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Aliens, 20th Century Fox, 1986  

A P O N E 

“Look into my eye...” 



GT English Translation 

Assignment 2: Clarifications 

• Choose languages available on Google Translate (GT) 

• Always use the source language as input to GT (never 
the English translation)  

• The process looks like this: 

 
A (original) B C D (final) Languages: 

WBW full WBW full WBW full WBW full 

WBW = word-by-word 

input A 
output B 

input B 
output C 

input C 
output D 

pragmatic analysis pragmatic analysis 

human 
English 
trans. 



Assignment 2: Clarifications 

• Choose languages available on Google Translate (GT) 

• Always use the source language as input to GT (never 
the English translation)  

• Translations that do not make sense can be 
interesting: what went wrong? (focus on meaning) 

• Do discuss the figurative and literal meanings of your 
expression: this may be a key area where the 
meaning breaks down in the “GT grinder” 



Assignment 2: Process 

 

full English translation 

word-by-word  
English translation 

... 

starting language (A) 

Hey Martijn, what does 
Dit is de originele 
Nederlandse 
mean in English? 

Friend/Family member help 

Hey Scott, it means 
‘This is the original 
Dutch’. 
Groetjes! 



Assignment 2: First Link in Chain 
starting language (A) second language (B) 

copy original language B text 
(not the transliteration below) 

paste language B text 

Let op! (‘pay attention!’): you need to 
change the language! 



Assignment 2: First Link in Chain 

full English translation 
(pretty good, eh?) 

word-by-word  
English translation 

Leuk! (cool!): 
Look at that, one word mapping 
onto to two in English. Perhaps the 
original Amharic contains the 
meaning of definite in an affix that 
we can’t make out ... 

second language (B) 



Assignment 2: Second Link in Chain 
third language (C) second language (B) 

And so on and so forth... 



Semantics and Pragmatics 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 9): Residue (Implicatures and Grice) 

Topic (Lecture 10): Speech acts and Face 

• Speech acts and sentence types 

• Indirectness, politeness, and face 

Topic: Review and photos 

• Lecture 8: Participants and sentence alternations 

• Lecture 9: Deixis, Context, Information Structure... 

• Photos 
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Cooperation in Conversation 

Cooperative Principle: people tacitly cooperate in conversation 

• The cooperation principle serves the objective of 
communicating, not the social agendas of those 
communicating (such as deceiving, convincing, supporting, 
etc.) 

• People do not always speak directly, saying exactly what they 
intend, but instead rely on the addressee’s ability to infer the 
meaning from their implicatures 

• Implicatures are another type of implicit content like 
entailment and presupposition, but there are differences 
between all three of these 
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Cooperation in Conversation 

Cooperative Principle: people tacitly cooperate in conversation 

• The Gricean Maxims characterize conversational cooperation 

– Quantity, Quality, Relevance, and Manner 

• Flouting: overtly breaking a maxim to produce an implicature 

– Enables indirectness in communication (serving various 
purposes such as being poetic, being polite, etc.) 

• Violating: breaking a maxim secretly or uncooperatively 

– Usually occurs in lying 

 

– Also uncooperative responses 
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I had three cookies (lie: actually had four) 

What time is it? 500 miliseconds past 1 second past 3 minutes past 5 hours 

Scalar implicature: not more than 3 

fails to acknowledge maxims of quantity and manner-orderliness 

note: also called “suspending” a maxim... 



Flouting Process 

We may flout: 

• Quality (be accurate: have evidence and state the truth) 

– in order to contribute, we may say that for which we lack 
firm evidence 

• So I heard somewhere that the incorrect shared memory 
of Berentstain Bears being spelled ‘s t e i n’ reflects 
parallel dimensions...  

– to avoid stating the truth directly (to be polite) 

• He’s not coming: that’s a real shame... (speaker does 
not really believe that) 

– state the opposite of what you believe to be ironic 

• Brilliant! (speaker commenting on something that she 
believes was rather dumb) 
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Flouting Process 

We may flout: 

• Quantity (give as much information as is required [n.b.: not just 
an appropriate length of utterance, that would be manner]) 
– say less than needed in order to be blunt or rude 

• A: So what would you like for dinner? 

• B (grumpy): Whatever. (A was looking for a specific suggestion like tacos or spaghetti or 
chilli crab) 

– say more than needed to be figurative (e.g., hyperbolic) perhaps because you do 
not know the precise answer 

• A: How many times have you seen that movie? 

• B: Like, a billion times (A was looking for an exact number; the speaker does not know 
exactly and thus cannot provide the appropriate amount of information so resorts to 
hyperbolic exaggeration where many would have sufficed; flouting gives rise here to the 
implicature too times to many to count; Note: this also flouts quality as it is not literally 
true and the speaker knows this) 
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If people are perturbed by excessive of quantity they may say 
 whoa, too much information, (dude) 



Flouting Process 

We may flout: 

• Relevance (make topically appropriate contributions) 

– to change the subject (for reasons such as embarrassment 
or topic avoidance..) 

• A: ...and then on the weekend I saw Sally... 

• B: So, hey, um, did you get your homework done? 

– (B wants to avoid talking about Sally) 

– to be indirect (for various purposes) 

• A: You going to the new movie? 

• B: Do bears poop in the woods? (Yes, of course.) 
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Flouting Process 

We may flout: 

• Manner (orderly, efficient with words, no obscure phrasing...) 

– to obscure information (euphemisms, when parents talking 
in front of children, etc.) 

• He passed gas and I found it rather rude. (obscure 
passed gas to euphemistically avoid farted) 

• Did you get the ehrn-ehrn from the you-know-what? 

– to show in-group status, ... 

• So I picked up this cool Chvátil the other day and it’s a 
pretty sweet Euro with area control and worker 
placement but it does suffer from a bit point salad and 
also players tend to get AP... 

– (talking about modern board games) 
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Hedges 

Hedges allow us to signal that we are flouting a maxim: 
• Quantity: 

– As you probably know, ... (when not sure if content is known already) 

– Well I’m not sure exactly but probably in the neighbourhood of... (A ‘ballpark’ response to questions 
seeking a specific quantity, hence a specific amount of information, such as How many people died in 
the accident? or As your tax attorney, I need to know: exactly how much money did you donate to charity 
this year? or How many amps does this adapter output?; the hedge also can be considered to signal a 
floutation of quality since the speaker many not know [i.e., not have sufficient evidence/knowledge of] 
the exact answer) 

– To cut a long story short, ... 

• Quality: 

– I’m not sure, but I think that... 

– As far as I’m aware, ... 

– ...or something (e.g., It looks like he was killed by a crow or something...) 

• Relevance: 

– I don’t know if this is relevant but... 

– Not to switch topics or anything but did you hear that... 

• Manner: 

– I’m not sure if this makes sense, but ... 

– I can’t remember the exact order of events but something like... 
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Quantity vs. Quality 

These are examples of non-cooprerative communication to tease apart 
quantity and quality: 
• One astrophysicist to another:  

– A: We’re going to need to know the mass of the space shuttle seats to at least 3 decimal 
places 

• Quantity: 

– B: They’re 5 kg each. 

– A: I said to 3 decimal points, B! 

 

 

 

 

• Quality: 

– B: They’re 5.109 kg each 

– A: OK, I hope you’re right, the lives of the astronauts depends on it! 

18 

Imagine B just didn’t hear the 3 decimal places part; her answer has not 
provided enough information and thus ‘violates’ (is an infringement of) 
quantity, but the answer 5 Kg may be correct as far as B knows, thus 
adhering to quality 

Imagine B is making up the .109 part because she’s too embarrassed to 
admit she doesn’t know exactly! (Uh-oh!) She provides an answer that 
adheres to quantity (it’ the right precision), but has violated quality 
because she knows that her response is not true. 



Fuzziness in All Things... 

Please be aware, that, just as per our discussion of thematic roles, 
there is overlap (fuzziness) to the maxims: they are not strictly 
mutually exclusive... 
• For example: 

– When flouting quantity by providing more information than required, you will probably 
also end up flouting manner-brevity because by providing more information, which 
typically requires more words, you are not keeping your response brief 

• A: What did you do on the weekend? 

• B: I got up, I stretched and rubbed my eyes, then I just breathed for a while, then 
walked over to the door and thought about opening it for a bit, then I actually opened 
the door... (too much information, a breach of quantity, and also is not suitably brief 
for the question, which breaks manner-brevity) 

– Quantity and quality are also linked (e.g., see slides 14 & 17): requests for specific 
numeric quantities convey a demand for certain degrees of precision associated with the 
quantity. Not providing that precision in your response constitutes not providing the right 
amount of information (breaking quantity) but it may also constitute a break in quality if 
you deliberately answer with an exaggeration that over- or underestimates the amount 
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For the quiz, we will be aware that there is some fuzziness here and will award reasonable 
alternatives with points. In any case, always try to choose the best answer. 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 9): Residue (Implicatures and Grice) 

Topic (Lecture 10): Speech acts and Face 

• Speech acts and sentence types 

• Indirectness, politeness, and face 

Topic: Review and photos 

• Lecture 8: Participants and sentence alternations 

• Lecture 9: Deixis, Context, Information Structure... 

• Photos 
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Core Levels of Meaning 

pragmatic core: “context” 

semantic core: “meaning” 

logical core: “truth” 

co
n

cr
et

en
es

s 

utterances 

propositions 

sentences 

context  
and inference 

speech acts 
(social functions) 

link to semantic 
factors 

link to semantic 
factors 



Speech as Action 

Utterances have (social) functions called speech acts  
• declaring or stating something 

– (I hereby declare) Hoffery is great! 

• asking a question 

– (I hereby ask) is Hoffery great? 

• giving a command 

– (I hereby command you to) believe in Hoffery and his greatness!  

• exclaiming something 

– (I hereby proclaim:) Hoffery, how great he is! 

• thanking someone 

– (I hereby) thank you, Hoffery, for you are great! 

• greeting someone or saying goodbye 

– (I hereby say) goodbye, Hoffery! 

 

 
one day, Hoffery will return... 



Speech as Action 

Utterances have (social) functions called speech acts  

• Interactivity: 

– Performing these requires a “social handshake” to 
successfully carry out the action that the speech carries 

– Failure to respond or responding incorrectly leads to 
compensatory actions 

• Repetition: Did you hear what I said? Where is Hoffery? 

• Evasion: Let’s change the topic then... 

• Repair: Let me rephrase then... 



Such power with mere words... 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Speech as Action 

Utterances have (social) functions called speech acts  

• Context-dependence: 
– Many speech acts are bound to institutional facts ranging from 

institutional title, social status, age, intimacy, etc. 

• Judge: I (hereby) sentence you to death by popcorn! 

• Teacher: I (hereby) am giving you two weeks detention! 

• Officiant: I (hereby) pronounce you married! 

• Police Officer: I (hereby) am placing you under arrest! 

• Captain: I (hereby) christen this boat the SS Lungfish 

sentences people gives detention marries people arrests people names boats 



Speech as Action 

Utterances have (social) functions called speech acts  

• Context-dependence: 
– The specific function depends on the context 

• Interrogative sentences in English have various functions 

– Ordinary Question:  

• Want to go fishing? 

– Affirmation/Refusal:  uses questions with obvious answers 

• Is the pope catholic?  

• Do pigs fly?  

– Command/request: 

• Would you please pass the salt?  

 

 

function: ask if addressee wants to fish 

function: affirm something 

function: refuses something 

function: requests the salt 



Sentence Types 

Sentence types are associated with a typical or default 
pragmatic speech act function 

• Mood (and its paraphrase) can mark sentence type 
– indicative (or declarative) expresses factual statements 

• Pi is a number that begins with 3.14. 

– conditional expresses events dependent on a condition 

• If the number begins with 3.14, it might be Pi. 

– imperative expresses second person commands 

• Learn Pi to 5000 digits by tomorrow! 

– jussive expresses first and (third person) commands 

• Let us stop talking about Pi now. (first person command) 

• Let him talk about Pi (marked in Arabic) 

• Let there be light (? possible third person command) 

 



Sentence Types 

Sentence types are associated with a typical or default 
pragmatic speech act function 

• Mood (and its paraphrase) can mark sentence type 
– optative expresses hopes, wishes or desires 

• If only I was a snail!  

• Long live the King!  

– potential expresses something likely to happen (English uses paraphrase) 

• He will probably end up like a snail. 

– subjunctive expresses hypothetical events (English, mainly subordinate) 

• I suggested that Figgins eat a fig. [cf. I know that Figgins eats figs.] 

• If I were a rich man... 

– interrogative expresses questions 

• Is it yes or is it no? (polar question) 

• When will it all be over? (Wh-/elicitive question) 

 

 



Sentence Types 

Sentence types are associated with a typical or default 
pragmatic speech act function 

• Mood (and its paraphrase) can mark sentence type 

• Intonation can convert the speech act function 
– Falling intonation + declarative type: expresses statement 

• That is a nice flux capacitor. 

– Rising intonation + declarative type: expresses question 

• That is a nice flux capacitor. 

– Rising intonation + interrogative type: expresses question 

• Is that a nice flux capacitor? 

– Falling intonation + interrogative type: expresses irony 

• Is that (ever) a nice flux capacitor? [Not really.] 

 

 Note: The intonation contours are actually much more nuanced, these are abstractions... 



The Question Only Game 

 

Whose Line is it Anyway?, Dan Patterson Mark Leveson 



Language: More than Stating Facts 

Once upon a time, some people held the following beliefs: 

• the basic sentence type is declarative 

• language is mainly used to describe the world 

• meaning can be given in terms of truth values 

But many utterances are not declarative, do not describe the 
world per se, and cannot be given a truth valuation... 

– Excuse me! 

– Hello. 

– How much can a Koala bear? 

– Six pints of yuzu and some tiny shrimp crackers, thanks! 

– How ’bout them Oulo Old Owls? 



Performative Utterances 

Performative utterances (or just performatives) constitute 
(speech) actions and are formed from declarative sentences 
containing certain verbs (promise, bet, declare...) 

• Uttering these (in an appropriate context) is acting 

– I promise I won’t drive home 

– I bet you 5 bucks they get caught 

– I declare this lecture over 

– I warn you that legal action will ensue 

– I name this ship the Nautilus 



Performative Utterances 

Performative utterances (or just performatives) constitute 
(speech) actions and are formed from declarative sentences 
containing certain verbs (promise, bet, declare...) 

• Uttering these (in an appropriate context) is acting 

– I hereby promise I won’t drive home 

– I hereby bet you 5 bucks they get caught 

– I hereby declare this lecture over 

– I hereby warn you that legal action will ensue 

– I hereby name this ship the Nautilus 

In English, we can signal this explicitly with hereby 



Performative Utterances 

Performative utterances constitute (speech) actions and are 
formed from declarative sentences containing certain verbs 
(promise, bet, declare...) 

• Uttering these (in an appropriate context) is acting 

• The adverb hereby is diagnostic for performative utterances 

– If it is not semantically odd, then the utterance can serve 
the pragmatic purpose of a performance/speech act 
• ?I hereby bake this cake 

• ?I hereby mow the lawn 

• ?I hereby think you are a mall clown 

• ?I hereby inform you about performatives 

•  I hereby say ‘hello’!  

•  I hereby invite you to my clown party 

•  I hereby invite you to take some candy! 

The S&P Toolbox 



Do They Perform? 

Performative utterances cannot be evaluated for truth 
but we can inquire about whether they perform 
successfully or not... 

• felicitous performatives succeed in performing 

• infelicitous performatives fail in performing 
 



Felicity Conditions 

Felicity conditions are the set of requirements that a 
performative must meet in order for the performance to be 
felicitous (succeed) 
• A1: The performative is part of a conventional procedure with some effect 

• A2: The circumstances must be appropriate for the performative 

• B1: Participants must do the procedure correctly 

• B2: Participants must do the procedure completely 

• C1 (sincerity): The intention must be to do the act 

• C2 (sincerity): The participants adhere to the consequences of the act 

If the conditions do not hold, the speech act is infelicitous 

• Failing A or B is a misfire 

• Failing C is an abuse 
 



Examples of Infelicities 

• A1: (At Farmer Joe’s rooster farm) I hereby quazzle this rooster Sir Plucky 

 

 

• A2: (Down at Marina Bay as a tourist) I hereby christen this ship Baby Harold  

 

 

• B1: (At a wedding ceremony before bride arrives) I now pronounce you married. 

 

 

• B2: I bet you a dollar that... 

 

 

• C1: I sentence you to death by grapes... (just kidding) 

 

• C2: I promise to come tomorrow (but does not show up tomorrow) 

misfire: no conventional procedure for the performative “quazzling”, in 
which one simultaneously names and knights a rooster, exists 

misfire: the circumstances are not right for naming the ship. You need  
to be a captain and there needs to be a ceremony, etc. 

misfire: there is a whole script that needs to be followed, but minimally 
the bride and groom need to be present in front of witnesses 

misfire: the bet is incomplete because the conditions have not been stated  

abuse: if the sentence will not actually be carried out... 

abuse: the individual did not follow through on the promise... 



Explicit vs Implicit Performatives 

Performative utterances can be explicit or implicit based on the 
linguistic form they have, and the vast majority are implicit 

• Explicit Performatives 
– Tend to be first person 

– The main verb is a performative: promise, warn, bet, pronounce, ... 

– You can use hereby 

• Implicit Performatives 
– The grand inquisitors find you guilty of treason 

– Students are requested to be quiet in the halls 

– Don’t come near me... 

– Come up and see me some time! 

• Can be made explicit by using an performative verb 
– Five bucks says... > I bet you five bucks... 

We pronounce you guilty... 

I request you (students)... 

I warn you: do not to come near me... 

I invite you to visit me some time... 



Everything’s a Speech Act 

It is possible to go even further and suggest that all 
utterances are speech acts 

• even declarative statements can be converted into speech acts 

– Zeus is a god > I hereby state that Zeus is a god 

– Is Zeus a god? > I hereby ask whether Zeus is a god. 

– Be a god, Zeus > I hereby demand that Zeus be a god. 

• This gives us a new view of presupposition failure 

– The King of France is bald  

• I hereby state that the King of France is bald 

 

 

 

 

 

misfire (condition B1, do it correctly), there is no referent 
for the expression The King of France so the performance 
fails (and cannot be evaluated for truth) 



Elements of Speech Acts 

Utterances can be characterized by three aspects 

• Locutionary act: the act of saying something 

• Illocutionary force: the force of the statement (intended effect) 

• Perlocutionary effect: the actual effect(s) of the statement 

Jurassic Park, Amblin Entertainment and Universal Pictures  

Locutionary act: saying Shoot Her! 
Ilocutionary force: 
he wants guards 
to shoot 

Perlocutionary 
effect: dead 
dinosaur 



Searle’s Speech Act Classification 

• Representatives describe the (speaker’s view of the) world 

– asserting, concluding, etc. 

• Expressives express how the speaker feels 

– thanking, apologizing, welcoming, congratulating, etc. 

• Directives get someone else to do something 

– requesting, questioning, etc. 

• Comissives commit oneself to a future action 

– promising, betting, offering, threatening, etc. 

• Declarations change the world via institutional support 

– declaring war, christening, marrying, firing, etc. 

 



Searle’s Speech Act Classification 

There are four parameters which further characterize 
speech acts: 

• illocutionary point (force): the intended effect 
– e.g., directives are meant to get the addressee to do something 

• fit: the match between the world and the speech act 
– e.g., a command is aimed to make the world match the speech 

– e.g., a statement is aimed to match the world 

• psychological state: the speaker’s state of mind 
– e.g., statement conveys a belief; an apology conveys an attitude 

• content: what the speech act is about and how this constrains 
its usage 
– e.g., cannot predict or bet about that which has already happened 

– e.g., a threat commits the speaker to a negative action 

 

 



Searle’s Modified Felicity Conditions 

Searle refined the felicity conditions (originally outlined 
by Austin): there are four types 

• preparatory: preconditions necessary for the speech act to 
succeed 

• propositional: the content/proposition of the speech act 
(which may constrain its usage) 

• sincerity: the speaker intends to perform the act 

• essential: the speech act qualifies as a means to achieve the 
desired end 



Felicity Conditions for Requesting 

For example, to make a request, we must abide by the 
following: 

• Preparatory 1: H is able to perform A 

• Preparatory 2: It is not obvious that the H would perform A 
without being asked 

• Propositional: S predicates A of H 

• Sincerity: S wants H to do A 

• Essential: The utterance e counts as an attempt by S to get H 
to do A 

S = Speaker  
A = Future Action 
H = Hearer  
e = linguistic expression 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 9): Residue (Implicatures and Grice) 

Topic (Lecture 10): Speech acts and Face 

• Speech acts and sentence types 

• Indirectness, politeness, and face 
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• Photos 
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Direct (Literal) Speech Acts 

We have observed that sentence types are aligned with 
default speech acts: these are direct (literal) speech 
acts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example Sentence Type Direct Speech Act 

I sing. declarative assertion 

Do you sing? interrogative question 

Sing! imperative order (request, command) 

What a voice! exclamative exclamation 

If only I could sing. optative wish 

... 



Indirect Speech Acts 

Many speech acts use a sentence type which normally 
conveys some other type of speech act: these are 
indirect (non-literal) speech acts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Utterance Sentence Type Direct SA Indirect SA 

Would you mind passing the ape knuckle? interrogative question request 

Why don’t you make like a tree and leave? interrogative question request 

I must ask you to leave the premises. declarative assertion order 

If you leave, you’ll never see me again. conditional assertion threat 

... 



Direct and Indirect Linkage 

People have access to both the direct/literal and 
indirect/non-literal meanings, but the indirect is the 
primary, and sentence types address the felicity 
conditions of the indirect act 
• Direct: Could you get that? 

– Indirect: Please pass the salt. 

• Direct: I wish you wouldn’t do that. 

–  Indirect: Please don’t do that. 

• Direct: Won’t you close the door? 

– Indirect: Please close the door. 

direct SA addresses preparatory condition: 
request preparatory: H is able to do A 

direct SA addresses sincerity condition: 
request sincerity: S wants H to not do A 

direct SA addresses propositional condition: 
request proposition: S predicates future act A of H 

S = Speaker  
A = Future Action 
H = Hearer  
e = linguistic expression 



Direct and Indirect Linkage 

People have access to both the direct/literal and 
indirect/non-literal meanings, but the indirect is the 
primary, and sentence types address the felicity 
conditions of the indirect act 

• Indirect/non-literal meanings can be slower to understand 

• Some indirect/non-literal uses are very conventionalized 

– Can/Could you X? → Please X 

– please is diagnostic for conventional indirect SAs 

• Can you please pass the salt? 

• ?Are you able to please pass the salt? 

 

 

The S&P Toolbox 



WARNING PROFANITY AHEAD 
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The Purpose of Indirectness 

Direct and indirect speech acts let us regulate our 
degree of politeness 

• Consider the following requests 

– Just fucking give me the goddamn salt now! 

– Give me the salt 

– Please give me the salt 

– Can you give me the salt? 

– Can you pass the salt, please? 

– Would you please pass the salt? 

– I hate to be a pest, but could I trouble you to pass the salt? 

 

 

 

 

 

Canadian polite 

Dutch direct 

indirect speech acts 

direct speech acts 



The Purpose of Indirectness 

Direct and indirect speech acts let us regulate our 
degree of politeness 

• Low to high status is generally more indirect than vice versa 

– [Officer to soldier] (tends to be direct) 

• Stand up you maggots! 

– [Servant to King] (tends to be indirect) 

• May I please shave your beard, your highness? 



The Purpose of Indirectness 

Direct and indirect speech acts let us regulate our 
degree of politeness 

• Speakers calculate just how much directness is required and 
various strategies are used 

– [Motorist to gas station attendant] (indirect) 

• You don’t have any change for the phone do you? 

– Negative direct question gives addressee an “out” 

– [One friend to another] (tends to be direct) 

• Would you please take this cup you left at my house? 

–Overly indirect (and polite): sounds cold 

• Here, take this cup back, it’s yours. 

– Friends may be more direct to each other 

 

 

 

 

 



Politeness and Face 

Face is the “public self image that every member of 
society wants to claim for [themselves]” (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987) 

• There are two types of face: 

– Positive Face desire to be worthy and deserving of approval  

– Negative Face desire to be autonomous 

• Threats to another’s face 

– to positive face: disapproval, disagreement, interruption 

– to negative face: orders, requests, suggestions 

 



Politeness and Face 

Face is the “public self image that every member of 
society wants to claim for [themselves]” (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987) 

• We must balance our face and the face of others and indirect 
speech acts can help us with this: 

– positive face, positive indirectness: softens disagreements, 
interruptions, criticisms... 

• I may be totally mistaken but I think actually... 

• May I respectfully disagree that... 

• I’m sorry but I’m afraid that is incorrect... 

self-threat 

question 

apology 



Politeness and Face 

Face is the “public self image that every member of 
society wants to claim for [themselves]” (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987) 

• We must balance our face and the face of others and indirect 
speech acts can help us with this: 

– negative face, negative indirectness: softens requests, 
demands, orders... 

• It sure is hot in here (vs. Please turn the AC on) 

• Could you open the window? 

• If only the window were open... 

statement 

question 

optative 



Politeness and Face 

Face is the “public self image that every member of 
society wants to claim for [themselves]” (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987) 

• It is not clear how well the system of positive vs. negative face 
generalizes to other non-Western/non-European cultures 

– Certainly there is X-cultural variation in strategies & priorities 

• The Dutch will go to any length to slam your positive face 
and have no qualms about imposing things on you (and 
thereby harming your negative face) 

– You made really stupid moves in that board game. 

 

– It’s lunch time. OK, get out of my house. 

 

direct assault on addressee’s positive face 

direct assault on addressee’s negative face 



Politeness and Face 

Face is the “public self image that every member of 
society wants to claim for [themselves]” (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987) 

• It is not clear how well the system of positive vs. negative face 
generalizes to other non-Western/non-European cultures 

– Certainly there is X-cultural variation in strategies & priorities 

– Some argue it does not fit well with “highly deferential” 
societies such as that of the Japanese 
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