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INDIRECT SPEECH ACTS IN THE ENGLISH AND ARMENIAN
LANGUAGES

The present paper is devoted to the study of indirect speech acts in modern English
discourse and across different cultures. An attempt has also been made to understand how
these constructions are translated into Russian and Armenian.The basis of a speech act is
the speaker’s intention to influence the hearer in a desired way and this intention can be
manifested or latent. Indirect speech acts are acts that contain the illocutionary force
indicators for one kind of illocutionary act but perform another type of illocutionary act.
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One of the founders of Speech Act Theory John R. Searle characterized indirect
speech acts by the fact that there is no direct mapping between their linguistic form
and illocutionary meaning.

According to Searle's hypothesis in indirect speech acts, the speaker
communicates the non-literal as well as the literal meaning to the hearer. /Searle,
1969/

The basis of a speech act is the speaker’s intention to influence the hearer in a
desired way. The intention can be manifested and latent. According to G. Pocheptsov,
latent intentions cannot be linguistically analyzed while manifested intentions can be
divided into evident and inferable. The illocutionary intention of indirect speech acts is
inferable /Pocheptsov, 1986/.

The illocutionary force of any utterance is detected by an inferential process that
goes through the speaker’s tone of voice, prosody, context of utterance, the form of the
sentence, knowledge of the language being spoken and of the conversational
conventions as well as general encyclopedic knowledge.

Searle’s classical example of an indirect speech act is the utterance “Can you pass
the salt?” Without breaking any linguistic norms, we can regard it as a general
guestion and give a yes/no answer but generally it is interpreted as a request to pass
the salt.

Some relatively easy forms of indirection to interpret are whimperatives and
hedged performatives /Fraser, 1975/.

Whimperatives are indirect requests of the form Can you...? and Will you...? For
example, sentences (1) and (2) would often be understood not as questions about the
hearer’s ability or willingness to close the door, but as actual requests to do so. /Bach
and Harnish, 1979: 174-98/

1. Can you shut the door?

2. Will you shut the door?

The inference from the literal meaning of these expressions and their intended,
non-literal meaning does not seem too difficult. In fact, the proposition of the intended
meaning, shut the door, is conveyed within the literal expressions themselves.
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Hedged performatives have the form of explicit performatives with a modal verb
in the main clause. For example, sentences (3), (4) and (5) appear to be a request, a
promise and a suggestion respectively.

1. I must ask you to leave.

2. | can promise you | shall be back.

3. | would suggest you try some

Each of these expressions seems to refer to an immediate precondition for
performing a speech act. In this case, the explicit speech acts indirectly used are | ask
you to leave, I promise you I’ll be back, and I suggest you try some, which are all
contained within the text of the literal expressions.

Somewhat more difficult to interpret are embedded performatives /Sadock, 1974/.

Embedded performatives contain the proposition to which they refer indirectly,
but that proposition may be embedded arbitrarily deep within the literal expression.
For example, sentences (1), (2), and (3) indirectly perform the acts of informing,
reminding, and congratulating respectively.

1. Iregretthat | must inform you of your dismissal.

2. May | remind you that your account is overdue?

3. ' would like to congratulate you

Thus we can say that indirection is the main way in which the semantic content of
a sentence can fail to determine the full force and content of the illocutionary act being
performed in using the sentence.

According to Grice and Searle, the implicit meaning of an utterance can always be
inferred from its literal meaning. But according to the relevance theory developed by
Sperber and Wilson, the process of interpretation of indirect speech acts does not at all
differ from the process of interpretation of direct speech acts. Furthermore, it is literal
utterances that are often marked and sound less natural than utterances with an indirect
meaning.

In interpersonal communication directness is a sign of familiarity and closeness,
indirectness is taken as tact or a lack of closeness and usually signals distance and
denotes power.

When choosing between a direct and/or indirect speech act the speaker usually
takes into consideration the following factors:

* the social distance between the speaker and the hearer

* the power that the hearer has over the speaker

* the degree to which a certain face-threatening act is rated an imposition in a

specific culture.

The observation of politeness often results in the speaker's use of indirect speech
acts.

Indirect speech acts are frequent when a person of a lower social status addresses
a person of a higher social status. Often they contain additional markers of politeness
like apologies, etc.

Sociolinguistic research shows that everywhere in the civilized world women tend
to use more indirect speech acts than men. Educated people, regardless of their gender,
prefer indirect speech acts to direct ones.

Indirect speech acts can serve different communicative intentions on the speaker’s
part. Thus, a sentence having the syntactic form of a question may express various
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illocutionary forces: suggestion, request, reproach, order, invitation, etc.

It is impossible to reach a high level of linguistic competence without
understanding the nature of indirect speech acts and knowing typical indirect speech
acts of a particular language.

Preconditions on illocutionary acts defined for one language cannot be expected
to be universal. Intercultural miscommunication arises from the assumption that the
language strategies appropriate to the delivery of the intended meaning in one
language can be used with equal efficacy in another language.

In different societies, and in different communities, people speak differently — not
only because they speak different languages, but also because their ways of using
language are different. These differences reflect different cultural values, which may
often lead to a communication failure between individuals and between social groups.
By studying different cultural traditions manifesting themselves in different ways of
speaking, we can improve our ability to communicate with others more effectively.

The heavy restrictions on the use of the imperative in English and the wide range
of interrogative forms in performing acts other than questions constitute striking
linguistic reflexes of the Anglo-Saxon socio-cultural attitude. In English, the
imperative is mostly used in commands and in orders. Other kinds of directives tend to
avoid the imperative or to combine it with an interrogative and/or a conditional form.

In Armenian the use of interrogative forms outside the domain of questions is
very limited, and since the interrogative form is not culturally valued as a means of
performing directives, there has been, so to speak, no cultural need to develop special
interrogative devices for performing speech acts other than questions, and in
particular, for performing directives.

Thus, we may say that specific differences between languages in the area of
indirect speech acts are motivated, to a considerable degree, by differences in cultural
norms and cultural assumptions.

To understand the linguistic and cultural differences mentioned above, we have
analyzed some examples of indirect speech acts in English and their translations into
Armenian and Russian taken from fiction.

In the example below, we can see that the following speech act is framed like a
question but has the illocutionary force of a suggestion. It is interesting that the word
‘said’ in this example is translated into Russian as ‘asked’ which is typical for
guestions (as the syntactic form of the English variant is that of a question), while the
Armenian translator decided to use the word ‘suggest’ which indicates the
illocutionary force of the given utterance.

1. “What d’you say to a battle of pop to celebrate?’ he said. /Maugham, 1980: 42/

— Kaxk BuI CMOTPUTEC, HC OTKPLITH JIK HaM 6YTLIJ'IO'{Ky n1aMIIaHCKOTIO, YTOOBI
OTMETHTH 3TO COOBITHE? — cripocuit oH. /Moom, 1983: 234/

— bl tp wund, vh 2h Jwiywydwbng 3GytGp, — wnwownpytg Gu: /Unky,
1985: 38/

In the next example in both Armenian and Russian variants the presence of the
word ‘please’ reveals the hidden illocutionary force of request, which can hardly be
seen on the surface structure of the original English variant.

2. ‘Will you take off your hat?’ /Maugham, 1980: 154/

— CHumHTe, IoXKanyicra, nusmy. /Moawm, 1983: 349/
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—lulinpty, hwGtghp dtp qiluwnpyp: /Untd, 1985: 168/

In the third example, we can see that the Russian variant is closer to the English
than the Armenian, where instead of a question we have the syntactic form of a
statement, but still the three variants have the illocutionary force of an invitation.

3. ‘I wonder if we could persuade you to come and eat a chop with
us?’/Maugham, 1980: 15/

— MoxeT OBbITh, BB HE OTKaXXETECh MOEXaTh ¢ HaMH Mepekycuth? /Moam, 1983:
205/

— <nuny td sbp hpwdwpyh Gwjuwdwyb) dtq htn: Uwgpip dbq dhphlugny
L Ypbiph: /Unkd, 1985: 5/

We would like to state that while translating works of verbal art many translators
try to stick to clichés, expressions and constructions of the original language of the
text thus trying to retain the literary style of the author and the work itself. This may
result in the use of many constructions and language patterns, which are not so typical
of the target language. That is why to analyze the frequency of occurrence of direct
and indirect speech acts in communication, (in both Armenian and English) we have
also studied two plays with almost the same number of pages written by authors that
belong to almost the same historical period. It should also be noted that we have
preferred to study plays as their language is closer to everyday conversational
language.

The table presented below illustrates the results of our research.

Direct speech acts Indirect speech acts
Armenian 35 27
English 14 26

As we can see, in Armenian we can come across direct speech acts more often
than in English. This implies that in Armenian directness is considered as a positive
cultural value and the use of direct speech acts may often indicate that the
interlocutors are on quiet intimate and close relations. In English, on the contrary, the
speakers try to be more indirect and not to threaten the hearer’s face. Clearly, one
factor responsible for this difference is the principle of “polite pessimism”,
characteristic of Anglo-Saxon culture, but absent from Armenian culture.

It follows that bare imperatives in English are interpreted differently than in
Armenian, namely the speakers try not to put any restrictions on the interlocutor’s
freedom of action.

As a conclusion, we may say that there exists a number of differences between
English and other languages (here Armenian and Russian) in the area of speech acts,
which are linked with different cultural norms and cultural assumptions and of course
the mentality of the given nation. It is shown that English as different from Armenian
and Russian, places heavy restrictions on the use of direct speech acts (especially,
direct orders, etc.) and makes an intensive use of indirect speech acts. Features of
English are shown to be language specific and due to specific cultural norms and
cultural traditions. Linguistic differences are shown to be associated with cultural
values such as individualism and respect for personal autonomy in the case of English,
and cordiality and collectivism in the case of Armenian and Russian.
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L. UCAN3UV — Ulbngyuh funupuyghl wlnbpl whqibpblGmy L huybpbGmd. —
Munupwjhl wlimh hhdpmd fjunuwygh Yypw guljuh waqnbgmpini nGhGwmnt dnwn-
pnipjntGG E, npp Jupnn L jhGh wyGhwym uwu puplGwo: UGninnuyh funupwjhG
wlumtipnid fununnp funuwlghG £ hwnnpnnud hGswtiu nupnuith, wyGwtu £ wlinmnulyh
Iuiulum]g‘ htlytiny hpbklg plnhwlnip htGpwjht (Gqgujul L wpnmwitqquywb gqh-
wmbhpGtph Ypw: UnyyG hnpjuwond thnpd b wpgtp nuunuiGuuppt) wlnnmnuyh funu-
pwjhlG wymbpp dwiwlwlywlyhg wiqtpblnid L wy Gywynmypltpmy, hGyuybu Gul
niuntiGuuhphy, pb hGywbu G0 wju unnjgGbpp pwpgqiwlynmy hwjtptl L nniutipbG:

Lwluh punbp. wlinnnuyh funupwjhl wimbn, funupwjhG wintiph mbunipniG,
dhoupwlynmpwjhl yhpmnionipnil

JI. MAJIOSIH — Koceennvle peuesble akmsl 8 apMAHCKOM U aHzauiickom. — B
OCHOBE PEYEBBIX AKTOB JIGKUT HWHTEHIIMS TOBOPSIIETO BO3CHCTBOBATH Ha ajpecara
JKeJlaeMbIM 00pa3oM. DTO MHTEHIMs MOXeT ObITh KaK JIATEHTOM (CKPBITOM), TaKk M SBHOU
(oueBumHOM). B KOCBEHHBIX peYeBbIX aKTax FOBOPSAIIUH IepelaeT aapecary Kak MpsSMOi,
TaK ¥ KOCBEHHBIH CMBIC]I, OMUPAsCh Ha OOIIMe (OHOBBIC A3BIKOBBIC M HES3BIKOBBIC 3HA-
HUs. B maHHOUW cTaThe MPEeArpUHsTA IMONBITKA PACCMOTPEHUSI KOCBEHHBIX PEYEBBIX aKTOB
B COBPEMEHHOM AaHTJIMHACKOM SI3BIKE W TIPU TOMOIIM MEXKYJIBTYPHOTO aHalHM3a OIpe-
JIEUTh, KaK 3TH CTPYKTYPHI IEPEBOJISATCS C AaHTITUICKOTO HA PYCCKUI M apMSTHCKHMA.

Knrouesvle cnosa: KOCBEHHbIE PEUYEBBIE AKTHI, TEOPHUS PEUYEBBIX AKTOB, MEXKKYIb-
TYPHBIN aHAJIN3
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