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The Use of Positive and Negative Politeness Strategies to Express

Request in English and Armenian Cultures

Marine Yaghubyan

Yerevan State University

Abstract

Politeness is an indispensable topic in pragmatics. The standard of
politeness may vary from group to group, from situation to situation and even
from person to person. In pragmatics the principle of politeness is related to the
choices that are made in the language usage, the linguistic expressions that give
people space and express a friendly attitude.

The present article focuses on the examination and comparison of positive
and negative politeness strategies to express request in English and Armenian
cultures. The analysis shows that in Armenian culture positive politeness is
highlighted. On the contrary, in English culture requests are made within

negative politeness strategies.

Key words: positive politeness, negative politeness, request, culture,

positive face, negative face, politeness strategies.

Introduction

Politeness is a culturally defined theory. It is possible to treat politeness as a
fixed concept, as in the idea of polite social behavior, or etiquette within a
culture. It includes being tactful, generous, modest, and sympathetic towards
each other (Yule 1996:60). That is to say, what is viewed polite in one culture
can sometimes be rude, indecent and inappropriate in another cultural context.

It should be stated that all interlocutors are interested in keeping two types
of faces while communicating with each other. So every interlocutor possesses
both positive and negative faces. Negative face is defined by G. Yule as the need

to be independent, and positive face is the need to be connected. It is the main
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claim to territories, maintenance of privacy, and rights to non-distraction.
Meanwhile positive face can be characterized by positive desires to be liked and
regarded with respect (Yule 1996:62).

In this article we aim at examining the differences in the ways of
expressing request in English and Armenian cultures, while paying much

attention to positive and negative politeness strategies.

Positive Politeness

Positive politeness indicates not only similarities among the interlocutors
but also it expresses appreciation of the interlocutor’s self-image. As can be
observed, we often make use of positive politeness strategy in order to avoid
conflicts, to make the hearers feel good about themselves by taking into
consideration their desires, needs, wants or interests. It is important to mention
that positive politeness strategy is mainly used in situations where speakers and
hearers know each other well enough. The tendency to use positive politeness
forms, emphasizing closeness between speaker and hearer, can be seen as
solidarity strategy. Linguistically, such a strategy will include personal
information, use of nicknames, sometimes even abusive terms, particularly
among males, and shared dialect or slang expressions (Yule 1996: 64-65). This

can be explained by the illustration provided below:

“Hey ducky, can you give me that cup?”
(Galsworthy 1976:15)

According to the above-mentioned example, the speaker needs some cup
and wants to get it from the hearer, who is presumably his friend, since he calls
him by a nickname “ducky” to identify his “friend”, which normally cannot be
used with a stranger or an acquaintance to sound in a proper way. It should be
mentioned that there might be the risk of confrontation, misunderstanding, and
rejection in this case. By the way, speakers do not run the risk of confrontation
by utilizing this kind of nicknames in the group of their friends since
nicknames show solidarity. Then, we should note that another factor, which
should be taken into consideration in this particular situation, is the proper use
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of correct intonation since it has an ultimate power to cause misunderstandings
between the interlocutors. Frequently, a solidarity strategy will be marked via
inclusive terms such as “we” and “let’s” (Yule 1996:65). This can be shown by

the following example:

Let’s have a glim’ said Sikes, or we shall go breaking
our necks, or treading on the dog.
(Dickens 1945:396)

It is worth noting that we can make use of positive politeness strategy, in
order to offer the hearer something, or give promises as shown by the following

example:

Stand still a moment, and I'll get you one.
(Dickens 1945:396)

Negative Politeness

Negative politeness is the need to be autonomous and free from imposition.
The tendency to use negative politeness forms emphasizing the hearer’s right to
freedom, can be seen as a deference strategy. It can be the typical strategy of a
whole group or just an option used on a particular occasion. The language
associated with a deference strategy emphasizes the speaker’s and the hearer’s
independence, marked via an absence of personal claims (Yule 1996:66).

It is worth mentioning that the usage of negative politeness strategies
presumes a direct connection between indirectness and politeness. Admittedly,

in order to show negative politeness, the speaker should be indirect.

“Would he have minded you're going?”
(Galsworthy 1976:163)

As can be observed, we utilize questions and hedges in order to show

negative politeness:

Could you possibly invite her to lunch tomorrow?
(Fitzgerald 1941:120)
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Cross-Cultural Comparison

It is worth noting that historically independence and freedom in actions
have always been crucial values in Armenian culture. Nevertheless, it is safe to
say that Armenian culture is a collectivistic one, hence Armenians attach too
much importance to the needs and goals of the group (Triandis 2001). They
emphasize a group as one unity and relationships within the members of a
group play a great role in forming each individual’s personality. In Armenian
culture families and communities have an indispensable role and people are
likely to do what is best for society. In Armenian society people are regarded as
good if they are kind, generous, helpful, dependable and mostly take into
consideration the needs and desires of others. This leads to the conclusion, that
Armenians tend to show less social distance, which means that people interact
with one another directly. Furthermore, taking into account the above-
mentioned characteristic features of Armenian culture, we can state positive
politeness strategies are mainly utilized and accepted by Armenian society.

As can be observed, Armenians tend to show positive face since each
representative of Armenian culture has the need to be accepted and sometimes
even liked by others. As a part of a collectivistic culture, Armenians like to be
treated as members of the same group and know that their needs and desires
can be shared by others. They try to avoid conflicts and make the hearers feel
good about themselves, paying much attention to their desires, needs, and
interests, hence it can be claimed that positive politeness is highlighted in
Armenian culture.

Conversely, in English culture people value individuality and
independence, therefore it is a vivid illustration of an individualistic culture. As
is stated, individualistic cultures focus on characteristics like independence and
assertiveness. They value a person’s freedom to act and appreciate personal
identity. Thus, in English culture, negative politeness is more stressed and
people tend to show negative face, indicating the need to be independent, to
keep privacy and have right to non-distraction. In brief, in English culture

requests are made within negative politeness strategies.
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As can be observed in Armenian culture, the usage of interrogative forms
beyond the area of questions is truly bounded. The interrogative form is not
valued in the cultural perspective to perform directives, hence there was no
cultural need to evolve special interrogative tools for accomplishing speech acts
apart from questions and more specifically for carrying out directives such as
the usage of “Won’t you?” This idea can be illustrated by the following

sentences:

Won't you join us? They will be delighted, everyone of
them.

(Dickens 1945:658)
Ol p Gunlblnu dpwbuy qupdmgnnbbph fudphb:
KEp bhphuygnipniap wdkiphll UES nipwifunipinil
Juyuwwndwunkp:

(Dickens 1988:456)

Nevertheless, if there is a possibility of having a context-free, general
interpretation of the conversation provided above, then we will presumably
hear or read a polite request which is being expressed, and a positive or a
negative action will pursue.

In Armenian the avoidance of imperative and the usage of interrogative
devices are not connected with the principle of politeness, as it is in English. By
the way, there is an obvious similarity related to the expression “would you
mind” which is utilized both in Armenian and in English in order to make a

polite request:

Would you mind coming presently?

(Galsworthy 1932:290)
-Yquiu plid dmn hkwnn, pld sE u jhih:

(Galsworthy 1975:707)

Nevertheless, it can be indicated that the usage of the interrogative forms

in requests is hardly ever expressed in Armenian. Generally speaking, there
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might be a slight possibility, but compared to English, the possibilities are truly
bounded. Hence, one could express requests, or speech acts closely referring to
requests, by apparently asking about the addressee’s aptitude to act, or about his

or her decency or kindness.

Could you tell me if there are likely to be any more of
you coming down?

(Galsworthy 1932:467)
-P Upghuying, sthp Ywpny wuly” nippy nphl dkgp
dkpnighg Upwnp nilih uyuwnkn quyni:

(Galsworthy 1975:196)

As can be noted, the polite interrogative request form «Ywpnng kbop»,
which equals to the English form “Could you?”, is not commonly utilized in
Armenian culture. Instead, Armenians more frequently make use of the form

«Qth"p Yupnn», which equals to the English form “Couldn’t you?”

Couldn’t you hear the noise?
(Dickens 1945:370)

-Puly wpdnip sU p upng july:
(Dickens 1988:358)

Compared to English, in the Armenian language requests are often
interpreted in the imperative form. It is worth mentioning that the teachers are
the ones who excessively express requests in imperative forms during their
lessons in the classroom as in “Open your copy-books, write the date!” and in
Armenian, the same sentence will be as «Pwghkp wbwpkpp b qpkp
wduwphyp». Let us bring some other examples, which illustrate the usage of

request in imperative form:

1. “Bow to the board,” said Bumble.
(Dickens 1945:34)
-funinuphihp hwbdbwdngnih wnwy,- wuwg Fud-

FRIP:
(Dickens 1988:248)
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2. “Come!” said Gamfield; say four pound, gen’lmen
say four pound, and you
have got rid of him for good and all. There!
(Dickens 1945:62)
-2k, kg snpu $nilun wuwgkp, uyn , snpua nrlun
b wndpoun Juquunylbp Gpuihg, - wuwg FhEdppinp:
(Dickens 1988:257)

It can be stated that both in English and Armenian, requests are made with
the forms «4upkih’ t» and “May I?” in order to express polite requests in

various situations:

1. “May I accompany you?” said the book stall-keeper,
looking in.

(Dickens 1945:268)
~YQupn' 7 ki dkq phlkpulgly,-wuwg gpunjmdmnp’
bbpu buykyny:

(Dickens 1988:325)
2. May I ask the name of the gentleman, who has
given us that striking piece of information?

(Galsworthy 1932:499)
~Yupn 'k hupghly ugh oklungdkih whnibp, npp
wypupufr upwisbyf funphnipy nykg dkq:

(Galsworthy 1975:210)

However, it must be noted that one could not use literal Armenian
equivalents of the phrases “Would you do it?”, “Won't you do it”, “ Why don't
you do it” or “Would you like to do it?” in order to express requests and ask
people to do something.

It is important to mention that pseudo-questions, such as “Would you like
to?” or “Do you want to”, are actually defined as requests, apparently inquiring
about the addressee's wants. These questions appear to be odd and amusing

from the point of view of Armenian culture. Nevertheless, not only the variety
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of reasonable interrogative devices, distinguishing Armenian directives from
the English ones are striking, but also the differences in function should be
taken into consideration. Hence, interrogative directives sound orderly and
elaborately polite in Armenian. As can be mentioned, in this perspective the
imperative is impartial, which neither prevents nor invites a verbal response.
Beyond any doubt, this is one of the main reasons for it to be preferred in
Armenian and avoided in English.

If the speaker wishes to be more polite and at the same time wants to show
coldness and lack of intimacy, the infinitive can be combined with a verb used

in a performative way:

I ask you to give this message for God Almighty’s
sake.
(Dickens 1945:105).
-bu wdbbhwlupng Uuwnént winiiny pbnppnid b,
np bpul huywnbbp pud dwupb:
(Dickens 1988:588)

In this perspective it should be mentioned that the infinitive directive
functions as a distance-building device in Armenian, similar to interrogative
devices, used in English. But in Anglo-Saxon cultures distance is a positive
cultural value, related to respect in order to express the individual’s autonomy.
Conversely, in Armenian culture distance will be associated with hostility and
alienation, thus pre-requests such as «qwpn 1 b ptq Uh pul jtngpby» (Can 7
ask you something?), «dudwuul niuk u» (Have you gor some time?), <4w-
pn'n bu htd oquiky, (Can you help me?) are usually used to be more polite.

Conclusion

Thus, we can conclude that Armenians tend to show positive face since
each representative of Armenian culture expects to be accepted and liked by
others. As part of a collectivistic culture, Armenians like to be treated as a

member of the same group and to know that their needs and desires can be
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shared by others. It is worth remembering that Armenians try to avoid conflicts
and make the hearers feel good about themselves by paying much attention to
their desires, needs, and interests, hence it can be claimed that positive
politenessis highlighted in Armenian culture.

On the contrary, in English culture people value individuality and
independence, therefore it is a vivid illustration of an individualistic culture. As
is stated, individualistic cultures focus on characteristics like independence and
assertiveness. They value a person’s freedom to act and appreciate personal
identity. Thus, in English culture, negative politeness is more stressed and
people tend to show negative face, indicating the need to be independent, to
keep privacy and have right to non-distraction. So, in English culture requests

are made within negative politeness strategies.
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Author Guidelines

Manuscript Submission

Manuscripts should be submitted by one of the authors of the manuscript through
the online manuscript management system. Only electronic Word (.doc, .docx) files can
be submitted. Only online submissions are advised strongly to facilitate rapid
publication and to minimize administrative costs. Submissions by anyone other than
one of the authors will not be accepted. The submitting author takes responsibility for
the paper during submission and peer review. If for some technical reason submission
through the online Manuscript Management System is not possible, the author can send

manuscript as email attachment. Email submission: afajournal@ysu.am

Editorial Policy

Armenian Folia Anglistika is concerned with such fields as Linguistics, Literary
Criticism, Translation Studies, Methodology, Ethnic Studies, Cultural History, Gender
Studies, Armenian Studies and a wide range of adjacent disciplines. The articles address
a wide range of interesting questions and are of consistently high quality. The
reviewing is timely, knowledgeable and objective. The book reviews are very balanced

and informative. The language of submission and publication is English.

Editorial Process
This journal follows strict double blind fold review policy to ensure neutral evaluation.
All manuscripts are subject to peer review and are expected to meet standards of
academic excellence. High quality manuscripts are peer-reviewed by minimum two
peers of the same field. The reviewers submit their reports on the manuscripts along
with their recommendation of one of the following actions to the Editor-in-Chief:
Recommendation regarding the paper:

1. Irecommend the paper for publication

2. Irecommend the paper for publication after major/minor corrections

3. Idonotrecommend the paper for publication
The Editor-in-Chief makes a decision accordingly:

1.  to publish the paper

2. to consider the paper for publication after major/minor corrections
In these cases the authors are notified to prepare and submit a final copy of their

manuscript with the required major/minor changes in a timely manner. The Editor-in-
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Chief reviews the revised manuscript after the changes have been made by the authors.
Once the Editor-in-Chief is satisfied with the final manuscript, the manuscript can be
accepted. The Editor-in-Chief can also reject the manuscript if the paper still doesn’t
meet the requirements.
3. toreject the paper

The editorial workflow gives the Editor-in-Chief the authority to reject any manuscript
because of inappropriateness of its subject, lack of quality, incorrectness, or irrelevance.
The Editor-in-Chief cannot assign himself/herself as an external reviewer of the
manuscript. This is to ensure a high-quality, fair, and unbiased peer-review process of
every manuscript submitted to the journal, since any manuscript must be recommended
by one or more (usually two) external reviewers along with the Editor in charge of the

manuscript in order to accept it for publication in the journal.

Ethical Issues:

Authors cannot submit the manuscript for publication to other journals
simultaneously. The authors should submit original, new and unpublished research
work to the journal. The ethical issues such as plagiarism, fraudulent and duplicate
publication, violation of copyrights, authorship and conflict of interests are serious
issues concerning ethical integrity when submitting a manuscript to a journal for

publication.

Withdrawal of Manuscripts:
The author can request withdrawal of manuscript after submission within the time span
when the manuscript is still in the peer-reviewing process. After the manuscript is

accepted for publication, the withdrawal is not permitted.
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