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l. Politeness in Intercultural Communication 

The growing interest in linguistic politeness points 

out to the importance of this issue in human inte

raction and especially in intercultural studies. Ques

tions dealing with this social and linguistic pheno

menon and its realization in different cultures are 

investigated in a number of social sciences, such as 

anthropology, cultural anthropology, psychology, 

psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, cross-cultural 

pragmatics, applied linguistics, communication. Be

cause of its complex character, politeness can be vie

wed only from an interdisciplinary point of view. 

Communication is not only the transmission 

of information but also of attitudes. Many pro

blems in intercultural communication arise from 

the difficulty of finding appropriate ways to sig

nal attitudes to interlocutors. Even relatively sim

ple misunderstandings are sometimes difficult to 

regulate in intercultural situations. Talking to a 

foreigner, people usually easily forgive grammar 

or lexical mistakes as they are attributed to faulty 

linguistic knowledge, but are very sensitive to an 

inappropriate use of politeness formulas, as they 

are attributed to intentional cause1
• 

1 See: SIFIANOU, Maria. Politeness Phenomena in England and Greece. Oxford, 1992; JANNEY, Richard W.; ARNDT, 
Horst. Universality and relativity in cross-cultural politeness research: a historical perspective. In Multilingua 12, 1993, 
p. 13-50; AGAR, Michael. Language shock: Understanding the Culture of Conversation. New York, 1994. 



26 l. PROBLEMOS IR SPRENDIMAI / PROBLEMY I ICH ROZWIĄZANIA 

Being interculturally polite is a very complica

ted skill. Interpersonal communication is the most 

sensitive area of intercultural communication. Lln

guistic knowledge (knowledge of linguistic forms: 

lexis and syntax) is not enough for successful com

munication, as politeness formulas are usually not 

translatable, though very often they seem to be 

similar. They are used in different situations and 

can be easily misunderstood. But what is most es

sential is that politeness is not a set of etiquette 

formulas. It is a system of communicative strate

gies which in different cultures are not fully sha

red. Being polite in another culture requires skills 

of using culturally specific strategies and modify

ing verbai and non- verbai behaviour. 

Predictability of others' behaviour is necessary 

for successful communication, for understanding 

the interlocutor's activity and planning one's own. 

When an interlocutor's behaviour differs from 

what was expected, misunderstanding occurs. 

Such misunderstanding can lead to stereotyping, 

which in tum harms communication. There are 

stereotypes, that Poles and Russians are not very 

polite, the Chinese and Japanese are commonly 

considered to be very polite in comparison with 

Europeans2• J. Thomas mentions stereotyping 

about abrasive Russians/Germans, obsequious In

dians/J apanese, insincere Americans, and standof

fish Britons3. It is regrettable that even some re

searchers do not avoid stereotyping. Tunaka and 
Kawade, for instance, differentiate between poli

te and impolite societies4. 

Stereotypes should not be judged in a negative 

way only. They are important signals of cultural 

differences, which should be in a particular focus 

of attention of researchers. Indeed there are serio

us reasons for English people to judge Russians as 

impolite: they often sound imposing, argumentati

ve, even aggressive, ask private questions, give ad

vice even to strangers, interrupt interlocutors etc. 

But such conduct should not be considered as im

politeness. It can be explained through social rela

tionships and cultural values. As Wierzbicka claims, 

linguistic differences are due to "aspects of culture 

much deeper than mere norms of politeness" and 

are associated with cultural differences5• The un

derstanding of cultural differences which influen

ce communicative behaviour is a necessary part of 

intercultural communicative competence. 

2. Power and Distance in human interaction 

Politeness is tied up with the most basic princip

les of socio-cultural organization, and interper

sonal relationships within social groups and should 

be viewed in the context of social distance (D) 

and Power distance (P) which are considered the 

main dimensions of cultures6• 

Social distance (D) between interlocutors can 

vary from intimacy to different levels of formali

ty. It is a horizontai type of relationship, which 

shows the degree of closeness between the inter

locutors. The level of D between the members of 

society varies in different cultures. G. Hofstede 

defines this dimension in the following way: "In

dividualism pertains to societies in which the ties 

2 LEECH, G. N. Principles of Pragmatics. London, 1983, p. 97. 
3 THOMAS, Jenny. Cross-cultural pragmatic failure. 1n Applied Linguistics, 4, 1983, p. 97. 
4 TANAKA, Shigenori; KAWADE, Saiki. Politeness strategies and second language acquisition. ln Stu.dies in second 

/angr,age Acquisition 5, 1982, p. 18--33. 
5 WlERZBICKA, Anna. Different Cultures, different languages, different speech acts. 1n Joumal of Progmatics, 9, 

1985, p. 145. 
6 HOFSTEDE, Geert H. Culture's Consequences: lntemational Differences in Work-Re/ated Va/ues. Beverly Hills, 

1984; HOFSTEDE, Geert H. Cultures and O,ganizations: Software ofthe mind. London, 1991. 



Tatiana Larina. CULTURAL VALUES AND NEGATIVE POLITENESS 1N ENGLISH AND RUSSIAN 27 

between individuals are loose: everyone is expec

ted to look after himself or herself and his or her 

immediate family. Collectivism as its opposite per

tains to societies in which people from birth on

wards are integrated into strong, cohesive groups, 

which throughout people's lifetime continue to pro

teet them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty"7
. 

By this dimension cultures are divided into in

dividualistic and collectivist. Degrees of individu

aJism / collectivism vary within countries as well 

as between them. As H. Triandis claims, there are 

individuals in collectivist cultures and collectivists 

in individualistic cultures8. But some tendencies 

prevail. The concept of face is based on how a 

person understands his/her self: as an autonomous 

individual or an in-group member. 

W Foley argues that the local ideology of Wes

tem Europe may be summarized in one word, in

dividualism9
• The highest index of individualism 

in Europe according to Hofstede's research is asc

ribed to Great Britain10. 

The basic premise of the ideology of individu

alism is egocentric personai autonomy11 • Each per

son is viewed as having inalienable right to auto

nomy. Each individual is unique, but all, ideologi

cally at least, have equal claims to this right. The 

notion of personai autonomy has in the English 

language its special name - 'privacy'. 

Power distance (P) is a vertical type of relations

hip. 1n cornmunication it refers to the disparity bet

ween the interlocutors in a hierarchical structure 

and can vary from relative equality to different le-

vels of subordination. The level of P distance also 

varies in different cultures. Although all cultures 

have tendencies for both high- and low- power re
lationships, one orientation seems to dominate. 

Hofstede defines P distance as "the extent to 
which the less powerful members of institutions 
and organizations within a country expect and ac
cept that power is distributed unequally" 12 • "Ins
titutions" are the basic elements of society like 
the family, school and the community, "organiza

tions" are the places where people work. Adler 
and Rodman express a similar idea and claim, that 
some cultures accept differences in P and status, 
while others accept them grudgingly, if at all13• Po

wer distance refers to the degree to which mem
bers are willing to accept a difference in P and 
status between members of the group. l think it is 

important to add that it also refers to the degree 
to which they demonstrate this difference in spe
ech and manners. 

D. Foster gives the following explanation to 
this dimension: " .. .in some cultures, those who 

hold power and those who are affected by power 
are significantly far apart (high-power distance) 

in many ways, while in other cultures, the power 
holders and those affected by the power holders 

are significantly closer"14. 

3. English and Russian socia/ relationships 
and cu/tura/ values 

These two dimensions (P and D) usually goto

gether: more individualistic cultures are charac-

7 HOFSTEDE, Geert H. Cultures and Organizlltions: Software of the mind. London, 1991, p. 51. 
8 TRIANDIS, Harry. lndividualism and Collectivism Boulder, 1995. 
9 FOLEY. William A Anthropological Linguistics: an introduction ( Language in Society; 24 ). Oxford, 1997, p. 265. 
10 HOFSTEDE, footnote 7, p. 53. 
11 FOLEY, footnote 9, p. 265. 
12 HOFSTEDE, footnote 7, p. 28. 
13 ADLER, Ronald B.; RODMAN, George. Urulerstanding Human Communication. Harcourt Brace CoUege, 1997, 

p. 306. 
14 FOSTER, D. A Bargaining across borders. New York, 1992, p. 265. 
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terized by lower P distance index, those which are 

more collectivist, have a higher power distance 

index. 

English and Russian cultures in these terms 

maintain the following differences: English cul

ture is individualisticwith low Power distance, whi

le Russian is collectivist with a higher Power dis

tance. In other words the scale of social distance 

(D) (horizontai relations) is longer in English cul

ture, as the scale of power distance (P), which re

flects the vertical hierarchical relations, on the con

trary, is longer in the Russian system than in the 

English one. 

In different cultures distance is viewed in a dif

ferent way. As A. Wierzbicka notices, "in Anglo

Saxon culture distance is a positive cultural value, 

associated with respect for autonomy of the indi

vidual. By contrast, in Polish it is associated with 

hostility and alienation"15. The same could be said 

about Russian culture, where distance is often per

ceived as indifference. Russians usually ignore tho

se who they do not know. While getting in touch 

they prefer to make the distance shorter rather 

than demonstrate it. 

Social distance in English culture reveals in the 

zone of privacy, which surrounds every person des

pite his/her age or status. It is one of the most 

important cultural values which regulates social 

relationships. J. Paxman calls it "one of the defi
ning characteristics of the English", "one of the 

country's informing principles" and claims that 

"the importance of privacy informs the entire or

ganization of the country, from the assumptions 
on which laws are based, to the buildings in which 
the English live"16. 

l completely agree with the researchers who 

claim that if there is a word for a particular con-

15 WIERZBICKA, footnote 5, p. 156. 

cept in a language, then that concept is very im

portant for the culture. H. Triandis states that "for 

important values all cultures have one word. When 

you see that many words are needed to express 

an idea in one language while only one word is 

used in another, you can bet that the idea is indi

genous to the one-word culture"17. 

'Privacy' is a specific English word, which is de

fined as "being alone or undisturbed; the right to 

this freedom from intrusion or publin attention"18. 

A truly comparable word for it doesn't exist in 

other European languages (French, ltalian, Spa

nish, Polish). The Russian vocabulary has it neit

her. In different contexts it can be translated in a 

different way. As a cultural concept it can be in

terpreted as personai autonomy. The note Private 
(No admittance) is interpreted into Russian as 

Strangers are forbidden to enter (Postoronnim vhod 
vospreschion ). Privacy can be viewed as a zone 

which cannot be interfered by anybody. 

The cultural value of privacy in English cultu

re is widely reflected in proverbs, which one may 

consider to be the collective wisdom of the peop

le: An Englishman '.S' house is his castle l A hedge 
between keeps friendship green l Good fences make 
good neighbours l Love your neighbour, yet pu/1 not 
down your fence l He travels the fastest who travels 
a/one l Friends are like fiddle-stri.ngs and they must 
not be screwed too tightly l Como seldom, come wel
come and others etc. 

To Russians who have neither the wordprivacy 
nor such a concept in their language and culture 

these proverbs can hardly be understood, at least 
sound rather peculiar, as instead of privacy they 

value solidarity and closeness, which is also ex

pressed in their proverbs: It is better to have l 00 
friends than 100 roubles (Ne imey sto ,ubley, a imey 

16 PAXMAN, Jeremy. The English: A Portrait of a People. London, 1999, p. 117-118. 
17 TRIANDIS, Harry. Culture and Social Behavior. McGraw-Hill series in social psychology. McGraw-Hill, 1994, p. 6. 
18 Oxford Popu/ar English Dictionary. Oxford, 2000, p. 64 l. 
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sto rubley) l Even death could be nice while you are 
among people (Na milu y smert' krasna) l Without 
a friend one is an orphan, while having a friend one 
is a member of the family (Bez dru.ga sirota, s dru.
gom semyanin) and others. 

Proverbs like vocabulary, preserve and trans

fer from generation to generation what is parti

cularly important for the people. They are called 

"a compact treatise on the values of culture and a 

part of belief system"19. 

The value of privacy in English culture and the 

lack of it in Russian explains a lot of characteris

tics peculiar to the both politeness systems as well 

as communicative styles. 

4. English / Russian politeness systems: 
Strategies o/ independence 
(negative politeness strategies) 

In spite of its universal character politeness va

ries across cultures. As Blum-Kulka claims, "sys

tems of politeness manifest a culturally filtered 

interpretation of interaction"20. Politeness strate

gies could be understood in the context of cultu

re-specific social relations, cultural values and at

titudes. 
Strategies of independence (negative polite

ness strategies) are used to keep ritual distance 
from the Hearer and in this way to demonstrate 
the Speaker's respect for the Hearer's right to pri
vacy. P. Brown and S. Levinson call negative poli
teness the "heart of respective behaviour"21 • It cor
responds to rituals of avoidance. In English cul
ture, negative politeness is the most elaborate and 
the most conventionalised set of linguistic strate
gies for Face Threatening Act (FTA) redress. 

Negative politeness strategies are aimed at mi

nimizing the imposition on the hearer. One of the 

main strategies of independence in English is to 

give hearer the option not to do the act, which is 

characteristic to the acts when the Speaker (S) 

wants the Hearer (H) to do something. These are 

the most FTAs ( especially in English communi

cation ). 

R. Fasold calls such Speech Acts (SA) "hazar

dous communicative activities"22. He explains that 

if you give someone an order or make a request, 

you expect that s/he would be willing to do somet

hing. Typically, it means either that you think that 

you are in a sufficiently superior social position 

for the other person to be obliged to carry aut the 

order or request, or that the solidarity between 

you is sufficient for that person to be willing to act 

for your benefit ( s.p.) If your assessment is wrong 

and the H doesn't accept your social superiority 

or acknowledge the right amount of solidarity bet

ween you, he might openly refuse to carry out the 

order or fulfill the request. 

This explanation shows that the level of threat 

depends on the level of Power distance and Soli

darity between the S and the H. This is very signi

ficant for our comparative analysis. 

Our hypothesis is: 

l) since the social Distance between the in

terlocutors in Russian communication is 

shorter, and thus the Ievel of Solidarity is 

higher, people don't need elaborated sys

tem of strategies to minimize the threat; 

2) since the Power distance in Russian com

munication is greater, the S (in a lot of si

tuations) has more authority to give an or-

19 SAMOVAR, Lany A; POR1ER, Richard; S1EFANI, Lisa A. Communication between Cultures. Belmont, 1998, 
p. 39. 

211 BLUM-KULKA, Shoshana. The metapragmatics of politeness in lsraeli society. ln WATS Richard J.; IDE. Sachi
ko; EHLIH, Konrad. (eds.) Politeness in language. Studies in history, theo,y and practice. Berlin, 1991, p. 270. 

21 BROWN, Penelope; LEVINSON, Stephen D. Politeness: Some universals in language usage. Cambridge, 1987, p. 129. 
22 FASOLD, Ralph. The Sociolinguistics of Language. Oxford, 1990, p. 58. 
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der or to make a request and this SA is give options to the H, neither in Ex.3 and Ex.4. 1n 
taken for granted by the H. spite of the formai and semantic differences bet

ween the phrases they are all directives, as they 

4.1. Pragmatic and Semantic options 

The pragmatic meaning "l want you to do somet

hing" realizes in different SAs ( e. g., command, 

order, instruction, request, invitation, suggestion), 

which in linguistic literature are called directives 
or requestives. 

The attempt has been made to distinguish bet

ween requestives and directives. A Tsui claims 

that the crucial difference is that "a request gives 

the addressee the options of complying or not 

complying, whereas an order does not"23• An or

der assumes that the addressee will co-operate, 

whereas a request does not. She offers an interes

ting classification of the subclasses of requestives 

and directives which provides a basis on which to 

explain some of the politeness strategies in En

glish, but can hardly be used for comparative ana

lysis as what in one language seems to be a direc

tive in another may be a requestive ( e. g., in spite 

of the fact that Give me that book, please doesn't 

contain any options for the H, it is not deemed in 

Russian communication a command, rather a re
quest ). 

In English communication, a command is con

ventionally expressed by imperative ( Give me that 
book) and a request by interrogatives (Would you 
give me that book, please?) or declaratives (J'd ap
preciate if you would give me that book). In Rus
sian this rule does not apply. 

ln intercultural studies it is important to dis
tinguish between functional pragmatic meaning 

and semantic meaning, between pragmatic op
tions and semantic options. 

Pragmatic option (PO) refers to pragmatic 
(context) meaning. In Ex.1 and Ex.2 the S doesn't 

have contextually unambiguous meaning, though 

in Ex.3 and Ex.4 the contextual meaning is diffe-

rent from the literal meaning. 

Ex. 1. Show me your ticket (bus conductor to a 

passenger). 

Ex. 2. Move up yourcar (policeman to a driver). 

Ex. 3. May l see your ticket, please? 
Ex. 4. Could you please move up your car? 
Semantic option (S0) refers to the form of the 

phrase and its semantic meaning (Ex.3 and Ex.4 ). 

The question ( as a linguistic model) always contains 

an option as it can be given a positive or a negative 

answer. The H chooses between Yes and No. 
These different types of options need not al

ways coincide. In Ex.3 and Ex.4 the H does not 

have a pragmatic option (he is supposed to do the 

act), but is offered a semantic option, which is con

tained in the form ofthe utterance (formally be is 

asked a question). 

l propose the following definitions of directi

ves and requestives for inter- /crosscultural rese

arch: 

Directive is a SA which provides no pragmatic 

option for the H, who is supposed to comply with 

the S; 

Requestive is a SĄ which offers the H a prag

matic option. 

Politeness does not necessarily mean giving op

tions, giving options is to a great extent culture
dependent. 

4.2. Directness / indirectness and 
politeness 

The most striking difference between English and 
Russian politeness is revealed in the use of impe-

23 TSUI, Amy B. M. English Conversation. Oxford, 1994, p. 93. 
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ratives. Restriction on the use of this form in En

glish, which has been noticed by many linguists24 

can be exemplified only through a comparative 

analysis. A. Wierzbicka, who has paid a lot of at

tention to this specific trait of English communi

cation, argues that in English the imperative is 

mostly used in commands and orders25 • Our data 

dernonstrate that the tendency to avoid it extends 

even further and to some extent applies to corn

mands too. 

According to my data English people tend to 

avoid this form in all SAs with pragmatic mea

ning l want you to do it, trying to diminish and 

soften their imposition and demonstrate their res

pect to other people's autonomy (privacy), and it 

does not matter whether the H is obliged to com

ply with the S (as in command), whether the ac

tion is of benefit to the speaker (request) or to 

the hearer (invitation)u;. 

4.2.1. Request 

Request is considered to be one of the most thre

atening SA as it is performed in the interest of the 

Speaker and at the cost of the Hearer. 

In Russian communication it can be expressed 

both by direct (imperative) and indirect ( question) 

utterances, but imperative sentences are preferab

le. Imperative modified by please ('pozhaluysta) 

does not sound as demanding and imposing as in 

English. In Russian please seems to have a stron

ger pragmatic meaning than in English and easily 

transfers directives to requestives. In a spoken lan

guage, especially while talking to children, it is of

ten named a magic word, that means if one says 

this word while asking for something, s/he will ne

ver be refused (if children forget to say please in 

their request they are often asked Where is the ma

gic word?). Thus the Russian model Give me that 

book, please (Day mne tu knigu, pozhaluysta) 

should be characterized as a request and not a 

command. 

In Russian communication, an imperative mo

dified by 'please' is the most frequent form emplo

yed to make a request. Indirect utterances (Could 

you give me that book, please) are also possible but, 

as they sound more formai and distant, they are 

usually used in a high register of communication 

and are common mostly for formai level. Mostly 

they are not appropriate in interactions between 

equals (friends, students), neither they are used by 

those who have more power (parents talking to chil

dren, teachers addressing students etc.). 

It is important to note that the Russian langu

age has a polite ry (vous) pronoun and its verb 

form which also modifies the imperative and ma

kes it sound more polite. 

The most frequent form for the request in En

glish is a question with a model verb (Can you l 

Could you/ Would you ). According to the summa

rized data of E. Rintell they are typical for all le

vels of deference: high (71,95 %), mid (84,5%), 

and low (62,5%)27
. As for direct utterances (I ne

ed and imperative) they are not appropriate for 

high-deference level at all (0% ), and are not fre

quent on other levels: 3,1 % (mid-deference) and 

34,4, % (low-deference ). 

According to the data of CCSARP in Austra

lian English, for instance, indirect utterances ac-

24 SIFIANOU, footnote l; LEECH, Geoffrey; SVARTVIK, Jan. A Communicalive Grammar of English. London; 
New York, 1994; AIJMER, Karin. Conversational Rautines in English: Convenlion and Crealivity. London; New York, 
1996; TSUI, footnote 23, and others. 

25WIERZBICKA, Anna. Cross-cultural Pragmatics: The Semantics of Human lnteraction. Berlin, 1991, p. 30. 
26 ln Russian communication invitation can hardly be considered as imposition rather as a positive act. 
27 RINIBLL, Ellen. Sociolinguistic variation and pragmatic ability: a look at leamers. In Joumal of the Sociology of 

Language. 27. The Hague, 1981, p. 11-33. 
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count for 84,2% while direct utterances for 9,8% 

only28• Russian researchers give similar data for 

British English: question models - 91,9 %, impe

rative - 3,1 %. For an elementary request impera

tive is the only appropriate form (100% ). On ave

rage imperative is used in Russian 19 times more 

often in cornparison with English (58,35% and 
3,1%)29, 

The English language offers for request a set 

of elaborate rnodels with nurnerous hedges, rno

difiers and downtoners as Do you think you could 
possibly give me that book, please? l l was just won
dering whether you could possibly give me that book 
or l was thinking maybe you wouldn 't mind giving 
me that book which dissociate the H frorn the act 

and rninirnize the irnposition. Such formulas do 

not exist in Russian as Russian speakers never rni

nirnize their imposition to such an extent. To Rus

sian ear such rnodels sound too elaborate, arnbi

guous and obscure. 

In order to be more polite instead of softening 

their request Russian speakers can on the contra

ry intensify it. Literary such utterances can be ren

dered as Be kirui, give me that book, please (Bud' 
dobr, day mne tu knigu, pozhaluysta) or even Be 
kind, give me that book, please. l ask you ve,y much 
(Bud' dobr, day mne tu knigu, pozhaluysta. ~ tebia 
ochen 'proshu ). This exarnple shows that while an 

explicit performative sounds in English too intru

sive and English speakers tend to avoid it since, 

as J. Thomas claims, "in many circumstances it 
seems to imply an unequal power relationship or 

a particular set of rights on the part of the Spea
ker"3(), Russians on the contrary intensify this verb 
by adding ve,y much (ochen') to it. 

The English language has more elaborate sys

tem of requestive utterances in comparison with 

Russian but the main differences reveals not in 

the set of forms but in the choice of linguistic fonns 

and strategies for the request which demonstra

tes that an attempt to reduce the imposing nature 

of request is much mare typical for English com

munication than for Russian one. Russians pre

fer mare structurally direct request than the En

glish, who tend to prefer mare structurally indi

rect constructions and make more effort to mini

mizing their imposition. 

4.2.2. Directives 

As for Russian directives, they are commonly ex

pressed by bare imperative, as utterances with se

mantic option arenot common for the situations, 

which do not provide any pragmatic option (Ex. 

5.2-16.2). 

In English communication, directives are ex

pressed not only by the utterances, which provide 

neither a pragmatic option nor a semantic option 

(imperative ), but also by those which offer no 

pragmatic but have a semantic option (interroga

tives or declaratives) as in examples 5.1-16.1. 

For Russians such utterances sound rather odd 

and can be misunderstood. J. Thomas gives a ve

ry typical example, saying that the utterance 

"would you like to read?, which in an English clas

sroom would be a highly conventionalized palite 

request/directive to do so, in a Russian classroom 
often elicited the response na, l wouldn 't ( from 

students who had no intention of being rude, but 

who genuinely thought that their performances 
were being consulted)"31

• 

28 BLUM-KULKA, Shosana; HOUSE, Juliane; KASPER, Gabriel. Cross-cultural progmatics: Requests and apolo
gies. Norwood, 1989. 

29 Summarized data of PhD thesis of Egorova M.: EfOPOBA, Mapm1. Konmpacmueno-11plU-,w111uųecKu1'i aHlLWJ 

cnoco6oe peMuJaųuu npocb6bl: conocma8/leHue 6pumancKoii, aMepuKancKoii u pyccKoii mpaauųuu. BopoHeJK, 1995. 
30 THOMAS, Jenny. Mea11ing in l11teractio11: an lntrod11ction to Pragmatics. London; New York, 1995, p. 48. 
31 THOMAS, footnote 3, p. 101. 
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As A Tsui claims that a directive that does not 

give the addressee any option but to comply is even 

mare face-threatening than a requestive and 

points aut that forms, which typically realize re

questives are often used instead of those, which 

typically realize directives32 as in the example May 
l see your ticket please. 

Some other examples typical for English com

munication: 

Ex. 5.1. /'d /ike to ask the homs measure four 
( conductor to the musicians ). 

Ex. 6.1. Can l draw your attention to this table 
(lecturer to the students). 

Ex. 7.1. Can l ask you to write down your ans
wers? (teacher to the pupils). 

Ex. 8.1. Would the following students p/ease con
tact the department secretary about the examina
tion ( on the notice board). 

Ex. 9.1. Can l have 5 slices of that ham? ( custo

mer to the shop-assistant). 

Ex. 10.1. Could l have a bottle of champagne 
an,d two g/asses right away delivered to room 2001 
(visitor of the hotel to the waiter). 

Ex. 11.1. Would you mind popping down to the 
shop? (mother to her son). 

Ex. 12.1. Can you give me a few minutes? (su

pervisor to the student) 

Ex. 13.1. If you would like to follow me, we'll be 
going in through the main entrance (guide to tou

rists) 

Ex. 14.1. Would you kindly stop smoking please. 
Thankyou. (bus driver to a passenger). 

Ex. 15.1. Would you like to pop your head back? 
(hairdresser to the client), 

Ex. 16.1. Wzll you kindly open your bag? ( at the 

customs). 

In all these examples the S has some power 

over the H in accordance with his/her status or 

32 TSUI, footnote 23, p. 109. 
33 THOMAS, footnote 3, p. 102. 

situation. It is obvious that the H (or Hearers) is 

not given any option and is supposed to comply 

with the S. Nevertheless the S tries to soften his/ 

her command by putting it in a form, which provi

des illusion of an option. 

Russian speakers in all these contexts would 

use a bare imperative as the use of a form, which 

offers a semantic option is not apprapriate in si

tuations, which do not offer any functional op

tion. The imperative could be modified by the 

word 'please' (pozhaluysta ), which transfers direc

tives to requestives. In Russian the above phrases 

would be translated literally as follows: 

Ex. 5.2. Play measure four (please). 
Ex. 6.2. Pay attention to this tab/e (please). 
Ex. 7.2. Write down your answers (p/ease ). 
Ex. 8.2. Contact the department secreta,y about 

examination. 
Ex. 9.2. Give me 5 slices of that ham (p/ease ). 
Ex. 10.2. Bring a bottle of champagne and two 

g/asses to room 2201 (please). 
Ex. 11.2. Pop down to the shop (please ). 
Ex. 12.2. Wait a few minutes (please ). 
Ex. 13.2. Now let's go in through the main en-

trance. 
Ex. 14.2. Stop smoking. 
Ex. 15.2. Pop your head bade, please. 
Ex. 16.2. Open your bag (please ). 

These examples confirm the observation of J. 
Thomas that "palite usage in Russian permits ma

ny mare direct imperatives than does English", 

she points aut that "transferred into English such 

direct imperatives, seem "brusque and discourte

ous"33 (s. p.). 

Power distance, which is typical for directives 

(in all the situations the S have some authority 

over the H), and higher level of solidarity allow 

the Russian S to be mare direct and demanding 
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which is taken for granted and does not sound 

impolite. 

4.2.3. Invitation 

The general pragmatic meaning I want you to do 
that is to some extent characteristic of invitations 

as well. This SA demonstrates the same peculia

rity. English speakers tend to give options to the 

H (as in Ex. 17.1.-18.1.), or at least they use for

mulas with semantic options (Ex. 19. l.-20.1. ), whi

le Russians do not use this politeness strategy. 

They express their intention in a direct way and 

prefer imperatives as in Ex. 17.2.-20.2.: 

Ex. 17.1. It would be nice to have tea together, 
but Iam sure you are very busy34 

Ex. 18.1. (e-mail invitation) 

I was wondering if you would like to come over 
tome for a meal this Saturday evening. I know it's a 
[airy short notice. So please don 't wony ifyou have 
other plans. 

Ex. 19.1. Just wondering, if you 'd like to come 
over on Saturday. I'm having a smn/1 do for my birt
hday. 

Ex. 20.1. J'm having a birthday party. Would you 
/ike to come? 

The English poli te invitations ( especially in Ex. 

17.1. and Ex. 18.1.) would sound rather impolite 

and even derisive to the Russian ear and would 

trigger a negative response, since giving options 

in these situations is inappropriate and it could 

be interpreted as evidence of the Speaker's insin
cerity, rather than a demonstration of his/her res

pect for the Hearer. The usual Russian rendition 

of these invitations could be translated literally as 
follows: 

Ex. 17.2. Let's go out for coffee. Do you want? 

Ex. 18.2. P/ease come to me for a mea/ this Sa
turday, will you? I'd be very g/ad to see you. 

Ex. 19.2. J'm having a birthday party on Satur
day. J'd like you to come. 

Ex. 20.2. Come to my birthday party. 
Russian interlocutors would rather intensify 

their pressure on the H than give him / her op

tions and soften the imposition in the above situ

ations. Thus instead of saying It would be nice to 
have tea together; but I am sure you are very busy 
(Ex. 17.1.) which souncls more than strange to Rus
sian speakers, they could say Let's go out for cof 
fee. Stop working. Relax. It's tinze to have a break 

The observations given above were confinned 

by the results of my empirical research which are 

shown in tables l and 235. 

4.3. Some results of the empirical researcb 

4.3.1. Strategies in commands 

The data for my analysis came from a discourse 

questionnaire, which consisted of 4 situations re

quiring commands, and was filled by 80 English 

and 80 Russian students. In situation l the police

man was supposed to tell the driver to move up 

his car, in situation 2 the teacher wanted the pu

pils to open the book, in situation 3 the customer 

told the waiter to bring the menu and in situation 

4 mother told her son to go to the shop. l consi

der all these situations as directives (commands) 

because they do not offer any pragmatic option 

to the H who is supposed to do what the S says. 

The results of the experiment confirm the sta
tement, that in situations where the H is suppo

sed to do the act Russian speakers prefer direct 

utterances while the English tend to conceal their 

intention, using the fonnulas with semantic op-

34 This exarnple was taken from SCOLLON, Ron; SCOLLON, Suzanne. lnten:ult11ra/ Conununication: A Discourse 
Approach. Oxford, 2001, p. 50. 

JS For detailed analysis scc: JIAPHHĄ T3Thl1Ha. KamezopUR BeJfC//UBOCmu 8 aHa1uiicKoii u pyccKoii KQAIAt)'HUKamuBHblX 
KYAbmypax. MocKBa, 2003. 
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Table l. English l Russian commands 

English subjects 

NQ 
Situations 

Imperative % Question % 

The policeman 

l 
teils the driver 

12 34 
to move up his 
car 
The customer 

2 
teils the waiter o 98 
to bring the 
menu 
The teacher teils 

3 the pupils to 52 19 
ooen the book 
Mother teils her 

4 son to go to the 6 92 
shoo 

tions: Would you mind moving it, please? l Would 
you please open your textbook? l Could you possibly 
goto the shop? l Could l see the menu, please? 

The data give interesting socio-cultural infor

mation and indicate how English / Russian spea

kers look upon their interlocutors and how much 

power they give them. The table shows that the 

Russian teacher has much mare power than the 

English one. Though the English teacher uses im

peratives quite often (52% ), the Russian one do

es not use any other formulas but imperatives 

(100% ). S/he is not supposed to give any options 

( even formai) to the students. Direct style of com

munication dominates. 

1n the family asymmetrical type of relations al

so prevails. Russian mothers use indirect utteran

ces 4,6 times Iess frequently than English ones. 

Imperative model softened by please (pozhaluys
ta) is the most apprapriate in this situation (80% ): 

Goto the shop, please (Shodi, pozhaluysta, v ma
gazin ). English speakers on the contrary prefer 

interrogative utterances in this situation (92% ), 

thus they demonstrate their respect to personai 

autonomy of the children: Will you run down to 

Russian subjects 

Other% lmperative % Question % Other 

54 62 l 37 

2 60 40 o 

28 100 o o 

2 80 20 o 

the shop, please?/ Would you go down to the shop 
for me?/Could you possibly goto the shop?/ Wou/d 
you mind popping down to the shop? 

Interesting differences are seen in situation 2. The 

data show that English customers do not use impe

ratives addressing the waiter while Russian ones do 

it often ( 60% ), demonstrating Power distance bet

ween them. Bring the menu, please (Prinesite, pozha
luysta, menu) is the most typical fonnula. On the ot

her hand it is important to point out that besides the 

word please (pozhaluysta) the directive is modified 

by the vous-form which is expressed in the verb (pri
nesi-te). Another significant difference concems the 

structure of interrogative utterances which are also 

used in this situation by Russians. In contrast to con

ventionalized English utterances ( Could l have the 
menu, please? l May l see the menu, please?) which 

are Speaker-based, Russian fonnulas are mostly He

arer-oriented ( Could you bring us the menu, p/ease ?), 
as the point-of you distancing strategy is not typical 

for Russian system of politeness. English speakers 

on the contrary use it quite often to dissociate the 

Hearer from the discourse in order to minimize their 

imposition. 
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4.3.2. Strategies in invitations 

For this speech act I chose 4 situations as follows: 

l. You invite your friend to your birthday party. 

2. You invite your friend to come round to 

you place. 
3. Your Mother (Granny) invites you to co

me round to dinner. 

4. You and your friends are going on an ex

cursion and you invite your new colleague 

( classmate) to join you. 

The result got from the questionnaire confir
med my observation conceming different strategies 

used by English and Russian speakers in this SA 

While inviting English speakers use Hearer

oriented interrogative models, wondering if the 
H is interested in accepting the invitation and gi

ving him an option: Would you like to come l Can 

you come l Are you free to come l Do you want to 

com6 etc. 
Russian speakers on the contrary use a lot of 

Speaker-based formulas, especially in situation l, 

where they toll to 56% ( they are not shown in table 
2, as it is aimed at demonstrating the difference 
in using imperative in cultures in question ): / invi

te you l l want to invite you l l'd like to invite you l l 
want you to come and even l expect you (to come) 

l I'll be waitingforyou, which are mare direct than 
performative formulas, as they eliminate any ob
jections even hypothetical and just put the hearer 
before the fact ( /'m having a birthday party on Sun

day. l expect you to come). 

Besides declarative models imperative is also 
very frequent in Russian invitation: in situation l 
it tolis to 24% (Come to my birthday party l /'m 

having a birthday party next Saturday. Come), in 
situations 2 and 3 over 70% of Russian subjects 
used imperative constructions. They could be tran
slated literally as follows: Come to me to have tea 

today l Come to me. l have not seen you for a long 

time l l have cooked a nice dinner. Come. /l have a 

tasty dinner today. Drop in. 

In order to sound mare palite English spea

kers tend to use different strategies modifying tJreir 
imposition. They use indirect Hearer-oriented 

constructions, interrogative models, indirect qu

estion with l wonder, pas t tense ( l was wondering), 

modifiers (just), conditionals (Would you like to 

come l Could you come). 

Russian speakers invite directly, they use 

strategies intensifiyng their imposition, elimina

ting any option, and demonstrating their strong 

desire to see the Hearer. Actually it is difficult 

to say whether in Russian culture invitation is a 

FTA and whether it should be perceived as im

position. I suggest that for Russian people invi

tation is a positive act. They have no daubt that 

the H would accept it with eagerness and would 

be happy to come. They invite persistently using 

performative (even explicit) and declarative 

models, which are Speaker-based, imperatives 

and intensifiers: l invite you (Ya tebia priglasha

yu) l Come by all means (Prihodi obiazate/'no), 
No ojections are accepted (Vozrazheniya ne prini

mayutsia). Thus they express their strong desi

re to see the H. 

Only in situation 4, where the distance bet

ween the interlocutors is larger Russian speakers 

tend to use interrogative invitations, wondering 

if the H is interested in being invited· We are going 

on an excursion, do you want to join us? (My edem 

na ekskursiyu. Ty hochesh poehat' s narni?). This 

peculiarity can be regarded as another confir

mation of the fact that negative politeness is 

strongly associated with the level of distance bet

ween interlocutors. In this situation Russian spe

akers did not use the direct imperative, instead 

32% of them used constructions starting with 

Let's (Let's go on excursion together. -Davayte po

edem vmeste na ekskursiyu l Poedemte s narni na 

ekskursiyu) which is also quite a direct form of 
inducement. 
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Table 2. English l Russian invitations 

English subjects 
N2 Situations Imperative % Question % 

You invite o 78 

l 
your friend to 
your birthday 
Dartv 

You invite 10 76 
2 your friend to 

come round 
Your Mother 12 84 
(Granny) 

3 invites you to 
come round to 
dinner 
You are going o 88 
on an 
excursion and 

4 invite your 
new colleague 
( classmate) to 
join you 

5. Summary 

The asymmetry of social relationships and diffe

rences in cultural values gives an indication of how 

to understand differences in the politeness sys

tems as they are clearly reflected in the way peop

le use the language in their interaction. 

In intercultural communication it is necessary 

to proceed from the assumption that being direct 

does not always mean being impolite. 

The preference for conventional indirectness 

and elaboration in negative strategies, which is 

characteristic not only for formai occasions, but 

prevails in everyday encounters, reflects the im

portance of individual autonomy in English cul

ture. To this end English communicators use ne

gative politeness strategies mare often than Rus

sians, for whom treating their Hearer in a direct 

way is conventionally acceptable. 

For Russian communication because of the re

latively traditional short distance between indi-

Russian subjects 
Othero/o Imperative % Question % Other o/o 

22 22 20 58 

14 46 22 32 

4 74 6 20 

12 o 62 38 

viduals, negative strategies are less typical. Direct 

style prevails. 

The English seem to place a higher value on 

privacy, cultural norms demand a mare distant 

system ofbehaviour. In Russian culture people are 

mare available to each other, which implies less 

social distance and a smaller personai preserve. 

Another reason is Power distance which is hig

her in Russian communication and in asymmetri

cal situations (parents - children, teachers - pu

pils etc.) allows those who have mare rights to be 

mare direct. 1n English communication those who 

are higher treat the subordinate as their equal 

emphasizing the cultural value of equality. 

Communicative strategies dieta te the choice of 

language means. Imperative utterances which are 

broadly used in Russian communication do not 

indicate to impoliteness of speakers. Polite usage 

in Russian permits many mare direct imperatives 

than English does. 
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Culturally-specific politeness strategies form 

culturally distinct interactional communicative 

styles. In interpersonal communication English 

style is indirect in comparison with Russian one, 

it can be called Hearer-oriented. The main emp

hasis is put on the form of the utterance and on 

softening the imposition. Russian interlocutors 

are more concerned about the meaning rather 

than the form. They express their intention in a 

more direct way. Russian style of interpersonal 

communication is direct can be called message

oriented. 

The success of intercultural communication 

Tatiana l:.arina 
Rosyjski Uniwersytet Przyjazni Narod6w 

WARTOŠCI KULTURALNE l GRZECZNOŠė 
NEGATYWNA W JĘZYKACH ANGIELSKIM l 
ROSYJSKIM 

Streszczenie 

Grzecznosc jest zjawiskiem uniwersalnym, a jedno
czesnie zdeterminowanym kulturowo. Tradycyjne 
okresla sięjąjako szacunek i uwagę dla innych os6b. 
W aspekcie międzykulturowym okreslenie to nie jest 
jednak wlasciwe, gdyž pojęcia grzecznosci, szacunku 
i uwagi są rozumiane w r6žny spos6b, a wyrazy te 
mają nawet r6žne znaczenia. W niniejszej pracy 
grzecznosc jest rozumiana jako zachowanie 
strategiczne, system strategii komunikacyjnych 
zdeterminowanych kulturowo i silnie zrytuali
zowanych, do kt6rego funkcji naležy zwiększenie 
harmonijnego wsp6Jdzialania i zmniejszenie 
možliwosci wystąpienia konfliktu. Niniejsze badanie 
zostalo oparte na teorii grzecznosci P. Browna i S. 
Levinsona ( l 978, 1987), przedstawiającej skuteczny 
mechanizm rozumienia zachowania komunika
cyjnego rozm6wc6w, jednak najwięcej uwagi 
poswięcono zasadniczym r6žnicom w strategiach 
wyražania grzecznosci negatywnej w językach 
angielskim i rosyjskim oraz pr6bie ich wyjasnienia 

greatly depends on the understanding and approp

riate use of politeness strategies. Although indi

viduals may have their own personai styles of com

munication, personai values reflect group values 

to a great extent. The comparative analysis of En

glish and Russian politeness systems demonstra

tes the fact that, despite stereotypes in the popu

lar consciousness, it is not legitimate to classify 

one linguistic group as more or less polite than 

the other; each is equally polite in their own way. 

Differences in politeness systems reflect differen

ces in social relationships and are determined by 

culture-specific values. 

Tatjana Larina 
Rusijos Tautų Draugystės Universitetas 

KULTŪRINĖS VERTYBĖS IR NEIGIAMAS 
MANDAGUMAS ANGLŲ IR RUSŲ KALBOSE 

Santrauka 

Mandagumo reiškinys yra universalus ir kartu vei
kiamas kultūros. Tradiciškai jis yra apibrėžiamas kaip 
pagarba ir dėmesys kitiems. Bet tarpkultūriniu as
pektu šis apibrėžimas netinka, nes mandagumo, pa
garbos ir dėmesio sąvokos yra skirtingai supranta
mos, o ir patys žodžiai turi skirtingas reikšmes. Šia
me darbe mandagumas yra suvokiamas kaip strate
ginis elgesys, kultūros apspręstų ir labai ritualizuotų 
komunikacinių strategijų sistema, kurios funkcijos 
yra harmonizuoti bendravimą ir sumažinti konflikto 
galimybę. Tyrimas yra grindžiamas P. Browno ir 
S. Levinsono mandagumo teorija (1978, 1987), k"llri 
pateikia efektyvų kalbėtojų komunikacinio elgesio 
supratimo mechanizmą, tačiau didžiausias dėmesys 
skiriamas esminiams strateginiams anglų ir rusų kal
bų skirtumams reiškiant neigiamą mandagumą ir 
bandymui paaiškinti tuos skirtumus socialine orga
nizacija ir kultūrinėmis vertybėmis. Straipsnyje pa
teikiami empiriniai duomenys apie tokius kalbos ak
tus kaip liepimas ir pakvietimas. Lyginamoji analizė 
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poprzez r6znice w organizacji spolecznej i warto
sciach kulturalnych. W artykule zostaly przedsta
wione dane empiryczne dotyczące takich akt6w 
mowy jak rozkaz i zaproszenie. Analizę por6wna
wczą przeprowadzono na podstawie obserwacji 
etnograficznych, kwestionariuszy i wywiad6w. 

SlOWA KLUCZE: komunikacja międzykul
turowa, język i kultura, wartosci kulturalne, 
grzecznosc, opcja semantyczna, opcja pragmatyczna, 
rozkaz, prosba, zaproszenie. 
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