indirect 

than a ‘verbalized’ off-record strategy. In contrast, the cultural expectation in the Syrian 

community that people maintain good relationships with their neighbours plays a key role in
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Syrians’ preference to use more said rather than unsaid strategies in the lift situation. The 

Syrian culture stresses harmony among people, particularly between those in the same 

neighbourhood and regardless of whether there had been previous communication or not.

7.3.2. Modification selection:

The analysis in Chapter Six revealed that respondents in both groups varied their 

choices of internal modification through the addition of mitigating or aggravating modality 

markers, and their choices of external modification by means of mitigating or aggravating 

supportive moves. These dimensions are quite similar to the dimensions which constitute 

“the means available for indexing politeness of speech acts” (Blum-Kulka 2005 [1992]: 

266). Moreover, the analysis in Chapter Six indicates that the force of the request does not 

only depend on the requesting strategy employed since “mitigation can index politeness 

regardless of levels of directness” (Blum-Kulka 2005 [1992]: 266).

7.3.2.I. Internal modification:

Returning to the results in table 10 (see section 6.2.) and figure 41 (see section 6.3.), 

we found that the British English and Syrian Arabic respondent groups were statistically 

different in their overall use of internal modifiers. The analysis of internal modifiers by 

situation shows that the use of direct strategies'in both cultures are likely to trigger more use 

of mitigating internal modification, and this observation is quite evident in situations 1 

(kitchen), 3 (notes), and 11 (photocopy). It could also be said that in situations where 

participants use more direct strategies they try to compensate for that and signal politeness 

by employing more mitigating markers as a key source for face protection.

Having looked at the overall distribution of internal modifiers, further analysis will be 

taken to the sub-types level. As far as syntactic modifiers are concerned, it is noted that the 

British requests contained significantly higher percentages of syntactic modification 

markers than the Syrian requests. Thus, the great majority of British participants mitigate 

the force of their requests’ head acts by means of syntactic downgraders. Further, table 12 

(see section 6.3.2.) suggests that there is a tendency towards syntactic overcomplexity in the 

British data as compared to the Syrian one. Accordingly, the British seem to call for more 

tentative verbal behaviour which could be seen as a sign of negative politeness.
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With regards to lexical and phrasal modification, subjects in both groups revealed a 

statistically significant difference in the overall uses of the lexical and phrasal markers. 

Having a look at the frequency distribution of internal modifiers by situation (see table 11 

section 6.3.1.1.), one could see that situations 3 (note), 7 (extension), and 9 (smoking) 

witnessed clear discrepancies between the language groups under study. It was the Syrians 

who maintained higher percentages of lexical and phrasal downgrades in all the given 

situations. The Syrians’ use of lexical and phrasal downgrades is a response to situational 

prompts. It suggests a strong association with social variables and the size of imposition 

involved in the requesting situation. In situations 7 (extension) and 9 (smoking), for 

example, the Syrians’ frequency of using lexical and phrasal downgrades is affected by the 

seriousness of the situation. Further, in situation 7 (extension), the students’ lower 

institutional status plays a key role in this context where they target their request upwards in 

the institutional hierarchy towards their lecturer. Holmes and Stubbe (2003: 44) state that 

when directives such as requests are made towards someone with higher power or greater 

authority “politeness considerations weigh more heavily”. Therefore, such requests would 

typically require more use of mitigation markers. With reference to situation 9 (smoking), in 

addition to the high imposition associated with the requestive illocutionary point, the social 

distance between the interlocutors has a vital role in the choice of mitigating lexical and 

phrasal items. As regards situation 3 (note), the Syrians used a considerably higher 

percentage of lexical and phrasal downgrades as a way to mark their in-group membership 

and this in its turn appeals to positive politeness. According to Blum-Kulka (2005 [1992]: 

267), “internal modifiers can easily index affect and involvement”. Finally, it is worth 

noting that the Syrians’ use of conventional and religious lexical mitigating expressions 

such as, ‘aLLa yxalliik’ (God keep you), ‘Zakaatak’ (Your charity: lexical downgrader used 

for urging the good nature of the addressee by referring to the religious concept of charity), 

and ‘maa tiSXar’ (I wish you don’t be underestimated: reference to high esteem criteria) is 

a strong suggestion that their choices of lexical and phrasal downgrades is driven by 

cultural expectations that focus on group harmony and in-group membership rather than 

individual freedom. Such semantic expressions and lexical items verify the requester’s wish 

to be accepted and approved of by their addressee.

Finally, examining the upgrades overall use more closely, the Syrian group appeas to 

have significantly higher occurrences of upgrades to intensify their requests than their 

British pees. It is also important to note that the Syrians’ use of upgrades’ sub-types varied
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to cover all the sub-types of upgraders. In contrast, the British participants’ choice of 

upgraders was rather more constrained, as they did not make use of determination markers, 

emphatic additions, repetition o f requests, and orthographic/suprasegmental emphasis sub- 

types of upgraders. This might indicate an orientation to positive politeness for Syrian 

speakers because it allows them to stress closeness to their addressees.

1 3 .2.2. External modification:

Table 10 (see section 6.2.) shows that there is a clear statistical difference between 

both language groups in their uses of aggravating supportive moves. With regards to the use 

of mitigating supportive moves, the British group’s higher frequencies for using them in 

comparison with the Syrian group points towards a negative politeness orientation, because 

according to Blum-Kulka (2005(1992]: 267) external modification through justifications 

and explanations “appeals to the interlocutor as a rational agent in need of persuasion as 

required by the principle of independence tenet of negative politeness”. In her view 

“external modifiers are by definition other-oriented, deference indicating devices”.

Moreover, the results for the sub-types of mitigating supportive moves reinforce the 

findings of previous studies (e.g. Kasper, 1981; House and Kasper, 1987; Faerch and Kasper, 

1989) in that the grounder stands out as the most frequently used supportive move. Faerch 

and Kasper (1989: 239) explain this trend saying “Giving reasons, justifications, and 

explanations for an action opens up an empathetic attitude on the part of the interlocutor in 

giving his or her insight into the actor’s underlying motive(s), and is thus an efficient 

mitigating strategy with a wide range of application”.

As for aggravating supportive moves, the Syrian group used a statistically significant 

higher percentage of such moves than their British counterparts. They restricted their uses of 

aggravating moves to situations 1 (kitchen), 2 (street), 6 (police), 9 (smoking). The analysis 

in section 6.4.3.1 highlighted the main reason behind their choices to enhance their requests. 

It was the violation of social and cultural expectations and norms in the specified situations 

that motivated the speakers not only to make use of the direct strategies but also to boost the 

effect of their requests by employing aggravating moves. This fact could be interpreted as 

an indication of the positive politeness orientation of the Syrian speakers where the focus is 

not on the individual’s needs and desires but on abidance by social and cultural rules that 

lead to social harmony and solidarity.
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7.3.2.3. Alerters:

Alerters used in people’s requests reflect interactants’ social and cultural values, 

beliefs and relationships. However, alerter types vary across languages and cultures. After a 

brief glance at table 18 (see section 6.5.), it is evident that the Syrian and British cultures 

exhibited a cross-cultural similarity in their tendency to select attention getters as the most 

common way to attract their addressees’ attention and a cross-cultural disparity in the 

frequency of alerters they use. The Syrians maintained considerably higher frequencies of 

alerters in comparison with the British respondents. Looking at the subtypes of alerters, the 

Syrians used noticeable higher frequencies of the attention getters, titles/roles, and 

endearment terms. The two cultures displayed a similarity in the use of attention getters in 

most of the situations. A parallel use of occupational titles was quite obvious in situation 7 

(extension) where the student is addressing a lecturer at the university. As for endearment 

and kinship terms, the Syrian participants’ remarkable heavy use of these terms compared to 

their British peers serves to strengthen solidarity, particularly when used with people who 

are not relatives. Such use could also be interpreted as a marker of enhancing “in-groupness” 

which could be seen as a positive politeness strategy where speakers demonstrate familiarity 

with their addressees (Brown and Levinson 1978: 112).

The Syrians employed a very wide range of endearment and kinship lexical items as 

address terms such as axi (brother), cammi (uncle), xaale or xaalti (aunt), ibni (son), binti 

(daughter), Habiibi (love), ceeni (my eye), rooHi (my soul), albi (my heart), Hilu (sweet), 

abu §riik (mate), SaDiiqi (my friend), zamiil (colleaque), Sab (young man), ibn il-Halaal 

(literally, son of virtue, i.e. true-born fellow), istaazi il-kariim (my honourable teacher). 

These expressions help in creating some kind of harmony between interlocutors even if they 

are not relatives or family members. For example, in situation 8 (presentation) when the 

speaker uses ‘son’ or ‘daughter’ with younger non-relative students, he/she is trying to 

shorten the distance with them as well as expressing care and solidarity.

Furthermore, the use of kinship terms between interlocutors of asymmetrical 

relationships like, for instance, the use of ‘uncle’ or ‘aunt’ to address people of an older 

generation who are not familiar with the speaker, is an indication that the Syrians use 

address terms according to the social norms in the Syrian society which privileges age over
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other social variables. It also indicates their awareness of the linguistic choices available to 

them which helps them express care and respect towards the old.

7.4. The notions of Syrian face and Brown and Levinson’s face:

The intercultural analysis of strategy selection and modification choices in the course 

of performing Syrian and British requests indicates that these cultures differ in the way they 

perceive face and accordingly are different in their politeness orientation. This section will 

discuss this difference in the management of face. In this regard, it is important to highlight 

the notion of culture as understanding politeness in a particular culture entails gaining an 

understanding of that culture.

Cultural expectations derived from cultural norms influence politeness. Such norms 

provide speakers with tools to fulfil cultural expectations. Arndt and Janney (1992: 24) 

argue that not only do these norms form the basis of social politeness which is associated 

with “socially Acceptable communicative forms, norms, routines, rituals, etc.” but they are 

also important for interpersonal politeness which “relies on cultural assumptions concerning 

the interpretation and evaluation of communicative behaviour. And such cultural 

assumptions are normative ways of interpreting behaviour which establish a common base 

of ‘communicative knowledge’” (ibid.: 30-31).

Although Watts (1992) never does explicitly state that the social norm is related to 

politeness, he implicitly indicates that politeness is a channel to reflect socio-cultural norms 

in a given society since he defines politeness as a ‘marked behaviour’ that is expected to be 

“socially and culturally appropriate in any given social activity” (ibid.: 48). In Helen’s 

(2001: 127-140) anatomy of the notion of ‘social norms’, he proposes that norms are made 

of four components, namely appropriateness, sharedness, normality and expectations. He 

explains that being polite always entails acting appropriately according to social norms that 

specify what is perceived of as appropriate in a particular interactional situation. Eelen 

describes sharedness as a sort of link between a culture and its members, a concept that was 

originally raised by Lakoff (1990: 24), who contends that speakers in one language act 

unconsciously according to social rules that are embedded in their minds.

Janney and Amdt (1992: 30) argue that people in a specific community who aim to be 

judged as normal are presupposed to acquire the cultural assumption of that community.
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Thus, failing to do so would result in “social exclusion, being labelled abnormal, retarded, 

defective or deviant”. As a result, Eelen (2001: 139) adds that sharedness and normality are 

interrelated to the hearer’s expectations as to performing appropriate behaviour, i.e. in order 

for the communicative act to be rendered as polite, the hearer’s expectation should be taken 

into account by the speaker. Actually, deference and showing respect to the hearer are part 

of the communication expectations of communication partners. However, different cultures 

hold different conceptions of deference and expressing respect. Goffman (1956: 493-4) 

states that potential difficulties in intercultural communication might occur particularly 

when members of different cultures do not have the same concepts of deference.

Brown and Levinson (1987) define deference as a strategy of negative politeness as it 

is intended to redress the hearer’s negative face desires of maintaining autonomy. However, 

deference in the Syrian culture is perceived to be an intrusive form of social interaction. 

Syrians most often communicate familiarity and try to establish common ground with their 

addressees as a way of harmonising relationships and making them more coherent. This is 

quite evident in the Syrians’ high frequency of using direct strategies as well as using a very 

wide range of mitigating conventional, religious and ritual expressions and semantic 

formulas in the course of performing requests. Usually, using these terms the speaker would 

seek more engagement on the part of his/her addressee since direct strategies are less likely 

to provide the hearer with a chance of avoiding the request or not complying with speaker’s 

desires. The hearer is often left with neither the option to refuse the request nor the ability to 

resist the imposition involved in the request speech act. Moreover, the use of mitigating 

downgrades and expressions of familiarity and in-group identity markers, as was discussed 

earlier in section 7.3.2.1, helps the speaker to seek cooperation. It also signals the positive 

politeness orientation in the Syrian speech community.

"l Ĵ )̂J<1 till’d  ftLukJ ) *. La t ''1 r- t ~* .'X |_jl ,4_L̂ aLall e^i^al^all ¿j& liljUa^^La C:i\a 4L_jjj^  **

“ee Habiib, haat naawilni mulaaHaZaatak ean il-muHaaDara il-maaDye, ana kint 

Xaayeb maa HDirta biHyaat ixtak dabbimi!”

“Yeah love, come on, give me your notes of the last lecture. I was absent; I did not 

attend it. For the sake of your sister’s life, help me!” (Male Syrian participant)

*■ *' ‘"l"  ^ 3  La J  dm lL LllaJ ¿JJ.1C.13 !4ll ¿)Li* ¿jl£ La (Jla tk_JJ.ll] V j  (ill) l^lc. _jji "

".Ujj
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“abu cali, ilak walla la-ddiib? mitil maa kaan il-maTbax rajcoo m§aan aLLa! aacdiin 

laHaalna bil-beet wi maa fi sirilankiye tnaDDef waraana.”

“Abu Ali, for you or for the wolf? For God’s sake, tidy up the kitchen as it was before! 

We live on our own in the house and there is no maid to clean up after us.” (Male 

Syrian participant)

In the examples above, Syrian respondents strategically used the endearment term “Habiibi” 

and nickname “abu cali” not only to attract their addressee’s attention to the following 

request, but also seek his positive cooperation. Then, they made direct requests and followed 

them by grounder supportive moves to explain the reason for making their requests, and 

thus making them more appealing. They also made use of conventional idiomatic 

expressions such as “ilak walla la-ddiib?”, and some mitigating religious or conventional 

lexical items and semantic formulas such as “msaan aLLa” (for God’s sake) and “biHyaat 

ixtak” (for the sake of your sister’s life) in the course of performing requests as way of 

seeking the addressee’s commitment to doing a favour.

On the top of that, the Syrians’ higher frequencies of aggravating supportive moves, as 

was discussed in section 7.3.2.2, reflect how keen they are to promote the social and cultural 

rules that lay emphasis on the groups’ needs and social harmony rather than the individual’s 

desires.

11 n  V ïi  ¿ il V  îjj^ tc.^ 1 1  <■ » j l yk "

“axi muu Saayef il-iclaan? laa tdaxxen waLLahi ftiSna!”

“Brother, can 'tyou see the sign! Stop smoking I swear we are almost perished! (this is 

really very annoying.)” (Female Syrian participant)

n .f ib tJI - f j  Lt ¡y t »*<1 ImiTi Lt a h j y i  <JfTl I t_Jy tJ*

“yixreb beetak suu innak maa btistiHil im§i min hoon aHsan maa limma caleek il- 
caalam.”

“May God destroy your home as you don’t feel ashamed, how unashamed you are 

(inconsiderate of others) ! Get away from here, otherwise 1 will gather people around 

you. ” (Female Syrian participant)
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In the first example, the speaker made use of the rhetorical question “muu Saayef il-iclaan?” 

(can’t you see the sign\) to enhance the effect of her request and attract the hearer’s attention 

that he is a breaking an established rule. Similarly, in the second example, the speaker 

makes use of a combination of insult “yixreb beetak suu innak maa btistiHiV' (May God 

destroy your home as you don’t feel ashamed) and threat “aHsan maa limma caleek il- 

caalam” (iotherwise I  will gather people around you) as a way for enhancing her request and 

also emphasizing the inappropriateness of the addressee’s social behaviour.

The Syrians’ inclination to highlight the concept of ‘group face’ poses a challenge to 

Brown and Levinson’s (1987) claim of universality for their theory in which the focus is on 

individualistic face rather than the collective one. In the Syrian culture, face is judged by the 

collective speech community and self is seen in terms of others. This finding is in line with 

findings of other pieces of research conducted in many other cultures such as China, Japan, 

and Greece, where the link between the individual and the group is of key importance in the 

choice of politeness strategies (Mao, 1994; Fukushima 2000; Sifianou, 1992a). These 

studies echo Goffman’s (1967: 10) assumption that face is seen to be assigned by society to 

individuals. Using Mao’s words (1994: 460), this thesis suggests that Syrian face 

“emphasises not the accommodation of individual ‘wants’ or ‘desires’ but the harmony of 

individual conduct with the views and judgement of the community”. Syrians stress the in

group-relation with others in the community. Accordingly, the focus is not on the individual 

who is seen as the basic unit of society as Brown and Levinson (1989) claim, it is rather on 

the relationship individuals maintain with others in a society. Bargiela-Chiappini (2003: 

1463) highlights “the need to understand and compare cultural conceptualisations of the 

social self and its relationship to others as an alternative and possibly more fruitful way of 

studying the relevance and dynamics o f ‘face’ and ‘facework’ in interpersonal contacts”.

On the other side of the spectrum, the current study is in line with Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) theory in that British English is a culture that stresses social distance and 

that it is oriented towards negative politeness. Britons’ extended use of conventionally 

indirect strategies, syntactic downgraders which reflect their tentative verbal behaviour in 

addition to the frequent uses of mitigating supportive moves that externally adjust the 

influence of the head act are all indicators that negative politeness is the predominant 

feature in the British society. Stewart (2005) endorses this point by describing the British 

English as “an avoidance based, negatively oriented culture” (ibid.: 117).
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“Excuse me, can I just print your notes? I missed the lecture, cheers.” (Female British 

participant)

“I’m very sorry sir, but this is a no parking area because ... so I’m going to have to ask 

you to move your car, please.” (Male British participant)

I know it is a big ask, but would it be possible for you to give your presentation a week 

earlier?” (Female British participant)

In these examples, the British uses of alerter types such as attention getters (“excuse me”) 

and a combination of apology (“I’m very sorry”) and title (“sir”) along with preparatory 

strategies in the first and third examples above or the hedged performative strategy as in the 

second example demonstrate the negative politeness orientation of the British community. 

This point is further illustrated in employing the disarmer mitigating supportive move (“I 

know it is a big ask”) in the third example.

7.5. The effect of contextual parameters on requests:

Both the Syrian and British respondents employed different levels of directness and 

modification types in their requests across the twelve DCT situations. They varied their 

choices according to individual situations even in cases where there are significant 

differences between the two groups. This section is concerned with describing the main 

contextual parameters that influenced subjects’ choices including speaker’s rights, hearer’s 

obligations, social distance, power, and imposition.

7.5.1. The effect of rights and obligations:

In spite of the fact that this thesis adopts Brown and Levinson’s (1987) framework, 

results discussed earlier in Chapters Five and Six indicate that the rights and obligations of 

the interlocutors involved in a speech situation have influenced requestive strategy and 

modification choices. Therefore, this section is concerned with highlighting this effect.
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Concerning strategy choices (see figure 25, section 5.3.1), we notice that the most 

direct strategies were employed by both groups in situations 1 (kitchen), 2 (street), 6 (police), 

9 (smoking), and 11 (photocopy) where the notion of rights and obligations play a key role 

in selection of these direct strategies. In situation 1 (kitchen), the expectation is that 

everyone who shares the house respects the house’s rules of cleanliness and hygiene. 

Sharing accommodation also requires taking responsibility; therefore, it is the obligation of 

the roommate to keep the kitchen clean and the student has the ‘right’ to request an action in 

this situation. In situation 2 (street), the speaker’s right to make a request was only 

applicable to the Syrian responses. Interviewees explained that the social norms that value 

family honour in the Syrian community give Syrian respondents in this situation the moral 

right to protect their public image and family reputation when a male stranger tries to pester 

them. In situation 6 (police), part of the job description of police officers is to manage the 

traffic. Therefore, it is their right to tell drivers to stick to traffic rules and drivers have the 

obligation to obey. Similarly, in situation 11 (photocopy), doing the photocopying is an 

agreed secretarial responsibility. Thus, the boss has the right to ask for it and the secretary 

has the obligation to do it. In situation 9 (smoking), it is the law that gives the speaker the 

right to ask their addressee to stop smoking in public halls where smoking is prohibited. 

Accordingly, the addressee has the obligation to adhere to rules.

The rights and obligations of interlocutors involved in the situations discussed above 

also played a key role in both groups’ selection of high frequencies of aggravating 

modification types including upgraders and aggravating supportive moves. Speakers in 

these situations not only have the rights to make their requests, but also enhance the effect 

of their requests through employing enhancing modification categories. The highest 

frequencies of upgraders in both groups’ requests were employed in situations 1 (kitchen), 2 

(street), 6 (police), and 11 (photocopy). Similarly, the highest frequencies of aggravating 

supportive moves were used in situations 1 (kitchen), 2 (street), 6 (police), and 11 
(photocopy).

7.5.2. The effect of the social variables:

As was previously explained in section (4.4.1), the twelve request situations were 

selected and designed taking into consideration Brown and Levinson’s (1987) social 

variables including power, social distance (familiarity), and imposition. These variables are
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used for analysis as indications of “the reasons for choosing one strategy rather than another” 

(Watts, 2003: 96).

7.5.2.I. Relative power:

Brown and Levinson (1987: 77) define power as “an asymmetric social dimension of 

relative power”. They explain that it is “the degree to which H can impose his own plans 

and his own self-evaluation (face) at the expense of S’s plans and self-evaluation”. They 

claim that when S’s power over H increases, the weightiness of the FTA decreases. With 

reference to the findings discussed in Chapter Five, we notice that the power variable 

involved in situations 6 (police), 8 (presentation), 11 (photocopy), 12 (coffee) has 

influenced Syrian and British choices of requestive strategies. Both groups employed higher 

frequencies of direct strategies in these situations. However, Syrian respondents showed 

more sensitivity to the power variable as they used higher frequencies of direct strategies 

than their British peers in situations 6 (police), 11 (photocopy), 12 (coffee).

The social power speakers have in these situations is a kind of institutional power they 

practice as a result of a job or role they have within an institution. Further, the analysis of 

the Syrian and British DCTs and interviews revealed that Syrians’ perception of power is 

hierarchical, whereas the British perception of power is conceived to be more egalitarian. In 

situation 6 (police), for example, Syrian interviewees emphasized the stereotypical 

institutional power police officers have over car drivers, particularly those who break traffic 

rules (see section 5.2.6 for further details and examples). Syrians mainly employed direct 

strategies in this situation, whereas the British speakers, on the other hand, mainly used 

conventionally indirect strategies as less direct strategies for making requests and a way to 

indicate their egalitarian view of power. They, most of the time, referred to the power of law 

that allows them to ask car drivers to move their car without any prejudice on their side.

These concepts of Syrian hierarchical power vs. British egalitarian power similarly 

apply to situations 8 (presentation), 11 (photocopy) and 12 (coffee) (see sections 5.2.8, 

5.2.11, 5.2.12 for further details and examples).

211



7.5.2.2. Social distance:

Brown and Levinson (1987: 74) note that the social distance (D) of S and H is a 

“symmetric relation” and clarify that it is one of the most important factors involved in the 
assessment of an FTA.

Referring back to table 2 (see section 4.4.1) and the discussion of strategy choices in 

Chapter Five, we notice that where the speaker and the addressee are equal in status and 

familiar with each other they showed a preference to use conventionally indirect strategies. 

In situation 1 (kitchen), 3 (notes), 10 (money), both Syrian and British participants mainly 

used conventionally indirect strategies for making their requests regardless whether the 

imposition involved in their requests is high or low. This is clearly evident in the high 

percentages of conventionally indirect strategies they employed. However, they compensate 

for the use of the standard conventional strategies by employing high frequencies of internal 

modification, as well as mitigating supportive moves in these situations.

The analysis of the Syrian and British DCT and interview data showed that Syrian responses 

were more sensitive to familiarity than the British responses. In spite of the fact that Syrians 

mainly used conventionally indirect strategies in situations 1 (kitchen), 3 (notes), 10 

(money), they also used considerable frequencies of direct requestive strategies. They 

justified their choices of direct strategies on the basis that interactants involved in these 

situations are friends. Accordingly, they need not worry about the way they make their 

requests (for further discussion and examples refer to sections 5.2.1, 5.2.3, and 5.2.10).

7.5.23. The effect of imposition:

Another way of looking at situations is to consider the notion of imposition. As is 

demonstrated in table 2 (see section 4.4.1), some situations assume a high level of 

imposition, whereas others assume a low level of imposition. Building on our discussion on 

request data analysis by strategy (see section 5.3), one could notice that the level of 

imposition involved in request situations has a predominant role in deciding the directness 

of strategies selected. In situations where imposition is perceived to be high such as 

situation 1 (kitchen), 4 (lift), 7 (extension), 9 (smoking), 10 (money), and 12 (coffee), 

participants in both languages under study used lower frequencies of direct strategies and 

higher frequencies of conventionally indirect strategies than in the other situations. However,

this does not apply to situations 2 (street) although it is marked as a high imposition
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situation. Respondents in both groups used a relatively high frequency of direct strategies in 

comparison to the rest of situations and a very low frequency of conventional indirect 

strategies in this particular situation (for further discussion see section 5.2.2).

The Analysis of Syrian and British interviews deomstrated an agreement between both 

groups in that the most imposition felt was in situations that require high cost on the 

addressee’s part such as borrowing money in situation 10 (money) or in situations where 

cultural expectations or individual’s privacy is intruded upon as in the case of situation 2 

(street) and 4 (lift). On the other hand, they assigned the least imposition to situation 3 

(notes) since it does not require a high cost from their addressees. The analysis also revealed 

that the seriousness of offence motivate speakers in both languages to employ higher 

frequencies of internal and external modification as was discussed earlier in sections 6.3 and
6.4.

7.6. Chapter summary:

In this chapter, the findings presented in Chapters Four and Five were revisited and 

subsequently summarized. Then, the discussion highlighted the requesting strategies, 

modification and alerter choices of Syrian and British subjects and accordingly established 

some links to previous literature. Further, an attempt was made to relate the overall 

discussion to the notion of face and discussion of politeness orientation in both cultures 

under study. Finally, drawing on the analysis of findings in Chapters Five and Six, the effect 

of contextual variables in both the Syrian and British cultures was discussed.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION 

8.1. Introduction:

In this work, an attempt has been made to research the speech act of request in Syrian 

Arabic and British English. A mixed-methods approach involving discourse completion 

tests and follow-up interviews was used for collecting data. DCT data were gathered from 

200 undergraduate university students: 100 British English-speaking students studying at the 

University of Leeds in the UK, and 100 Syrian Arabic-speaking students studying at 

Damascus University in Syria. The interview data were gathered from a subset of 20 of 

subjects who had already completed the questionnaire in order to explore their motives 

behind strategy choices. This group was divided equally between the Syrian and the British 

respondents. The data were then analysed according to the coding schemes adopted in this 

study in order to answer the following research questions:

1- What similarities and differences are there between Syrian Arabic and British 

English in the patterns of the speech act of request (including strategy and 

modification choices)?

2- Does the requestive speech act intrinsically threaten the participants’ negative face in 

both the Syrian and British cultures? If not, what is the direction of politeness in 

these two cultures?

3- What are the contextual factors that most influence the choice of request components 

in both cultures?

In this chapter, I will first provide a brief summary of the findings of the current study 

and conclusions drawn from these findings. Then, I will proceed to evaluate the current 

work on the basis of its overall features, including strengths and limitations, consider its 

contributions and implications, and finally, offer some suggestions for further research.

8.2. Summary of the main findings:

After the review of the relevant literature and the methodologies adopted in this thesis, 

I discussed the findings of this research in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. The main findings
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from the analysis of the data are concerned with answering the first research question: 

whether there are any similarities or differences between Syrian Arabic and British English 

in the realization patterns of the requestive speech act. The analysis of DCTs and interviews 

showed that the Syrians and the British share some important features and display some 

differences in their requestive strategy and modification choices. For example, they both 

favour the conventional indirect strategies. This finding confirms the findings of the Cross 

Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989) that conventional indirect 

strategies are the most frequently used strategies across cultures. However, they exhibited 

significant differences in the frequency of using direct and convéntionally indirect strategies.

With regards to strategy choices, the empirical results for both the discourse 

completion test and the follow-up interviews were presented in Chapter Five. The cross- 

cultural comparison of the discourse completion test and the interviews were undertaken at 

two levels, namely request analysis by situation and request analysis by strategy. The former 

analysis revealed that people in the Syrian Arabic and British English cultures are 

significantly different in the way they realise the requestive speech act in all the social 

situations involved in the study with the exception of situation 7 (extension), where the 

differences did not prove to be statistically significant. Request analysis by strategy showed 

that, although both groups’ overall requests cluster around conventionally indirect strategies, 

Syrians were significantly more direct than Britons. Syrian. respondents used direct 

strategies approximately three times more than their British peers. Further, in ten out of 

twelve situations, Syrian speakers employed more direct strategies than British speakers. On 

the other hand, British participants used significantly more conventionally indirect strategies. 

In ten out of twelve situations the British utilised more conventionally indirect strategies in 

their requests than their Syrian peers. However, the statistical results did not substantiate 

significant differences between both groups under study in the areas of using non- 

conventionally indirect strategies and unsaid strategies. Through the analysis of findings of 

request strategies, the first research question investigating what similarities and differences 

there are between Syrian Arabic and British English requestive patterns has been answered 

only in relation to strategy selection.

Concerning modification types, the distribution of internal and external modification 

speakers in both language groups use to modify the effect of their requests were presented in 

Chapter Six. The analysis suggests that Syrian Arabic and British English requests share 

some important features concerning their preferred choice of modification categories. Firstly,
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they both favour internal modifiers over external modifiers or supportive moves. Secondly, 

they both exhibit a similarity in their tendency to employ syntactic downgraders as the most 

predominant type of internal modifiers and mitigating supportive moves as the most 

commonly used type of external modifiers. Thirdly, upgraders were the least favoured type 

of internal modification for both subject groups, whereas aggravating supportive moves are 

the least favoured type of external modification across both groups’ requests. Finally, 

Syrians were distinguished for their extensive use of a variety of enhancing moves, whereas 

the British tried to keep using them to the minimum. The analysis also indicates that, in spite 

of the above-mentioned similarities, there were significant statistical differences in the 

frequency distribution of all types of internal modifiers and aggravating supportive moves of 

both groups.

Carrying the analysis one step further to investigate the subtypes of internal and 

external modification categories, some further similarities and differences emerged between 

the Syrian and British requests. They both were similar in preferring the interrogative sub- 

type of syntactic downgraders and the politeness markers sub-category of lexical and 

phrasal downgraders, and grounders sub-category of mitigating supportive moves. On the 

other hand, they were different with regard to the sub-types of upgraders they favour. The 

Syrians mainly used time intensifies to enhance the effects of their requests, whereas the 

Britons primarily depended on lexical uptoners to serve the very same purpose. As for 

alerter types Syrians and British speakers, both groups exhibited a cross-cultural similarity 

upon selecting attention getters as the most common way to attract their addressee s 

attention. Through the analysis of findings in Chapter Six, the first research question 

investigating what similarities and differences there are between Syrian Arabic and British 

English in the patterns of the speech act of request has been answered in relation to 
modification selection.

The second finding of this study is concerned with answering the second research 

question: whether the requestive speech act threatens the participants’ negative face in both 

the Syrian and British cultures, and also examining the direction of politeness in these two 

cultures. Brown and Levinson (1987: 65) claim that requests belong to face threatening acts 

that intrinsically threaten negative face. However, the analysis of the notions of Syrian and 

British face and deference in Chapter Seven challenges Brown and Levinson’s above cited 

claim. Syrians define themselves as members of one group and highlight the notion of in- 

groupness and relations to others, while Britons, on the other hand, adopt the notion of
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individualistic face and the individual’s right to having their private autonomy unimpeded. 

Unlike the British, Syrians pick their request strategies and modification as a tool to 

emphasize relationships between interlocutors and hence assume requests as FT As that 

threaten the positive face. This fact constitutes a great challenge to Brown and Levinson’s 

(1987) claim of universality for their theory in which requests are considered as FT As that 

threaten the negative face. The Syrians’ use of terms of address, particularly their extensive 

use of endearment and kinship terms, validates positive politeness orientation of the Syrian 

speech community.

The third finding of the current research is concerned with the effect of contextual 

constraints on the choices of request components in both cultures. The analysis in Chapter 

Seven demonstrates that speaker’s rights, hearer’s obligations, interactants’ relative social 

power and distance, and the level of imposition involved in a request situation play a key 

role in both groups’ choices of requestive strategies and modification. However, the Syrians 

proved to be more sensitive than their British peers to contextual parameters.

8.3. Evaluation of the present study:

In this section the focus will be on the strengths and limitations of the present study. 

The strengths will be considered first, followed by the limitations.

8.3.1. Strengths:

The major strengths of this study are listed as follows:

Firstly, the way in which the choice of subjects was controlled is a strength of this 

research. Subjects in both groups were all undergraduate university students studying at the 

University of Leeds and Damascus University. This point was considered as a measure to 

ensure the relative homogeneity of subjects in terms of occupation, age, educational 

background. Further, subject choices were restricted to Syrian native speakers of Arabic as 

opposed to other varieties of Arabic, and to British native speakers of English as opposed to 
other varieties of English.

Secondly, the size of the request corpus - 2400 requests - has provided sufficient data 

to allow quantitative as well as qualitative methodologies to be used. This means that the 

results reported can be considered to demonstrate a greater degree of reliability. It also 

formed a basis against which the cross-cultural comparison was made.
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Thirdly, adopting a mixed-methods approach including both quantitative and 

qualitative data adds to the strength of the study. The discourse completion test represented 

the quantitative side of data, while the follow-up interviews provided the qualitative data. 

By the use of the former, the researcher was able to look at patterns of requests across both 

cultures under study and compare frequency. The latter provided the basis of the qualitative 

depth and allowed the investigation of speakers’ justifications for their strategy choices.

Further, the typicality of the situations used in the discourse completion test and 

careful identification of comparable situations, i.e. choosing situations the student 

populations in both cultures under study are quite familiar with, are considered to be another 

strong point in the current study. Since the subjects were all university students, situations 

were designed to suit the students’ lives in both cultures. Accordingly, respondents did not 

have to put themselves in unfamiliar situations and hence, the elicited speech data would be 

more likely to reflect patterns of actual behaviour and everyday communication.

Fourthly, the new features of the methodology used are considered to be a point of 

strength. Adopting Marti’s (2006) model of unsaid strategies and extending it is one strong 

feature. Unmade requestive behaviour, though not spoken, can still add to the pragmatic 

meaning and the realisation patterns of requests in a given society. Sometimes, an unmade 

request could more effectively convey the requestive illocutionary point even though it is 

not said. Silence has meaning too.

Moreover, I have undertaken some original work in combining quantitative and qualitative 

analysis of requests strategies in said and unsaid requests on both the situation and the 

strategy level. Adopting multiple ways for the analysis of internal and external modification 

is one more feature to emphasise. It is also worth noting that new categories of internal and 

external modification emerged in my data (see section 6.3. and 6.4. for further information). 

The new categories of mitigating supportive moves include promises of refrain or 

improvement, promise to return, encouragement, thanks/appreciation, offer to help and 

apologies. The new categories o f aggravating supportive moves, on the other hand, include 

rhetorical questions and additional imperatives.

Finally, the comparison of the British and Syrian cultures adds to the strength of this 

study. So far there have been many studies comparing the requestive speech acts across a 

variety of cultures (e.g. Hill et al., 1986; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Sifianou, 1992a; 

Economidou-Kogetsidis 2010). However, to my knowledge, there have been no studies
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looking at the speech act of requests or politeness in the Syrian Arabic culture. Thus, the 

present study, using subjects from the Syrian speech community, represents an innovation.

This study contributes to the existing body of literature on politeness and cross- 

cultural pragmatics as it reinforces the findings of those researchers such as Mao (1994), 

Fukushima (2000), and Sifianou (1992a). They challenged Brown and Levinson’s (1987) 

assumption that requests come under the negative politeness strategies and explained how in 

many other cultures such as China, Japan, and Greece, requests are assumed to come under 

positive politeness strategies where the focus is on the relation between the individual and 

the group.

Another valuable contribution of this study to the field of politeness and cross-cultural 

studies is manifested in its contribution to the analytical framework. The current research 

introduces a new rigorous analytical instrument that can be applied to analyse the Arabic 

data in genereral and particularly the Syrian dialect. Although it adopts a combination of 

Brown and Levinson’ s (1987) model for the analysis of said requests and Marti’s (2006) 

model for the analysis of unsaid requests, it originally presents new labels for Modification 

types including, mitigating and aggravating supportive moves as well as new alerter 

categories that suit and accommodate the Syrian Arabic data.

8.3.2. Limitations:

This project was limited in several ways. The most important limitation lies in the 

issue of representativeness of the sample subjects. Although restricting subject choices to 

the undergraduate student population in Syrian and British cultures is considered to be a 

strength in this study insofar as it limits variability in the data, it also has the limitation that 

it does not represent the whole of the societies under study. In other words, such variables as 

different age groups, occupations, educational backgrounds, social classes, and gender 

might affect subject responses, and accordingly the results might vary. Therefore, the 

findings of the current study represent only Syrian and British undergraduates, although the 

terms Syrians and Britons were used. Further, it is important to note that regional 

differences could play an important role in the choice of politeness strategies used, i.e. 

requests made by people living in one region or city might be different from those formed 

by people living in another region. Subject choices do not cover the whole of Syria nor that 

o f Britain. However, one could argue that students at the University of Leeds broadly
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represent the middle class in British society. The relatively high entry requirements of a 

research-intensive university like Leeds tend to result in students from a relatively narrow 

social demographic. Students at Damascus University also tend to represent the middle class 

in the Syrian community.

Another limitation of this study was the elicitation procedure. The main instrument 

used in this research for collecting the data was a discourse completion test. One major 

disadvantage of such an instrument is that it gathers data that respondents ‘might say’ 

instead of what they ‘actually say’. Moreover, since no interaction occurs, other features of 

talk such as turn-taking mechanisms cannot be elicited. In other words, the approach is not 

discursive as it elicits ‘one shot’ speech acts rather than being co-constructed. However, 

discourse completion tests were adopted for exploratory reasons in Syrian Arabic. They can 

be useful where little is known about politeness in a particular culture. They can also be 

useful for the purpose of cross-cultural comparisons.

The last shortcoming of this research lies in the difficulty of classifying data. 

Sometimes, the job of categorising data has been challenging. Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) 

model for classifying different constituents of made requests is not always clearly defined 

and it lacked suitable categories to label the elicited data. For example, sometimes it has 

been very difficult to decide whether a certain mitigating or aggravating supportive move 

falls under any of the categories provided in the adopted model. Therefore, I have managed 

to overcome this shortcoming by developing new labels for the new categories appearing 

such as appreciation /thanks, promise of improvement, promise to be the last time (promise 

of refrain), promise of return, encouragement, and apologies under mitigating supportive 
moves.

8.4. Implications of this study:

There were some significant differences between the Syrian and the British data 

including differences between their choices of request strategies, internal and external 

modification, and alerters. These results indicate that underlying social and cultural 

differences play a key role in explaining politeness strategies, as shown in previous studies 

(e.g. Blum-Kulka and House, 1989; Sifianou, 1992a; Meier, 1997). Thus, in order to 

understand the meaning of a given utterance in one culture, one needs to look beyond the
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literal meaning, taking into account potential interpretations an utterance could bear. This 

indicates the necessity for language learners to develop the communicative and pragmatic 

competence so that they decipher implicit messages and produce socially appropriate 

utterances that are in line with the social and cultural expectations of the members of a given 

society. Failure to recognise these expectations and social norms operating in the target 

language could lead to misunderstandings in communication and in some cases to 

communication breakdown.

Thus, this study highlights the importance of cross-cultural awareness of politeness 

norms operating in different cultures, so that people do not consider their social norms to be 

universal, as this could lead to “great potential for miscommunication and misperceptions 

based upon differing norms of interactions across societies and speech communities” (Boxer 
2002:150).

The most noteworthy finding concerning the request strategy choices was that Syrians 

were much more direct than Britons in their requesting strategies. This result has an 

important practical implication for Syrians learning English. Syrians may encounter 

problems in making requests in English since the accepted way of making requests in Syrian 

Arabic might influence their choices of request strategies, modification and address terms. 

Therefore, requests in English by Syrians might, sometimes, sound too direct and rude.

This point leads us to the pedagogical implication that teachers of English need to be 

aware of such problems and bring the insights of pragmatics into their teaching. In 

interlanguage pragmatics, Nelson et al. (2002: 164) claim that “one way to decrease 

instances of pragmalinguistic failure is for students to learn the pragmalinguistic aspects of 

the target language. These aspects cannot be taught, however, until teachers know what they 

are”. Accordingly, teachers need to understand the interrelationships between the use of 

requests and the social variables and norms underlying the use of these requests.

8.5. Suggestions for further research:

In this thesis, the discourse completion test is the main instrument for eliciting data so 

that requests’ realisations and politeness phenomena could be explored in further detail. 

However, Bayraktaroglu (1991) highlights the need to study politeness in stretches of talk. 

She argues that politeness is not of static nature and hence the approach used for capturing it
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in single utterances is not adequate to account for politeness in conversational sequences. 

This point provides us with an insight for future research using more discursive approaches 

to politeness. Moreover, further investigation and experimentation on paralinguistic features 

and intonation is strongly recommended as it could enlarge our understanding of the factors 

affecting the individuals’ perception of politeness. One possibility for further research might 

be analysing audio-visual data in terms of politeness, as it provides the researcher with a 

suitable means to study the intonation of the request utterance as well as other paralinguistic 

features.

Furthermore, in spite the fact that this research examined unsaid request strategies, 

including opting out, alternative responses, and negotiation, it would still be interesting to 

compare experiences of individuals in providing alternative responses and negotiation for 

achieving their requestive illocutionary points. Although the mixed-methods approach 

employed in this research promised to be fruitful, adding natural data could provide more 

insights into how speakers realise requests. The findings also suggest that further research 

focusing on unsaid requests would help us establish a more detailed account of non-spoken 

politeness issues.

Moreover, one should point out that this research only involved a cross-cultural 

analysis of Syrian Arabic and British English requests. It would add a further dimension if 

future research were to concentrate on the inter-language dimension through the 

investigation of Syrian subjects’ English L2 production of requests in the given situations 

used in the discourse completion test. The inter-language data from Syrian participants 

could be compared on both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic levels in order to assess the 

effect of the use of mother tongue on the Syrians’ English L2 requests.

Finally, having a big corpus of requests rich with lexical and phrasal expressions used 

as internal and external modifiers that are culturally-specific to the Syrian Arabic speech 

community raises a question of the translatability of these expressions from Syrian Arabic to 

English, taking into account the politeness dimension. Looking closely at the potential 

problems the translator could face upon translating such expressions, and finding the best 

way to translate them in a way that faithfully represents the cultural connotations and 

politeness aspects, is an area that has not been explored before in the context of requests and 

this would be worth investigating in the future.
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8.6. Chapter summary:

In this chapter, after the presentation of the summary of the findings, an attempt has 

been made to evaluate the present study in terms of its strengths and limitations. The 

strengths include: adopting a combination of quantitative and qualitative methodologies, the 

size of the corpus used, the methodological rigour for the control of subjects and adjusting 

the discourse completion test’s situations, the new features of the coding scheme including 

Marti’s (2006) model for unsaid requests and the new categories arising in this research 

project, and finally the innovative focus on Syrian politeness. Limitations, on the other 

hand, include the representativeness of the sample subjects, the use of discourse completion 

tests as an elicitation procedure, and the difficulty encountered in categorising some data.

Then implications of this study in relation to cultural differences, cross-cultural 

pragmatics, intercultural pragmatics, and pedagogy or language teaching were then outlined. 

All these points indicate that the Syrian Arabic and British English cultures display 

differences in the way they encode linguistic politeness. Therefore, the best way to deal with 

such disparity is by familiarising language learners with the socio-cultural norms that 

control social interaction in the target language.

Finally, I introduced further suggestions to adopt a more discursive approach to 

politeness. I also drew attention to the point about further investigating the unsaid requests 

in order to contribute to the study of non-spoken politeness. Moreover, I suggested adding 

the interlanguage dimension by collecting and analysing some interlanguage data. By way 

of conclusion, I proposed investigating the issues involved in translating the particular 

cultural and religious Syrian Arabic expressions used in the requests into the English 

language.
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APPENDIX I: The English consent form

Consent form
Title of Research Project: A Semantic/Pragmatic Exploration of Requests: Politeness 
Orientation in British English and Syrian Arabic.

Name of Researcher: Ruba Khamam

Degree Programme: Ph.D.

Host department for this research: Department o f Linguistics and Phonetics, University of 
Leeds, United Kingdom.

Aims of the project:
To do a comparative study of how people request in The Syrian Arabic and British English. 

W hat you will be asked to  do:
The questionnaire: Fill in the questionnaire providing what you think are appropriate 
answers to the given questions.
The Interview: Discuss and explain the answers you provided in the questionnaire.

How the data collected will be used.
The collected data will be quoted, described, and analysed with complete anonymity.

As a responsible researcher J, Ruba khamam. will keep all personal information that you 
might reveal completely confidential and though I may quote, describe and analyse the data, 
all data will be presented with complete anonymity. Additionally I will immediately 
withdraw your data if  you should decide to withdraw from the project at any time. And you 
are free to withdraw from participation at any time with no need for explanation.

E-mail address: rubakhamam@gmail.com

To be completed by the participant:
I ........................................... agree to participate in the above research project. 1 have

carefully read the above description of the project and understand that I am free to withdraw 
from the project at any time.

Date:...........................................  Signature:.................................................
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APPENDIX II: The Arabic Consent form
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APPENDIX III: The English version of the questionnaire

The questionnaire:

A. The English request Instrument:

G ender:....... .. Education level: □Undergraduate
□ Postgraduate

A ge:......... Native language:.........................

Instructions:

You are kindly requested to go through 12 brief situations in which you need to 
ask the other person to  do something for you. Try to imagine yourself in these 
situations and choose what you would say accordingly. In each case, you have the 
freedom to give an appropriate answer of your choiee provided that you give the most 
complete information possible.

You can choose not to give an answer, if you think you would not say something 
in a situation. However, in this case please explain why you would not feel able to do 
so?
Situation 1:
You are a student and you want your roommate to clean up the kitchen he/she had left 
in a total mess the night before.
You:............................................................................................................. ...................

Situation 2:
You are a young woman and you want to get rid of a man pestering you in the street. 
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 3:
You are a student and you want to borrow the lecture notes of another student as you 
missed the lecture.
You:.................................................................................................................................
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You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 4:
While you were in the market you saw people living in the same street you live in but
you have never spoken to before. How would you ask them to give you a ride home?

Situation S:
You are an applicant calling an agency for information on a job advertised in a 
newspaper. How would you ask the person who answers the phone about the 
advertised job?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 6:
You are a police officer asking a driver to move their car as no parking is allowed. 
You:...............................................................................................................................

Situation?:
You are a student and you want to ask your teacher for an extension on a seminar 
paper. The problem is that this is the second time you have asked for an extension. 
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 8:
You are a university professor and you want to ask one of your students to give their 
presentation a week earlier than scheduled.
You:.................................................................................................................................
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Situation 9:
You are a citizen waiting in a public hall where smoking is not allowed and you want 
to ask the person sitting beside you to stop smoking.
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 10:
You are in desperate need for money this month as you have many financial 
commitments. You want to ask a colleague whom you get on well with to lend you 
100£. What would you say to them?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 11:
You are a manager in a oompany and you want the secretary to photooopy the 
minutes of the last meeting you had. How would you ask your secretary to do that? 
You:..................................................................................................................................

Situation 12:
You are a manager in a company and you would like to have a cup of coffee, but the 
person who usually prepares the drinks is absent. How would you ask your secretary 
to make a drink for you?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Thanks for your time and cooperation.
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APPENDIX IV: The Arabic version of the questionnaire
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dû u+Jl û  ü ija  lùJa d] JaÀ; jijiV t (j-* *-1' ¿yk î iliaj £)J dii jbü CÙS lit
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J ~ ¿j* JL» ̂  j!1 âá̂ yi )̂ ‘. '̂ *̂*'' * *• à fi j  t>

:¿JjS ijS>Jl
^  &*) fl J J j  < j LW*j £ j- ¡ J  ^  úy*i*4 I - J á jíI (¿ jJ l j  lásj^ j »lui J

.&# J J  (¿ jJL  J e  *^jL«j(j j i  f+Lú U yS . ¿m úll
........................................................................................... ;¿ul

? Jl«3<̂ iS (J<ik.,*V ¡J£ Ij) lJLIm <-âjS j Jk

.U  J  l^ jc  J e !  u á lL j) l (f. ^ X ú u V I J l  C jV IS j  J - í j
?< ¡e  j ú ) )  j t  L IS  ¡je. i í j J I  J c  i 4 w  (/ jS  i j L > J  J L ú  t-kjS

....... -úit

f  jkV^ O* *-L J lú  ill ,_vak*!JI lój i., ilLía j  1>

2



¡(jdüJLuàll
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îj lY I  (Jti>jl ¿y  Alt î jILj (jaliill )JS I jl i.j lLtui UyS j  J*

;¿ jJ jll c i î j J l

a! «Il Je j J l  J jS t l j .  J  ^ . *Ü Ïj (jl A».! (j* AjjJ J  ÂjctL»Jl J J ta ijjf  ilû l
îtâ ü ij A t't 'u t U ljS .£  j j J L

............ .................. ;Cjjl

3

244



(J)« 4Ì* (jl£ 1 jj p illila  I ift j  (Jà

[{-JjÜ uüj2\
¿ÿiji; Ly j tàj jtf jj^LjüUi. ¿jjijjii ¿in <iy» feu </ «á_̂ ií3 ifJ

ï j j i j î l l  ( J e  l ü  j î l l  Aia <_lUaj u¿¡£  j a  Ü j j l a j

................................................................ .'..................... :oji

ïjiV l <Jii»Jl ja  Ala aL ill-'î ill (ja illi (^£ I j) l-il tila» <jj£ j  J*

:j 3jÎ  ui_yi\
¿ lia  ju n a * ! ^  à} J J  .^ L a ll l l l a l  j î l V I  j a  j f f i l '  ‘-4 -a ^  < > ^ Ü  J j - l î l  Ü k  i^ lL a  îiîa à a  C ia lj  

t  J J  A ia  4  llla 'l.»  í ■  A 1 V f. Á £ t c  <ì . 4 L ij*  j]| Aa^.1 lá lja j  j a  \¿Jy* S j j l  L Í V l i j l c

.....;..................... ;................. ; ..........................................:o í

f  jlV l (ja illi j a  Ala uAlaJ ̂ ill ( ja i l l i  jlS  lil l_.ll L ia <-Aj£ j  J*

. ; j i iC . i f  ia J  l_Ü j j l

g-laí^l j¿ .l l^ ja j ¿  H ü ll jjja a í i JjJjÉalll j a  (_lUaJ j l  J jjíj iSj l  ¡ j i  Jfia Cljl
T l*}(Jjá*.J l jL* lili

...................................................................... .................:Cii!

4

245



<i* L' ^  jl£  1 jj t- i 1̂ “I‘J ljj&  j  (Jfc
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APPENDIX V: The English translation of the Arabic 

questionnaire

Tlie questionnaire:

A. The English request Instrument:

G ender:....... .. Education level: ^Undergraduate
O Postgraduate

A g e : .......... N ative la n g u a g e :............................

In s tru c tio n s:

You are kindly requested to go through 12 brief situations in whioh you need to 
ask the other person to do something far you. Try to imagine yourself in these 
situations and ohoose what you would say aooordingly. In each ease, you have the 
freedom to give an appropriate answer o f your choioe provided that you give the moat 
complete information possible.

You can choose not to give an answer, if  you think you would not say something 
in a situation. However, in this case please explain why you would not feel able to do 
so?
Situation 1:
You are a student and you want your roommate to dean up the kitchen he/she had left 
in a Iota! mess the night before.
You:.................................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is o f the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

S itu a tio n  2:
You are a young woman and you want to get rid of a man pestering you in the street 
You:.................................................................................................................................

1



How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 3:
You are a student and you want to borrow the lecture notes of another student as you 
missed the lecture.
You:.................................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 4:
While you were in the market you saw people living in the same street you live in but 
you have never spoken to before. How would you ask them to give you a ride home?

You:.................................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation S:
You are an applicant calling an agency for information on a job advertised in a 
newspaper. How would you ask the person who answers the phone about the 
advertised job?
You:................................;................................................................................................
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How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 6:
You are a police offioer asking a driver to move their car as no parking is allowed. 
You:.............................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation?:
You are a student and you want to ask your teaoher for an extension on a seminar 
paper. The problem is that this is the second time you have asked for an extension. 
You:............................. ; ...................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 8:
You are a university professor and you want to ask one of your students to give their 
presentation a week earlier than soheduled.
You:.................................................................................................................................
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How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 9:
You are a citizen waiting in a public hall where smoking is not allowed and you want 
to ask the person sitting beside you to stop smoking.
You:.................................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 10:
You are in desperate need for money this month as you have many financial 
commitments. You want to ask your colleague Ahmed whom you get on well with to 
lend you 100£. What would you say to them?
You:.................................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
apposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 11:
You are a manager in a company and you want the secretary to photocopy the 
minutes of the last meeting you had. How would you ask your secretary to do that? 
You:.................................................................................................................................
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How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Situation 12:
You are a manager in a company and you would like to have a cup of coffee, but the 
person who usually prepare« the drinks is absent. How would you ask your secretary 
to make a drink for you?
You:.................................................................................................................................

How would you make your request if the person whom you are asking is of the 
opposite gender?
You:.................................................................................................................................

Thanks for your time and cooperation.
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