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In a society where interaction between strangers pays more attention to the negative face wants, it
would be rude to ignore the distance between the speaker and the addressee and talk as if  we know
him better than we do (Meyerhoff, 2011, p. 89).

In cultures such as the Japanese and German, it is very important to address a professor correctly
by paying attention to the negative face and use terms such as s����� (Japanese),� ��������� or� #�$���
(German), etc. to show distance between the speaker and the addressee. In other societies, the
interaction between strangers is more friendly and casual. This means that people in these societies
tend to pay more attention to positive face wants. It would be considered impolite to talk to an
addressee in such a way that it draws attention to the distance between the interlocutors. Australians
are a good example of  this positive face want because they are generally very informal and friendly,
which tends to separate them from other English speakers (Meyerhoff, 2011, p. 89).



The Speech Act of  Request
Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) defined request as an utterance or segment(s) that may include (a) address
terms, (b) head act, (c) and adjunct(s) to head act (p. 200). There are different strategies when it comes to
the realization of  the request and the level of  directness that will play a part in how politely the request is
made. Blum-Kulka and Olshtain specified three levels of  directness that could be seen as universal (p. 201):

1. Explicit level, the most direct form of  request, which includes imperatives.
2. Conventionally indirect level, which includes contextualized predictions that include ��%
# and ��%
#

in the request form.
3. Nonconventional indirect level in which the request will be made more as a hint.

These three levels of  directness were divided into nine request categories, illustrated in Table 1 (reproduced
from Blum-Kulka, 1987, p. 133 -134; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1984, p. 201-202), which form an
indirectness scale starting with the explicit type of  requests and ending with the most indirect requests.

Table 1
	&�'�
����� �(����)�*%����+���������

Descriptive Category Examples
Explicitly 1. Mood derivable1 Clean up the kitchen.

Move your car.

2. Performative I’m asking you to move your car.

Conventions in the wording. 3. Hedged Performative I would like to ask you to move your car.

Conventions regarding 
semantic content. These can 
be potential requests by social
convention.

4. Obligation Statement You’ll have to move your car.

5. Want statement I would like you to clean the kitchen.
I want you to move your car.

6. Suggestory Formulae How about cleaning up?
Why don’t you come and clean up the mess you made 
last night?

Conventional indirect. 7. Query Preparatory Could you clean up the mess in the kitchen?

Least direct: Hints
8. Strong Hints (A) You’ve left the kitchen in a right mess.

9. Mild Hints (B) We don’t want any crowding (as a request to move the 
car).

In requests, Dittrich and Johansen and Kulinskaya (2011) speculate that face may be lost when the
request is made in a less-than-polite manner (p. 3808). According to Brown and Levinson, cited in Dittrich,
Johansen, and Kulinskaya (2011, p. 3808), indirectness in requests lowers the face threat that may occur.
Thus, requests might not be made by using the literal meaning but more as an utterance and hints. Brown
and Levinson’s formula for calculating indirectness in requests is:

Indirectness = Request size + Power (of  hearer over speaker) + social distance
(cited in Dittrich et al., 2011, p. 3809)

“Request size” refers to the type of  request that is made and how much of  an imposition it has.
“Power” refers to the status distance between the hearer and the speaker. “Social distance” indicates
whether the listener and speaker know each other well on a personal level or if  they are strangers (Dittrich
et al., 2011, p. 3809). To make a request more indirect and polite, the word �
���� may be added and the
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request itself  will be made in an indirect manner rather than explicitly. The usage of  formal titles when
addressing the listener to emphasize the social distance will seem more polite in an indirect manner.

However, the use of  politeness and indirectness in requests will differ between cultures. Dittrich et al.



Table 2
������������,������
��

Origin Gender and Age



making the request in English. These two participants have lived in an English speaking environment and
may have adapted the politeness form in a social context. 

The Norwegian participants would ask to borrow a bike from a friend in Norwegian by using positive
politeness strategies, such as:

Lucie:������0���
1�����  �
���#��2
can I borrow bike your
(can I borrow your bike)

Sof'NOke)



Request Components
Comparing the differences in Norwegian and English requests becomes more interesting when looking at
the components of  the requests. By considering what type of  components the Norwegian speakers use
when composing a request to a friend in Norwegian (Table 4.1), and comparing it to the components they
use in their English request (Table 4.2), we can see that the participants use the same amount of
components in requests made in both languages, but they change what type of  components they use.

Table 4.1
)�*%�������.�/����#����(��������

Pete Sofia Lucie

Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts

Borrowing a
bike

1 1 1

Asking for a
ride

1 1 1 1 1

Borrowing
money

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Table 4.2
)�*%�������.�/����#����	��
������(������������� ���

Pete Sofia Lucie

Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts

Borrowing a bike 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Asking for a ride 1 1 1 1 1 1

Borrowing money 1 1 1 1 1 1

The only participant that sticks out by applying more components is Pete. This participant has also been a
part of  an English speaking society for a longer period, and this may be why he applies more components
to his English requests. By adding more components, his requests seem more indirect, which reflects a
more polite request manner.

Comparing the results of  the Norwegian speakers to those of  the native English speakers in Table 4.3,
we can see that the native English speakers use more adjunct components in one request than the
Norwegian speakers of  English.

Table 4.3
)�*%�������.�/����#����(������	��
������� ���

Nick Steve Roy

Address
terms

Head
act

Adjuncts Address

Address





c.  �''%�� ����� �'������������1��������%����'�0����������#��
communicative competence and such see out as I need that
(communicative competence, it looks like I could)

d. ��
#���'����1�#����##���4�����
#����������'�0��� %�����1�
1���#��5
very much so it had been very okay if  I could get borrow that
(really use it so it would be great if  I could borrow it)

This request shows more awareness of  the positive face wants because Pete is addressing the teacher by





Nick: So I’ve been working really hard lately but I’m just really struggling to get this paper done. And







To raise students’ awareness of  these differences, politeness strategies have to be taught. As mentioned
in the literature review, Watts (2003) was in support of  this view. However, we all have the right to choose
how we want to speak. It should not be expected that learners from different language backgrounds know
how to apply politeness in their second language without being aware of  the pragmatics found in the target
language. The learners’ cultural aspects may transfer into the target language and give the impression that
learners are being impolite when in fact they are not aware of  this. With this in mind, the learners should
be able to apply the language form they prefer.

One of  the limitations of  this study was the small number of  participants. If  I had had more
participants, I might have found different answers to how politeness is applied in both Norwegian and
English. One of  the Norwegian participants found it hard to speak English to me which might have had an
effect on the requests she made. The participants may have felt that I was judging their English and were
afraid that they were not using it correctly. Because of  this, they thought more about how to provide the
correct version of  English rather than to give me a more spontaneous answer, which would have been
more useful for the study.

Another limitation was that the study was supposed to be a role-play context. However, I did not
manage to enact the role-plays with the participants, so the protocol ended up being an oral survey, in
which I read a scenario, and then the participants replied with what they would have said to make the
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Appendix A

Scenarios for Requests to A Friend in English and Norwegian

Norwegian:
1. Du må på butikken før middag men du må være tilbake innen 10 min. Du spør vennen din om du kan
låne sykkelen hans/hennes.

2. Du vett at vennen din har en hektisk helg men du trenger skyss til flyplassen tidlig lørdag morgen. Du
spør vennen din om å kjøre deg til flyplassen klokken 5 om morgenen.

3. Du har problemer med å betale leia denne måneden og du vet at vennen din nettopp fikk 1250 kr av
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