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ABSTRACT

ANALYSIS OF THE NATURE OF INTERLANGUAGE PRAGMATICS IN
CHOICE MAKING FOR REQUESTING STRATEGIES BY THAI EFL
LEARNERS
By

Chaweewon Wongwarangkul

This study is an investigation of the nature of the interlanguage pragmatics of L2
learners in a particular learning context: learners from a collectivistic culture learning an
individualistic language in a foreign language learning context. The different conceptual
views of the two different cultures are predicted to play an important role in affecting the
learners’ L2 pragmatic performance. With limited knowledge of L2 pragmatics, the
learners are predicted to debate all the existing knowledge available to them and come up
with what they believe is appropriate for such L2 situations. Then they produce their ILP
accordingly. L1 social/cultural factors seem to have a prominent role in the learner’s
judgment of the level of appropriateness for their ILP. In a group-oriented culture like
Thailand where seniority of age is one of the most prominent value systems, the age
difference of interlocutors determines their L1 speech, and is predicted to do so in their
L2 as well (pragmatic transfer). The study focused on 50 male Thai speakers who lived
and worked in Thailand. They were college graduates and had an extensive use of
English through their overseas graduate studies and/or their routine work in and outside

the country. The study looked at their ILP through their choice making for politeness




strategies in request making. The respondents responded to oral-production
questionnaires in their L1 (Thai) and L2 (English). The questionnaires consisted of 16
scenarios within eight requesting contexts where the age of the addressees was on both
extreme ends toward the addressers; namely, much younger or much older than the
addressers. In this particular study, the design was intended to control other possible
social factors to allow the age factor to stand out. In so doing, the weight of imposition
was low; social/work status was equal and the social distance was high (except for the
stranger contexts which were added to show the variety of the age effects). Each
respondent was given an unstructured interview after the questionnaires to look for the ‘
justifications of their production and to see if their perception matched their production.
The questionnaires (production elicitation) and the interviews (perception elicitation)
were tape-recorded. The findings suggest that the age factor, particularly, the age of the
addressees does determine the Thai speakers’ choice of politeness strategies through the
frequency of use rather than types of strategies in both languages. Elements used for
measuring the age effects were the uses of strategies in the requestive patterns, the
internal modifications (e.g., politeness markers), the personal pronouns, and length of
utterance. The frequencies of use of strategies and the mean length of utterance do show
the effects of the age difference of the addressees. The age of the addressees is then a
proposed social variable to add in the Brown and Levinson’s framework to make it more
applicable universally. The findings also suggest evidence for the respondents’ creativity
in the production of their ILP through their choice making for appropriate politeness
strategies for different age group of addressees. Such creativity is proposed as a feature of

the ILP of L2 learners.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Reasons which underlie the purposes of this dissertation

In the study of interlanguage pragmatics, many attempts have been made to
provide explanations as to what pragmatic mechanisms of L2 learners are and what might
constitute them. Politeness is commonly believed in most cultures to be a required value
that should be attached to linguistic forms to maintain or sometimes strengthen smooth
human relationships in society. Such politeness attachment is required for some particular
forms that are used to realize certain speech acts that might interfere with interlocutors’
positive (i.e., desire for approval or appreciation) or negative (i.e., freedom of action and
from imposition) face.

Since the earlier studies in interlanguage pragmatics provided a range of findings,
the present study is an attempt to focus on particular language users of particular
backgrounds (e.g., Thai speakers learning English as a second language). Thus, the
present study is intended to examine interlanguage pragmatics through politeness
mechanisms of learners from a collectivistic culture (i.e., which is group/relationship-
oriented) learning an L2 spoken in an individualistic culture (i.e., which is
autonomy/task-oriented) and learning it in a foreign language learning context. The
distinctions of both conceptual views are predicted to have an important influence over
the learners’ interlanguage pragmatics. The distinctive concepts might well result in the
nonnativeness of the learners’ language (i.e., interlanguage). That is, they might perceive

some potential social factors (e.g., power, social distance, and ranking of imposition)



widely involve in manifesting politeness differently from the native speakers of the target
language of a different conceptual culture. For instance, what is viewed as an imposed act
might not be so in a different culture (e.g., asking someone’s age). Likewise, what is
viewed as politeness in one culture might not be equally perceived as such in another
culture (e.g., the concept of indirectness). Moreover, different cultures might value
politeness to a different degree (i.e., the Japanese culture in which the concept of
politeness is more sensitive than in the American culture as seen by the extensive use of
honorifics in Japanese). Thus, such distinctions inevitably affect their L2 pragmatic
behaviors to a certain extent, especially in terms of their choice of politeness strategies.
To date, there is very little research on pragmatic behaviors of Thai speakers either
through their performance in their native Thai or in their English as an L2. In general,
Thai speakers represent speakers of a collectivistic and hierarchical culture where the age
of the interlocutors is a dominant determinant for the speaker’s pragmatic choice.
Moreover, there are very few pragmatic studies involving the age of the addressee
as the points of concern. To my knowledge, there is only one recent research (Harada,
1996) which investigates the perception and production of nonnative (Japanese) speakers
of English through their politeness strategies. She found that the Japanese speakers in her
study changed their level of politeness according to how they perceived their addressees
in terms of the age and status of the addressees and their familiarity with the addressees.
In the first perception test, native speakers of English, Japanese ESL students from
intermediate and advanced levels, and native speakers of Japanese were asked to rank
how politely they think they should speak to certain addressees. The goal was to examine

how the Japanese ESL learners realized L2 politeness and how much the L1 politeness



rules were involved in their L2 perception. There is evidence of transfer in that the age of
the addressees seems to be one of the determinants of the level of politeness. Differently,
the native speakers of English seemed to value familiarity more than the Japanese
speakers. In the second perception test, the goal was to examine how Japanese ESL
learners perceived the politeness levels through the use of modals in the English
requesting forms with certain addressees. The learners, given a list of L2 requesting
expressions, were asked to rank their politeness on a 10-point scale and make possible
choices for situations with various addressees. In the production test, the choice of the L2
requesting forms for different addressees was examined through the tape-recorded
telephone messages. The findings showed that her subjects depended on formulaic
expressions rather than being creative like their L1 natural requests.

In proposing age as another potential social factor, the present study uses the face-
saving view of Brown and Levinson’s politeness framework, which is most accepted, as a
baseline for investigation of the politeness mechanisms by Thai EFL learners. Though
their framework has been long criticized in some regards, it provides guidelines for later
pragmatic research as a starting point. Their theory was argued to be basically applicable
to Western languages because it is based on the individualistic view of politeness. In the
collectivistic cultures where people regard themselves as members of the society rather
than independent individuals as in the individualistic ones, politeness is viewed as
normative rather than strategic (Yeung, 1997). Thus, social variables must play a more
important role in the choice of polite linguistic forms in the collectivistic cultures than the
individualistic ones. Social status, for instance, is viewed as a more influential factor in

the collectivistic cultures (Hill et al., 1986). In Yeung (1997), the findings showed that



weight of imposition was the only factor among the three independent variables in Brown
and Levinson’s theory that has a statistically significant impact on the choice of
politeness expressions in the English data, but no influence at all in the Chinese data. She
explained that her Hong Kong Chinese subjects followed the principle of reciprocity
which made them view the imposition of a request with a more positive perception than
the Westerners. This supports the claim that different cultures may value the same speech
acts in terms of imposition differently. The other two factors, power and social distance,
showed no statistically significant influences independently on linguistic choice both in
the Chinese and the English data. She claimed that the combination of the three factors
did not show greater impact than the imposition alone. The nature of her data collecting
might affect the findings. The polite request expressions in two languages were listed
from the written data and were ranked by native speakers of each language. The fact that
the data were in the written mode and lacked the immediately interactive exchanges
might not fit well in Brown and Levinson’s oral-based framework.

Moreover, there might be factors other than those three involved. In this study, I
propose that the age of the addressees is a potential social factor that plays an important
role in determining pragmatic behaviors of speakers from a collectivistic and hierarchical
society. I further hypothesize that the L1 pragmatics might influence the L2 pragmatic
behaviors of such learners learning an individualistic L2 in the foreign language learning
context where the value of the society is group-oriented. The findings might, in contrast
to Yeung (1996), confirm or enhance Brown and Levinson’s framework.

The request speech act was chosen because of the claims for its threats over face.

Politeness is generally viewed as a tool for redressing the Face-Threatening Acts (FTA).



The degree of politeness is varied dependent on several factors such as the weight of
imposition or the degree of familiarity. This study is another look at the request speech
act when its face-threatening value is low. The weight of imposition of the pragmatic
force was kept low; the intended act caused only a little burden on the requestee or the act
was the requestee’s own job responsibility from which the requester is entitled to make
such requests. The degree of familiarity was kept high since there is a claim that the
closer the relationship, the less polite. With the low face-threatening value and low
distance, such request speech act is expected to still require an attachment of the
politeness value as well.

To make an appropriate choice of politeness strategies requires both linguistic and
pragmatic skills and tactics. L2 learners at different levels of both skills must differ in
their performance. In Harada’s study (1996), proficiency did not clearly determine L2
learners’ pragmatic competence. In her study, the intermediate learners were closer
pragmatically to the native speakers of English than the advanced learners in many cases.
The variations might be viewed as a result of the learners’ own judgment; the more
advanced the more creative. Harada explained that the advanced learners in her study
seemed to explore their L2 pragmatic competence and to be more creative in their L2
pragmatic force. Besides creativity, advanced learners, in order to retain their L1 identity,
are adequately proficient and know how to negotiate their way in the L2 to secure such

identity if this would be the case.



1.2 Research questions and hypotheses
Research questions:

This dissertation is an attempt to examine the components of the interlanguage
pragmatics (ILP) of Thai learners of English as a second language in a foreign language
learning context. The learners’ learning language (same as ILP) was investigated through
their choice of politeness strategies in request making. The fact that the learners’ L1 and
their L2 are originated from different roots in conjunction with the fact that the L1 and L2
cultures are formed under two distinctively basic structures makes the nature of the ILP
interesting as to how their ILP is processed and how such learners negotiate in order to
overcome the distinctions of the two linguistic/cultural systems. Thus, the research
questions are as follows:

1. What are the components of the interlanguage pragmatics of the Thai learners
of English as a second language in a foreign language learning context?

2. What constitutes such components?

Hypotheses:

Based on the three questions above, I have come up with 2 hypotheses and their
sub-hypotheses.

1. I hypothesize that the components of their ILP are likely to consist of 3 forms:
the L2-like forms (evidence of learning); the L1-like forms (evidence of transfer); and the
creativity forms (reflecting the internalized negotiation process)

1.1. The L2-like forms are likely to be a result of instruction and experiences.

1.2. The L1-like forms are likely to be a result of the learners’ familiarity with the

L1 forms and insufficient knowledge of L2 pragmatics.



1.3. The creativity forms are likely to be a result of the learners’ own judgments
on how appropriate they want their ILP to be.

2. I hypothesize that age factors, particularly the age of the addressees, are likely
to determine the choice of the pragmatic behaviors by Thai speakers.

2.1 The choice of their Thai politeness strategies is likely to be age sensitive.

2.2 The choice of their English politeness strategies is likely to be age sensitive as
well.

Since the learners’ L1 language and culture are collectivistic based, where
hierarchy of age is strongly pronounced in particular, the age value might show some
effects on their ILP. Thus, I hypothesize that the age of the addressees in particular plays
an important role in their ILP as it does in their L1 performance. The age of the
addressees must determine their choice of L2 politeness strategies in their speech act
realization, which in this case is request making.

The acquisition of pragmatics, unlike other language systems, seems to be harder
to achieve or never at all in some cases because pragmatics deals with social behaviors
which are fundamentally structured by cultural domains. Such domains characterize
people distinctively from culture to culture. Members of the same identity group (culture)
share patterns of perceptions (e.g., attitudes, values, and belief/disbelief systems),
behavioral norms, and its own language/code (Singer, 1998). One may know the
grammar of a language, without being able to use the language. According to Gee (1990),
to communicate effectively, one must say the right thing at the right time and in the right
place. He proposes that besides using the right grammar, one must use the language

appropriately, and be able to express the right values, beliefs, and attitudes for particular



social situations. Thus, it is hard for individuals of different cultures to communicate as
well as those who are from the same identity groups.

Learning a second language is learning a two-in-one package, which includes a
new linguistic system (form) and a new pragmatic one (function). At the pragmatic level,
cultural identification is evident. Pragmalinguistically, L2 pragmatic forms can be easily
picked up through instruction or actual interactions. Sociopragmatically, the social
behaviors appearing in their ILP are a result of their assessment of many options
available to them, which may reflect their L1 or L2, or a combination of both. (See the
distinction between pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics in Chapter 2). Obviously, at
the sociopragmatic level, L2 performance is mainly processed by the learners’ own
creativity. By looking at pragmatics at the two levels, acquisition might be seen possible
at the pragmalinguistic level where L2 learners can use formulaic expressions naturally.
A question arises whether or not their use of such routines is evidence that they are
acquired forms or learned skills. At the sociopragmatic level, it is more obvious that L2
learners are more cautious with their L2 pragmatic performance because it might interfere
with their self-identity. According to the findings in Bosher’s Hmong study (1997), the
maintenance of their native language and culture by the Hmong immigrant students
facilitating their academic success and adaptation to their life in the US resulted from no
fear of the loss of their sense of ‘self” toward moving across cultures. Her qualitative
findings showed that the Hmong students made conscious choices on what elements of
both cultures to keep or to abandon. Thus, is it the case that the acquisition of pragmatics
is a matter of conscious/unconscious use of the L2 pragmatically? (the issue is not the

focus of this study). The involvement of their consciousness for the security of their self-



identity may slow down/hinder/or even impede their attainment to the point of L2
acquisition at the pragmatic level.
1.3 Organization of the dissertation

This dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter two is a review of literature
which covers the areas of interlanguage pragmatics in SLA, pragmatic transfer, speech
act of request, and Thai politeness. Chapter three is a detailed account of methodology
used for data collection and analysis. Chapter four is an extensive discussion of the
findings and results from the analysis of data through qualitative and quantitative
methods. This chapter consists of a display of 76 examples, 40 tables, and 1 figure.
Chapter five is the conclusions which cover implications for foreign language pedagogy

and limitations of the study including suggestions for further research.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

2.1 Introduction

There are two types of second language research in pragmatic areas: one is the
research on second language (L2) learners’ perception and production of the
interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) and the other is the research on L2 learners’ learning
development. Until the late 80s, the focus of the ILP studies had been on use
(sociolinguistic perspectives) rather than process (psycholinguistic perspectives). Most
research studies were attempts to investigate L2 learners’ perception, comprehension, and
production of illocutionary force and politeness value across languages and cultures;
namely, the well-known Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP)
conducted by Shoshana Blum-Kulka, Juliane House, and Gabriele Kasper in 1989. Since
then, the trend of ILP studies has changed toward the second language acquisition (SLA)
disciplines; which is, the developmental and processing issues as seen in the studies of S.
Takahashi & DuFon (1989), Ellis (1992), M.A. Robinson (1992), Bardovi-Harlig and
Hartford (1993), Siegal (1994), S.Takahashi (1996), and Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper,
and Ross (1996). There have been attempts to understand the L2 learners’ learning
process toward their acquisition of L2 pragmatics (Kasper and Schmidt, 1996).
2.2 “Interlanguage (IL)”

There have been many beliefs that L2 learners’ learning language (interlanguage)
is a result of the learners’ own creativity. Their interlanguage reflects their mental

learning process of a language other than the existing one(s). In SLA research, there is an
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assumption that language learners in learning a second language create a language system
called “interlanguage” by formulating an internalized system based on available linguistic
elements in their native language and the target language (TL). Yet, there are some
elements in their interlanguage which do not represent their origin in either linguistic
source (Gass and Selinker, 1994).
2.3 Definitions of interlanguage pragmatics (ILP)

According to Kasper and Blum-Kulka (1993), interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) is
the study of non-native speakers’ use and acquisition of linguistic behavior patterns in a
second language. Kasper and Dahl (1991) define ILP as nonnative speakers’
comprehension and production of speech acts, and how their L2 related speech act
knowledge is acquired. Kasper (1996) refers to ILP as the study of development and use
of strategies for linguistic performance by nonnative speakers.
2.4 Development of research in interlanguage pragmatics
2.4.1 Early ILP as sociolinguistic rather than as psycholinguistic

In the seventies, the interlanguage studies were primarily focused on learners’
linguistic knowledge of the TL. However, due to research in the area of communicative
competence (Habermas, 1970 and Hymes, 1972) a secondary focus emerged which
centered on the second language learners’ acquisition of pragmatic and discourse
knowledge of the TL (Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper, 1989).

Yet, in the 1980s, most ILP studies were basically attempts to demonstrate
learners’ perception and comprehension of illocutionary force and politeness value across
languages and cultures. Within the scope of these studies, learners’ pragmatic success and

failure are influenced by contextual variables of choices within given linguistic
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conventions and the universality of politeness in speech act realization across languages
and cultures (Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper, 1989; Kasper, 1996).

Until claims to pragmatic universality became a major focus of interest, the ILP
investigations had focused on contrasting a specific language function or a specific
speech act between two or three cultures and languages. Thus, to find out the possibility
of pragmatic universality, there was a call for research comparing various speech act
realizations across large numbers of cultures and languages (e.g., CCSARP). Recently,
the trend of ILP studies has been related to SLA disciplines in which their main interests
have dominantly been in the area of second language competence rather than production.

To conclude, the early ILP studies were sociolinguistic-oriented, they focused on
the investigation of cross-cultural pragmatic behavior of L2 learners, their knowledge of
L2 linguistic and pragmatic devices, and use of speech act strategies (e.g., requesting,
apologizing, complimenting, expressing gratitude, etc.) as compared to those of native
speakers. The recent ILP studies, on the other hand, are psycholinguistic-oriented; they
attempt to understand the learners’ learning process toward their acquisition of L2
pragmatics (Kasper and Schmidt, 1996).

2.4.2 Interlanguage pragmatics in SLA

Thus, recent JLP studies have followed the methodology of SLA interlanguage
studies by employing empirical research methods. Within the scope of IL studies in SLA,
learners’ interlanguage production and comprehension are compared with their L1 (native
language) and L2 (native speakers’) data in order to specify their IL competence which is

influenced by their L1 competence (Kasper and Blum-Kulka, 1993). Therefore,
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‘pragmatic transfer’ becomes a major interlanguage research issue in investigating
influences and roles of learners’ native language and culture on their developmental
learning process toward the acquisition of the TL (Kasper and Schmidt, 1996). In
addition, some issues of universality of pragmatics have arisen as part of the topic of
discussion in some studies, but not as their major goal. To understand the notion of
‘pragmatic transfer’ or the notion of ‘pragmatic universality’, we need to know the
components of L2 learners’ pragmatic competence.
2.4.2.1 Pragmatic competence of L2 learners

Along the continuum of ILP processes, L2 learners are already equipped with
general pragmatic knowledge (the communicative use of language in general as defined
by Blum-Kulka, 1991), L1 pragmalinguistic knowledge (knowledge of particular
linguistic forms conveying particular illocutions as defined by Leech, 1983), and L1
sociopragmatic knowledge (knowledge of social and discourse principles which vary in
different social contexts, cultures, and language communities as also defined by Leech,
1983). The ability to use such utterances in an effective and efficient manner is described
as communicative or pragmatic competence (Francis, 1997). According to Bialystok
(1993), pragmatic competence refers to abilities required for discourse participants (both
speakers and hearers) in successful conversations. That is, the speaker must possess an
ability to perform different speech acts of a given language; in the meanwhile, the hearer
must possess an ability to interpret and understand the speaker’s intention both directly
and indirectly. In addition to discourse rules (e.g., turn-taking, interruption, cohesion, and
so forth), Gass and Selinker (1994) suggest another component, ‘whom language is being

used with’; namely, learners must have enough knowledge of social and pragmatic rules
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to choose appropriate forms to use with each type of interlocutors (e.g., of different
genders, ages, social distance, social status). It is evidenced even in child language
learning that L1 learners must understand and be able to perform the pragmatic force of
utterances beyond the literal meanings to some extent although their pragmatic skills are
less proficient than those of adults due to their limited social interactions.

2.4.2.2 Pragmatic universality

The issue of pragmatic universality across speech communities became the basis
for the CCSARP analytical framework (Blum-Kulka, 1989) to investigate patterns of L2
learners’ request and apology realizations under different social constraints across
cultures and linguistic variations.

In the scope of the universality of pragmatics, the issue of ‘indirectness’ as to
whether it is universal seems to be the focus in pragmatic research. Learners must rely on
conventions and principles (Blum-Kulka, 1989) to be able to interpret indirectness;
namely, conventions of language, conversational principles (Grice’s general Cooperation
Principle), pragmalinguistic conventions, and contextualized (Gumperz, 1982) or
sociopragmatic (Leech, 1983) conventions. Among the three levels of ‘indirectness’,
Blum-Kulka (1989) suggested that there are limits to the universality of conventional
indirectness; its patterns differ cross-linguistically. A particular utterance in one culture
or language group may not have the same meaning convention cross-culturally. For
example, the convention for greeting in the United States is ‘How are you?’; whereas, in
Thailand a native speaker would say, ‘Where have you been?’. Therefore, nonnative

speakers’ intended meaning may not find equivalences in the TL (Kasper and Dahl,

14



1991). As proposed by Blum-Kulka (1989), although the findings of CCSARP indicate
the universality of conventional indirectness, it should be regarded as a matter of “shared
basic pragmatic properties” rather than as a matter of cross-linguistic equivalence in form
and usage. Kasper and Schmidt (1996) agree on universality of basic pragmatic principles
which facilitate the development of ILP; however, the problem arises and gives rise to
transferability when learners assume universality where it is not present.

2.4.2.3 Pragmatic transfer

Evidence in the studies of ‘language transfer’ shows that learners’ IL consists of
both ‘positive’ transfer and ‘negative’ transfer from their L1. Positive transfer is
facilitation to learning another language where learners’ L1 and the TL have similar
forms. Conversely, negative transfer is referred to transfer which learners mistakenly map
their native-language patterns or rules onto the TL due to their misconception of the
notion of ‘universality’ or their limited knowledge of the TL forms. This phenomenon
leads to inappropriate forms in the TL and is seen as interference in language learning
(Gass and Selinker, 1994; Richards, Platt, and Platt, 1992).

Similarly, ‘pragmatic transfer’ shows how learners negotiate their way to a
resolution of speech act realizations in the TL. Though it is presumed that speech acts are
universal, their forms and use vary from culture to culture (Gass and Selinker, 1994). For
instance, complimenting is used in all cultures, but its linguistic form and usage might be
different. Especially, in responding to a compliment, it is very crucial to know and
understand pragmatic conventions of the TL to avoid inappropriateness. Very often,
inappropriate use of pragmatic behavior leads to misunderstanding and misinterpretation

of the non-native speaker’s intentions. Moreover, the nonnative speaker might be
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perceived as rude or inept in some regards. The inappropriate mapping of L1 pragmatic
knowledge onto the TL pragmatics is evidence in the learners’ developmental learning
process toward the acquisition of L2 pragmatics.
2.4.2.4 Types of pragmatic transfer: Pragmalinguistic/Sociopragmatic transfer
Likewise, pragmatic transfer shows how learners negotiate their way to a
resolution of speech act realizations in the TL both as elicitors and as respondents.
According to Kasper (1992), the ILP studies which involve the influences of L1
pragmatics are differentiated by their aims at two different types of pragmatic domains:
one which deals with pragmalinguistic transfer in which learners’ linguistic knowledge
about the illocutionary force and politeness value assignment of languages other than the
TL influences in their perception and production of form-function mappings in the TL
(e.g., Blum-Kulka, 1983; House and Kasper, 1987, Beebe et al., 1990, Maeshiba et al.,
1996), and the other deals with sociopragmatic transfer in which learners’ social
perceptions underlying their performance and interpretation of linguistic actions are
influenced by their assessment of equivalent L1 social contexts as to whether a particular
speech act or overall communicative style is appropriate (e.g., Olshtain, 1983; Robinson,
1992; T.Takahashi and Beebe, 1993). Thomas (1983) argued that these two dimensions
of pragmatic transfer are inter-related. For instance, before making decisions about which
politeness strategy and linguistic actions (pragmalinguistic domain) are appropriate in a
particular social context, interlocutors base their judgment upon their assessments of the
relevant contextual factors such as degree of imposition, social distance, social status, etc.

(sociopragmatic domain).
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2.4.2.5 Pragmatic transfer in interlanguage pragmatic process

Though some studies found nontransfer (e.g., House and Kasper, 1987, Maeshiba,
et al., 1996), Kasper (1992) points out that in some cases it might be difficult to
distinguish such ILP performance as to whether it is a result of transfer or
overgeneralization of L2 pragmatic rules and features. Yet, some fascinating evidence for
pragmatic transfer is noticeably and consistently found in many other studies (e.g., a
preference for Japanese learners of English for formulaic indirectness found in Robinson,
1992; a preference for self-oriented apologizing strategies in the English context by
German learners of British English found in House, 1988; a preference of Anglo-
Canadian learners of Hebrew for more indirect request strategies found in Blum-Kulka,
1982). An instance of evidence for pragmalinguistic transfer is seen by the use of
‘statements of philosophy’ (e.g., ‘to err is human’ in English excusing or ‘I never yield to
temptations’ in English refusing by Japanese learners of English as found in Beebe et al.,
1990). Evidence for sociopragmatic transfer in which L2 learners prefer to retain their L1
communicative styles is found in Robinson (1992). The female Japanese learners of
English in her study reported that they felt uncomfortable to refuse in English because
refusing is not commonly expected in Japanese society. Their L1 social perceptions play
a role in avoiding some L2 performances in spite of possessing the knowledge of the
native-like forms. It is interesting that familiarity with their native norms, regardless of
L2 proficiency, plays some crucial roles and becomes a causal factor of pragmatic
transfer which eventually leads to pragmatic failure (in some cases, miscommunication).
Further, it might be the case that learners somehow try not to lose their native cultural

identity for L2 pragmatic norms in the L2 contexts (especially when performing
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politeness strategies) as suggested in some theoretical frameworks of the accommodation
theory (e.g., divergence from the target norm helps maintain the NNS cultural identity —
Giles and Johnson, 1987).

The data from interlanguage pragmatic research show that learners of the same
target language from different L1 backgrounds perform different patterns of pragmatic
transfer (Olshtain, 1983; House and Kasper, 1987). In some cases, the same learners do
not follow the same transfer patterns to different target languages. In Faerch and Kasper
(1989), the Danish learners transferred negative interrogatives from Danish to their
German as L2, but not to their English as L2. That is because German is perceived as less
language distant from Danish than English is. This brings about an issue of pragmatic
transferability as to what constraints which L1 elements should or should not be
transferable.
2.4.2.6 Pragmatic transferability

In S. Takahashi’s (1996) study of transferability, her findings show that regardless
of L2 proficiency, learners’ pragmatic competence was not native-like. The study
supports a pluricausal view that learners rely on various sources of knowledge (e.g., L1
transfer, IL overgeneralization, and instruction) simultaneously in assessing what strategy
to perform in a particular context. This also supports Thomas’s view of pragmatic
transfer being inter-related by two domains of pragmatic knowledge.

Evidence from interview data in some studies reveals that learners with sufficient
competence in L2 adjust their IL pragmatic performance in terms of what they think is
appropriate in such L2 contexts. In Robinson’s (1992) interview data, her Japanese

informants reported that they consulted their L1 and IL pragmalinguistic and
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sociopragmatic knowledge in making decisions about how to refuse requests and offers in
English as their L2. They chose to add a stronger and more direct refusal strategy to their
directly translated preceding utterances from Japanese because they wanted their intended
illocutionary meaning to be clear for Americans as being foreigners (e.g., evidence of
creative forms). In Kasper (1981), her interview data revealed that the German learners of
English avoided using the routine ‘I mean’ whose equivalent is commonly used in
German. They reported that they perceived this routine as language-specific and were
also instructed not to use them in L2 contexts. In Olshtain’s (1983) data, it is speculated
that Russian learners of Hebrew performed high frequencies of negative politeness
refusal strategies in their IL than in their native language due to their sensitivity of their
immigrant status in the target community. It is interesting to point out here that at the
pragmatic level, the attainment of the native-like performances might not be the ultimate
goal for all L2 learners as it is at the linguistic level.

Evidence in previous ILP studies consistently reveals that L2 learners rely upon a
variety of knowledge sources (from L1, IL, general knowledge about the world) and
conditions (situational factors such as settings — classroom/natural; contextual factors
such as the degree of imposition and relationships of interlocutors) in their decision-
making as to which strategy they think is appropriate in a particular circumstance. It
seems that their pragmatic errors which are normally seen as pragmatic failures are not
always clearly a result of learning toward acquisition of L2 pragmatics (i.e., to acquire
native-like proficiency) or are a result of their adaptation to L2 strategies (i.e., to serve
their communicative needs and simultaneously secure their identity). The latter leads to a

question whether L2 learners will ever achieve native-like pragmatic performances or
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whether they want to. For instance, if learners decide to insist on ‘disidentification’ with
the target norms to maintain their cultural identity, native-like proficiency in the target
language will not be achieved and it is not their goal of L2 learning, since pragmatic
learning, unlike linguistic learning, involves no restricted and specific written rules.
Learners have multiple strategic options to express their illocutionary forces and have
more freedom to consult with any knowledge available to them at the point of production.
This brings the notion of ‘pragmatic transfer’ into question. If ‘transfer’ is defined as
borrowing one feature of a language from another, the language phenomena found in the
ILP where learners’ ILP is similar to L1 should not be seen as a result of transfer by itself
whether or not it is a conscious or unconscious one. I argue that it should be seen as an IL
component, an outcome of learners’ internalized language processing. To explain such
variations of IL behaviors mentioned earlier, learners’ ILP must consist of three
components: the features that are like L1 (or any existing knowledge), the features that
are like L2, and the creative features (unlike either L1 or L2). I hereby claim that
variations of ILP behaviors of L2 learners are a result of an individual learner’s
creativity.
2.5 L2 learners’ Interlanguage pragmatics

Schmidt’s concepts of implicit and explicit learning (1993) suggest that learners
use ‘explicit learning’ (i.e., conscious problem solving as attempts to form mental
representations by searching memory for existing related knowledge, forming, and then
testing their hypotheses) when rules are involved. Differently, they use ‘implicit learning’
(i.e., unconscious generalization from examples) when the learning patterns are based

upon perceptual similarities. Namely, at the pragmatic level, adult L2 learners, following
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the same path as child L1 learners, ‘notice’ the occurrence of linguistic forms used by
native speakers as intake for learning and store them in memory (Atkinson and Shiffrin,
1986; Kihlstrom,1984). At the time of learning, they ‘understand’ the significance and
appropriate use of such forms. Even adult native speakers who are fully competent in
pragmatic skills sometimes rely on their insights and understanding about the language
when knowledge of a particular context is inaccessible.

Likewise, Bialystok (1993) points out that at the pragmatic level, children with no
prior linguistic experience rely on explicit learning (conscious problem solving or
hypothesis testing) of pragmalinguistic norms provided by their parents or caretakers
rather than control of contextualized pragmatic norms due to their limited social
interactions. She also claims that children do not have pragmatic competence until they
understand various aspects of pragmatic functions of language such as implied politeness
or deference. Children solve their mapping problems between forms and functions (e.g.,
‘Water’ meaning ‘Give me some water’) ; whereas, adults solve theirs between forms and
social conditions (contexts). With their full competence of L1, L2 learners must learn to
understand L2 pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic norms to be able to process their IL
pragmatic knowledge smoothly in L2 contexts.

2.6 The speech act of request

Requesting is a speech act which is conceived of as a face-threatening act
according to Brown and Levinson (1987) because it may provoke intrusion of the
hearer’s freedom of action, and in the meantime, the speaker herself feels hesitant that

she might offend the hearer’s face.
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By nature, requesting is an act in which a speaker’s desire is intended for the
hearer to bring about the desired action. It requires communicative skills in order to get
such desire accomplished (Becker, 1982). Among the several requestive strategies, the
speaker must make a choice based upon her judgment in terms of the characteristics and
relationship of the interlocutor, the setting (formal or casual), the degree of imposition,
the degree of obligation of the speaker to have the act carried out by the hearer, and so
on. In many empirical studies, the study of the realization of the request speech act is
mainly based on two trends: the strategies for realizing the request speech act and the
types of variables affecting the choice of these strategies. The other dimension which is
less studied is the sequence of the strategies in the request speech act.

2.6.1 Strategies for realizing the request speech act

Strategies for realizing the request speech act are studied based on two major

characteristics: the degree of directness/indirectness of requestive strategies and the use

of internal/external modifications.

I. Degree of directness/indirectness of requestive strategies:

Directness perceived as a measure of illocutionary transparency in which the
inferential/interpretive attempt on the part of the hearer is not required.

The following is the well-known classification of directness and indirectness in
request speech act realization based on the CCSARP Scheme (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).

1. the most direct/explicit level

1.1 Mood derivable: grammatical mood of the verb signals its illocutionary
force

(e.g., Clean up that mess!)
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1.2 Performatives: the illocutionary force is explicitly named
(e.g., I am asking you to clean up the mess.)

1.3 Hedged performatives: the performative is modified by hedging expressions
(e.g., I would like to ask you to...)

1.4 Obligation statements: the obligation of the H is stated

(e.g., You’ll have to take out the garbage.)

1.5 Want statement
(e.g., I wish you’d stop calling me.)
2. the conventionally indirect level
2.1 Suggestory Formula: the intent is phrased as a suggestion by means of
formulaic expressions
(e.g., How about washing the dishes?)
2.2 Query preparatory: reference is made to preparatory conditions as
conventionalized
(e.g., Could you please..?, Would you mind...?)
3. Non-conventionally indirect level
3.1 Strong hints: partial reference is provided
(e.g., Your car is blocking mine.)
3.2 Mild hints: no reference is made, but the hints are interpretable as a request
by context
(e.g., “My wife is going to have a baby!” in asking the taxi driver to speed

up)
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Hints, claimed by Weizman (1989) as the most non-conventional and indirect
strategies, are characterized by their opacity as follows:
a. lllocutionary opacity: not sufficient indication of the intended illocutionary
force (e.g., I lost my wallet.)
b. Propositional opacity: not sufficient indications as to the content of the act
(e.g., Would you do me a favor?)
and the combination of type a and type b (e.g., It’s hot in here.).

Transparent as the directness strategies and opaque as the non-conventional
indirectness strategies (e.g., Hints) are as intended, it appears that the conventional
indirectness strategies might be the only requestive strategies that co-exist with the pre-
request moves. Indirectness is often observed in form of questions, particularly, through
formulaic expressions. However, there are some requestive formulaic forms which are
not questions, such as the expression “I beg your pardon.” which is conventionally
interpreted as a request for a repetition of the previous speech by the hearer. Li (1998)
argues that the conventionalization of the formulaic expressions makes them transparent
in their illocutionary forces and their conventional nature leaves the hearer no choice to
respond to the request unconventionally.

II. The use of modifications:

1. Internal modifications: modify the request internally (within the Request Head
Act)
1.1 Downgraders
1.1.1 Syntactic downgraders

1.1.1.1 Interrogative (e.g., Could you...?)
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1.1.1.2 Negation

1.1.1.3 Past Tense

1.1.1.4 Embedded ‘if” clause

1.1.2 Lexical and phrasal downgraders

1.1.2.1 Politeness markers (e.g., Please...)

1.1.2.2 Consultative devices (e.g., Do you think you could...)

1.1.2.3 Understaters: minimizes parts of the proposition
(e.g., Could you clean this up a little bit... ?)

1.1.2.4 Hedges: avoid specification
(e.g., It would be great if someone helped me.)

1.1.2.5 Downtoners: elements modulating the impact on the H
(e.g., Will you be able perhaps to drive me home?)

1.2 Upgraders (usually lexicons and phrases)
1.2.1 Intensifiers (e.g., Get rid of that awful smell.)
1.2.2 Expletives (e.g., Turn off that crummy TV show, will you?)
2. External modifications: mitigating the Request Head Act by means of
supportive moves (See also 2.6.2)
The following is the most comprehensive categorization of external modifications
proposed by Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984):
2.1 Checking availability (e.g., Do you have a minute?)
2.2 Getting precommitment or Sasaki’s preparators: prior announcements of
making a request (e.g., Would you do me a favor?)

2.3 Grounder: giving reasons, justifications, and explanations
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2.4 Sweetener: exaggerating appreciation of the H
2.5 Disarmer: indicating awareness of offense and anticipating refusal; or
attempts to remove the interlocutor’s potential objections (Sasaki, 1998)
(e.g., I hate to say this. But I’'m afraid I might have to ask you...)
2.6 Cost minimizer or Sasaki’s imposition minimizers: attempts to minimize
the imposition placed on the H (e.g., if it is okay with you...)
Of all the external modifications listed, grounders are the most frequently used as an
efficient mitigating strategy (House and Kasper, 1987).
2.6.2 Types of variables affecting the choice of requestive strategies (as categorized in
Li, 1998)

1. Social variables:

Power embedded social status and social distance (degree of familiarity with the
interlocutor) are two main social factors which determine the hearer’s choice of
requestive strategies.

2. Situational/contextual variables:

As suggested by Blum-Kulka and House (1989), Kasper (1989), etc., situational
factors which influence the speaker’s requestive behaviors include the degree of
imposition, the degree of the hearer’s obligation to carry out the request, the speaker’s
right, types of the requestive goal (actions, goods, information, permission), setting
(formal/casual), medium of production (oral/written) and so forth.

3. Cultural variables:

Many pragmatic studies revealed the cultural differences in the perception of

‘directness/indirectness’ in requestive behavior. What is perceived as impolite or less
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proper in one culture may be valued as proper in another culture. Cultural factors are also
associated with social and situational/contextual factors. One social factor may be valued
as strongly determining the choices of requestive strategies in one culture, but shows little
influence in another culture. The age factor, for instance, is a very crucial determinant for
pragmatic behaviors in the Thai culture where its social structure is based on the age
hierarchy. But the factor shows less impact in most Western cultures.
2.6.3 Sequence of the strategies in the requestive act

The act of request making usually consists of a sequence of utterances (Blum-
Kulka et al, 1989). Effective request making is often preceded by pre-requests which
check feasibility of compliance, therefore overcoming possible grounds for refusal
(Merrit, 1976, Schegloff, 1988). The refusal at the preliminary stage before the actual
request is admitted is considered as a face-saving strategy.

Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) categorized the sequence of the strategies in the
requestive act as follows:

1. Alerters

2. Head Act

3. Supportive moves
The categorization of the Head Act and the Supportive moves is based on sequential, as
well as contextual and functional criteria. The same utterance can serve as a supportive
move or a Head Act according to context.

I'm looking for the restroom. Could you tell me where it is? (Supportive move)

I'm looking for the restroom. (Head Act - Hint)
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To get a clear understanding how the request speech act is realized by Thai
speakers learning English as their second language in a foreign language context, this
study covers all three dimensions mentioned above. It investigates the requesting
strategies (in the Request Head Act) for realizing the request speech act (as discussed in
2.6.1), the age difference of the interlocutors as a dominant cultural variable uniquely
affecting the choice of these strategies by this respondent group (as discussed in 2.6.2),
and the sequence of the strategies which constitute the whole requestive act (as discussed
in 2.6.3).

For a better understanding how this particular group of the collectivistic
respondents perform their request speech act both in their L1 and their L2, a cultural
background on the values which establish how Thai speakers deal with politeness in the
society is provided in the following section.

2.7 Thai values as foundations for politeness in the Thai society

In any interactions, a language is a medium that carries messages between
interlocutors. Socially, to have an oral interaction in particular, the appropriate use of the
language should be taken into consideration. That is, the sender of an oral message
should be aware of what is proper for the receiver of such message in terms of their
relationship in the society, the language context, time and circumstances, etc. Ignoring
those concerns, the speaker might be regarded as socially uncultured.

One society is different from another by its core social norms which give basic
rules of acceptable behaviors for its members. There are also rules of appropriate use for
language users in a society. Some core values which at the same time characterize ‘the

so-called national character’ of the culture underline such rules. Some key values
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suggested by some Thai scholars are pointed out here as background information about
Thai pragmatic behaviors. Wichatrong (1997) suggested in her article, “How to express
politeness in Thai”, that there are four basic values of Thai people that affect their
language use. Only two of them that are related to this study are discussed here as
follows:

(1) Thais regard people by their seniority. Thai has a common word to call people
with seniority as ‘p"u yai’. According to Wichatrong (1997), the term ‘pu yai’ may refer
to people of old age, people with high social status, or people with long terms of
experiences in their career life. The elders are considered people with long experience
about the world. Thus, the younger who have less experience give their high regard to the
elder in the family and to other elder people in the community as well. The use of
kinship-indicated pronouns such as ‘lung’ for uncle, ‘p"ee’ for an elder sister or a brother
reveals their high regard of people with seniority.

(2) Thais like to use kinship-indicated terms with even unrelated people in the
community. This value can be traced back to the thirteenth century when Thailand was an
ancient agricultural society where people in the community were group-oriented and had
a close relationship like one big family. The tradition of ‘long k"aeng’ is an activity in
which members of the community helped their neighbors work on the fields until all the
fieldwork in the community was done. They worked shoulder to shoulder like brothers
and sisters. Thus, with a long history of being an agricultural society, the use of kinship-
indicated pronouns or the use of nicknames among unrelated people still exists to stress

the closeness of the relationship of members in the community.
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(3) Komin (1990) suggests 9 value clusters which postulate the Thai national
character. His Thai value survey reveals that ego orientation was ranked top priority of
importance by most Thai groups except for the farmer group who ranked it very low.
The findings reveal that ego orientation is the root value of other main values of Thai
people. He found that Thais value independence, pride, and dignity. Though Thais are
perceived by foreigners as calm, friendly, and gentle, violation to the ‘ego’ self or
anybody close to the ‘self” such as parents cannot be tolerated by them. Ranked number
three of importance in this Thai value survey, smooth interpersonal relationship
orientation works in conjunction with ego orientation. This orientation is characterized by
“the preference for a non-assertive, polite and humble type of personality (expressed
through appearance, manners, and interpersonal approach), as well as the preference for a
relaxed, and pleasant interaction which accounts for the ‘smiling’ and ‘friendly’ aspects
of the Thai people” (Komin, 1990, p174). A Thai concept ‘kreng-jai’ which means “to
be considerate, to feel reluctant to impose upon another person, to take another person’s
feelings (and ‘ego’) into account, or to take every measure not to cause discomfort or
inconvenience for another person” (Komin, 1990, p164) is a good example of Thai social
smoothing values which emphasize avoidance of hurting other’s feelings (ego) at all
times even though it is contrary to one’s own feelings.

The concept ‘kreng-jai’ is not restricted only to persons of low position toward
higher positions. To preserve other’s ‘ego’ or ‘face’ is the basic rule in any interactions
regardless of the relationships of the interlocutors involved. Thais will feel ‘kreng-jai’
toward equal, inferior, or subordinates, if situations require them to bother someone for

some help, some convenience, or sheer verbal interaction that would seem to intrude on
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the other person’s ego. The notion of ‘kreng-jai’ can be observed in every relationship
(e.g., husband-wife, superior-inferior) but its degree varies according to different persons,
different levels of familiarity, and different situations.
2.7.1 Politeness in the Thai language

(1) Choice of appropriate personal pronouns

Thai pronouns can be characterized by their level of politeness and the social

distance between interlocutors. Here is a list of some common Thai pronouns:

First-person singular pronouns Second-person singular pronouns
a. ku, K"aa (in the falling tone) eng, kae, meung

b. p”om K"un, t"eu, pee

c. kra-pPom t"aan

d. chan (in the high tone) t'eu

e. di-chan K"un, t"aan

f nuu t"aan, k"un, phee

g plee nong

h. K"ao (in the high tone) tau

Pronouns in group A are used among male close friends; sometimes those
pronouns are avoided in the presence of women.

First-person singular pronouns in group B and C are used by males only. Though
polite, those in group B are less formal than those in group C. First-person singular
pronouns in group D, E, and F are used by females only. Pronouns in group D are used
among friends whereas those in group E are used in formal occasions. The first-person

singular pronoun in group F is used by a person of lower age or social status when
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conversing with a person of higher age or social status. In any interactions, pronouns used
by an individual vary according to his/her roles in a particular situation and the
relationship with his/her interlocutor. That is, if an individual is a man, among his close
friend (s) he may refer to himself as ‘kuu’ or ‘k"a’, but he will refer to himself as ‘kra-
p"om’ when talking to a judge in a public testimony, for example. Moreover, it is
customary that a first-person singular pronoun is used with its matching second-person
singular pronoun. For example, ‘kuu’ or ‘k"a’ will go with ‘eng’, ‘kae’ or ‘meung’. In
other words, in utterances, the perceptions of the speaker toward his/her role and that of
his/her interlocutor and toward the level of social distance with his/her interlocutors can
be identified by his/her choice of pronouns. Different from many languages, the gender
of the speaker can be identified through the use of the first-person singular pronouns.

Some pronouns like ‘k™un’, ‘p"ee’, ‘nong’, ‘lung’ and the like can be used as a
title term by placing one of them in front of a person’s name. The term ‘K*un’, for
example, can be used like Mr., Mrs. or Miss in English.

(2) Use of polite ending terms

Likewise, these ending terms can identify the gender of the speaker of an
utterance. The female polite ending terms are ‘k"a’ and ‘ja’ (in the high tone), ‘k"a’, ‘ja’,
and “ha’ (in the falling tone); and the male polite ending terms are ‘k"rub’ and ‘k"or-rub’
(used in a very formal situation, almost obsolete). The term used by both males and
females is ‘ha’ (in the high tone). The terms ‘k"a’ and “ja’ (in the high tone) are used to
end polite questions; ‘k®rub’ (a male term) can be used both in affirmatives and
interrogatives. The mitigating terms ‘na’, ‘noi’, ‘noi na ’ can be ended by these polite

ending terms to redress face-threatening acts.
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As a matter of fact, utterances can sound polite without these polite terms. The
tone of voice and lengthening the vowel of the final word in an utterance can soften the
degree of threats of face.

2.8 Conclusions

Apart from linguistic norms, L2 learners who are fully competent in the
conventions of language use in their L1 must learn and experience new and different
sociocultural norms. According to studies in the communication field, all interlocutors
rely on their ‘implicit theories’ or the so-called ‘commonsense theories of social
cognition’ about the fundamental functions of talk. The implicit theories are culture-
based; they are used by individuals in a cultural group as a basis for their underlying
assessments of choice for conversational strategies to achieve their interactional goals. In
making a request in one culture, speakers of such cultures learn shared implicit
knowledge of what strategy is permissible and culturally preferred in a particular
situation in which they are involved. Kim and Wilson (1994) suggest five interactive
constraints which constitute standards for ‘social appropriateness’ or appropriate
communication performance; namely, (1) concern for clarity, (2) concern for minimizing
imposition, (3) concern for avoiding hurting the hearer’s feelings, (4) concern for
avoiding negative evaluation by the hearer, and (5) concern for effectiveness. These
constraints may va<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>