
IFL project
Recruitments session, 21 March 2011

Giovanni Rossi



Processing 

Formulation





Requesting 
Directing
Recruiting
Enlisting
Control acts
…



Woottonian

Wootton 1997, Tomasello 2008, Blum-Kulka
1987, Curl & Drew 2008, Becker 1982, …

Goodwinian

Goodwin 1990, Wingard 2006, Vine 2009, ...

Requests

Directives



Searlian

Searle 1969, Brown & Levinson 1987, 
Wierzbicka 1991, le Pair 1996, Watts 2003, 
Upadhyay 2003, Sato 2008, Couper-Kuhlen
2011, …

Directives

Requests
Commands



Recruitments (or control acts)
Proposals
Invitations
Offers
Directives

Requests
Commands, Orders, Prohibitions
Instructions



…information?

YES in the past
Searle (1969: 69) “asking is really a special case of

requesting” 
Clark 1979, Clark & Shunk 1980, …

NO nowadays
Lindström 2005, Heinemann 2006, Curl & Drew 2008, …

But Tomasello (2008: 84) “it is most natural to classify
questions as requests for information” 





Tomasello (2008)

Three basic social intentions or motives for
humans
Requesting
Informing (Helping)
Sharing



Tomasello (2008)

“Chimpanzees pointing for humans to desired
food is not a cooperative imperative as the 
ape is not informing the human of his desire –
and he has no expectation that, if he did, the 
human would care”

“But human recipients often do care” 
(pp. 84-85)

cooperative attitude



Searle (1969, 1975, 1976), Austin (1955) 

Speech acts consist in the production of 
linguistic forms under certain conditions



Searle (1969, 1975, 1976)

Conditions for the performance of a REQUEST
Essential = the act counts as an attempt to get H 

to do A
Propositional content = future act A of H
Preparatory = a) H is able to do A

b) H won’t do A of his own accord
Sincerity = S wants H to do A



Searle (1969, 1975, 1976)

Can you pass the salt?

Are you able to pass the salt?



Clark (1979)

Can you pass the salt?
Conventionality of means (semantic device)
Conventionality of form (syntactic device)

Are you able to pass the salt?
Conventionality of means
Conventionality of form



Searle (1975) 
Clark & Lucy (1975) 

Gordon & Lakoff (1975)
Morgan (1978)

Clark (1979) 
Can you pass the salt?

literal meaning: are you able to
indirect meaning: pass it

>> Literal meaning is part of the understanding
process



Clark (1979), Clark & Shunk (1980) 

Can you pass the salt?
Yes, sure I can

When do recipients respond to the literal meaning?
1) Was it intended seriously or pro forma?

Can you tell me the time?

2) How polite is to respond to it?
May I have the salt?



Gibbs (1979, 1983) , Sadock (1972, 1974)

People do not always compute the literal
meaning

“Idiomatic” understanding process
Can you pass the salt? ≈ How do you do



Ervin-Tripp et al. (1987)

Contextually-based model of processing
Recipients start from the situation
The situation creates an a priori probability of

certain activity trajectories
Recipients process language only enough to check

incongruities with the projected action



Ervin-Tripp (1976), (1981)

Social relations among top-down cues

Student: Could we put the garbage can 
over there?

Landlady: Why, Ayhan, I didn’t know you 
had a roommate!





Francik & Clark (1985), Gibbs (1986)

Speakers asses what reasons there may be for 
the addressee not complying, and then 
formulate an utterance to deal with the 
greatest potential obstacle 



Extraordinary parallelism in linguistic resources 
and strategies in Tzeltal, Tamil and English

>> Underlying powerful universal pressures



Face
Negative: freedom of action
Positive: approval, appreciation

Face Threatening Acts (FTAs)
requests one of the main ones



Politeness strategies
Positive Lend us two quid, wouldja mate?
Negative Would you have time to drop by?
Off-record It’s hot in here
Bald on record Help!

Police, put your hands up!



Politeness strategies
- not “norms”, but solutions to satisfy wants
- not necessarily conscious
- meant to encompass:

innovative plans of action
routines

- rational bases for conventions



House & Kasper 1981
Weizman 1985
Blum-Kulka 1987
Blum-Kulka et al. 1989
Cohen & Olshtain 1993
Garcìa 1993
Le Pair 1996
Upadhyay 2003
Kallia 2005
Lee 2005
Tsuzuki et al. 2005
Féliz-Brasdefer 2009
Ogiermann 2009
…

English
Hebrew
Spanish
German
Danish
Chinese
Japanese
Greek
Persian
Nepali
…



Direct strategies (Impositives)
1 - mood derivable "Clean up that mess“
2 - performatives "I am asking you to clean up“
3 - hedged performatives "I would like to ask you to clean up“
4 - obligation statements "You must clean up“
5 - want statements "I want you to clean up“

Conventionally indirect strategies
6 - suggestory formulae "How about cleaning up“
7 - query preparatory: e.g. ability, willingness, as conventionalized 

in the language

Non-conventionally indirect strategies (hints)
8 - strong hints: partial reference to the element in question 

"You've left the kitchen in a mess"
9 - mild hints: no reference to the request proper

Blum-Kulka et al. 1989



Goal:
establish patterns of realization of the speech 
act (e.g. requests) under different social 
constraints in different languages



Collecting comparable data for requests in a 
range of socially controlled situations for 
seven different language varieties "would 
have been virtually impossible under field 
conditions" (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 13)

>> Discourse-Completion Test 



An example of cross-cultural pragmatic finding:

The use of impositives follows a similar trend across 
the different situations in all languages

But the proportion of impositives used within each 
situation varies with language



Wierzbicka (1985, 1991)
“The flat imperative, which in English can be felt to

be more offensive than swearing, in Polish
constitutes one of the softer options in issuing
directives” (1991: 35)

In Polish, “if I ask you to do something for me, and I 
think we are close, I will assume that you will do 
what I want you to do” (1991: 52)



Wierzbicka (1985, 1991)
“Directness” or “indirectness” are too general

concepts

Every culture has its own “logic”

“It is important to link norms of interaction with
specific cultural values, such as autonomy of the 
individual in Anglo-Saxon culture or cordiality and 
warmth in Polish culture” 

(1991: 64)



Ervin-Tripp (1976) on American directives

Need statements ‘I need a match’.
Imperatives ‘Gimme a match’, ‘A match’.
Embedded imperatives      ‘Could you gimme a match?’
Permission directives           ‘May I have match?’
Question directives ‘Gotta match?’
Hints ‘The matches are all gone’



Ervin-Tripp (1976)

Social distribution of forms shows them to occur
systematically according to:
Familiarity
Rank
Territoriality
Whether or not a duty is normally expected
…



Wootton (1997, 2005)

Request form selection may depend on 
contingent factors that cannot be
appreciated until considered within the 
sequential development of the interaction

Example: getting down the high-chair
Like get out now
Lift out dad



Schegloff (1979)

Offers are structurally preferred to requests as
a way of getting transfers accomplished

A pre-request can get an offer next, obviating
the need of actually doing the request



Levinson (1983)
Sequence-types preference ranking

(i)  - Position 1: (pre-request)
- Position 4: (response to non-overt request)

(ii) - Position 1: (pre-request)
- Position 2': (offer)
- Position 3': (acceptance of offer)

(iii) - Position 1: (pre-request)
- Position 2: (go-ahead)
- Position 3: (request)
- Position 4: (compliance)



Levinson (1983)
Sequence-types preference ranking

(i)  - Have you got Embassy Gold? (pre-request)
-Yes dear ((provides))  (response  to non-overt request)

(ii) - Are you going to the party tonight? (pre-request)
-Yes would you like a lift? (offer)
- Oh I’d love one (acceptance of offer)

(iii) - Do you have Marlboros? (pre-request)
-Yes (go-ahead)
- Two packs please (request)
- Here you are ((provides)) (compliance)



Goodwin (1990)
Lindström (2005)
Heinemann (2006)
Taleghani-Nikazm (2006)
Curl & Drew (2008)
Craven & Potter (2010)
Zinken (frth.)



Curl & Drew (2008), Drew (2010, MPI)
Could/Would you X vs. I wonder if X

Entitlement +

Entitlement -

Contingency +

Contingency -

Imperatives   -------- I need you to      ------- Modals     ---------- I wonder if



Entitlement
- not restricted to institutional roles
- pervasive fact also in intimate interaction
(rights and obligations)

Contingencies
Porch Dinner
“Pa- may > I have a< c- c’n I have the gravy?
((as the gravy is being pushed away on the table))


