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INTRODUCTION 

The present thesis provides a thorough account of the speech act of requesting and its 

pragmatic features in English and Italian film conversation, on the one hand, and in 

translation for dubbing from English into Italian, on the other hand. Its aim is thus two-fold. 

The focus on English and Italian requests allows gaining an insight into the similarities and 

differences of the pragmatic and (im)polite behaviour, as well as the linguistic patterns of 

requests in English and in Italian film speech. On the other hand, the focus on dubbing 

translation contributes to a yet largely unexplored area, namely the way in which pragmatic 

phenomena and pragmatic language features, such as (im)politeness, travel across languages 

in the translation process. The fact that the background of the analysis is audiovisual 

translation also allows examining the impact that non-verbal codes making up the complex 

semiotic whole of which film dialogue is but one component (suprasegmental features of 

characters’ speech, as well as aural and visual information) have on the pragmatics of 

translated requests.  

The research contributes to two areas where academic work is still scant and, therefore, it 

purports to fill these gaps. The first area, which inscribes itself in the field of cross-cultural 

pragmatics, concerns the understanding of the pragmatics and the (im)politeness of requests 

produced by English and Italian speakers, form a cross-cultural viewpoint. No study has, to 

date, investigated requests or any other pragmatic act in English and Italian spontaneous 

speech from a comparative perspective, so possible cross-cultural pragmatic differences or 

similarities are still unknown. Apart from English and Italian, and speaking more broadly, 

studies on how speech acts, as well as the (im)polite import inhering in them, are realised by 

speakers from differing lingua-cultures have almost exclusively relied on data obtained 

through elicited speech (Márquez-Reiter 2000, Alcón-Soler 2008, Flores-Salgado 2011, 

Economidou-Kogetsidis and Woodfield 2012). However, there has been ample academic 

debate on the fact that speech acts produced under elicitation methods cannot be compared to 

speech acts as they are issued in real-life exchanges (Johnston et al. 1998, Golato 2003, Clark 

and Beebe 2006, Flöck 2016). This is due to a series of reasons, including the influence of the 

researcher’s presence on the speaker’s linguistic output and the fact that exchanges (and 

possible incidents thereof) occurring in a fictional scenario made  up by the researcher, do not 

have consequences on the speakers’ rapport, as happens in real life.  
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The originality of this study consists in offering an insight into how requests are linguistically 

realised, as well as how (im)politeness is conveyed through them, in film dialogue which, 

although differing in many respects from spontaneous conversation, is presumably more 

similar to it than conversation elicited through discourse completions tests or role plays. In 

view of this, contingent similarities or divergences in the pragmatic features of requests, as 

used by English and Italian film speakers, allow generating hypotheses about the pragmatic 

requestive behaviour of real-life English and Italian speakers, to be tested by future 

investigations on spontaneous conversation. The findings and the hypotheses resulting from 

the present research cannot in any way be extended to spontaneous speech but are 

undoubtedly thought-provoking in this sense.  

The second area to which the present research offers its contribution belongs to Translation 

Studies, with special focus to Audiovisual Translation Studies, and involves aspects related to 

pragmatics from a translational perspective. The relationship between pragmatics and 

Translation Studies still constitutes new ground in academic circles, and issues such as how 

pragmatic features of language, in particular (im)politeness, travel across linguistic systems 

and how they are handled by translators1, still need extensive enquiry. This study sets out to 

fill this gap by examining translation trends, as well translators’ strategies observed in Italian 

dubbed dialogues translated from English, and by proposing possible explanations for the 

patterns that emerge. Among the most outstanding patterns observed in the translation 

analysis there is, for instance, pragmatic hybridization, a phenomenon whereby translated 

requests exhibit features both belonging to the source language system and to the target 

language system.   

As for the methodology adopted, the research is corpus-based and the data is represented 

by request realization strategies and pragmatic modification strategies collected from three 

film language varieties: (1) original English, (2) dubbed Italian and (3) original Italian. The 

research takes an onomasiological approach, in that the criterion for the collection and 

annotation of requests is not their linguistic realization but the pragmatic function of their 

 
1 In dubbing translation, it is hardly possible to attribute linguistic strategies observed by the researcher 

to one figure, that of the translator, since the utterances ultimately produced by dubbing actors as heard in the 

target-language version are the result of the collaborative work of many figures: the translator, the adaptor (when 

the two are not the same person), the dubbing actor, the dubbing assistant and the dubbing director. However, 

when reference is made to how requests are translated, the focus and the interest of the research is the translation 

process proper, so that involving translation-adaptor. After this stage, the text undergoes only minor 

manipulations by the other figures involved in the dubbing process (Martínez 2004: 6), so it is sensible to 

speculate that substantial linguistic departures from the source text were made during the translation stage. 
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components. This means that classic query-based data collection methods adopted in corpus-

based studies of a semasiological nature, which follow a form-to function rather than a 

function-to-form criterion, were not suitable for the study. For this reason, data was collected 

“manually” and the creation of the three sub-corpora (one for each language variety) was 

made possible through watching the films selected for data collection and through the 

annotation of requests, each time these were issued by on-screen characters.  The requests 

annotated and categorized following taxonomies adopted in previous studies were 

subsequently analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively. Quantitative data is used both in 

the cross-linguistic account of request features in English and in Italian dialogues and in the 

translational account of requests in dubbed Italian. Qualitative data, on the other hand, is 

mainly resorted to in the description of the role that non-verbal information in film 

translation, including audiovisual constraints proper of dubbing, have on the translation of 

requests, from a pragmatic viewpoint.  

Qualitative analyses focus on single request pairs made up of the original English utterance 

and its translated utterance in dubbed dialogue and consist in case studies where translation 

strategies and translators’ choices are discussed against the background of the non-verbal 

semiotic whole in which the request is embedded. Quantitative analyses, which also avail 

themselves of the affordances of statistical methods, allow bringing to light the major trends 

concerning the linguistic realization of requests with a focus on their pragmatic and (im)polite 

import in the two film languages, as well as the major translation patterns emerging from the 

double comparison between original English and dubbed Italian, on the one hand, and dubbed 

Italian and original Italian, on the other hand.  

Both in the cross-linguistic part of the thesis, which involves the comparison between 

English and Italian, and in the translation part, which involves dubbed dialogues analysed 

against original English and original Italian dialogues, requests are investigated from a 

pragmalinguistic viewpoint and from the viewpoint of the communicative context. In the 

former approach, the focus is on the realization strategies and on the pragmatic modifiers 

through which requests are issued in the three language varieties, independently of the 

communicative on-screen contexts in which characters interact. In the latter approach, on the 

contrary, three pragmatic variables which contribute to shaping the communicative context 

where the request is uttered and which were selected for the present research were included 

into the analysis: (1) the degree of intimacy or distance between interactants, (2) the presence 

or absence of power imbalance between them and (3) the presence or absence of implicated 
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criticism carried by some requests. The three variables were chosen because, based on 

previous studies, they were hypothesised to bear on the pragmatic behaviour and on the 

(im)polite import of the speech act. In the communicative context approach, requests were 

thus investigated against the influence that these parameters might have had on their different 

linguistic realizations and so on their pragmatic and (im)polite load.  

The thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 provide the reader with the 

theoretical background useful to interpret the findings of the research and to place them in the 

current state of the art. Chapter 1 provides the theoretical framework for the speech act of 

requesting and for (im)politeness research, more broadly. Chapter 2 reviews the main studies 

carried out on film dialogue, Translation Studied and Audiovisual Translation, from a 

pragmatic perspective, with special focus on dubbing which is of relevance for the present 

investigation. Chapter 3 is dedicated to the methodological approach adopted and explains 

how data collection was performed. In Chapter 3, the taxonomy containing the pragmatic 

categories that make up requests, used to first annotate and then codify the data is presented, 

together with the criteria followed for data annotation. Chapter 4 focuses on the analysis of 

requests in English and Italian film speech and thus represents the part of the thesis which 

deals with issues of film dialogue in the two languages from a cross-cultural pragmatic 

perspective. Chapter 5 introduces the data relative to the translational part of the research and 

deals with translation patterns and translators’ strategies in terms of pragmatic features and 

(im)politeness of requests. Chapter 6 critically discusses the data laid out in Chapters 4 and 5, 

by grouping them into macro topics and by generating speculations against previous scholarly 

work on similar issues, where this is possible. To conclude, Chapter 7 summarizes the main 

findings as well as the hypotheses put forward throughout the thesis and points out areas and 

issues which particularly deserve further enquiry, to foster the debate in light of the 

contributions offered by the study.  
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Chapter 1 - (IM)POLITENESS RESEARCH AND THE SPEECH ACT OF 

REQUESTING 

This chapter provides an overview of the main tenets characterizing politeness and 

impoliteness research, from its inception to more recent research strands. The chapter is 

structures as follows: Section 1.1 traces the history of politeness research and reviews its main 

tenets and theoretical underpinnings. Section 1.2 shifts the focus to impoliteness research, an 

academic discipline which has only recently gained momentum. Section 1.3 introduces the 

reader to Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) coding scheme for requests and is useful for a thorough 

understanding of how requests can be realized and pragmatically modified. Section 1.4 zooms 

in on the speech act of requesting and provides an overview of its features and of the 

scholarly work carried out on it.  

Notions of politeness and impoliteness are relevant for the present study, since its focus is 

on requests which are face-threatening acts and, through them, speakers can express polite 

beliefs towards the hearer, as well as impolite beliefs. On the other hand, a thorough 

theoretical overview of the speech act of requesting allows the reader to become familiar with 

its pragmatics features and with past methodological tools for its investigation which are also 

adopted by this study. Ultimately, the studies of requests reviewed allow the reader to better 

understand the context in which the present research inserts itself, thus contributing to filling 

existing gaps.  

 

 

1.1 POLITENESS RESEARCH 
 

The first time reference was made to linguistic politeness in academic circles, is in Lakoff’s 

widely cited work “The Logic of Politeness, or, Minding your p’s and q’s” (1973). Referring 

to speakers’ pragmatic competence, Lakoff posited the existence of two abilities: “Be clear”, 

which is reminiscent of Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975), and “Be polite”. Lakoff’s 

contention was that, in view of the importance of the maintenance of good rapport in 

interpersonal communication, being polite takes precedence over being pragmatically clear 
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(1973, 297) and proposed a politeness principle consisting of three rules (1973, 298): “Don’t 

impose” (rule 1), “Give options” (rule 2) and “Make A feel good, be friendly” (rule 3).  

Later on, drawing on Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975), Brown and Levinson’s work 

“Politeness: some Universals in Language Usage” (1978/1987) represented the very first, 

pioneering contribution to politeness research which made it become an independent field of 

enquiry. The scholars proposed a theoretical framework comprising linguistic strategies for 

performing politeness, with a focus on speech acts. However, to fully understand the tenets of 

Brown and Levinson’s theory and before expanding on it, reference to Goffman’s previous 

work “Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior” (1967) is needed.  

Goffman was credited with having coined the notion of “face” which has dominated 

politeness research in the past and continues to be greatly influential in conceptualizing and 

explaining how people produce and perceive (im)polite language. Goffman defined face as: 

“The positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he 

has taken during a particular contact. Face is an image of self, delineated in terms of approved 

social attributes” (1967, 5). Goffman thinks of face as the positive image that everyone of us 

wants the others to recognize and relates to how we want to be perceived in the course of 

verbal exchanges. In the scholar’s view, to avoid or redress the sometimes inevitable damage 

to the hearer’s face, interactants have to engage in “face-work” (1967, 12), which designates 

linguistic strategies for avoiding conflict and restoring harmony, by redressing the potential 

face damage incurred in during potentially conflicting exchanges.  

Brown and Levinson (1978, 1987) elaborated on Goffman’s notion of face and coined two 

different labels for it, namely positive face and negative face. Positive face refers to people’s 

desire to be liked and approved of by others, while negative face is the desire to act 

autonomously and be free from others’ impositions.  Positive face is defined as: “the want of 

every member that his wants be desirable to at least some others […] in particular, it includes 

the desire to be ratified, understood, approved of, liked or admired” (1987, 62) and negative 

face is “the want of every competent adult member that his actions be unimpeded by others” 

(1987, 62). Brown and Levinson drew on Speech Act Theory (Austin 1962, Searle 1969) and 

argued that some speech acts intrinsically threaten face, either negative or positive face, thus 

demeaning the interlocutor’s desire to be appreciated and his/her desire to be autonomous 

from others’ imposition, respectively. For instance, a request or a piece of advice threaten the 

hearer’s negative face, since they impinge upon his/her freedom of action, while a criticism or 
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a reprimand threaten his/her positive face wants, because they undermine his/her desire for 

approbation. Brown and Levinson label these speech acts “face-threatening acts” (herein 

FTA’s). To avoid social conflict, which an FTA is likely to generate, the speaker can choose 

from a set of linguistic strategies for mitigating face threat and restoring interpersonal comity. 

The strategy chosen to redress face depends, in the scholars’ opinion, on two sociopragmatic 

variables which regulate the rapport between speaker and hearer, namely the degree of social 

distance and relative power, as well as the degree of imposition brought about by the 

object/action involved in the FTA. 

Speakers have a set of linguistic “super-strategies” (Brown and Levinson 1987, 69) to 

choose from when mitigating an FTA: in the first place, they can decide to perform it or not. 

If they decide to perform it, they can opt for the “off-record” strategy, which consists in only 

giving hints, on which hearers can rely to infer the speaker’s real illocutionary intent, or for 

the “on-record” strategy, through which the illocutionary intent is communicated explicitly. 

Going on-record can in turn entail the presence of face redress strategies or their absence, in 

which case no attempt at politeness is made and the strategy is called “bald-on record”. If, on 

the contrary, speakers opt for face redress and so decide to mitigate the imposition inherent in 

the FTA, they can either mitigate face threat by appealing to the interlocutor’s positive face 

wants (Brown and Levinson, 1987, 103), or by appealing to the interlocutor’s negative face 

wants (Brown and Levinson, 1987, 70). In the first scenario, linguistic strategies are adopted 

which soften or minimize the impositive load carried by the request and include, for instance, 

strategies whereby the speaker asks for the hearer’s ability or willingness to perform an 

action, rather than using imperative forms (e.g. “Can you pass the salt?” instead of “Pass the 

salt”) or pragmatic modifiers that downplay the effort involved in the action (e.g. “If you 

drive me to the supermarket and wait for me, I will only be inside for a couple of minutes”). In 

the second scenario, on the other hand, face redress is reached by appealing to the hearer’s 

want to feel liked and cared about and encompasses strategies such as using terms of 

endearment within the request (e.g. “My dear, pass the salt”) or paying a compliment (e.g. 

“Your hair is amazing! Can you tell me what your hairdresser is?”). To conclude, bald on-

record strategies do not involve any form of mitigation (e.g. “Help me with the cleaning”). 

Brown and Levinson’s contention is that the level of pragmatic directness or indirectness 

of an FTA (which they equate with less and more politeness, respectively) and the choice of 

the four aforementioned linguistic strategies for performing an FTA vary according to the 
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speakers’ calculation of: social distance between interactants, relative power (whether there is 

a power imbalance between requester and requestee) and ranking of imposition of the action 

involved in the FTA. The scholars propose the following formula for the calculation of the 

politeness degree required for a given FTA, which in turn determines the linguistic strategy to 

choose: Wx = D (S; H) + P (H; S) + Rx. Wx stands for “weightiness of the FTA” and 

ultimately determines which of the four super-strategies the speaker will select, depending on 

the level of politeness required, D is the degree of social distance between speaker (S) and 

hearer (H), P is the degree of power imbalance between speaker and hearer (if there is any) 

and Rx is the ranking of imposition of the action involved in the FTA. The ranking of 

imposition refers to how “costly” the object of the FTA is. In the case of criticism, 

complaining with someone about his/her driving is less costly than complaining about his/her 

dishonesty as a friend. Simialrly, in requests, asking someone to lend a pen does not carry the 

same degree of imposition as asking to borrow one hundred dollars. 

Later on, always drawing on Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975) and on Speech Act 

Theory (Austin 1962, Searle 1969), in “Principles of Pragmatics” (1983), Leech introduces 

his theory of politeness consisting of “maxims” which he labels Politeness Principle. Leech’s 

assumption underlying the model and the communication of politeness is: “Minimize (other 

things being equal) the expression of impolite beliefs [...] Maximize (other things being equal) 

the expression of polite beliefs” (1983, 81). Leech’s Politeness Principle consists of six 

maxims: maxim of tact, maxim of generosity, maxim of approbation, maxim of modesty, 

maxim of agreement and maxim of sympathy (Leech 1983, 132): 

(I) TACT MAXIM: minimize cost to O, [and maximize benefit to O] 

(II) GENEROSITY MAXIM: minimize benefit to S, [and maximize cost to S] 

(III) APPROBATION MAXIM: minimize dispraise of O, [and maximize praise of O] 

(IV) MODESTY MAXIM: minimize praise to S, [and maximize dispraise to S] 

(V) AGREEMENT MAXIM: minimize disagreement between S and O [and maximize 

agreement between S and O] 

(VI) SYMPATHY MAXIM: minimize antipathy between S and O [and maximize 

sympathy between S and O]. 
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By introducing these maxims, Leech maintains that while Grice’s Cooperative Principle 

accounts for how people convey indirect meaning through implicatures, his own model of 

politeness explains why indirect meaning (and implicatures therein) are preferred over 

directness and clarity, for reasons of politeness.  

Subsequently, Fraser and Nolen (1981) contributed to paving the way for a discourse-

based approach to politeness, considering that up to this point politeness had only been 

investigated at the utterance level and had only focused on the speaker’s output, thus fully 

ignoring the role of the hearer in the construal of (im)politeness. The scholars introduced the 

notion of Conversational Contract (CC) which posits that, when starting a conversation, 

speakers bring with them a set of rights, on the one hand, and obligations, on the other hand, 

that both speaker and hearer hold and that shape the interaction. These rights and obligations 

are mutually held and manifest and may well change in the course of interaction: an 

interactant can become more powerful and hence gain more rights than obligations, or vice-

versa. The novelty of such an approach to politeness is that the hearer came to be included in 

the picture, together with the speaker. Evaluations of (im)politeness grow out of, and depend 

upon, the respect (or lack thereof) of these rights and obligations: in the case of requests, for 

instance, the requester will select a certain linguistic strategy which reaches the level of 

politeness required, depending on how legitimate his/her request is (how entitled he/she is to 

ask something of the hearer) and how the hearer is expected or obliged to comply with it 

(Fraser 1990, 233).  

Worth mentioning is also Terkourafi’s (2005) contribution to politeness research. The 

scholar is credited with having introduced a frame-based approach to politeness, previously 

taken by Aijmer (1996). According to Terkourafi, “it is the regular co-occurrence of particular 

types of context and particular linguistic expressions […] that create the perception of 

politeness” (2005, 248). The scholar took the notion of linguistic frames (Goffman 1974, 

Fillmore 1976, Tannen 1993, Escandell-Vidal 1996) and applied it to politeness. According to 

the frame-based approach, the use of a particular degree of politeness in interactions is often 

harnessed to certain regular communicative situations (aka frames), so the speaker selects 

certain politeness formulae over others, because these are conventionally and routinely 

associated to that type of exchange which has occurred many times in the past and which is 

stored in the speaker’s memory. Terkourafi argues that frames can then create expectations, in 
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both speakers and hearers, concerning the level of politeness required in a given type of 

communicative situation. 

In “Rapport management: a framework for analysis” (2000), Spencer-Oatey introduces the 

notion of rapport management as an alternative to Goffman’s and Brown and Levinson’s 

facework. She distinguishes between face (corresponding to Brown and Levinsons’s positive 

face) and sociality rights (corresponding to Brown and Levinson’s negative face). Face is 

further subdivided into: quality face, relational face and social identity face. Quality face is 

the need to feel appreciated as an individual and for one’s own competences and qualities 

(which more closely overlaps with Brown and Levinson’s positive face), relational face is the 

want for one’s abilities and qualities to be recognized by the social group to which one 

belongs, social identity face is the desire for other people to acknowledge and uphold one’s 

social identities and roles. Sociality rights, on the other hand, refer to the collective dimension 

of the individual and his/her entitlements as to what to expect of others. They include two 

(seemingly contradictory) needs: equity rights and association rights. The first represent the 

need to be unimpeded by others and to be autonomous (which corresponds to Brown and 

Levinson’s negative face), while the second represents the desire to feel involved in the 

collective life of a community or group.  

Until 2000, studies investigating politeness-related phenomena had always had, as their 

unit of analysis, the single speech act and had only placed their focus on the speaker. The year 

2000 was a watershed, since it marked the advent of the so-called “discursive turn” or “post-

modern turn” (Eelen 2001, Mills 2003, Watts 2003, Locher 2006, Locher and Watts 2005). 

This new line of thinking of politeness advocated for the need to abandon theories and 

methodological approaches which were utterance-based and speaker-based and so failed to 

conceptualize (im)politeness at the discourse level. This new approach focused instead on the 

developing and on the negotiation of (im)politeness (impoliteness starting to receive duly 

attention) at the discourse level. From a methodological viewpoint, the unit of analysis ceased 

to be the single utterances, isolated from their communicative context, and came to include 

the multiple turns constitutive of conversation, through which (im)politeness evaluation by 

both speakers and hearers are generated, change and are continuously re-shaped during 

interaction. More prominene was given to the figure of the hearer and his/her evaluations of 

(im)politeness, as well as to the speaker’s utterances and his/her (im)polite intent. Scholars 

advocated for larger units of analysis, namely entire speech events and chunks of discourse, 
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rather than single utterances (Haugh 2007, 14) and brought to the fore the interactants’ 

conversational struggle over evaluations of what constitutes polite or impolite behaviour. 

Scholars of the discursive turn also argued that politeness should not be an abstract and 

merely theoretical concept designed by the analyst but should move from the real speakers’ 

evaluations and metapragmatic comments, which should be used as a starting point for 

building a theoretical framework (Eelen 2001, 253; Watts 2003, 143). From a methodological 

point of view, the discursive turn advocated for the use of corpora and their affordances which 

made it possible to collect and investigate data from real-life interactions. This allowed 

analysts to base their research hypotheses and to develop theories from genuine pieces of 

conversation and not from their own intuitions.  

Among the most well-known representatives of the discursive turn are Locher and Watts 

(2008) who conceive of politeness as a social behaviour which does not occur in a vacuum 

but is tied to the context, is negotiated by interactants and, as a consequence, is subject to 

change. They maintain that speakers’ norms and expectations concerning (im)polite 

behaviour in a given communicative event can derive from past experiences in which the 

speaker has found him/herself in a similar setting, place and time. In this respect, Locher and 

Watts echo Terkourafi’s frame-based approach to politeness and maintain that “frames are 

cognitive conceptualizations of forms of appropriate and inappropriate behaviour that 

individuals have constructed through their own histories of social practice” (Locher and Watts 

2008, 78). The scholars coined the term relational work, as an alternative to Brown and 

Levinson’s facework, which harks back to Halliday’s (1973) interpersonal level of 

communication (Locher and Watts 2005, 11) and which highlights the fact that politeness is 

not tied to a single individual’s face but is rather a dynamic and fluid notion co-constructed by 

both speaker and hearer during interaction. 

Another contribution to the discursive turn was given by Watts (1992) who introduced the 

concept of politic behaviour. The scholar argues that politeness and impoliteness are not 

dichotomous concepts, because there exists a continuum going from what is (evaluated as) 

impolite to what is (evaluated as) polite. In the middle of this continuum there is politic 

behaviour, which stands to designate the “normal”, unmarked behaviour (neither polite, nor 

impolite) that speakers expect of their interlocutors in a particular interaction, based on 

previous similar communicative contexts and on the norms that the regularity of such contexts 

have set with time. For instance, responding to a greeting with a greeting or thanking 
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someone for a gift received is part of politic behaviour and is neither polite nor impolite. 

According to Watts, politic behaviour is not salient, so it passes unnoticed and it is not 

remembered, whereas behaviour which is marked towards an excess of impoliteness or also 

an excess of politeness (over-polite behaviour), is noticed, remembered and evaluated 

negatively, since it deviates from the norm. 

To conclude with this brief review of the main politeness scholars and their theories, worth 

mentioning is Haugh (2013, 1) who forcefully argues that (im)politeness research should 

focus on evaluations of (im)polite speech rather than simply base itself on single utterances 

and consider them inherently (im)polite. These evaluations cannot but emerge during 

interaction and are co-constructed by participants, so the scholar argues for a discourse-based 

methodological approach. One reason why (im)politeness should be studied in its context is 

that, quite frequently, the speaker intents to be polite or impolite but the hearer does not 

perceive him/her as such, or vice versa (Haugh 2013, 2). According to the scholar, analysts 

should conceptualize evaluations and productions of (im)polite speech as a real “social 

practice” in and of itself (Haugh 2013, Kadar and Haugh 2013) and not as phenomena which 

are only constituents of conversation. Referring to the discursive feature of (im)politeness, 

Haugh argues that evaluations of (im)politeness by participants in a conversation influence 

their next linguistic moves, which in turn determine future evaluations of (im)politeness that 

will in turn influence the formulation of new utterances, and so on. This chain of 

(im)politeness evaluations generated by and in turn generating other instances of 

(im)politeness was labelled reflexive (im)politeness (Haugh 2013, 9). Haugh goes on to argue 

that speakers ground their evaluations of linguistic behaviour as polite or impolite, 

appropriate or inappropriate, on the so-called moral order which scholar Garfinkel (1964, 35-

36) had previously described as the “taken for granted”, “seen but not noticed”, “expected, 

background features of everyday scenes”. The moral order which dictates the appropriate 

social norms of a particular interaction, in a particular communicative context, to which 

speakers appeal and which hearers expect is also co-construed and jointly constructed by 

participants: it is not stable or fixed a priori but changes as the conversation proceeds (Haugh 

2015). Next section introduces the more recent line of research on impoliteness. 
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1.2 IMPOLITENESS RESEARCH 
 

“Impoliteness comes about when: (1) the speaker communicates face-attack intentionally, or (2) the hearer 

perceives and/or constructs behaviour as intentionally face-attacking, or a combination of (1) and (2)” 

(Culpeper 2005, 38) 

From the above definition given by Culpeper (2005), it emerges that impoliteness can also 

constitute intentional and deliberate attacking behaviour and cannot be simply reduced to the 

absence of politeness, as had been conceptualized so far in early accounts of politeness 

research (Brown and Levinson 1987). Another definition is attempted by Bousfield (2008, 72) 

who argues that: “impoliteness constitutes the communication of intentionally gratuitous and 

conflictive verbal face-threatening acts which are purposefully delivered”.  

Scholarly work on impoliteness, initiated by Culpeper (1996) is more recent and arguably 

scanter than the work carried out on politeness (Eelen 2001). The fact that enquiries have 

mainly addressed politeness and arguably neglected impoliteness is not surprising, since 

politeness is more common in everyday interactions, geared as they are towards preventing 

social conflict and fostering social comity (Terkourafi 2008, Culpeper 2010, Chung Kwong 

Ho 2011) as opposed to impolite behaviour which, on the contrary, seeks to create 

disharmony (Culpeper et al. 2003). As Culpeper rightly put it (2010), polite behaviour is 

normal and unmarked, while intentionally impolite behaviour is noticed, commented upon 

and salient, since it challenges the norms of smooth interaction (Leech 2014, 219). Studies of 

impoliteness began to emerge (Culpeper 1996, Tracy and Tracy 1998, Culpeper et al. 2003, 

Mills 2003, Bousfield 2008, Bousfield and Locher 2008) to account for its undeniable 

presence in human rapport. 

Eelen (2001), for example, made the claim that in numerous frameworks proposed for the 

study of politeness (Fraser and Nolen 1981, Leech 1983, Arndt and Janney 1985, Blum-Kulka 

et al. 1989), impoliteness is seen as failed or absent politeness (e.g. failure to adequately 

redress an FTA) or, if we imagine a continuum where politeness and impoliteness mark the 

two ends, impoliteness is at the opposite end of politeness. For this reason, for many years, 

impoliteness lacked proper theorization and scholars continued to use frameworks employed 

in politeness research, such as the one designed by Brown and Levinson (Blum-Kulka 2005). 

If, on the one hand, one cannot deny that impolite behaviour may well arise when politeness 

is expected and the norms underlying it are breached (Culpeper 2011, 28), and consequently 
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impoliteness is not totally independent of politeness, on the other hand, impoliteness is 

sometimes intentional and used to attack face and, for this reason, it deserves to be framed 

and investigated in its own right (Culpeper et al. 2003).  

In his pioneering work on linguistic impoliteness, Culpeper (1996, 356) proposed the 

following taxonomy of output strategies for performing impoliteness which was modelled on 

Brown and Levinson’s framework (1987) of output strategies for doing politeness:  

 

(a) Bald on record impoliteness: the face threatening act (FTA) is performed in a direct, clear, 

unambiguous and concise way where face is not irrelevant. 

(b) Positive impoliteness: the use of strategies designed to damage the addressee’s positive 

face wants. 

(c) Negative impoliteness: the use of strategies designed to damage the addressee’s negative 

face wants. 

(d) Sarcasm or mock politeness: the FTA is performed with the use of politeness strategies 

that are obviously insincere, and thus remain surface realizations.  

(e) Withhold politeness: the absence of politeness work where it would be expected. 

 

Bald-on record impoliteness output strategies encompass all unmitigated face-threatening 

acts, such as a request delivered through a bare imperative without mitigation (“Close the 

door”). Positive impoliteness output strategies encompass such instances as: excluding others 

from activities, seeking disagreement or using taboo words (Culpeper 1996, 357). Among 

negative impoliteness strategies there are: frightening others or invading others’ space. 

Sarcasm, also defined as mock politeness (Leech 1983) arises when the speaker uses formulae 

which are polite by convention of use but are meant to be taken as impolite by the hearer, who 

will infer impolite intentions through a mismatch between word and context or co-text. 

Sarcasm includes utterances such as: “You’ve been very kind to hung up on me yesterday” as 

a way of reproach. “Withholding politeness” encompasses instances where the 

communicative context, including social distance and power between speakers, rank of 

imposition of the object involved in an FTA and speakers’ roles, would have required 

politeness but this does not come about. Another case of withholding politeness presents itself 

when the speaker does use politeness but to a lower degree than is expected in a certain 
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situation. Someone receiving a gift and not saying “thank you” or a person whose life has just 

been rescued by someone and thanks the rescuer with a casual “thanks” are examples of less-

than-expected politeness. 

More recently, Culpeper (2001) expanded on the notion of impoliteness and, tackling the 

possible linguistic strategies through which it can come about, distinguished between 

conventionalized impoliteness formulae and non-conventionalized impoliteness. The first 

include a set of linguistic formulae which are inherently impolite and so are carriers of 

impoliteness by virtue of their semantic meaning, whereas non-conventionalized impoliteness 

is implicational (Culpeper 2011, 165-183), which means that the hearer has to infer impolite 

intentions from what is literally said. Non-conventionalized impoliteness includes form-

driven, convention-driven (internal and external) and context-driven impoliteness. Form-

driven impoliteness arises when the content of a given utterance is construed as impolite, 

considering the context, and encompasses: snide remarks, innuendos, or off-record 

impoliteness whereby the speaker communicates impolite beliefs by means of an implicature. 

Internal convention-driven implicational impoliteness includes sarcastic utterances where a 

polite comment, uttered sarcastically, is delivered after having attacked someone.  The blatant 

mismatch between polite and impolite utterances put together results in impoliteness. External 

convention-driven impoliteness happens when the mismatch is between what is said (politely) 

and the external, non-linguistic context (Culpeper 2011), including speaker’s prosody, 

gestures and non-verbal communication more broadly. To conclude, context-driven 

impoliteness includes: unmarked behavior, which comes about when the linguistic behaviour 

of a speaker runs counter to the expectations projected by an interactional context and 

absence of behavior which arises when politeness is expected but the speaker refrains from it. 

Research has also been carried out on the relationship between impoliteness, on the one 

hand, and power and gender, on the other hand. As for power, Culpeper (1996, 354) 

contended that an imbalance in power leads to instantiations of impoliteness where impolite 

behaviour is most often adopted by the more powerful to the less powerful party. Later on, 

Bousfield (2008, 150), speaking about the relationship between power and impoliteness, 

argued that impoliteness is not only used as a consequence of holding power but in order to 

claim one’s own power over the hearer, including cases in which the speaker intends to 

ostensibly challenge the other party’s assumption of being the powerful interactant. 
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Mills (2003) investigated the relationship between gender and (im)politeness and 

challenged the strongly-held assumption, argued for the first time in Lakoff (1973) that 

women are more polite than men, as a sign of powerlessness and social inferiority towards 

them. The scholar argued for the need to take into account other variables which might better 

explicate the different degrees of politeness used by women, like social class, employment 

and race, in the conviction that gender is not the sole factor which determines (im)politeness. 

Mills went on to say that there is no linguistic utterance which is inherently impolite: it is the 

context, the community of practice within which that utterance is embedded, as well as 

considerations of the moral order (Garfinkel 1964, 35-36) that confer the utterance an 

impolite charge (Mills 2003, 139). 

In conclusion, research on impoliteness has also addressed what Leech termed mock 

politeness and mock impoliteness, the latter also called banter (Leech 1983). Mock politeness 

arises when the speaker apparently uses politeness but his/her real intentions are those of 

conveying impoliteness, as happens with conversational irony (2014, 233). In being ironic, 

the speaker is “mocking” polite language with the real aim of attacking the hearer (e.g. 

speaker A says to speaker B: “Don’t get too tired helping me” when B is lazily slouched on 

the coach). On the other hand, mock impoliteness (or banter) works in the opposite way: the 

speaker uses impolite utterances with the aim of boosting the other’s positive face, since the 

underlying purpose of being rude is to strengthen in-group membership and create solidarity 

(A says to B, a very close friend: “Come on, you lazy fucker, get out of this house and join us 

outside”). Elaborating on mock impoliteness, Leech provided an explanation for this 

“reversed” and seeming paradoxical linguistic behaviour. Since two unknown and distant 

people would normally never breach norms of good conduct and behave impolitely, the 

speaker, by doing impoliteness, signals to his/her interlocutor that as he/she considers him/her 

an intimate friend to the extent that he/she can engage in impolite behaviour without risking 

undermining their rapport (Leech 2014, 239). Now that the theoretical background for 

politeness and impoliteness has been provided, next section focuses on the speech act of 

requesting. 
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1.3 THE SPEECH ACT OF REQUESTING 
 

Before delving into the notion of requests and to define its features, worth mentioning is 

Speech Act Theory (Austin 1962, Searle 1969), in particular Austin’s claim (1962) that not all 

utterances are analysable through truth-conditional semantics. According to Speech Act 

Theory and to its initiator Austin, we do not only use language to describe the world but also 

“do things” with words and accomplish actions by means of language, hence the label 

“Speech Acts” coined by the scholar. If I am requesting something of someone or I am 

apologizing to someone, no-one can say that my utterance is true or false, as is the case if I 

say: “Today the weather is nice” while it is raining cats and dogs. If anything, speech acts 

such as a request or an apology can be felicitous or infelicitous, namely people can question 

whether I sincerely intended to perform a request or an apology (Austin 1962, 14). Austin 

argued that when delivering an utterance, speakers perform three acts at once: a locutionary 

act, which represents the formal linguistic structure of the utterance, an illocutionary act, 

which represents the speaker’s intention underlying his/her utterance and a perlocutionary 

act, which is the effect the speaker want to bring about in the hearer when performing a 

speech act.  

Following Austin’s seminal work, Searle (1976) elaborated on his predecessor’s line of 

argument and refined Speech Act Theory, by proposing a taxonomy of speech acts whose 

categories are based on the speaker’s intention (illocutionary point):  

 

 

Type of speech   act Illocutionary point 

Assertives Commit the speaker to the truth of the expressed proposition.  

Directives Are attempts by the speaker to get the hearer to do something. 

Commissives Commit the speaker to a future course of action. 

Expressives Express a psychological state as specified in the sincerity 

condition. 



 

21 

 

Declarations Bring about changes in the status of affairs and rely on extra-

linguistic institutions.  

 

Requests belong to the “directive”2 category and are defined by Searle as: “attempts by the 

speaker to get the hearer to do something” (1976, 11). Requests can be considered as such 

when the following five felicity conditions obtain (H stands for “hearer” and A stands for the 

action requested): 

 

 

Propositional Content condition: Future act A of H 

Preparatory condition: 1. H is able to do A. 2. It is not obvious to both S and H that H will do 

A in the normal course of events of his own accord. 

Sincerity condition: S wants H to do A. 

Essential condition: Counts as an attempt to get H to do A. 

 

Another well-known definition of requests was proposed by Becker (1982, 1) who claimed 

that “a request refers inclusively to an utterance that is intended to indicate the speaker’s 

desire to regulate the behaviour of the listener – that is, to get the listener to do something”. 

The reader might wonder if there is any difference, in academic definitions, between a request 

and an order or command, based on the premise that to every speaker’s lay conceptions, 

“request” sounds more polite than “order”. There has been in fact academic debate over this 

issue. 

Searle (1969, 66) himself used “requests” as an umbrella term for this type of directive 

acts, although he conceded that orders are a particular kind of requests, in that the preparatory 

condition must also include that S (the speaker) is in a position of authority over H (the 

hearer). If we think about a bare command like “Finish your work by 6 p.m.”, we are more 

likely to think that the speaker issuing the directive is more powerful than the hearer 

(presumably his boss), than when we hear the same request framed as: “Could you finish your 

 
2Directives include requests and advice (Searle 1976): both speech acts are attempts to get the hearer to do 

something, the difference being that advice is for the benefit of the hearer and not of the speaker.  
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work by 6 p.m.?”. Along the same line, Tracy et al. (1984) expanded on this distinction and 

argued that if someone issues a request and not a command, they are seeking compliance 

while recognizing H’s right not to comply. In a similar vein, Leech (2014) viewed the 

difference between requests and commands as a matter of optionality: requests imply that S is 

giving option to H as to compliance or non-compliance, a condition which does not obtain in 

commands.  

Edmondson and House (1981, 99) provided an important contribution to the theoretical 

framework of requests and argued that, by their nature, they lay bare two conflicting 

tendencies in human communicative nature, namely the need, on the one hand, to achieve our 

own goals, which leads us to request actions in the first place and get others to do something 

for us, and the desire, on the other hand, to maintain social equilibrium and not to impose on 

others. The reason why requests are intertwined with politeness research lies in the tension 

between the transactional and the interpersonal function of language (Brown and Yule 1983) 

that emerges from this speech act. Speakers want, on the one hand, to communicate to hearers 

that they desire some action from them (transactional function), while at the same time 

showing concern for the their desire of freedom from imposition, thus attending to their 

negative face wants (Brown and Levinson 1987). To resolve this tension, the speaker resorts 

to politeness and frames the request in a socially appropriate way (Ogiermann 2009, 190). 

He/she can, for example, mitigate the request through verbs in the conditional mood, through 

hedging adverbs or by employing the politeness formula please. In the following request, for 

instance: “Could you possibly pick up the phone, please?”, all three are present. The speaker 

uses (1) a conditional form when asking about the preparatory condition (Searle 1976) for the 

request to be fulfilled (“Could you” instead of “can you”), (2) an adverb with a hedging 

function (possibly) and (3) the politeness marker “please”.  

Throughout this thesis, I will use the umbrella term “request” and will treat 

orders/commands as one of the possible linguistic strategies for delivering requests, labelled 

“bare imperative”, as will be shown in Section 3.4.2.  

Next section presents the first coding scheme devised for the analysis of requests and 

adopted in Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) study of requests within the Cross-Cultural Speech Act 

Realization Project. As will be shown, this coding scheme is worth being included in the 

theoretical framework, since its categories have been extensively used in past studies of 

requests and the model of analysis adopted in the present research is also based on it. Blum-
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Kulka et al.’s taxonomy of request categories greatly contributed to the theoretical definition 

of the speech act of requesting, in addition to being used as a methodological tool for the 

annotation of data in subsequent studies, since it first allowed breaking down requests into 

different components, each of them having manifold pragmatic functions. 

 

 

 

1.3.1 BLUM-KULKA ET AL.’S (1989) MODEL OF ANALYSIS 
 

Although a sketchy attempt at proposing a taxonomy of realization strategies through which a 

request can be issued was made by Ervin-Tripp (1976), the first model of analysis which 

accounted, in a systematic and comprehensive way, for the several ways in which a request 

can be realized and pragmatically mitigated/intensified was provided by Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989) within the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP). Blum-Kulka et 

al.’s model of analysis was pioneering, as already argued, in that it would be used by many 

scholars of requests in a number of cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics studies.  

The aim of the CCSARP was to analyse elicited requests and apologies both cross-

culturally and from an interlanguage pragmatics perspective. Researchers resorted to 

discourse completion tests (DCT’s) as the method for gathering data from native and non-

native speakers of eight languages and their varieties: Australian English, American English, 

British English, Canadian French, Danish, German, Hebrew and Russian. The project aimed 

to reveal whether there were differences in the realization of requests and apologies both 

between speakers from different cultures and between native and non-native speakers of the 

languages involved. Blum-Kulka et al.’s taxonomy proved to be exhaustive and, for this 

reason, it was used in most subsequent studies of requests (Márquez-Reiter 2000, Achiba 

2003, Alcón-Soler 2008, Rue and Zhang 2008, Schneider and Barron 2008, Flores Salgado 

2011, Wang 2011, Economidou-Kogetsidis and Helen Woodfield 2012, Flöck 2016). In view 

of its scope and importance, and since the model of analysis adopted in this research is based 

on it, it deserves to be reviewed here. 

Blum-Kulka et al.’s model of analysis breaks down requests into two functional 

components: the head act (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain 1984, 200), which is the clause 

containing the verb expressing the directive illocutionary point and is obligatory for a request 



 

24 

 

to exist, and internal/external pragmatic modification (Faerch and Kasper 1989). The head act 

can be realized through three macro realization strategies (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): direct 

(e.g. “Pass the pen”), conventionally indirect (e.g. “Can you pass the pen?”) and non-

conventionally indirect (e.g. “I need that pen but I can’t reach it”). The latter corresponds to 

the “off-record” strategy posited by Brown and Levinson (1987) and introduced in Section 1.1 

above, and is used when the speaker conveys his/her illocutionary intent only by hints.  

Internal and external modifiers, also called “pragmatic modifiers” (Leech 2014, Skovholt 

et al. 2014), are added to the head act, in the former case within the head act itself, in the latter 

case outside the head act, through a separate adjunct occurring either before or after it. 

Modifiers serve to either downgrade (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989), namely soften the 

illocutionary force of the request, or to upgrade (Blum Kulka et al. 1989, Trosborg 1995, 

Schauer 2009), namely strengthen the illocutionary force of the request. The former are called 

“downgrading modifiers” or “downgraders” and are used for reasons of face concern and 

politeness towards the addressee, while the latter are called “upgrading modifiers” or 

“upgraders” and are used to strengthen the speaker’s directive intent, often also implicating 

face attack and impoliteness. An example of downgrader is in the request: “Can you drive my 

nephew to school? If that’s not a problem”, where “If that’s not a problem” is an external 

downgrader, post-posted to the request, which mitigates its illocutionary force. An example of 

upgrader is in the request: “Listen, you should stop bothering me”, where the forward-

pointing discourse marker “listen” serves to intensity the illocutionary force of the upcoming 

request. 

In order to exist, a request must have a head act but need not have any pragmatic 

modification. For example, in “Please lend me your pen”, please acts as an internal 

downgrading modifier, since it softens the illocutionary force of the request within its head 

act, but is not obligatory for the requestive illocutionary intent to be conveyed: if please were 

left out, the request (formed by the head act “lend me your pen”) would still exist. “Please” is 

thus an example of internal downgrader, while an example of external downgrader is the one 

shown in the example above (If that’s not a problem). Another example of external 

downgrader is what Blum-Kulka et al. define “grounder”, which designates an explanation 

that the speaker provides to justify the uttering of the request itself. As the scholars argue, 

grounders mitigate the request illocutionary force, because providing a justification for 

requesting an action implies that the speaker would not have bothered the hearer should 

he/she not have a valid reason to. For instance, in: “Can I ask you to prepare dinner tonight? I 
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will be busy outside till 8 p.m.”, “I will be busy outside till 8 p.m.” counts as a justification 

provided by the requester to mitigate the illocutionary force, and so the impositive load, of the 

request issued and so it makes the request itself more polite. Unlike please, the grounder is an 

external modifier since it constitutes a free-standing, independent clause with its own 

semantic meaning which is attached to the request head act (“Can I ask you to prepare the 

dinner tonight?”). Faerch and Kasper (1989, 237) also call external modifiers “supportive 

moves” because they are separate linguistic moves serving to “support” the head act.  

As far as internal modifiers are concerned, Blum-Kulka et al. (1989, 203) distinguish 

between syntactic and lexical/phrasal modifiers. The former modify the request illocutionary 

force by resorting to syntactic means, through the use, for example, of verb negation (e.g. 

“You're not gonna smile, are you?”) where S’s pessimistic stance about the desired action 

hedges the request imposition, or syntactic embedding, as in: “I wonder if you could pass me 

that glass”. Lexical/phrasal modifiers are represented by lexical items or phrases (e.g. “Can 

you possibly come here?” or “Could you come up for a minute?”) which soften or intensify 

the request illocutionary strength internally, within the head act.  

The following scheme exemplifies the structure of requests as envisaged by Blum-Kulka et 

al. (1989), where LEVEL 1 is obligatory, because it groups realization strategies, whereas 

LEVEL 2 is optional, since it groups pragmatic modifiers:  

 

 

LEVEL 1 (obligatory) 

Realization strategy (head act) 

 

 

 

 

 

LEVEL 2 (optional) 

 

Direct 

Conventionally indirect 

Non-conventionally indirect 

Downgraders 

External 

Internal 

Syntactic 

Lexical/phrasal 



 

26 

 

Pragmatic modifiers 

 

 

 

As far as the head act is concerned, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984, 202) envisage three 

main strategies through which requests can be realized: direct, conventionally indirect and 

non-conventionally indirect requests. The difference between conventional and non-

conventional indirectness is that the former makes reference to preparatory conditions which 

should obtain for a request to be performed (asking for ability/willingness – “Can you + 

Verb...?” / “Will you + Verb...?”) or includes language-specific suggestory formulae likely to 

be construed as requests and not as suggestions in given contexts (e.g. “How about going for 

some shopping?” > “I want you to go for some shopping”). On the other hand, non-

conventional indirectness encompasses hints whose directive illocutionary intent can only be 

inferred through reliance on context. The difference between the two types of indirectness lies 

in the fact that conventional indirectness presupposes a link between linguistic form and 

illocutionary function, which is based on the regularity of use of that linguistic form for the 

performance of that speech act. On the other hand, in non-conventional indirectness there is 

no link between form and function and interpretation of the speaker’s directive intent solely 

relies on the hearer’s inference. An example of conventionally indirect request is: “Can you 

pass the salt?”, while an example of non-conventionally indirect request is: “This food needs 

more salt”, delivered as a hint to get the addressee to pass the salt.  

Each of the three strategies comprises in turn several sub-strategies. For Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989), direct requests are those in which the illocutionary intent is straightforwardly 

communicated from the literal, semantic form of the utterance. Direct requests have the 

following sub-strategies: mood derivable, explicit performatives, hedged performatives, 

obligation statements, want statements (scheme adapted from Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, 18): 

 

1. Mood derivable 

The grammatical mood of the verb in the 

utterance marks its illocutionary force as 

 

Leave me alone 

Upgraders 

Internal 

External 

Syntactic 

Lexical/phrasal 
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a request. 

 

2. Explicit performative  

The illocutionary force of the utterance is 

explicitly named by the speakers. 

 

 

I'm asking you not to park the car here 

3. Hedged performative 

Utterances embedding the naming of the 

illocutionary force. 

 

I would like to ask you to hand in your      

ggggpaper earlier 

 

 

4. Obligation statement 

The illocutionary point is directly 

derivable from the semantic meaning of 

the locution. 

 

You must move your car 

 

5. Want statement 

The utterance expresses the speaker's 

intentions, desire or feeling vis-à-vis the 

fact that the hearer do X. 

 

 

 

I really wish you'd stop bothering me 

Conventionally indirect requests, as argued above, occur when reference is made to 

contextual preparatory conditions (Searle 1969, 13) necessary for their performance (“Can 

you/will you…?”) and when the request is issued through a suggestory formula, namely a 

formula conventionally associated to the speech act of suggestion but which in certain 

contexts unambiguously marks as a request (e.g. “What about X-ing…?”) (scheme adapted 

from Blum Kulka et al. 1989, 18): 
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6. Reference to preparatory conditions 

Utterance contains reference to 

preparatory conditions (e.g. ability or 

willingness, the possibility of the act 

being performed). 

 

 

 

 

Could you clear up the kitchen, please? 

7. Language specific suggestory formula 

The sentence contains a suggestion to X. 

How about cleaning up? 

 

To conclude, non-conventionally indirect requests are requests realized through “either 

partial reference to object or element needed for the implementation of the act or by reliance 

on contextual clues” (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain 1984, 201).  Blum-Kulka et al. divide non-

conventionally indirect requests into “strong hints” and “mild hints”, according to the 

pragmatic strength with which hints are pragmatically associated with the action to be 

performed (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain 1984, 202): 

 

 

8. Strong hints 

Utterance contains partial reference to 

object or to elements needed for the 

implementation of the act (directly 

pragmatically implying the act). 

 

 

 

            You've left this kitchen in a right mess 

9. Mild hints 

Utterances that make no reference to the 

 

 



 

29 

 

request proper (or any of its elements) 

but are interpretable through the context 

as requests (indirectly pragmatically 

implying the act). 

 

I'm a nun (in response to the persistent boy) 

After having provided an overview of request realization strategies, I will now give an 

account of pragmatic modifiers as devised by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989).  It should be pointed 

out that the scholars make the distinction between internal (lexical/phrasal and syntactic) and 

external modifiers only among downgraders. Upgraders are only a few in the model of 

analysis and, for this reason, they do not have this sub-distinction. Upgrading modifiers have 

received greater attention only by later scholars, such as Trosborg (1995), Rue and Zhang 

(2008) and Flöck (2016) because, as also argued in Section 1.2, academic interest in 

impoliteness and face attack emerged more recently than interest in politeness. 

Below is the taxonomy of downgrading and upgrading modifiers proposed by Blum-Kulka 

et al. (scheme adapted from Blum-Kulka et al. 1987, 203-205): 

 

 

1. Internal modifiers: 

1.1 Downgraders 

1.1.1 Syntactic downgraders: 

- Interrogative (Could you do the cleaning up?). 

- Negation (I wonder if you wouldn’t mind dropping me home). 

- Past tense (I wanted to ask for a postponement). 

- Embedded “if” clause (I would appreciate if you let me alone). 

 

1.1.2 Lexical/phrasal downgraders: 

-Consultative device. Element by means of which the speaker seeks to involve the 

hearer and bids for his/her cooperation (Do you think I could borrow your lecture 

notes?). 
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- Understater. Element by means of which the speaker minimizes parts of the 

proposition, such as the required action or object (Could you tidy up a bit before I 

start?). 

- Hedge. Element by means of which the speaker avoids specification in making a 

commitment to the illocutionary point of the utterance, in naming the required 

action, in describing the manner in which it is to be performed, or in referring to 

any other contextual aspect involved in its performance (Could you perhaps help 

me with the dishes?). 

- Downtoner. Element by means of which the speaker modulates the impact 

his/her utterance is likely to have on the hearer, achieving the modulation via 

devices signalling the possibility of non-compliance (Will you perhaps drive me 

home?). 

 

1.2 Upgraders 

- Intensifier. Element by means of which the speaker over-represents the reality 

denoted in the proposition (Clean up this mess, it’s disgusting). 

- Expletive. Lexical intensifier by means of which the speaker explicitly expresses 

negative emotional attitudes (You still haven't cleaned up that bloody mess!). 

 

 

2. External modifiers (downgraders only): 

 

- Checking on availability. The speaker prefaces his/her main speech act with an 

utterance intended to check if the precondition necessary for compliance holds 

true (Are you going in the direction of the town? And if so, can you give me a 

ride?). 

- Getting a precommitment. The speaker precedes the act by an utterance that 

can count as an attempt to obtain a precommitment (Will you do me a favor? 

Could you perhaps lend your notes for a few days?). 
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- Grounder. The speaker indicates the reasons for the request. Grounders may 

precede or follow the head act (Judith, I missed class yesterday, could I borrow 

your notes?). 

- Sweetener. By expressing exaggerated appreciation of the hearer's ability to 

comply with the request, the speaker lowers the imposition involved (You have 

beautiful handwriting, would it be possible to borrow your notes for a few 

days?). 

- Disarmer. The speaker indicates his/her awareness of a potential offense, 

thereby attempting to anticipate possible refusal (Excuse me, I hope you don't 

think I'm being forward, but is there any chance of a lift home?). 

- Cost minimizer. The speaker indicates consideration of the “cost” to the hearer 

involved in compliance with the request (Pardon me, but could you give me a 

lift, if you're going my way, as I just missed the bus and there isn't another one 

for an hour). 

 

Now that the speech act of requests has been introduced and theoretically defined, and its 

components have been presented following Blum-Kulka et al.’s model of analysis, next 

section provides an overview of some studies conducted on request, both from a cross-cultural 

perspective and in interlanguage pragmatics.  

 

 

 

1.3.2 THE SPEECH ACT OF REQUESTING: AN OVERVIEW OF THE 

MAIN STUDIES 
 

The speech act of requesting has been addressed by a great variety of studies in the past and 

most these studies have been carried out in Interlanguage Pragmatics (Trosborg 1995, Barron 

2003, Cenoz 2003, Hassall 2003, Schauer 2004, Marti 2006, Félix-Brasdefer 2007, Eslami 

and Noora 2008, Hendriks 2008, Warga 2008, Woodfield 2008, Ogiermann 2009) and in 

Cross-Cultural Pragmatics (House and Kasper 1981, Blum-Kulka 1987, Blum-Kulka et al. 
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1989, Van Mulken 1996; Fukushima 1996, 2000; Sifianou 1999; Lubecka 2000; Marquez 

Reiter 2000, 2002; Byon 2004, 2006, Barron 2008).  

In Interlanguage Pragmatics studies, the focus was on the different realization strategies 

and pragmatic modifiers used by learners from different linguistic backgrounds and different 

L2 levels when issuing requests in elicited settings, both in a longitudinal (Achiba 2003, 

Safont-Jordà 2013) and cross-sectional perspective (Félix-Brasdefer 2007, Jalilifar et al. 

2011). In cross-cultural pragmatics studies, the focus was on the different request realization 

strategies and pragmatic modifiers employed by native speakers from different lingua-

cultures. The aim of cross-cultural studies of requests is to reveal the different linguistic and 

pragmatic patterns for realizing requests in different cultures, as well as the different ways in 

which politeness is done through them. From a methodological point of view, both cross-

cultural studies and interlanguage pragmatics studies have mainly drawn from the affordances 

of discourse completions tests or role plays to elicit data from informants. I will review, 

below, the main cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics studies carried out on requests.  

Among the cross-cultural studies having investigated the realization of requests by 

speakers of different lingua-cultures, worth mentioning is Márquez Reiter’s study (2000) 

which compared realization strategies of requests elicited through role-plays from BrE and 

Uruguayan Spanish speakers. The study revealed that English subjects employed 

conventionally indirect strategies more frequently than Uruguayan subjects who, on the 

contrary, were more inclined to use pragmatic directness. House & Kasper (1981) conducted 

a study on BrE and German speakers and found that British speakers were generally more 

indirect than Germans. Also, the scholars revealed that BrE speakers used more pragmatic 

upgraders in requests delivered through direct requests and more pragmatic downgraders in 

requests delivered through indirect strategies. Rue and Zhang (2008) found that Chinese 

speakers used more indirect requests than Korean speakers, Koreans used more internal 

modifiers, while both groups used external modifiers to a similar extent. Data was collected 

both from naturally occurring conversations and role-plays. Barron (2008) conducted a study 

on variational pragmatics between two varieties of English: British English and Irish English. 

Her data, collected through DCT’s, suggested that Irish informants used more syntactic 

downgrading modifiers than their British counterparts. Fukushima (2002) studied the 

realization of requests among Japanese and BrE speakers through written questionnaires and 

concluded that while BrE speakers overall tended to use conventionally indirect strategies in 

all communicative contexts, the Japanese respondents were more sensitive, in delivering 
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requests, to the sociopragmatic variables of social distance and relative power and to the 

ranking of imposition inherent in the request. Depending on the value of the variables, 

Japanese speakers varied their use of direct and indirect strategies to a greater extent than BrE 

speakers.  

Among the studies of requests in Interlanguage Pragmatics, worth mentioning are Faerch 

and Kasper’s (1989) and House and Kasper’s (1987) studies within the Cross-Cultural Speech 

Act Realization Project. The scholars compared the use of pragmatic modification in L2 

learners with that of native speakers of the languages involved (Australian/American/British 

English, Canadian French, Danish, German, Hebrew, and Russian) and revealed not only that 

grounders were the downgrader most frequently used among all external modifiers, but that 

they were used more frequently by learners than by native speakers. Tanaka (1988) elicited 

requests from Japanese students of English at an Australian university and from native 

Australian speakers and compared the frequencies of realization strategies used by the two 

groups. The study revealed that requests issued by Japanese learners of English were less 

indirect and less tentative than requests issued by native speakers. In addition, learners did not 

use positive politeness strategies, nor did they give reasons for their requests (they did not 

employ many “grounders” as a downgrading modifier). Furthermore, learners did not vary 

their request realization strategies (in terms of in/directness) depending on the communicative 

context (namely depending on the degree of social distance, relative power and ranking of 

imposition). Takahashi and DuFon (1989), using role-play situations, investigated request 

strategies used by Japanese learners of English at the beginning, intermediate, and advanced 

level. They reported that, as proficiency increased, learners proceeded from less direct to 

more direct strategies. The scholars attributed the early learners’ less direct strategies to L1 

transfer, because the Japanese language tends more towards indirectness than the English 

language. Economidou-Kogetsidis and Woodfield (2012) used DCT’s and role-plays to elicit 

requests from Greek learners of English belonging to different proficiency levels and from 

British English native speakers, in different situations. The focus was on internal and external 

downgrading modifiers. The findings were interesting because, in the high-power situation, 

namely when the requestee had power over the requester, the learner groups used 

considerably fewer lexical/phrasal downgraders than the native speakers. On the contrary, in 

the low-power situation, namely when requester and requestee shared the same power, both 

the beginner and the upper intermediate groups exhibited similarities with the American 

native speakers’ use of lexical/phrasal downgraders.  
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As far as Italian is concerned, the only study specifically focusing on requests is Rossi’s 

PhD thesis (2014) which analysed, by resorting to video recordings, the requestive behaviour 

of Italian speakers in spontaneous interactions, with a view to the multimodal context, namely 

speakers’ gestures, gaze, movements etc., made available through the video, and to the type of 

action requested, including continuity/discontinuity and projectability/non-projectability of 

the action requested with respect to the interactants’ on-going activity.   

As far as studies of requests from a translational perspective are concerned, it should be 

said that no scholarly attention (at least to the author’s knowledge) has been paid to how the 

pragmatics of requests is handled by translators and how it travels from one language to 

another, apart from two studies. The first study is Xing-Zhong’s (2015) which investigated 

the strategies employed by three different translators to translate requests from English into 

Chinese, in the three published Chinese versions of Shakespeare’s play The Merry Wives of 

Windsor. The study focused on shifts in (in)directness from the original to the translated text 

in the three versions. The second study on the translation of requests, which will be presented 

more in detail in Section 2.4.2 below, is Carlos De Pablos-Ortega’s (2019) investigation of 

(in)directness shifts in the translation of requests for subtitles, in twelve English and Spanish 

films.  

Now that the theoretical background for (im)politeness studies and for studies of requests 

has been given, next chapter deals with film dialogue and Audiovisual Translation, which 

both characterize the language varieties from which data for the present research was 

collected, at their interface with pragmatics and (im)politeness. Notions of Translation 

Studies, more broadly, will also be touched upon, in that they are relevant for the study. 
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Chapter 2 –FILM DIALOGUE AND (AUDIOVISUAL) TRANSLATION 

AT THEIR INTERFACE WITH PRAGMATICS AND (IM)POLITENESS  

The present chapter provides the hearer with a review of some theoretical and empirical 

studies which allow for an understanding of film conversation, in its original form and in 

audiovisual translation (AVT hereafter), with special focus on dubbing. Notions of 

Translation Studies useful to interpret the data from this research will also be provided in this 

chapter, especially as regards empirical investigations carried out on pragmatic phenomena in 

translation, to then zoom in on audiovisual translation and dubbing. In this final part, an 

overview of the studies of (im)politeness-related phenomena in dubbing will be provided, so 

that the reader can have an understanding of the context in which the present research 

inscribes itself and the gaps it purports to fill. The chapter is structured as follows: Section 2.1 

deals with film dialogue and its interface with pragmatics and (im)politeness. Section 2.2 

introduces Translation Studies into the discussion and reviews the main studies conducted on 

pragmatic phenomena from a translational perspective. Section 2.3 defines audiovisual 

translation to then focus on the translation mode of dubbing, which is relevant for the present 

research, as well as on studies carried out on (im)politeness in AVT. 

 

 

2.1 FILM DIALOGUE 

 

In academia, manifold definitions have been proposed to refer to fictional, on-screen 

conversation and its specificities: “film dialogue” (Kozloff 2000), “audiovisual dialogue” 

(Pavesi and Freddi 2009), “telecinematic discourse” (Piazza, Bednarek, and Rossi 2011), 

“film discourse” (Wildfeuer 2014) and “cinematic discourse” (Androutsopoulos 2012). 

Whichever definition the analyst adopts, all labels remind that the meaning conveyed by 

audiovisual dialogue is not only linguistic and does not only depend on what characters say, 

because it is strongly tied to, and greatly relies upon, the non-verbal (aural and visual) 

semiotic codes (image and sound) which accompany on-screen conversation, as happens in all 

multimodal products (Taylor 2003). I will adopt Kozloff’s definition of “film dialogue” 

throughout the thesis, since the research focuses on the language of films and not of other 

audiovisual products.  
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Studies addressing film dialogue and its linguistic characteristics are arguably still rather 

scant in the academic arena (but see: Kozloff 2000; Bubel 2006, 2008; Quaglio 2008; 

Richardson 2010; Dynel 2010, 2011; Piazza et al. 2011). The reason for such paucity of 

investigations lies in the fact that films have long been considered a form of art forged by 

images and not by words. Mamet (1991), as quoted in Kozloff (2000, 8) contends: “Basically, 

the perfect movie doesn’t have any dialogue”. However, even though, at its inception, cinema 

ignored the spoken word, it is now hardly imaginable to watch a mute film and enjoy it 

without following characters’ conversation, so much so that, nowadays, the unfolding of any 

film plot mainly relies on verbal exchanges.  

The reason why film dialogue has drawn scholarly attention lies in a unique feature which 

sets it apart from any other form of written-text genre, namely its “prefabricated orality” 

(Baños Piñero and Chaume 2009), also defined “fictive orality” (Pavesi et al. 2014) which 

places film conversation in the middle of the continuum between the written and the oral 

register. In fact, as Gregory and Carrol rightly observed, film dialogue is “written to be 

spoken as if not written” (1978, 42), meaning that the oral linguistic features characterizing 

our everyday spoken speech (informal register, non-canonical syntactic structures, false starts, 

reformulations, etc.), as opposed to the more refined and grammatically correct register 

typical of written language, are also pervasive in film dialogue but, unlike spontaneous 

interactions, we are faced with a “fake” spontaneity. Film conversation has been pre-planned 

and polished, by the scriptwriter and the director, and cues are exchanged between characters 

as if they were spontaneous and impromptu, except they are not. This peculiarity of film 

dialogue, which incidentally also typifies theatrical works, arose interest in many linguists 

who undertook to study the language of films in a contrastive perspective with real-life 

conversation, with the aim to reveal in which respects film conversation was similar to 

spontaneous conversation and in which respects it differed from it.  

For instance, Quaglio (2009) analysed chunks of conversations from the sitcom “Friends” 

and found that characters’ speech contained less traits typifying spoken language, such as 

discourse markers, hesitations, disfluencies and vagueness, than real-life conversation. On the 

other hand, however, many features were found to bear great resemblance to spontaneous 

speech, such as that-contractions, repetitions and adverbial intensifiers. Similarly, Richardson 

(2010) argued that mispronunciations, overlaps and self-corrections are not as common in 

film dialogue as in day-to-day conversation.  
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Broadly speaking, and despite the differences revealed by some empirical, corpus-based 

studies between film language and naturally occurring conversation (Quaglio 2009, Rossi 

2011), the language of films is currently considered a somewhat good reflection of real-life 

speech (Rose 2001, Washburn 2001, Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2005, Pérez-Gonzáles 2007, Baños 

Piñero and Chaume 2009, Guillot 2017). In our everyday life, we manage human rapports and 

come to sympathize or distance ourselves from our interlocutors also (and perhaps especially) 

through what they say and, sometimes especially, how they say it. In a similar vein, when we 

watch a film, we sympathize with or distance ourselves from on-screen characters, thus 

construing their personality differently, depending on their linguistic behaviour (Delabastita 

1989, Romero-Fresco 2009), besides a plethora of other non-verbal cues which prompt certain 

types of characterization (the way they dress, their role in the plot, their character, etc.). 

Following this reasoning, if a film director is to characterize characters in different ways, 

depending on their role within the plot, he/she will have to make those characters speak in a 

such a way so as to allow the viewer to arrive at that desired characterization. To do so, the 

director (together with the scriptwriter) will have to make that character speak in such a way 

so that the viewer, by drawing from his/her everyday pragmatic norms dictating how language 

should be used in context, will construe the character as the director intended it. This is the 

reason why it is sensible to speculate that film language, at least at the pragmatic level, so as 

far as the respect (or breach) of norms in terms of language in context is concerned, mirrors 

real-life language. To this matter, Locher and Jucker (2017), in the introduction to their book, 

argue that “fictional dialogue provides a wealth of material for research questions about how 

historical authors communicated with their audiences [my emphasis] and – in particular – 

how they created characters and dialogues between them” (2017, 10).  

Zooming in on the pragmatics of film dialogue and moving from the afore-mentioned 

argument that film language norms should not differ too much from those of spontaneous 

interaction, to allow for characters’ characterization, Mandala (2011, 211) contended that 

linguistic aspects related to (im)politeness contribute to an even greater extent to characters’ 

characterization than any other verbal gimmick. Similarities between film conversation and 

real-life conversation are also highlighted by Mead (1990, 442) who argued that viewers 

“recognize, understand and appreciate fictional characters insofar as their appearances, 

actions and speech reflect or refer to those of persons in real life”. Other advocates of the use 

of fictional linguistic data to speculate about real-life language patterns and norms are 

Coupland (2004, 258) who comments: “My motive in using fictional, media texts is partly 
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based in the belief that fictionalized reality can sometimes reveal social processes more 

clearly than lived reality” and Dynel (2015, 339) who, referring to the role of scriptwriters, 

argues:  

“(Script)writers are language users with acute sensitivity to communicative patterns and phenomena, and their 

(script)writing success resides in the verisimilitude of the fictional characters’ interactions of their devise. This 

helps viewers immerse themselves in the fictional reality. Fictional discourse also manifests benefits for 

researchers in that it does not operate on interlocutors’ restricted common ground, whilst the characters’ 

rationale, goals and feelings can typically be conjectured, insofar as fictional interactions are inherently 

contrived for viewers’ understanding.” 

 

In view of this line of reasoning, it can be concluded that, when dealing with pragmatic 

features of language, hypotheses generated from fictional dialogue may be (with due caution) 

extended to real-life conversation of a given culture or speech community (Dynel 2017, 463), 

which is what I will attempt to do in the present research, when comparing requestive 

behaviour of on-screen speakers in English and Italian film dialogue. In support of the 

hypothesis that speech acts behaviour in film speech should not differ to any great extent from 

speech acts in ordinary conversation, is also Rose’s study (2011) which analysed compliments 

in film interaction and found that their syntactic as well as semantic patterns were almost 

identical to those found in compliments in naturally occurring conversations (Wolfson and 

Manes 1980). Moving from Rose’s study, I also hypothesise that requests in film dialogue 

should not differ too much from requests in naturally occurring conversation and so that 

possible cross-linguistic similarities and differences observed in English and Italian film 

conversation might (with due caution) be applied to how English and Italian real-life speakers 

request.  

Next section deals with studies which have investigated (im)politeness-related phenomena 

in film language and in fictional language, more broadly, to give the reader an understanding 

of the importance that (im)polite language can have on characters’ characterization. Such 

understanding is essential in interpreting the results of the present research, especially when I 

deal with pragmatic shifts of requests in dubbing translation and argue about the consequence 

that such shifts might have on the different characterization of the same characters in the 

dubbed film version. 
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2.1.1 (IM)POLITENESS IN FILM CHARACTERIZATION 
 

In the previous section, it was argued that we tend to construct film characters, also depending 

on the way they speak, similarly to how we construe the personality of people we interact 

with in our everyday life. Speaking about the language phenomena which most contribute to 

shaping, maintaining or damaging human rapport, (im)politeness is undoubtedly one of them. 

If someone sitting at the table yells at us: “Pass me the water, now. I’m thirsty”, he/she will 

arguably come across as rougher and more inconsiderate than if he/she said: “Could you pass 

the water, please?”, so we would come to sympathize with, or develop a sense of dislike for 

that person, depending on how (im)politely he/she addresses us. In the same way, film 

viewers will construe characters, through the evaluation of their linguistic behaviour, in 

different manners depending on the (im)politeness of their speech.  

Turning now the attention to fictional discourse and to how (im)politeness can greatly 

determine characterization, Culpeper (1998, 83) argues that impoliteness “generates the 

disharmony and conflict between characters which generates audience interest […]. It also co-

constructs the plot and plays an important role in characterization [my emphasis]”. It 

immediately becomes evident how (im)politeness-related aspects of language are crucial in 

swaying our perception of characters. To give an example, Culpeper (1998) analyses some 

scenes from the film Scent of a Woman (1992) that revolve around two characters: Charlie 

and the Colonel. Charlie is a student at a prestigious private school but he is not rich and is 

supported by student aid. In order to make ends meet, rather than go home for Thanksgiving, 

he responds to an advertisement asking for somebody to act as a carer for their blind relative, 

the Colonel. The extract below is taken from Culpeper’s contribution (1998, 89). CH stands 

for “Charlie” and COL for “colonel”. 

 

 

(1) CH: Sir? 

(2) COL: Don’t call me sir. 

(3) CH: I’m sorry, I mean mister, sir. 

(4) COL: Uh - ooh, we’ve got a moron here, is that it? 
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(5) CH: No mister . . . I . . .er . . . that is . . . er . . . lieutenant, yes sir, lieu - 

(6) COL: Lieutenant-Colonel. 26 years on the line, nobody ever busted me four grades before. 

Get in here, you idiot. [Pause] Come a little closer, I want to get a better look at you. How’s 

your skin, son? 

(7) CH: My skin, sir? 

(8) COL: Ah, for christ’s sake! 

(9) CH: I’m sorry, I don’t - 

(10) COL: Just call me Frank. Call me Mr. Slade. Call me Colonel, if you must. Just don’t 

call me sir. 

(11) CH: Alright, Colonel. 

(12) COL: Simms, Charles, a senior. You on student aid, Simms? 

(13) CH: Ah, yes I am. 

(14) COL: For student aid read crook. Your father peddles card telephones at a 300 per cent 

mark-up; your mother works on heavy commission in a camera store, graduated to it from 

expresso machines. Ha, ha! What are you . . . dying of some wasting disease? 

(15) CH: No . . . I’m right here. 

(16) COL: I know exactly where your body is. What I’m looking for is some indication of a 

brain. 

 

As Culpeper himself argues, the audience does not expect form a colonel his brusque tone 

in replying to Charlie (lines 2 and 4), since a distinguished person is supposed to use polite 

language. From the very opening of the conversation, then, the viewer mentally construes the 

colonel as a special character, owing to his uncommon impolite speech. Impoliteness is here 

realized through unmitigated directives (e.g. “don’t call me Sir”), the use of insults (“we’ve 

got a moron here”, “you idiot”) as well as cathartic expressions (“for christ’s sake”) and 

through an inapposite, private question to Charlie regarding his finances (“You on student aid, 

Simms?).  What can also be observed, however, is that through this apparently impolite and 

hurtful language, the colonel is trying to build solidarity with Charlie by bringing down 
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hierarchical barriers and by creating an informal setting (“don’t call me Sir […] Call me 

Frank”), precisely through impoliteness.  

The example analysed and commented on reveals how (im)politeness is skilfully drawn 

upon by the film production team to create social meanings within the plot and is used to 

ultimately guide viewers’ interpretations of characters’ personas. This important aspect 

concerning characterization makes worth investigating (im)politeness in film dialogue both in 

a cross-linguistic perspective (English and Italian) and, especially, in film translation, since 

the (im)polite load of speech acts might well be altered when travelling from a lingua-culture 

to another lingua-culture (from English to dubbed Italian), with consequences on characters’ 

characterization. Next section explores the relationship between Translation Studies and 

pragmatics and reviews the main studies which, as is the case with the present research, have 

investigated pragmatic phenomena from a translational perspective. 

 

 

2.2 TRANSLATION AND PRAGMATICS: AN OVERVIEW OF THE 

MAIN STUDIES 

 

Translating pragmatic aspects of language is a demanding task for translators, because being 

pragmatics the study of meaning in context, providing translations which retain the same 

pragmatic meaning as the original means, for translators, to reach a deep understanding of the 

author’s intention and of the non-linguistic context constraining the meaning of utterances, 

and to reproduce the same effect in the target text reader (Bruti 2019, 13). Investigating how 

pragmatic phenomena and pragmatic language features (in my case im/politeness) are handled 

in translation is relevant in view of the fact that the disciplines of Translation Studies and of 

Pragmatics have not really communicated with each other so far (Kranich 2019). I will 

review, below, some of the investigations carried out on pragmatic features of language in a 

translational perspective. 

A monograph entirely dedicated to pragmatic phenomena in translation is “The Pragmatics 

of Translation” (1998), edited by Leo Hickey, whose contributions focusing on several 

language pairs and account for the ways in which a number of pragmatic phenomena are 

handled in translation. Some of the contributions contained in the book are reviewed below. 
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Hervey (1998) deals with the way in which the illocutionary function of different 

pragmatic acts (emphatic assertion, adversatives, impatience, etc.) is handled in translated 

texts at the sentential level between three languages: English, German and Hungarian. The 

scholar point out the several strategies through which the three languages give saliency to 

particular nuances of meanings in sentences: English values the illocutionary function of oral 

intonation, realized in writing through punctuation, German employs illocutionary particles, 

while Hungarian resorts to syntactic strategies, such as marked word-order, thus embracing a 

sequential perspective. Hervey takes a prescriptive stance and argues that when translating 

from or into English, German and Hungarian, the translator should be aware of the different 

strategies through which the three languages assign prominence to pragmatic meaning and 

speech act illocutionary force. Only by being aware of these differences and by employing the 

corresponding emphasizing strategies that serve the same function in the target language, will 

the target text sound natural and achieve the same pragmatic effect on the hearer.  

Gutt (1998) provides an illuminating account of translation strategies from a Relevance 

Theory perspective (Sperber and Wilson 1986) and focuses on the difference drawn by 

relevance theorists between descriptive and interpretative use of language (1998, 44). 

Descriptive use takes place when the speaker describes a certain state of affairs while 

committing to what he/she is saying; in other words, if I say X, in the descriptive use, I am 

also saying that I believe that X is true. Differently, when speakers use language in the 

interpretative sense, they are not committing to the proposition expressed but are only relating 

information that others have said or thought, so if I say “Sara said: ‘John is not feeling well’”, 

I am not concurrently communicating my belief that the proposition expressed (John is not 

feeling well) is true. This principle, according to Gutt, is of primary importance for 

Translation Studies, because translators are not producing a work of their own (they are not 

the authors) but are “relating” what another writer has said in the source language.  

House (1998b) deals with the relationship between politeness and translation and, bringing 

together the notion of equivalence (Nida 1964, Koller 1995) with the Hallidayan interpersonal 

function of language, she establishes the concept of interpersonal equivalence (Hickey 1998, 

64) that translators should follow to account for politeness phenomena as they happen 

between fictional characters, while translating. The scholar adopts Halliday’s model (1973) 

across the board and argues that translators should be aware of both the ideational and the 

interpersonal function of the text language, paying attention to the field, tenor and mode 
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(1998b, 64), when they create a new version of the text to be implanted into another culture. 

House also draws the difference between overt and covert translation. The former holds when 

the translation carries over cultural aspects into the target text and specificities of the source 

lingua-culture are maintained instead of being replaced by others existing in the target 

language. The latter, on the contrary, takes place when the translation creates a new frame and 

“discourse world” for the target text, and cultural elements of the target language take over 

and replace those of the source language. In the case of covert translation, the translator 

applies the so-called cultural filter (House 1998a), whereby the source text gets manipulated 

to adapt to the new receiving culture and to reach the same effect on the target language 

reader.  

Richardson (1998) tackles the issue of deixis in translation and upholds the view that 

deixis, in all its facets (temporal, space, discourse and personal) is sensitive to culture and that 

any cross-linguistic communicative effort by translators should take this into account when 

deixis phenomena are encountered. The scholar focuses on temporal deixis, in particular on 

the use of the historical present as a strategy often employed in literary texts to make the 

message sound closer to the reader and consequently more vivid (1998, 133). Richardson 

provides some excerpts of English translations from Spanish and argues that often, though not 

always, the translator turns the present into the past tense, in accordance with the English 

norms which do not warrant a frequent usage of the present tense with this pragmatic 

function. 

Aijmer (2010) focuses on the translation of the politeness formula please from English into 

Swedish, in texts from the English-Swedish Parallel corpus (ESPC) (Altenberg and Aijmer 

2000). The aim of the study was to find out how the English please was translated into 

Swedish, a language which does not have any pragmatic equivalent for this politeness marker. 

Ajimer distinguishes between please as a conventionalized politeness marker and please 

urging the hearer to do something and carrying a “begging” function (e.g. “Please, believe 

me!”). The scholar finds that, in the first case, please is translated as var så god, a phrase 

which serves a social politeness function in Swedish, while in the second case the most 

frequently occurring equivalent is var snäll och, which is an assertive phrase and so it 

successfully reproduces the urging function of please. 

Another recent study conducted by Pleyer (2017) focuses on linguistic impoliteness 

strategies used in the English Harry Potter book series and in their translations into German. 
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The scholar argues (2017, 231) that impoliteness serves important identity construction 

functions for the characters of the novel and that impolite language changes as characters 

evolve in the plot, thus fulfilling a crucial role in characterization. The contribution shows that 

impolite utterances are commonly translated in a more simplified manner, which has a 

negative impact on characters’ construal in the target text, especially for antagonistic 

characters, whose hostile identity emerging through impolite language turns out to be 

tempered in translation. Apart from a few studies, most of which have been reviewed above, 

academic knowledge of how phenomena belonging to the pragmatic level of language 

analysis travel from the source to the target language in translation is still scarce. The present 

research, which takes the pragmatics and the (im)politeness of requests in dubbing translation, 

inserts itself in such paucity of scholarly work and thus purports to expand the current state of 

the art. Next section introduces the phenomenon of hybridization in translated texts which, 

although not related to the pragmatics-translation interface, was among the objects of study of 

the present research. 

 

 

2.3 THE HYBRIDIZATION PHENOMENON IN TRANSLATION 

 

In this section, I will discuss the hybridization hypothesis in translation, according to which 

translated texts exhibit features belonging both to the source and to the target language system 

Newmark (1988, 123, Dai 2016, 1).  

Hybridization is a phenomenon which manifests itself in translated texts when these 

present linguistic features which are typical of the source language system, on the one hand, 

and of the target language system, on the other hand. The co-existence of such features thus 

creates a hybrid text which is arguably the result of the translator’s struggle between 

producing a text that adapts to and follows the target language system norms but that, at the 

same time, is subject to interference from the source language system norms. Such struggle 

“strikes a balance” in the co-presence, in translated texts, of linguistic features proper to both 

languages. To use Toury’s terminology (1995, 267-279), hybridization would follow from the 

co-existence, within the translated text, of the law of growing standardization and of the law 

of interference. The law of growing standardization predicts that: “in translation, textual 
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relations obtaining in the original are often modified, sometimes to the point of being totally 

ignored, in favour of [more] habitual options offered by a target repertoire” (1995, 268), while 

the law of interference predicts that translation copies and reproduces characteristics (lexical 

or syntactic) of the ST in the TT (1995, 274-279). 

Hybridization hypotheses have been advanced by a number of scholars (Trosborg 1997, 

Schäffner and Adab 2001a, 2001b, Branchadell and West 2005, Hansen-Schirra 2011, Levý 

2011, House 2015). Trosborg (1997), for instance, contends that translation hybridity should 

be considered as the result of a negotiation between source and target culture, this negotiation 

leading to the presence of both source language norms and target language norms. Speaking 

about opposing tendencies in the source and in the target lingua-cultures which both emerge 

in translations, Levý (2011, 67) argues: 

 

“A translated work is a composite, hybrid configuration. It is not a monolithic work but an interpermeation, a 

conglomerate of two structures. On the one hand there is the semantic content and the formal characteristics of 

the source; on the other hand, there is the entire system of artistic features specific to the target language, 

contributed by the translator. There is some tension between the two mutually interwoven layers [my emphasis], 

or rather attributes, which are integral components of the translated work as a whole, and this may manifest itself 

in contradictions between them. 

 

Discussing translated novels, Chan (2010, 5) also mentions hybrid features that manifest 

themselves in translation and defines novels as: 

 

“The result of linguistic non-correspondence, when concepts do not make the successful passage from one 

language to another. At the lexical level, this is evidenced by a lack of match between words in the original with 

those in the target language. Such mismatching, however, takes place at all levels of the language, including 

those of syntax and style [my emphasis]. The result is an interlanguage that incorporates features from the two 

languages […]” 

Chan goes as far as to define translation an interlanguage, referring to its hybrid and mixed 

nature which sets translated texts apart both from original source texts and original, non-

translated target texts of the same genre.  

Worth mentioning are three studies carried out on pragmatic hybridization in translated 

texts, where both interference from the source text and adaptation to the target language 
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system are present. The first is Mason’s study (2004) which shows that, while French and 

Spanish tourism brochures are characterized by a more content-oriented and impersonal style 

and English tourism brochures exhibit a more personal and addressee-oriented style, 

translations from and into the two languages situate themselves in the middle of the 

continuum between content-oriented/impersonal and addressee-oriented/personal. The fact 

that translations occupy an “in-between” position in this continuum supports the hybridization 

hypothesis where both adaptation to the target language and interference from the source 

language coexist.  

The second study is Hansen-Schirra’s (2011) conducted on the language pair English-

German which showed how some stylistic features in translated fictional texts (verb tense, 

negation, space and time adverbs, etc.) tend to adapt to German (target language), while 

others show interference, or shining through (Teich 2003) from English texts.  

A third recent study was conducted by Pavesi and Formentelli (2019) and addressed insults 

in English film dialogues, in their dubbed counterparts into Italian and in original Italian film 

dialogues. The scholars show that dubbed dialogues exhibit hybrid features when it comes to 

the pragmatic and the linguistic representation of insults, which are both different from 

original English and original Italian. Among such features, there is the average length of non-

clausal insults, which in English dialogues is longer than in Italian dialogues, while in dubbed 

dialogues such average is between that of English and that of Italian. Similarly, the frequency 

of personalized non-clausal insults and of personalized negative assertions in dubbed films 

hovers between the frequency of their counterparts in original English films and in original 

Italian films. 

As will be seen in Section 3.3, my hypothesis concerning hybridization in the present study 

is that such phenomenon will also emerge in the pragmatics and (im)polite import of 

translated requests. Next section reviews the main characteristics typifying Audiovisual 

Translation and focuses on the practice of dubbing which is relevant for the present research. 

A review of the few studies carried out on (im)politeness in Audiovisual Translation is also 

given. 
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2.4 AUDIOVISUAL TRANSLATION  

 

Audiovisual translation is a special kind of translation involving the rendition into another 

language of verbal information, namely characters’ dialogues, as well as on-screen writings 

(captions, signage, etc.) which is accompanied by, and whose meaning is strongly interrelated 

with, non-verbal information belonging to the visual and the aural mode (characters’ prosody, 

music, setting, gestures, gaze, etc.) (Orero 2004, Perez-Gonzales 2014). In fact, films (as any 

other audiovisual product) consist of different meaningful semiotic codes, namely dialogues, 

images and sound, which are received by viewers through two channels: the visual and the 

acoustic channel (Bartrina and Espasa 2005, 84). The visual channel conveys non-verbal 

information such as characters’ facial expression, look, gestures, clothing, etc., as well as the 

scene setting and what has been defined the “grammar of films” (Spottiswoode 1950, Madsen 

1973) namely: editing, camera angle, lighting and camera movements. In a few cases, the 

visual channel can also convey verbal information, as is the case with the captions of a shop 

sign or the header of a paper article which appear in the shot (Chiaro 2009, 142). The acoustic 

channel conveys the spoken dialogue and the non-verbal paralinguistic information 

accompanying it (actors’ tone and pitch of voice, intonation and rhythm of speech and other 

suprasegmental features of language) (Ortega 2011, 20), as well as ambient noise, music and 

songs. Information conveyed through the visual channel belongs to the visual code (also 

labelled “mode”), while information conveyed through the acoustic channel belongs to the 

oral code.  

The uniqueness of audiovisual products is that the non-verbal information provided by the 

visual and auditory modes contributes to the meaning-making (and ultimately to characters’ 

characterization), to no lesser extent than dialogues (Taylor 2016). The way a character is 

dressed, the way he/she moves, gestures, walks, looks, etc. tell the viewer much about his/her 

personality. In view of the tight relationship between verbal and non-verbal (visual and oral) 

modes, it becomes clear that when audiovisual translators deal with dialogues accompanied 

by such meaningful semiotic codes, they must take them into account in the translation 

process. Even though the non-verbal information is not the object of translation, it certainly 

constraints the way in which the verbal information conveyed through dialogues 

communicates meaning in the source language, in the first place, and the way in which the 

same verbal information should be rendered in the target text (Titford 1982, Díaz-Cintas 

2008, Zabalbeascoa 2008), thus ultimately constraining the translator’ choices. Table 1 below 
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provides a scheme of verbal and non-verbal information, both belonging to the visual and the 

oral code, which constitutes the semiotic complex for meaning making in films and 

audiovisual products. 

 

 VISUAL ORAL 

NON- VERBAL 

Scenery, lighting, costumes, 

props, gesture, facial 

expressions, body movement, 

etc. 

Music, background noise, sound 

effects, laughter, crying, humming, 

body sounds (breathing, coughing, 

etc.) 

VERBAL 

Street sighs, shop signs, 

written realia (newspapers, 

letters, headlines, notes, etc.) 

    Dialogues, song-lyrics, poems, etc. 

Table 1: Verbal and non-verbal, visual and oral semiotic codes contributing to the meaning-making of films. 

 

The constraints that audiovisual translators must face are not only related to the coherence 

which must be maintained, in the translated dialogue, between spoken word and the other 

audiovisual semiotic codes that accompany on-screen interactions (actors’ kinesics and 

proxemics, gaze, body language, etc.) (Vitucci 2017) but also involve the need to abide by 

more “technical” constraints, namely the respect of lip-synchronization, in the case of 

dubbing, and limited space and time for the appearance of captions in subtitling (Chaume 

2013). In dubbing, the audiovisual translator will have to produce a translation that matches 

the length of the actors’ original utterance (quantitative lip-sync), as well as their lip 

movements (qualitative lip-sync) (Herbst 1997). Similarly, in the case of subtitling, the 

translator will have to create captions which: (1) stay on-screen for a time that is sufficient for 

reading (but which do not last too long), (2) which contain a limited number of characters 

(maximum 40 per line) and which, in the case of two-liners, (3) are well segmented (Diaz-

Cintas and Anderman 2008).  One of the aims of the present research is to find out whether 

the co-presence of meaningful non-verbal modes can also have an impact on the pragmatics 

and on the (im)polite load of translated requests, an aspect which has not yet been addressed 

in Audiovisual Translation Studies. In next section, I will introduce the practice of dubbing, 

which is the audiovisual translation mode of interest for the present research. 
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2.4.1 DUBBING 
 

Among the many definitions of dubbing which have been proposed in the literature, I would 

like to mention Diaz-Cintas’s definition (2003, 195): 

“Dubbing involves replacing the original soundtrack containing the actors’ dialogue with a target language (TL) 

recording that reproduces the original message, while at the same time ensuring that the TL sounds natural and 

the actors’ lip movements are more or less synchronised”. 

 

From the definition above, it is understood that dubbing is an audiovisual translation mode 

which entails the replacement of the original dialogue soundtrack with the soundtrack 

containing translated dialogues, unlike other forms of audiovisual translation, like subtitling, 

where original and translated dialogues co-exist. In subtitling, in particular, the translation of 

on-screen characters’ conversations is provided in the form of written captions at the bottom 

of the screen, which allow viewers to map the target-language cues on to the source-language 

cues.  

When a foreign film needs be translated, the dubbing company which has undertaken the 

translation job from the distribution company of the film provides the translation-adaptor with 

the original film script to be translated. The translator translates the script and, if he/she is also 

the adaptor, matches the translated cues with the lip movements and the duration of the 

utterance issued by on-screen actors, to then send the translated dialogue to the recording 

studio. In the second stage, the dubbing actors act on the translated script, while watching the 

original actors’ lip movements on a display, to make their own utterances coincide with those 

of the original actor, in terms of lip movements and utterance duration.  In this step, parts of 

the translated script dialogue can be manipulated, both by actors and by dubbing directors, 

because although the synchronization task has already been undertaken by the translator-

adaptor, some issues of actability and speakability (Snell-Hornby 1988) of the translated 

utterance only emerge during the acting stage. The acting process is supervised by the 

dubbing director whose task is to pay attention to the dubbing actors’ performance, in terms 

of possible uttering mistakes and of perfect correspondence between their utterances and on-

screen actors’ utterances.  In the final stage, the original film soundtrack is replaced, by a 

sound technician, with the new soundtrack containing the translated dialogue.  
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It has now become clear that dubbing translators must respect a series of synchrony 

constraints which come from the semiotic whole in which dialogues occur. They are not free 

to opt for any translation strategy, since utterances must be coherent with the non-verbal 

information coming from the acoustic and the visual channels. Three types of synchronies 

have been identified for dubbing translation: isochrony, kinetic synchrony and lip-synchrony. 

Isochrony (Chaume 2007, 76) refers to the exact correspondence, in terms of utterance 

duration, which must obtain between the length of the actor’s original utterance and the length 

of the translated utterance pronounced by the dubbing actor: the on-screen actor cannot be 

seen speaking when the dubbing actor is silent and vice versa. The second type of synchrony 

is what Agost and Chaume (1996, 208) defined kinetic synchrony and refers to the coherence 

that must hold between the words spoken by the dubbing actor and the on-screen actor’s body 

movements, gestures and facial expressions; in other words, the translated cue and its 

illocutionary force must be coherent with the rest of the on-screen actor’s non-verbal 

information. Lip-synchrony (Whitman-Linsen 1992, 20) refers to the phonetic 

correspondence between the sounds uttered by the dubbing actor and the lip movements of the 

on-screen actor. This means that the translation must contain words which will require, on the 

dubbing actor’s part, lip movements similar to those visible on the on-screen actor.  

AVT scholars have devoted ample attention to the presence of audiovisual constraints, 

investigating the impact that the various types of synchronies determine linguistic choices 

adopted by translators, for different levels of language analysis in dubbing translation (Pavesi 

1994, Galassi 2000, Bollettieri Bosinelli 2002, Rossi 2006, Velentini 2013, Minutella 2015). 

However, an aspect which still remains unexplored is the relationship between dubbing 

constraints and linguistic changes which entail shifts in (im)politeness. The present research 

sets out to fill this gap. Next section reviews some studies which have explored the issue of 

(im)politeness in the two main AVT modes, namely dubbing and subtitling. 
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2.4.2 (IM)POLITENESS IN AUDIOVISUAL TRANSLATION 
 

While pragmatic phenomena have already been addressed in AVT studies, although quite 

sparingly (Chaume 2004, Mattson 2009, Desilla 2012, Pavesi 2013, Pavesi 2018), the issue of 

how (im)politeness-related aspects of film dialogue, in particular face-threatening acts (Brown 

and Levinson 1978) and face-enhancing acts (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 1997)3 are handled in AVT 

has thus far been barely touched upon (Mariottini 2012, 115). 

The present section reviews the main studies which investigated how speech acts, as well 

as other face threat-related language features (e.g. use of taboo words) were handled in 

translation for subtitling and dubbing, as the two main audiovisual translation modes. Having 

established that characters’ use of (im)polite language can be one of the factors which 

determine their characterization, as argued in Section 2.1.1, it becomes clear that having an 

understanding of how (im)polite speech acts are translated, especially whether their (im)polite 

load is altered, is capital, since the TL viewer might reach a different characterization of the 

same character from the SL viewer. This can at least happen for the micro-characterization, 

relative to the communicative exchange at hand. Below, I will review the main studies which 

have brought together (im)politeness and AVT. 

Hatim and Mason’s (1997) study is one of the first attempts at analysing politeness from an 

audiovisual translation perspective. The scholars investigated how some cues taken from a 

conversation between characters Camille, Maxime and Stephane in a scene of the French film 

Un Coeur en hivers (1992) were rendered in English subtitles, as far as the use of 

interpersonal strategies are concerned: positive/negative politeness strategies, disagreement, 

attempted reconciliation and challenge. The study revealed differences between original and 

translated dialogue, in that a loss in the dynamics of interpersonal relationships was observed 

in subtitles. According to Hatim and Mason, time and space constraints imposed by subtitling 

obliged the translator to prioritize ideational over interpersonal meaning (Halliday 1973). 

Interpersonal meaning is devoid of propositional content and so, as it does not contribute to 

conveying information for plot-advancing reasons, it tends to be omitted in subtitles for 

reasons of brevity. 

 
3Face-enhancing acts, contrarily to face-threatening acts, are those speech acts which boost, instead of damaging, 

the hearer’s face, such as: complimenting, praising or thanking. 
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Focusing on speech acts properly speaking, the speech act of complimenting has received 

some scholarly attention, as far as the English-Italian language pair is concerned. Bruti 

(2009a) studied the translation of compliments for subtitles into Italian, in nine English and 

American films and concluded that, in the Italian translation, they tended to be centred on 

characters’ personal qualities rather than on performance and ability, as happened instead in 

the original. This finding leads to the speculation that cross-cultural differences involving the 

realization of compliments exist in English and Italian. The other interesting finding of the 

study is that, in most cases, subtitled compliments are observed to be linguistically reduced 

and some lexical items are omitted or watered down, presumably owing to time and space 

constraints posed by the translation mode. In a few cases, however, the opposite trend was 

observed: compliments become more explicit and reinforced in translation, especially when 

non-verbal codes from the scene which accompany the compliment (actors’ gaze, proxemics, 

facial expression, etc.) sanction such shift in politeness. The fact that patterns observed in the 

translation of compliments partly depend on what is retrieved from the visual and oral code is 

suggestive of the strong impact that the non-verbal information has on the verbal component.   

Bruti (2009) also carried out a study of compliments and insults in translation for dubbing 

and concluded that both speech acts are very well represented in English and dubbed Italian. 

In addition, the study revealed that swear words in insults can sometimes be aggravated in 

translation for dubbing. For example, in the film One hour photo (2002), Larry says: “Next 

time you call me out here, that thing better be belching fire!”, this utterances having been 

translated into Italian as: “E non mi chiamare più, a meno che quella cazzo di macchina non 

vada in pezzi” (“Don’t call me again, unless that fucking car breaks into pieces”). In this case, 

the translated statement employs the taboo word “cazzo” (fucking) absent in English, because 

the character is very angry. Once again, the shift in impoliteness might have been caused by 

the presence of non-verbal information. 

Silva and Duarte (2011) studied the way character Nick in What women want (2000) is 

portrayed in the original dialogue and in the Italian and Portuguese subtitles, focusing on the 

compliments he receives from other characters and those that he addresses to himself. Three 

scenes were analysed and it was found that, while compliments in Portuguese subtitles are 

more literal and inefficient in the receiving culture (also because of the presence of cultural 

realia present in the English dialogue but unknow to the Portuguese average audience), 

compliments in the Italian subtitles depart to a grater extent from the original counterparts and 
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are more creative. This creativity, consisting in the fact that translators overloaded with 

positive attributes compliments that characters pay at Nick and that Nick pays to himself, was 

clearly triggered by the characters’ persona, in particular by the way he speaks and his 

staggering bearing. Italian translators, compared to Portuguese translators, seemed to have 

paid more attention to aspects related to the character’s interpersonal dynamics, and translated 

compliments more in accordance with the communicative context, rather than sticking to the 

verbal component of the original compliment alone. 

Ciampi (2015) focused on compliments in English and dubbed Italian films. She conducted 

her analyses on the American films Clueless (1995) and Mean Girls (2004) and found that 

some compliments in the dubbed version tend to be intensified compared to their source 

counterparts (2015, 172), as in: “You’re gorgeous” rendered as: “Sei un fico da paura” (“You 

are a freaking stud”). Cases of semantic interference were also observed, for example in the 

English compliment: “It’s the bomb” (meaning “you look gorgeous”) translated as: “Tipo 

palla da biliardo” (“Like a billiard ball”), an infelicitous and awkward-sounding utterance in 

Italian. As Ciampi argues, this infelicitous solution may have been dictated by the close-up of 

the actor’s round face which looks like a billiard ball, when the utterance is uttered.  

Guillot (2010) focused on some scenes from the French film Sur mes levres (2001) and 

observed how the repeated switches from and to the T/V address forms (existing in French 

but absent in English) between characters in the original film version was handled in the 

translation of English subtitles. Shifts in T/V forms mark evolutions in the characters’ 

relationships because they index formality/informality, solidarity/power, liking/dislike etc., so 

any change in terms of address suggests an evolution in the characters’ rapport. Guillot 

argued that translators are able to overcome the absence of pronominal address forms in the 

TT, by resorting to compensating strategies in the subtitles. These strategies, by repetition of 

use, can grow to become systems of multi-modal and textual representation of their own, 

specific of subtitles, which the viewer will recognize as indexing social meaning (in this case 

a change in the characters’ mutual solidarity, power and liking). The aforementioned 

compensatory strategies adopted by translators include: unmitigated face-threatening acts, 

informal register and pragmatic directness, employed when there was a shift from the V to the 

T form in the original version, to suggest, likewise, a shift towards informality, closeness or 

hostility.  
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Bonsignori, Bruti and Masi (2011) focused on greetings, leave-takings and good wishes in 

nine English and American films from the Pavia Corpus of Film Dialogue (Pavesi et al. 2014) 

and in their dubbed Italian counterparts. The scholars found that they are most often delivered 

in the form of conversational routines both in English and in dubbed Italian, they function as 

carriers of orality, as well as indexes of social relationships between characters, and also fulfil 

plot-advancing functions. Lip-sync constraints in dubbing seemed to sometimes affect 

translation solutions, as in the English greeting: “Matt. All right, mate!”, said by Steve to Matt 

which becomes “Ciao, Matt” in the dubbed version. Here “Matt” was moved by the translator 

from the front to the end position of the utterance, to coincide with “mate”, a vocative term 

untranslatable into Italian but whose pronunciation matches with “Matt” in terms of lip-sync. 

Making the translated utterance match lip movements was even more important in this scene, 

because the actor is shot in a close-up. 

 As far as impoliteness is concerned, Pavesi and Malinverno (2000) analysed the 

translation of swear and taboo words, from the perspective of their naturalness, in translation 

for dubbing, from English into Italian. The scholars argued that some translation solutions 

observed in dubbed Italian (e.g. fottuto bastardo, lurida mignotta, maledette puttanate) are 

unnatural and a that native Italian would probably not use them, their use contributing to the 

unnaturalness of the dubbing language, called dubbese (2000, 78). Another interesting finding 

of the study is that dubbed Italian seems to exhibit less vulgar expressions than English, both 

because Italian lacks many equivalents for English taboo words and because the Italian 

language may tolerate taboo words less than English (2000, 82). 

To conclude, a recent contribution is Pablos-Ortega’s study (2019) which analysed 

requests in twelve British and twelve Spanish films, as well as their translation for subtitling. 

The study revealed how, on a general level, the translation for subtitles tends to make requests 

more direct than their original counterparts, and that such trend holds in both directions 

(English into Spanish subtitles or Spanish into English subtitles). Pablos-Ortega concluded 

that space and time constraints typifying translation for subtitling might underlie the change 

from indirect into direct realization strategies in requests. Direct strategies, compared to 

indirect strategies, are shorter in form and thus allow translators to create shorter captions and 

reduce reading speed, as per subtitling rules (Díaz-Cintas and Remael, 2007: 93). Now that 

the theoretical framework for the present study has been introduced, next chapter focuses on 

the research rationale and methodology. 
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Chapter 3 –RESEARCH RATIONALE AND METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter, the reader will be introduced to the aims and the reasons of the present 

research, its research questions and the methodology adopted. Section 3.1 clarifies the aims of 

the study, Section 3.2 explains the reasons for the study, Section 3.3 introduces the reader to 

the four research questions which will guide the analyses and, to conclude, Section 3.4 deals 

with the methodology adopted, including data collection and annotation.  

 

 

3.1 AIMS OF RESEARCH 

 

The purpose of the present research is twofold. The first part is a cross-linguistic study of the 

speech act of requests which compares request patterns in English and Italian film dialogue. 

Requests in English and Italian are compared on pragmatic (in)directness and pragmatic 

modification, from a pragmalinguistic viewpoint, so only investigating their linguistic 

realization, from the point of view of the communicative context and depending on the genre 

of the film from which they were collected.  (In)directness was measured through the use of 

direct vs indirect realization strategies, while pragmatic modification was measured through 

the presence of downgraders vs upgraders. (In)directness and pragmatic modification were 

taken as two yardsticks for measuring the illocutionary force of requests, as a possible 

indicator of face concern and (im)politeness in the two languages. 

As far as the second part of the research is concerned, the study focuses on dubbing 

translation into Italian and gives an account of how requests in English films have been 

translated into dubbed Italian, from different perspectives: translation trends including the 

hybridization hypothesis, the rendering of original requests through other speech acts (and 

vice versa), the impact of film dialogue multimodality on pragmatic translation solutions and 

the impact of lip-sync constraints on the (in)directness and pragmatic modification of 

translated requests. 

Requests were collected from twelve English films, their twelve counterparts dubbed into 

Italian and from twelve original Italian films. The peculiarity of the study is the presence of 

original Italian films which made it possible to analyse translation patterns from a double 

perspective: the adoption of the source language norms and of the target language norms. The 
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corpus-based methodology adopted in this study, which investigates translation solutions 

against the norms of both the source and the target language, has been widely used in 

Translation Studies, especially after the advent of Descriptive Translation Studies (Toury 

1995), to investigate the presence of translation universals (Laviosa 1998, Olohan 2003, 

Mauranen, Kujamäki 2004, Tirkkonen-Condit 2004) and, more broadly, in investigations 

adopting Toury’s polysystem theory (Toury 1995/2012, Baker 2003, Gambier and van 

Doorslaer 2010, Liao 2010). Next section states the reasons behind the study and explains 

why the speech act of requesting was chosen. 

 

 

3.2 REASONS OF RESEARCH 

As Brown and Levison (1978, 71-73) argued, requests are face-threatening acts (FTA’s 

hereafter) which undermine the hearer’s negative face wants, namely his/her desire to be 

unimpeded by others and to have freedom of action. Compared to other speech acts, requests 

have uncontestably received ample scholarly attention, both in interlanguage pragmatics and 

in cross-cultural pragmatics (Achiba 2003, 3; Flöck 2016, 60) owing to their being 

particularly face-threatening:  getting someone to do something at one’s benefit and at 

someone’s cost threatens the hearers’ negative face more severely than other FTA’s 

(Haverkate 1984; Curl and Drew 2008, 130; Ogiermann 2009). I decided to focus on requests 

for two reasons. The first relates to the afore-mentioned high academic interest they have 

attracted in the past (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, Trosborg 1995, Márquez Reiter 2000, 2002, 

Barron 2003, Rue and Zhang 2008, Flöck 2016)  and because the wealth of studies of requests 

puts the at the analyst’s disposal a number of models of analysis whose pragmatic categories 

proved functional (Achiba 2003, Rue and Zhang 2008, Pan 2012, Leech 2014, Flöck 2016). 

The model of analysis adopted here contains pragmatic categories borrowed from different 

taxonomies of past studies of requests, so the resulting taxonomy proved to be all-

encompassing and comprehensive in accounting for a high number of pragmatic categories. I 

also coined new categories which were unaccounted for in previous models but were crucial 

for the annotation of certain pragmatic functions carried by a few linguistic devices 

encountered during data collection.  

Requests were chosen over other speech acts owing to their pervasiveness in spoken 

language (Márquez Reiter 2000, 16). Considering that film language is an imitation of 
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naturally occurring conversation (Rose 2001, Washburn 2001, Alcón-Soler et al. 2005, 

Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2005, Baños Piñero and Chaume 2009), I hypothesised that requests 

would also be numerous in film dialogues. As will be shown, this hypothesis turned out to be 

correct. 

A further aspect which made requests worth investigating in the present study is that they 

can be realized and pragmatically modified through many linguistic strategies which allow the 

analyst to infer what the speaker’s intentions were, also in terms of (im)polite behaviour. As 

Achiba (2003, 3) argued:  

 

“Because requests are realized by a variety of linguistic forms (e.g. imperatives, declaratives or interrogatives), they express a 

variety of functions or intentions and encode the relative status of the speaker and the addressee, they create an environment 

in which there is substantial opportunity to examine how linguistic forms are related to intentions”. 

 

To conclude, requests, as well as speech acts in general, have not been duly investigated in 

film dialogue so far, as also argued by Dynel (2017, 475) who calls for further studies of 

requests in film conversation, or in audiovisual translation and dubbing. The present research 

thus purports to fill this gap and aims to give a more thorough understanding of the 

pragmatics and the (im)politeness of film speech and dubbing translation, through the analysis 

of an FTA. 

 

 

3.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

The present study is led by four research questions: the first two constitute the first part of the 

research, where requests are investigated from a cross-cultural pragmatic perspective, in 

English and in Italian film dialogues. The second two guide the second part of the research, 

with their focus on the pragmatics of translated requests in dubbed Italian. The research 

questions are the following: 

 

1) Through which linguistic strategies are requests realized in original English films and 

in original Italian films? 
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2) What is the effect of the communicative context on the linguistic realization of requests 

in English and in Italian film dialogue? 

3) Are there any frequent patterns in the linguistic realization of requests in dubbed Italian 

vis-à-vis original English, on the one hand, and vis-à-vis original Italian, on the other 

hand? Is pragmatic hybridization observed in translated Italian, with respect to original 

English and original Italian? 

4) How may the multimodal nature of film dialogue, including synchrony constraints 

proper to dubbing, have influenced the translators-adaptors’ pragmatic choices in the 

translation of requests?  

 

 

 

3.3.1 ADDRESSING THE FIRST RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

The first research question deals with how requests are linguistically realized in English and 

Italian film dialogue and it was answered by resorting to quantitative analyses. The 

frequencies of realization strategies (direct/indirect), of internal and external pragmatic 

modifiers (downgraders/upgraders), as well as the frequencies of the combinations of 

realization strategies with pragmatic modifiers will be measured and compared between 

English and Italian. This will provide an insight into whether the two languages realize 

requests with similar or differing patterns, so from a purely linguistic perspective, but also in 

terms of their illocutionary force as an indicator of (im)politeness, depending on film genre. 

In all analyses of the present research, relative frequencies of realization strategies are given 

in percentages, since each request corresponds to one and only one realization strategy. On 

the other hand, relative frequencies of pragmatic modifiers correspond to the value of the 

average of modifiers per request, obtained by dividing the instances of a given modifier by the 

instances of all requests in the corpus. 

 

 

 



 

59 

 

3.3.2 ADDRESSING THE SECOND RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

The second research question introduces the context into the discussion and aims to reveal 

whether requests are realized differently or similarly in the two languages, depending on three 

contextual parameters. Two of these parameters are the sociopragmatic variables of social 

distance and relative power, whereas the third one regards the presence or absence of implied 

criticism in the request. Social distance concerns the degree of intimacy/informality or 

distance/formality between on-screen interactants. Relative power is annotated according to 

whether the requester has power over the requestee, or vice versa, or whether the two 

interactants share the same power footing. The third parameter, called “positive face threat”, 

groups requests into two categories: the first one includes ordinary requests for action which 

only threaten the hearer’s negative face (e.g. “pass the glass”), whereas the second category 

includes requests which carry an implication of criticism (e.g. “get out of my way”).  

The first two variables were chosen since past studies of requests, collected through 

elicitation methods in cross-cultural pragmatics and in interlanguage pragmatics, have shown 

that both social distance and relative power impact on the (in)directness of requests, as a 

possible indicator of (im)polite work (Labov and Fanshel 1977, Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, 

Mulac and Bradac 1995, Marquez Reiter 2000, Beeching 2002, Fukushima 2002, Brownlow 

et al. 2003, Barron 2008, Rue and Zhang 2008, Aribi 2012, Khalib and Tayeh 2014). The aim 

was to observe whether the two sociopragmatic variables also determined the degree of 

(im)politeness of requests in film conversation. 

The third parameter, namely positive face threat, was chosen and annotated, since no study 

(to the author’s knowledge) has ever investigated whether the presence of criticism in 

requests impacts on their illocutionary force, as a possible indicator of (im)politeness. I 

wanted to test the hypothesis that requests-criticism are delivered more indirectly and with 

more downgrading modification, to soften their particularly high face threat, in view of the 

fact that they both threaten positive and negative face. 

The three variables yield seven possible scenarios altogether: requester and requestee are 

intimate or distant (two scenarios for social distance); the requester is more powerful than the 

requestee, the requestee is more powerful than the requester and there is no power imbalance 

between requester and requestee (three scenarios for relative power); the requester asks for an 

action which also implies criticism, the requester asks for an action which does not imply 

https://www.google.com/search?q=gender,+politeness+and+pragmatic+particles+in+french+kate+beeching&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAB3JsQrCMBCA4UkQBwdnh8OxCJGCUjv2ReSaXpMj7SVcIsHX8UktTv8H__54OpjV3B6zr527_H2v7ad9NudgezPGGExVLoXkVaOGHt_FR_3uBkcykV4hxYW3SzkDygRJ0a1Y2EJC3bJQBhaYlcR6CFgIRiLrWdwPOu9LPH0AAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjHkPz72tDjAhXL0aQKHUgzA9MQmxMoATAOegQIDhAH
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criticism (two scenarios for positive face threat). For each scenario, the potential (im)polite 

load of requests will be operationalized through their illocutionary strength, in turn measured 

through the frequency of (in)direct strategies and of downgrading/upgrading modifiers in each 

scenario and between the two languages. The aim of this analysis is to reveal to what extent 

the variables determine the potential (im)politeness of requests in each language and whether 

there are cross-linguistic differences in the weight attributed to them.  

 

 

3.3.3 ADDRESSING THE THIRD RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

After having explored requests in English and in Italian from a pragmalinguistic viewpoint 

and  from the point of view of the communicative context, the third research question opens 

the second part of the thesis, with its focus on requests in dubbing translation. Addressing the 

third research question will reveal whether translated dialogues exhibit pragmatic 

hybridization, whereby the frequencies of pragmatic features making up requests in dubbed 

Italian situate themselves between the value of the same feature in English and in original 

Italian. Hybridization will be investigated both pragmalinguistically and from the point of 

view of the communicative context. Pragmalinguistic hybridization, which only looks at the 

pragmatic categories of requests regardless of their communicative context, will be obtained 

when the relative frequency of a pragmatic category from the model of analysis in dubbed 

dialogue is between the value of English and that of original Italian. Hybridization depending 

on the communicative context hybridization will zoom in on each of the seven scenarios 

yielded by the three variables, thus providing a more fine-grained analysis where also the 

context in which the request is uttered is taken into account. For reasons of space and time, 

hybridization in the communicative context will not be based on the frequency of each 

pragmatic category from the model of analysis, as happens for pragmalinguistic hybridization, 

but the frequency of the macro categories, that is: (in)direct strategies, on the one hand, and 

pragmatic downgraders and upgraders, on the other hand. The analysis of hybridization in the 

communicative context will reveal whether the presence of the phenomenon, whereby the 

translator adopts the norms of both the source and the target language in using a request 

feature whose frequency is between the two languages, is found with a higher frequency in 

one scenario or is pervasive in all of them. 
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Translation patterns and trends, as well as dubbing translators’ choices and pragmatic 

strategies adopted will also be discussed in this part. The contextual variables of social 

distance, relative power and positive face threat will also be the object of analysis in dubbed 

Italian. 

 

 

 

3.3.4 ADDRESSING THE FOURTH RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

The fourth research question is addressed by adopting a qualitative approach and focuses on 

the relationship between the pragmatics of translated requests and the multimodal nature of 

film conversation which affects dubbing translators’ choices. In particular, the impact that the 

presence of non-verbal, visual and aural modes, together with the need to respect dubbing 

constraints, have on translation strategies will be assessed and discussed. The analysis has a 

qualitative nature: at this stage, there is no need to quantify data, since the relationship 

between pragmatic translation strategies and audiovisual modes and constraints can only be 

investigated by looking at a few selected request pairs (original utterance and its translation) 

within the rest of the non-verbal information. The analysis will focus on pragmatic shifts of 

requests, whereby the translated utterance has a higher or a lower illocutionary strength, 

compared to its original counterpart, which are likely to have been caused by the co-presence 

of other non-verbal modes as well as dubbing constraints. Cases in which requests are 

rendered through other speech acts or, conversely, speech acts other than requests in English 

are rendered through requests in dubbed Italian will also be tackled, always against the 

background of the complex semiotic whole that is film conversation. The aim of this analysis 

is to reveal whether non-verbal information and dubbing constraints can have an impact on 

the pragmatics and on the (im)polite load of speech acts, an issue still largely unexplored in 

Audiovisual Translation Studies. Next section focuses on the methodology adopted for the 

present research, in terms of criteria for data collection and annotation.  
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3.4 METHODOLOGY OF THE RESEARCH 

 

The present section addresses aspects related to the methodology through which the research 

was carried out. Section 3.4.1 describes the corpus exploited for data collection, Section 3.4.2 

describes the model of analysis containing the categories according to which data was 

annotated and codified and Section 3.4.3 describes the criteria followed for the annotation of 

requests and of the contextual variables.  

 

 

3.4.1 THE PAVIA CORPUS OF FILM DIALOGUE 
 

Before delving into the criteria for the collection and annotation of requests, it is worth 

spending a few words on the Pavia Corpus of Film Dialogue (PCFD hereafter), from which 

films for data collection were selected, following precise criteria which will also be the object 

of this section. 

The Pavia Corpus of Film Dialogue (Pavesi and Freddi 2009, Pavesi et al. 2014) is a 

relational database containing the transcription of the dialogues of twenty-four English films, 

their counterpart dubbed into Italian and twenty-four original Italian films. The corpus is both 

parallel (unidirectional, with Italian dialogues translated from English) and comparable, 

owing to the presence of original Italian films. The PCFD was developed in 2005 at the 

University of Pavia with the aim of investigating aspects of spokenness and prefabricated 

orality in film conversation, both in a translational and cross-linguistic perspective, for the 

language pair English-Italian. The unidirectional parallel component containing English 

original dialogues and their translation into dubbed Italian contains 480,000 words, whereas 

the comparable component with dialogues from original Italian films totals roughly 215,000 

words. The transcription of dialogues was carried out manually, having as a source the film 

soundtrack and, as far as the parallel component is concerned, the corpus was turned into a 

relational database through aligning, turn by turn, the actors’ utterances in the English and 

dubbed version of the same film. Thanks to this alignment, the researcher is able to perform 

textual queries starting from either the translated or the original dialogues, which ultimately 

allows comparing the two versions and bringing to light translation patterns. The corpus also 

contains textual and contextual information for the scene under analysis, such as the name of 
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the character speaking, scene type, details of non-linguistic behaviour (e.g. character waving 

or staring) and metadata like year of production and names of scriptwriter and translator. The 

films whose dialogues are transcribed were chosen following four major criteria: they had to 

be set in contemporary times, mirror present-day conversation, feature communicative 

situations characterized by spontaneous and bi-directional spoken language interactions, be 

released at regular intervals within a time span starting from 1995 onward (to allow for 

diachronic studies), be successful and well-received by critics and the general public. The 

PCFD has been used in the several studies on film language and translation for dubbing from 

a linguistic, socio-linguistic, pragmatic, SLA and discourse perspective viewpoint (Freddi 

2009, Monti 2009, Bonsignori et al. 2011, Brincat 2014, Caruana et al. 2014, Formentelli 

2014, Zago 2015).  

To make the study feasible in terms of time and manageability of data, a sub-sample was 

built, containing half of the films for each of the three sub-corpora: English, dubbed Italian 

and original Italian. The three sub-samples were thus made up of twelve films each. For the 

collection of data, films were watched entirely, because my research takes an onomasiological 

approach. Requests were annotated according to their pragmatic functions (corresponding to 

the pragmatic categories from the model of analysis) and not to their linguistic form. In other 

words, this means that the a given request category, carrying a certain pragmatic function, 

was annotated as such, regardless of the many realizations which it can have on the linguistic 

plane. The criterion is onomasiological because data collection and annotation followed a 

function-to-form approach. Contrarily to semasiological, form-to-function studies where 

corpus search affordances, such as textual queries, can be used by the researcher, the present 

study could only rely on a manual collection of data, which entailed watching all films and 

annotating requests every time these were issued by on-screen characters. Requests were 

annotated in an Excel spreadsheet according to their realization strategies and pragmatic 

modifiers, where these were present, accompanied by the time code and by the values of each 

of the three contextual parameters: social distance, relative power and positive face threat. 

The time code was useful in cases of qualitative analyses, where the scene in which the 

request was uttered needed to be retrieved to access the impact of non-verbal information on 

the pragmatic load of the original and the translated request. 

As regards the film genres for the creation of the sample, different genres were chosen, for 

two reasons: (1) to be able to generalize the findings to film dialogue more broadly, thus 
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avoiding bias, and (2) to allow for cross-genre comparisons both in English and in Italian, in 

an attempt to find whether the genre of the film determines the level of (im)politeness in 

requests. The genres chosen for each of the three sub-corpora were: romantic comedies, 

dramatic comedies and thrillers/crimes, for each of the three corpora. Their presence was 

balanced, since in each corpus there were: three romantic comedies, four dramatic comedies, 

three thrillers/crimes and two romantic/dramatic comedies, thus totalling twelve films. The 

films included in the PCFD allowed me to reach such genre balance, except for the original 

Italian sub-corpus, where there were only two thrillers/crimes. The third thriller/crime 

necessary to reach the three films was chosen outside of the corpus and is “La ragazza del 

lago” (2006). Table 2 below shows the titles of the films for each sub-corpus and for each 

genre, with the films in the “dubbed Italian sample” column being the dubbed versions of the 

films in the “English sample” column. 

 

 

 
ENGLISH SAMPLE 

DUBBED ITALIAN 

SAMPLE 

ORIGINAL ITALIAN 

SAMPLE 

Romantic comedy 

My Best Friend’s Wedding 

(1997), Runaway Bride 

(1999), Notting Hill (1999). 

Il matrimonio del mio 

migliore amico (1997), Se 

scappi ti sposo (1999), 

Notting Hill (1999). 

Casomai (2002), Pane e 

tulipani (2000), Come te 

nessuno mai (1999). 

Dramatic comedy 

Secrets and Lies (1996), 

Looking for Eric (2009), The 

Queen (2006), Bend it like 

Beckham (2002). 

Segreti e bugie (1996), Il mio 

amico Eric (2009), La regina 

(2006), Sognando Beckham 

(2002). 

La cena (1998), La giusta 

distanza (2007), A casa nostra 

(2006), Giorni e nuvole 

(2007). 

Romantic/dramatic 

comedy 

Ae Fond Kiss (2004), 

Autumn in New York 

(2000). 

Un bacio appassionato 

(2004), Autumn in New York 

(2000). 

La finestra di fronte (2003), 

Ricordati di me (2003). 

Thriller/crime 

Match Point (2005), Ocean’s 

Eleven (2001), Saving Grace 

(2000). 

Match Point (2005), Ocean's 

Eleven - Fate il vostro gioco 

(2001), L’erba di Grace 

(2000). 

La terra (2006), Giulia non 

esce la sera (2008), La 

ragazza del lago (2006). 

Table 2: Films watched for data collection divided by genre and language. 
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Next section introduces the model of analysis containing the pragmatic categories used for the 

annotation and the codification of requests, which also made requests in the three corpora 

comparable in terms of realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers.   

 

 

 

3.4.2 THE MODEL OF ANALYSIS FOR THE ANNOTATION AND THE 

CODIFICATION OF REQUESTS 
 

The taxonomy used for data collection and annotation is based on the taxonomy designed by 

Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) for the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (see Section 

1.3.1 above). Since Blum-Kulka et al.’s model has been discussed in the literature review, I 

will briefly re-state its rationale to then review each single category, together with the 

categories coined by the author. 

Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) model of analysis was designed to categorize requests 

produced in elicited discourse and not in naturally-occurring speech, which may represent a 

methodological flaw if this model is used to collect data from film dialogue which is arguably 

more akin to spontaneous conversation. As forcefully argued by many scholars from diverse 

disciplines (Johnston et al. 1998, Golato 2003, Clark and Beebe 2006, Flöck 2016) elicited 

discourse is not comparable to spontaneous discourse (which film dialogue mimics), because 

what speakers are made to say in a given scenario does not necessarily correspond to what 

they would actually say in real life without  the presence of an external researcher (Labov 

1972, 209). It follows that requests (as any other speech act) delivered in real-life, impromptu 

situations may exhibit pragmatic and functional features which, not emerging from elicited 

speech, may remain unaccounted for in models designed for elicitation methods. Having 

made such a premise, it should be conceded that Blum-Kulka et al.’s taxonomy turned out to 

be comprehensive in its scope and covered nearly all pragmatic categories making up the 

requests collected from the sampled films. However, some functions were unaccounted for, so 

even though the basic framework was Blum-Kulka et al.’s model, some pragmatic categories 

were borrowed from other studies and yet other categories not present in any past study of 

requests were coined by the author.  
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Before reviewing the single categories of the final model of analysis, I will briefly re-

elaborate here on the two components of which requests are made up, based on Blum-Kulka 

et al.’s coding scheme, namely realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers. As already 

mentioned in Section 1.3.1, realization strategies are obligatory, since without them the 

request would not exist in the first place. Request strategies represent the “head act” (Blum-

Kulka and Olshtain 1984) and can be: direct (e.g. “close the door”), conventionally indirect 

(e.g. “can you close the door?”) and non-conventionally indirect (e.g. “it is cold in this 

room”).  As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, they are optional and can be added by 

the requester to either mitigate the illocutionary force of the request (downgraders), for 

reasons of politeness and face concern, or to intensify its illocutionary force, often (though not 

always) for reasons of impoliteness and face attack (upgraders). Pragmatic modifiers (both 

downgraders and upgraders) further include: external modifiers (content-independent, self-

standing utterances used as supportive moves before or after the head act), as in: “Could you 

come here for a moment? I really need your help” and internal modifiers which are not 

adjuncts carrying an autonomous meaning, but grammatical or lexical devices occurring 

internally, withing the head act, as in: “Could you come here for a moment?”. Pragmatic 

modifiers are not obligatory for a request to exist and, when present, they can be used 

singularly or in combinations of downgrader + downgrader (“can you please go upstairs? It 

won’t take long before I finish cleaning the kitchen”), upgrader + upgrader (“just stop 

shouting, for God’s sake!”), and upgrader + downgrader (“listen, try the best you can, will 

you?”).  

 Pragmatic (in)directness in realization strategies and pragmatic mitigation/intensification 

in modifiers were used as yardsticks for measuring illocutionary strength which, in turn, can 

determine the utterance (im)polite import. The model of analysis was given a hierarchical 

structure. For realization strategies, direct and conventionally indirect strategies were the 

macro categories which subsumed other sub-strategies. Non-conventionally indirect strategies 

do not include sub-strategies in my taxonomy 4. For pragmatic modifiers, the macro 

categories were represented by internal and external downgraders and upgraders which 

included other pragmatic modifiers.   

 
4 Blum-Kulka et al. (1989, 18) also provide two sub-strategies for non-conventionally indirect requests (mild and 

strong hints) but I did not operate such distinction in the present research, so the category of non-conventional 

indirect strategies does not contain sub-strategies. 



 

67 

 

The next two sections introduce the taxonomy of realization strategies (Section 3.4.2.1) 

and of pragmatic modifiers (Section 3.4.2.2), respectively. The taxonomies are organized 

following their hierarchy, with sub-strategies and sub-modifiers coming under the macro 

category to which they belong. Each category is exemplified in two examples of requests (one 

for English and one for Italian) taken from the films analysed and included in the data 

collection. The name of the film from which the request was taken is also specified. 

Following the example, I added the name of the author(s) of the study from which the 

pragmatic category was borrowed. When the category was borrowed from another model but 

was labelled differently in the present research, the name of the category is followed by: 

“adapted from”, whereas the categories coined by the author for the present research are 

marked by “my coinage”. A short description of the pragmatic function fulfilled by the 

realization strategy/pragmatic modifier follows the two examples and, in the case of 

pragmatic modifiers, the description also specifies whether the modifier enhances or attacks 

the hearer’s negative or positive face. This piece of information will become relevant when 

the presence of positive and negative politeness in requests will be measured in English and 

Italian dialogues, as will be shown in Sections 4.1.1 and 4.2.1. 

 

 

3.4.2.1 REALIZATION STRATEGIES 
 

 

1) Direct strategies: 

 

a) Bare imperative (adapted from “mood derivable”, Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Call the 

office to reschedule” (Saving Grace); “Stai calma, Giulia” (Giulia non esce la sera). 

This is the most straightforward way of issuing a request, where the directive force is 

encoded in the imperative verb mood.  

 

b) Verb elliptical (adapted from “non-sentential strategy”, Leech 2014): “Chips, please!” 

(Ocean’s Eleven); “Su con le gambe” (Giulia non esce la sera). 
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The requester only names the desideratum and omits the verb indicating the 

illocutionary point, leaving it to the hearer to infer the action requested, depending on 

the communicative context (a train controller uttering “tickets, please!” can only 

mean: “show me/give me your tickets, please!”). 

 

c) Obligation statement (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “You mustn't phone” (Secrets and 

Lies); “Rosalba, mi devi aiutare” (Pane e tulipani). 

 The speaker conveys the directive illocutionary point through a deontic form. 

 

d) Need statement (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “I need a reason” (Ocean’s Eleven); “Ho 

bisogno del tuo aiuto” (La terra).  

The speaker expresses the need for some object or action which can be provided for by 

the hearer. The need for something is one of the speaker’s two sincerity conditions for 

a request, together with willingness (Searle 1969). 

e) Want statement (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “I just wanna be alone, is that ok?” (My Best 

Friend’s Wedding); “Non voglio che parli così di tuo padre” (Ricordati di me). 

The speaker expresses his/her desire for some object or action, namely the sincerity 

condition of requests (Searle 1969).    

 

f) Performative (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Casim, I'm asking you to stay, please” (Ae 

Fond Kiss); “Ti ho chiesto di abbassare la voce, per piacere” (Ricordati di me). 

The illocutionary point of the request is explicitly stated through a performative verb 

which “labels” the speech act. 

 

g) Hedged performative (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “All I'm asking for is a normal amount 

of perspective” (Notting Hill); “Posso chiedervi di scrivere sul retro di questo biglietto 

una frase?” (La cena). 

It is represented by a performative verb which is mitigated through its use in 

interrogative forms or other internal hedges. 
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h) Locution derivable (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “You will phone me, won't you?” 

(Saving Grace); “Non lo lasci qui, non sai nemmeno chi è” (La finestra di fronte). 

This strategy comprises simple assertions which, given the context, have a clear 

directive force. It also encompasses phrases/idiomatic expressions conventionally and 

unequivocally associated to requests (e.g. “It's time for you to go” – Saving Grace). 

 

 

 

2) Conventionally indirect strategies: 

 

a) Asking for willingness (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “You wanna answer that?” (Ocean’s 

Eleven); “Allora? Vogliamo fare silenzio? (La ragazza del lago). 

The speaker asks the hearer if the preparatory condition of willingness obtains on 

his/her part, for him/her to perform the desired action. 

b) Asking for ability (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Could you help?” (Runaway Bride); “Oh, 

puoi scendere?” (Come te nessuno mai).  

The speaker asks the hearer if the preparatory condition of ability/possibility obtains 

on his/her part, for him/her to perform the desired action. 

 

c) Ability statement (Leech 2014): “Maybe you can cheer her up a bit, eh?” (Bend it Like 

Beckham); “Magari tu mi puoi aiutare a trovare il fumo” (Ricordati di me).  

The speaker simply asserts what the hearer is able (or allowed) to do in certain 

circumstances. Depending on the context, asserting the possibility for the hearer to do 

something is tantamount to asking him/her to perform that action.    

 

d) Suggestory formula (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “There's something else I think you 

should see” (The Queen); “Perché non mi raggiungi tu? Eh?” (La terra).  
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The speaker asks something by way of suggesting it. Depending on the context, this 

linguistic formula, conventionally associated to the speech act of suggestion, is 

construed as a request.    

 

e) Simple interrogative (Rossi 2014): “You gonna tell me?” (Ocean’s Eleven); “Vieni a 

salutarli?” (Come te nessuno mai).  

The speaker simply asks the hearer if he/she is going to do something. Depending on 

the context, the illocutionary point of the question is ambiguous between asking for 

simple information or asking the hearer to do something. Because of this ambiguity, 

resolved by the communication context, this strategy is considered indirect. 

 

f) Conditional clause (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “If you wanna follow me, we'll take you 

right now, ok?” (Looking for Eric); “Guardi, se me lo dà, così poi andiamo via” (Pane 

e tupilani).  

The speaker embeds the verb conveying his/her illocutionary point in the protasis of a 

conditional sentence. Depending on the context, the action in the protasis is 

unequivocally construed as a request. 

 

g) Consultative formula (Trosborg 1995): “Would you mind leaving now, please?” 

(Autumn in New York); “Le dispiace [lasciarci soli]? Solo un momento” (La ragazza 

del lago).  

The speaker asks for the hearer’s opinion as to the action requested, by syntactically 

embedding the utterance containing the request for action in a consultative formula.  

 

 

3) Non-conventionally indirect strategies (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “The prime 

minister wishes to speak to her majesty” - illocutionary point: “Pick up the phone” 

(The Queen); “Qua ci vuole la calcolatrice” – illocutionary point: “Prendi la 

calcolatrice” (A casa nostra).  
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This category comprises simple assertions or questions whose form is not in any way 

associated to a requestive intent. Only through the context can the requestee infer the 

speaker’s point. In my study, this strategy also encompasses all instances of pre-requests (for 

a definition of pre-requests, see Levinson 1983, 358), where the action desired is not 

explicitly mentioned but the speaker enquires about the presence of a precondition necessary 

for it to be performed (“Do you have a pen?” > “lend it to me if you do”). 

Next section deals with pragmatic modifiers and presents them in the following order, 

according to their macro categories: internal downgrading modifiers, external downgrading 

modifiers, internal upgrading modifiers and external upgrading modifiers. To indicate 

whether the modifier involves positive or negative face, the phrase “enhances 

negative/positive face” is used for downgraders appealing to negative/positive face, while the 

phrase “attacks negative/positive face” is used for upgraders appealing to negative/positive 

face. Pragmatic modifiers appeal to negative face when they enhance (or attack) the hearer’s 

desire for autonomy, i.e. they mitigate or intensify the imposition inherent in the action 

requested, while positive face is involved whenever the function of the modifier is that of 

boosting (or mining) the hearer’s desire to be liked and appreciated. 

 

 

3.4.2.2 PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

 

1) Internal downgrading modifiers: 

 

a) Conditional/irrealis verb mood (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Would you just calm 

down?” (Ae Fond Kiss); “Io vorrei sapere solo cosa ti ha detto mio padre” (Casomai).  

The verb conveying the illocutionary point is in the conditional mood or in a mood 

suggesting an unreal, hypothetical situation. In addition to the conditional mood, this 

category includes verbs in the subjunctive mood suggesting a hypothesis, as opposed 

to reality, like in the Italian utterance: “Se mi aiutassi a spostare il tavolo, te ne sarei 

grata” (back translation: “If you helped me move the table, I would appreciate it”). 

The subjunctive mood here (as opposed to the indicative form “se mi aiuti…” – back 

translation: “if you help me…”) which marks the utterance as a conditional sentence 
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type two, makes the illocutionary force of the request more mitigated than when the 

indicative mood is used. “Conditional/irrealis verb mood” enhances the hearer’s 

negative face. 

 

b) Past tense (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “I just wondered whether…if Mr. Thacker got 

down on his knees and begged you to reconsider whether you would in fact, then, re-

consider” (Notting Hill); “Ecco se...chiedevo se me li potessi restituire” (Giorni e 

nuvole).  

In this case, the speaker might have used the present tense: “I am just wondering/I just 

wonder”. Shifting back the action to a past dimension contributes to softening the 

pressure for the hearer to act immediately. “Past tense” enhances the hearer’s negative 

face. 

 

c) Progressive form of the verb (Fraser 1996): “I was just wondering if you'd like to 

come around, you know, for a bite to eat, only if you want to, all right?” (Looking for 

Eric). No instances in Italian. 

In this case, the speaker mitigates the imposition inherent in the directive verb by 

making its aspect continuous, which reduces pressure likely to be associated to a 

punctual action, as in: “I wonder…”. “Progressive form of the verb” enhances the 

hearer’s negative face. 

d) Negative bias (Leech 2014): “You couldn't help me with an incredibly important 

decision, could you?” (Notting Hill); “Senti, scusami, non è che mi aiuteresti anche a 

collegarmi a internet ché non ne sono capace?” (La giusta distanza).  

When the speaker puts the verb containing the illocutionary point in the negative 

form, he/she signals pessimism about the hearer coming through with the action, thus 

reducing face threat (Brown and Levinson 1978, 136). “Negative bias” enhances the 

hearer’s negative face. 
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e) Appreciative opening (Leech 2014): “We would all appreciate it if it could be 

respected as such” (The Queen); “Può essere così cortese da ospitare al suo tavolo 

questi signori?” (La cena).  

This category encompasses any kind of positive face-enhancing clause in which the 

request is embedded. Other examples might be: “You would be a real friend if you…”, 

“I would appreciate it if you…”, etc. “Appreciative opening” enhances the hearer’s 

positive face. 

 

f) Deliberative opening (Leech 2014): “I wonder if I could have a little word” (Notting 

Hill); “Ecco se...chiedevo se me li potessi restituire” (Giorni e nuvole).  

This category encompasses cases where the speaker embeds the utterance containing 

the illocutionary verb into a main clause expressing doubt, hesitation or questioning. 

Another example might be: “I was thinking/asking myself if I could have a little 

word”. “Deliberative opening” enhances the hearer’s negative face.  

 

g) Subjectivizer (Leech 2014): “I think I'd like you to leave, please” (Saving Grace); 

“Senti, non mi sembra il caso di mettersi a fare questi discorsi” (La terra).  

The speaker embeds the clause containing the request (which becomes the object 

clause) into an utterance introduced by an opinion verb. Through a Q-scalar 

implicature, the opinion verb lowers the speaker’s epistemic stance and, being the 

request the object of the stance, its illocutionary force is softened, together with the 

face threat yielded by it. “Subjectivizer” enhances the hearer’s negative face.  

h) Verb first person singular (adapted from “request perspective: speaker oriented”, 

Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Can I have two aspirins, please?” (Match Point); “Potrei 

parlare con il Sig. Veroli?” (La finestra di fronte).  

The speaker might have said: “Can you give me two aspirins, please?”, which is the 

real semantic meaning of the utterance. Instead, he/she decides to shift the focus from 

the hearer to him/herself, thus becoming the agent of the action and mitigating 

imposition. This category comprises all “false” requests for permission. Genuine 

requests for permission (which were not included in the annotation) do not involve 

any action from the hearer and their illocutionary point is simply obtaining 
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authorization to do something. Some utterances are requests for others’ action, 

disguised as requests for permission, especially if they are framed as “can I/may I…?” 

utterances. As the “verb first person singular” strategy aims to relieve imposition from 

requestee by making the requester the agent, it enhances the hearer’s negative face.  

 

i) Verb first person plural (adapted from “request perspective: speaker and hearer 

oriented”, Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Let's move” (Autumn in New York); “Parliamo 

dei tuoi segreti” (La ragazza del lago).  

The category encompasses requests framed as proposals, even though they are not real 

proposals for joint actions, because the speaker is clearly not involved. In the example 

provided above, the semantic meaning of the utterance is: “Move”. The requester, by 

also including him/herself in the action, softens the directive illocutionary force 

carried by the request. “Verb first person plural” enhances the hearer’s positive face 

because proposing to undertake joint actions fosters a sense of commonality and 

sharedness with the interlocutor. 

 

j) Impersonal form/passive voice (adapted from “request perspective: impersonal”, 

Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “We would all appreciate it if it could be respected as such” 

(The Queen); “Non si può fumare qui” (La ragazza del lago). 

Similarly to the category “verb first person singular”, the speaker tries to shift the 

focus of the action from the requestee to an impersonal form, in order to mitigate its 

imposition, through the use of an agent-less construction. In the example above, the 

real semantic equivalent of the utterance is: “We would all appreciate it if you could 

respect it as such”. “Impersonal form/passive voice” enhances the hearer’s negative 

face 

. 

k) Appealer (Trosborg 1995): “Please relax, ok?” (Match Point); “Dille che dormo fuori, 

eh?” (Ricordati di me).  

Appealers encompass opinion-eliciting lexical items and question tags (“ok?”, “all 

right?”, “will you?”, etc.) as well as phrases such as: “is it ok?”, “is it a problem?”, 
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etc., whose function is to check for the hearer’s willingness to perform the action. 

Appealers enhance the hearer’s positive face because, as Sifianou (1999, 180) argues, 

they are “addressee-oriented modifiers which are used by the speaker […] as an appeal 

for the addressee’s participation. They point to some kind of prior pseudo-agreement.” 

In other words, through showing consideration for the requestee’s opinion, the speaker 

communicates interest in his/her positive face wants. 

 

l) Term of endearment/familiarizer (Sifianou 1992): “Are you gonna sit down, darling?” 

(Secrets and Lies); “Mi dirai di sì, amore?” (La cena).  

This category includes all terms of affection used in the vocative function (“dear”, 

“darling”, “honey”, etc.) as well as familiarizers, more broadly (“man”, “pal”, “son”, 

etc.). “Term of endearment/familiarizer” enhances the hearer’s positive face. 

 

m) Thanking (Leech 2014): “Sit down, thank you” (Runaway Bride); “Firmi qui, grazie” 

(A casa nostra). 

The requester thanks the requestee before he/she has performed the action. All cases 

in which the speech act of thanking follows the performance of the action requested, 

thus belonging to a separate conversational turn, were not annotated as a pragmatic 

modifier. In such instances, thanking the person does not function as a downgrading 

strategy for the request but constitutes a real speech act of thanking whereby the 

speaker expressed gratitude for the action performed. Only instances where thanking 

occurs in the same turn unit, immediately attached to the request head act, were 

annotated as downgraders. “Thanking” enhances the hearer’s negative face, in that 

thanking someone implies that one is indebted to him/her. 

 

n) Cajoler (Alcón-Soler et al. 2005): “It's time for you to go, you know” (Saving Grace). 

No instances in Italian. 

This category includes all discourse markers carrying an interpersonal function (“you 

see”, “you know”, “you can understand”, etc.) which appeal to the hearer’s 

understanding of the action requested. Cajolers enhance the hearer’s positive face in 

that the requester communicates his/her belief that the requestee will understand (and 
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possibly justify) the reason for the request. These pragmatic particles enhance positive 

face, because they contribute to fostering a sense of common ground and mutual 

understanding between interactants (Stubbe and Holmes 1995, 87-91). 

 

o) Hesitation mark (Alcón-Soler et al. 2005): “Don't…don't touch that” (Ocean’s 

Eleven); “Magari…puoi parlarne con gli altri” (Giorni e nuvole).  

The speaker shows hesitation while delivering the request. Hesitations, which can take 

the form of empty pauses, filled pauses (“mmm”, “ehm”, “well”, etc.) or 

reformulations and false starts suggest that the requester is being tentative and 

doubtful in delivering the request, for fear of imposing on the hearer. For this reason, 

hesitation marks enhances the hearer’s negative face.  

 

p) Downtoner/hedging device (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Hang on a minute” (Ocean’s 

Eleven); “Si potrebbe rianalizzare il nostro rapporto, forse” (Giorni e nuvole). 

In this category, I have collapsed what other scholars have separately referred to as 

downtoners (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, Marquez-Reiter 2000, among others), hedging 

devices (Wishnoff 2000, Mirzaei Jegarlooei and Allami 2018, among others) and 

understaters (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, Rue and Zhang 2008, among others). 

Downtoners and hedging devices encompass particles indicating uncertainty, as in the 

adverbs: “perhaps, maybe, possibly, etc.”, approximation or vagueness, as in the 

phrases: “sort of, kind of”, and understaters which minimize the imposition of the 

action requested, as in: “I need you for a second”. “Downtoner/hedging device” 

enhances the hearer’s negative face. 

q) Apologizing (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Sorry to interrupt, could you get me a few of 

these things in?” (Secrets and Lies); “Mi dispiace, me la deve lasciare” (La giusta 

distanza).  

By apologizing, the speaker suggests that he/she is aware of the trouble brought about 

on the hearer by the request and expresses regret for it. The category does not 

encompass attention-getting devices, such as “sorry” and “excuse me” uttered to 

summon the hearer’s attention, since in this case they are not real apologies. 
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Apologizing enhances the hearer’s negative face in that the requester expresses his/her 

awareness (and regret) that he/she is imposing upon the hearer’s desire for autonomy. 

 

r) Illocutionary force indicating device (Levinson 1983): “Please state your name for the 

record” (Ocean’s Eleven); “Mi puoi fare un caffè, per favore?” (La terra).  

In English, the only illocutionary force indicating device available for requests is 

“please”. In Italian, by contrast, there are three phrases: “Per favore”, “per piacere” 

and “per cortesia”. The illocutionary force indicating device, which can precede the 

verb or follow it at the end of the utterance, is the politeness marker most commonly 

associated to requests for the mitigation of imposition and enhances the hearer’s 

negative face, in that its presence is inherently related to the mitigation of the directive 

illocutionary point (Yule 1996, 51).  

s) Conditional clause (Savić 2014): “You're under no obligation but you can smile, if you 

like” (Secrets and Lies); “Tesoro, se c'hai un attimo de tempo, vieni là da me” (Pane e 

tulipani).  

The speaker suggests that the hearer can choose whether to perform the action 

requested or not, depending on whether he/she is willing to. “Conditional clause” 

enhances the hearer’s negative face. 

 

 

2) External downgrading modifiers: 

 

a) Disarmer (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Uh…I-I hate to disturb you but uhm... there’s a 

delivery for you”5 (Notting Hill); “Io capisco tutto, però il montaggio deve essere fatto 

questa settimana” (Casomai).  

In this case, the requester expresses to the requestee his/her awareness of the 

imposition carried by the upcoming request, in an attempt to soften its illocutionary 

force. “Disarmer” enhances the hearer’s negative face.  

 

 
5 Non-conventionally indirect request for: “come check the delivery” 
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b) Cost minimizer (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Sit on the table, I’ll be over in a second” 

(Autumn in New York); “L’unica cosa, se fate in fretta a prendere una decisione” 

(Giorni e nuvole). 

This category includes utterances in which the speaker downplays the effort or the 

cost necessary for the hearer to come through with the requested action (in terms of 

time wasted, goods involved, physical effort, etc.). In the scene of the English 

example, the requester is asking the hearer to sit at a table and wait for him, which is a 

potentially face-threatening act, considering that the requestee will have to be alone 

for some time. However, the requester reassures the requestee that he will be back 

soon, thus mitigating face threat. “Cost minimizer” enhances the hearer’s negative 

face.  

 

c) Promise of reward (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “If you tickle him, he’ll give you 

candies” (Runaway Bride); “Dai vieni, ché sarà un’esperienza indimenticabile” (La 

giusta distanza).  

The requester tries to persuade the requestee to bring about the action requested by 

promising something in return or by guaranteeing that the requestee will draw some 

advantage if the action is carried out. In this case, the character wants some little kids 

to tickle her opponent (to stop him from chasing after her, during a frantic run) and 

undertakes to give them some candies if they obey. “Promise of reward” enhances the 

hearer’s positive face.  

 

d) Grounder (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Stop banging, I’m on my way down now” 

(Looking for Eric); “Parli piano, c’è mia moglie di là e non deve sapere” (A casa 

nostra).  

The speaker provides a justification for his/her request, thus mitigating its impositive 

load. “Grounder” enhances the hearer’s negative face in that, by giving an explanation, 

the speaker implicates that he/she would not have bothered the requestee if the request 

had not been strictly necessary.  
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e) Preparator (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Guys, I’ve got some bad news, I’m kicking you 

out” (Autumn in New York); “Devo chiedervi un grande favore, uscite” (Casomai).  

The speaker prepares the requestee for the upcoming request, by announcing that 

something is about to be asked. Alerting the hearer to an upcoming request obeys the 

Tact Maxim (Leech 1983) and thus enhances his/her negative face. 

 

f) Complimenting/praising (adapted from “sweetener”, Leech 2014): “Come on, move it, 

you’re doing it pretty well” (Bend it Like Beckham); “Mi farebbe molto piacere 

vederti, mi chiami appena hai un momento?” (Giorni e nuvole).  

By complimenting someone on some quality, or by expressing, more broadly, positive 

feelings towards the addressee, the speaker encourages the hearer to go ahead with the 

action requested. It can be considered a downgrading modifier in that the imposition 

inherent in the action requested is balanced off by the display of appreciation. 

“Complimenting/praising” enhances the hearer’s positive face.  

I will now give an account of upgrading modifiers: 

 

 

3) Internal upgrading modifiers: 

 

a) Begging marker (Rue and Zhang 2008): “Please, believe me Nola” (Match Point); 

“Lasciatemi andare, vi prego” (La terra).  

The requester, who is usually in a position of powerlessness vis-à-vis the requestee, 

implores the hearer to bring about the action in a pleading attitude. This strategy is 

used when the requester really desires or needs an action whose fulfilment entirely 

depends on the requestee. The power imbalance between interactants, coupled with the 

strong desire/need for the action to be carried out, leads the requester to take on an 

imploring demeanour, and to beg the requestee for the action. The category also 

includes expressions such as: “I beg you/please” or the Italian “ti prego/ti scongiuro/ti 

supplico”. As the reader may have noticed, please has been listed both as a 

downgrading and as an upgrading modifier, because it can both have a mitigating and 

intensifying function, depending on the context (Wichmann 2004, 248). For instance, 
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in “please don’t hurt me”, said in an imploring tone, the pragmatic function of please 

is not the same as in: “Can I borrow your pen, please?”, the former being a begging 

marker (upgrader) and the latter being an illocutionary force indicating device 

(downgrader). Prosody, speaker’s voice volume, the audiovisual setting (actor’s gaze, 

gesture and body language) and the speaker’s role within the exchange have allowed 

disambiguating between the two functions and annotations. “Begging marker” attacks 

the hearer’s negative face in that it forcefully urges the requestee to bring about the 

action.  

 

b)  Uptake-securing device (my coinage): “Give me a shout, do you hear?” (Looking for 

Eric); “Non tirarmi giù, hai capito?” (Giulia non esce la sera).  

I coined this category to account for all lexical items or phrases carrying a phatic 

discourse function and whose purpose is to secure the request uptake on the part of the 

hearer. Similarly to “please”, which can both be mitigating or intensifying, uptake-

securing devices, such as “ok?” or “will you?” are ambiguous between having the 

function of checking for someone’s opinion (see “appealer” above), thus acting as 

downgraders, or making sure that the hearer has correctly understood the request (to 

be able to fulfil it), thus acting as upgraders. Once again, the audiovisual context, the 

type of action requested, and the characters’ mutual roles have been critical in 

disambiguating pragmatic functions for annotation. “Uptake-securing device” attacks 

the hearer’s negative face in that it not only pressures the requestee into carrying out 

the action, but also urges him/her to immediately confirm uptake with a “yes” token.  

 

c) Recommendation marker (my coinage): “Make sure you keep this by your bed all the 

time, huh!” (Bend it Like Beckham); “Tu non ne parlare con nessuno, eh!” (Come te 

nessuno mai).  

I coined this category to account for all phrases and discourse markers which convey a 

sense of recommendation on the part of the speaker which strengthens the importance 

of the action. In the English example above, there are two recommendation markers: 

the verb in the imperative form “make sure…” embedding the clause containing the 

action requested and the post-utterance particle “huh!”. In Italian, this category has 
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two possible linguistic realizations: the post-utterance particle “eh!” (equivalent to the 

English “huh”) and the parenthetical sentence “mi raccomando” that can be placed 

both before and after the request. “Recommendation marker” attacks the hearer’s 

negative face since it limits his/her freedom in deciding whether to perform the action 

or not. 

 

d) Attention getter (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989): “Look, don’t mention the baby yet, ok?” 

(Saving Grace); “Senti, me la dai la macchina?” (Giorni e nuvole).  

The speaker uses attention-getting devices comprising discourse particles (e.g. “hey”, 

“ohi”), imperative forms (e.g. “look”, “listen”), as well the addressee’s name, to call 

his/her attention to the ensuing request. As far as people’s names are concerned, they 

were not always annotated as attention getters. When they were uttered with the 

purpose of fostering careful listening to the ensuing request, they were categorized as 

such, whereas when they were uttered to simply select the addressee as next 

interlocutor, they were not annotated, because in this case they do not fulfil a 

pragmatic intensifying function. For the sake of clarity, I will provide two examples 

for each case. If the speaker says: “Alex, can you pass the salt?” to Alex who, at the 

time of the request, is not looking at the speaker or is attending to other conversations, 

the function of “Alex” is simply that of selecting the next interlocutor. On the other 

hand, if the speaker says, with an emphatic tone: “Alex, you really should call your 

mother, she is worried about you”, while the conversation is already on-going and the 

interactants have been engaged in the conversation for some time, the speaker is 

calling the requestee’s name to intensify the force of the utterance. “Attention getter” 

attacks the hearer’s negative face because summoning someone’s attention limits 

his/her freedom to attend or disregard the speaker’s message. 

 

e) Time intensifier (Rue and Zhang 2008): “Get out, now!” (Ae Fond Kiss); “Tu adesso 

vieni con me, subito” (La giusta distanza).  

The category comprises time intensifying adverbs but also phrases with a verb in the 

imperative form (e.g. “come on” or “go on”) which can precede or follow a request. 
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“Time intensifier” attacks the hearer’s negative face in that it gives the request a sense 

of immediacy and urgency.  

 

f) Encouragement marker (my coinage): “Come on, say it” (Looking for Eric); 

“Ammazzalo, forza!” (La terra).  

I coined this category to account for all discourse particles or phrases serving a 

persuasive or encouraging function (e.g. “go on” and “come on” or the Italian “dai”, 

“forza”, etc.). Although they may not seem face-threatening, at a first analysis, they 

attack the hearer’s negative face, since the illocutionary point behind them is that of 

soliciting the hearer to perform an action. “Come on” and “go on”, specifically, can 

belong to the “time intensifier” and to the “encouragement marker” categories, 

depending on whether they are uttered with the pragmatic function of immediacy or 

with the function of encouragement. The on-screen communicative context allowed 

disambiguating cases. 

 

g) “Do” construction/no contraction in negative imperatives/operator syntactic inversion 

(my coinage): “Do be reasonable” (Saving Grace); “Do not blow the door” (Ocean’s 

Eleven); “Don't you ever talk to me like that again” (Ae Fond Kiss). No instances in 

Italian. 

This category, coined by the author and only available in English, deserves attention 

because it collapses three sub-categories. The first one (“do” construction) refers to all 

imperative forms preceded by the operator “do”, such as in: “Do be reasonable”, 

whose presence increases the directive illocutionary force of the action requested. The 

second one (no construction in negative imperatives) refers to cases where the 

negative imperative is formed through an uncontracted operator, such as in: “Do not 

blow the door”, where the fact that the more common, contracted form “Don’t blow 

the door” is not used intensifies the request illocutionary force. The third sub-category 

(operator syntactic inversion) encompasses cases where there is a syntactic inversion 

of operator and personal pronoun (Don’t you ever talk…), in lieu of the canonical 

syntactic form (“(you) don’t ever talk…”). The syntactic inversion involving the 

operator in imperatives is used in English to intensify their force and to give them a 
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sense of threat. “‘Do’ construction, no contractions in negative imperatives and 

operator syntactic inversion” attacks the hearer’s negative face.  

 

h) Offensive vocative (my coinage): “Shut up, you cunt” (Looking for Eric); “Stronzo, 

apri sta porta, apri!” (La finestra di fronte).  

This category, as the name suggests, includes all offensive and taboo words in the 

vocative function addressed to the requestee which accompany the request. “Offensive 

vocative” attacks the hearer’s positive face. 

i) Cathartic expression (my coinage): “Spike, for God’s sake, get a grip!” (Notting Hill); 

“Credici, cazzo!” (Giorni e nuvole). 

The category includes all cathartic expressions of surprise, disappointment or rage 

outburst, when these feelings are associated to the action requested. “Cathartic 

expression” attacks the hearer’s negative face, because the speaker’s outburst of strong 

feelings may arouse discomfort in the requestee. 

 

j) Adverbial/adjectival intensifier (Trosborg 1995): “You don't even think about them” 

(Looking for Eric); “Devi portarmi per forza, dai” (La giusta distanza).  

This category includes all adverbial particles or adjectives which serve to intensify the 

request illocutionary force. “Adverbial/adjectival intensifier” attacks the hearer’s 

negative face because it highlights the speaker’ desire of having a certain action 

performed or not performed, as is the case with the English example.  

 

k) Reiteration marker (my coinage): “Get off my land, I said” (Saving Grace); “Siediti, 

ho detto” (La terra).  

This category encompasses all utterances, both used parenthetically or as the main 

clause with the subordinate clause containing the request (e.g. “I said stop” – Bend it 

like Beckham) which suggest that the request has already been issued in the past and is 

being reiterated for the umpteenth time. By means of this pragmatic strategy, the 

speaker upgrades the illocutionary force of the request, because he/she expresses 
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irritation about the hearer’s previous failure to carry out the action, which forces the 

requester to reiterate the request once again. As reiterating a request carries the 

implication of a reprimand, “reiteration marker” attacks the hearer’s positive face. 

 

l) Swearword/offensive word/lexical uptoner (adapted from “lexical uptoner”, Trosborg 

1995): “Get your big feet off” (Ae Fond Kiss); “Allunga quel cazzo di braccio” (Giulia 

non esce la sera).  

The speaker can linguistically modify the object or the verb involved in the request 

through a negatively connotated adjective or adverb, thus intensifying the illocutionary 

force of the utterance. Vulgar words carry an aggressive load and communicate scorn 

towards the hearer. The category does not necessarily encompass taboo words but all 

words which can have an offensive import targeting the addressee. For instance, in the 

example: “Get your big feet off”, the addition of “big” to the request object (feet) is a 

way of signalling contempt for the requestee.  

 

m) Negative bias (Leech 2014): “Can’t we just laugh about it?” (Notting Hill); “Non li 

assaggia neanche?” (La cena).  

The speaker puts the verb conveying the illocutionary point in the negative form, thus 

suggesting that something which should already happening is not and implicating 

criticism. As Leech (2014, 155) rightly argues, when referring to the forms “can 

you/can’t you…?” in English: “negative questions as indirect directives with Can’t, 

contrary to what is found in some other languages such as Danish, are less polite than 

the positive question with Can […] A negative question in English is a conducive (or 

biased) question expecting a negative answer, but it also implies a rejected expectation 

that the answer would be Yes”. “Negative bias” was also categorized as a downgrading 

modifier (see above) but, as is also the case for other modifiers (e.g. please, and will 

you/ok?) this pragmatic strategy has an ambivalent function which can both be 

downgrading and upgrading. In a few instances, requests framed in the negative form 

suggest a pessimistic attitude about the fulfilment of the action, in which case the 

negative form has a mitigating function. In other instances, as in the example provided 

above, the negative form suggests the failed expectation that the hearer should already 
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have performed or should be performing the action requested, in which case it implies 

criticism and carries an intensifying function. In the example provided in English, 

character William is addressing the request to Anna after she has gone mad over the 

fact that paparazzi’s found her in his house. In saying: “Can’t we just laugh about it?”, 

William is implying that the matter at hand is laughable and that Anna is having an 

over-the-top reaction. “Negative bias” attacks the hearer’s positive face, in that it 

implies criticism. 

 

 

4) External upgrading modifiers: 

 

a) Repetition of request (Rue and Zhang 2008): “Cut it out, stop!” (Autumn in New 

York); “Lascia, lascia” (La terra).  

The speaker reiterates the request twice or more. I both annotated literal repetitions 

(e.g. “wait, wait”) and semantic repetitions, namely where the repetition involves 

reformulation, as is the case with the English example. By reiterating the request more 

than once, the speaker upgrades its illocutionary force, because he/she puts more 

pressure on the requestee to take action. “Repetition of request” attacks the hearer’s 

negative face. 

 

b) Threat (Achiba 2003): “Don’t touch me or I will smack you, you slag, you fucking 

slag!” (Secrets and lies); “Tenga fermo questo cane, gli sparo in testa” (La ragazza 

del lago).  

The speaker threatens the hearer by promising to do something bad to him/her, if 

he/she doesn’t comply with the request. Is so doing, he/she upgrades the request 

illocutionary force by attacking the hearer’s negative face (the hearer’s freedom of 

action is reduced for fear of bad consequences). 

 

c) Negative evaluation (Flöck 2016): “Easy, easy, no need to shut” (Ocean’s Eleven); 

“Pensaci tu, invece di parlare” (La terra).  
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This category is represented by the speech act of reprimand preceding or following the 

request. The speaker does not confine him/herself to asking something but couches the 

request on a criticism addressed to the requestee. “Negative evaluation” attacks the 

hearer’s positive face. 

Now that the taxonomy with its pragmatic categories was laid out in detail, next section 

introduces the criteria for data collection and annotation, both for requests and for the 

contextual variables. 

 

 

3.4.3 DATA COLLECTION AND ANNOTATION 
 

Thirty-six films, available to the analyst after the purchase of DVD’s, were watched for data 

collection (twelve in English, twelve in dubbed Italian and twelve in original Italian), for a 

total of sixty hours and forty-nine minutes and 3358 requests collected (1241 in English, 1227 

in dubbed Italian and 973 in original Italian). During the process of data collection, I halted 

the video every time a request was uttered by a character and annotated the request in an 

Excel sheet, marking the realization strategy used and contingent pragmatic modifiers, as well 

as the time code. I kept separate files for each film and a unique file where I merged the 

requests of all films, for each of the three language varieties. The unique file was used for the 

final quantitative analyses. As argued before, annotation was not only performed for requests 

but also for the contextual variables of social distance, relative power and positive face threat 

which would also be part of the analyses. Next section focuses on the criteria adopted for the 

annotation of requests, in terms of which utterances were considered as suitable for 

annotation, whereas Section 3.4.3.2 deals with the annotation criteria for the contextual 

variables. 

 

 

3.4.3.1 SELECTION CRITERIA OF REQUESTS 
 

Utterances were considered as requests and annotated as such when the speaker asked the 

hearer to do something and when the action requested was beneficial to the speaker and costly 
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to the hearer, following Leech’s definition (2014, 136). Clarifying this point is crucial since, 

for instance, imperative utterances were not annotated as requests if their illocutionary force 

was that of an offer or a piece of advice. For example, the utterance: “Study harder if you 

want to have better grades” (said by a friend), although being delivered in the imperative 

form, is not a request but a piece of advice, since the action is beneficial to the hearer and not 

to the speaker. Similarly, the utterance: “Have some cookies” is an offer and not a request. In 

addition, some types of requests were excluded from annotation: 

 

1) Requests for information, as in: “What time does the train leave?” in that they are not 

directive speech acts proper but serve to elicit information. 

2) Requests whose preparatory condition “the hearer wouldn’t do that thing in the normal 

course of actions” (Searle 1969, 66) does not obtain. This encompasses cases where, 

for example, customers in a restaurant tell the waiter which courses he should bring 

them after the waiter himself asked the customers what they wish to eat. In such 

instances, we cannot speak of requests proper, in that ordering food is part of the 

restaurant frame: waiters ask what the customers want, customers order and waiters 

bring dishes to Tables. 

3) Requests which are not part of the intradiegetic dialogue and are external to the plot 

(off-screen voices, TV or radio voices, background noise from crowds, etc.). 

4) Requests involving actions which are somehow beneficial to the hearer or are issued 

for his/her interest (e.g. “be proud of yourself”, etc.), as well as imperatives used in 

conversational routines typical of well-wishings and greetings (e.g. “have a great 

night”, “have fun”, etc.). 

5) Solicited requests, as in the following exchange, because, as the request does not arise 

out of the blue but has instead been solicited by the first speaker (A), it cannot be 

conceptualized and consequently analysed on the same level as unsolicited requests: 

 

            A: “I finished washing the dishes, what should I do now?” (solicitation of request as 

 an offer of help) 

            B: Dry them (request following offer of help) 
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6) Imperative constructions conveying a hypothetical meaning (e.g. “behave well and I’ll 

buy you an ice cream” > “if you behave well, I’ll buy you an ice cream”). These are 

not real requests because the imperative is simply used in replacement of the 

conditional clause protasis.   

7) Requests issued to grant permission (for their nature, they should be considered as 

offers rather than requests), as in the following exchange: 

A: Can I bring my friend to your house? 

B: Sure, bring him 

8) Requests issued to animals, gods, inanimate entities or when the speaker is talking to 

him/herself (e.g. “come here, little puppy”; “Please, God, help me get through this”; 

“Come on, get going, my little car”, etc.). 

 

Next section focuses on the annotation of the three contextual variables of: social distance, 

relative power (sociopragmatic context) and presence of positive face threat which were 

hypothesised to have an impact on the (im)politeness of requests, based on previous 

speculations in politeness research (see Section 1.3).  

 

 

 

3.4.3.2 ANNOTATION OF THE CONTEXTUAL VARIABLES 
 

Before going into the details of what I considered to be intimate/distant (for social distance), 

more/less powerful interactant (for relative power) and requests implying criticism, a caveat is 

needed. While determining whether a request also implies criticism or not is straightforward, 

establishing the degree of intimacy and power between speakers can be a daunting task, since 

it can, at times, be open to the analyst’s subjectivity. This is the reason why only cases of 

objective power imbalance (or lack thereof) and of intimacy/distance were annotated as such, 

with the rest of ambiguous cases, which represented only a very small share, having been left 

unannotated. In order to determine the value of the sociopragmatic parameters of social 

distance and power, a deep understanding of the entire film narrative turned out to be of help, 

together with characters’ relationships and mutual roles within the plot and elements from 



 

89 

 

non-verbal communication (e.g. a speaker’s lowered gaze and head suggest perceived lack of 

power and a feeling of subordination towards the interactant). As for the presence or absence 

of threat to positive face, it was argued that determining the values of this variable did not 

pose any problem, since it was easy to recognize requests which also imply criticism, as in the 

utterance: “Would you just calm down?”  (Ae Fond Kiss) where the speaker’s annoyance at 

the hearer’s anxiety is made manifest. Before laying out the criteria for the annotation of the 

variables, it is worth briefly reviewing a few studies which offer different ways of theorizing 

and thinking social distance and relative power. Positive face threat, as already mentioned, is 

not a sociopragmatic variable and is peculiar to this study, so I will not expand on it. 

 

 

3.4.3.2.1 SOCIAL DISTANCE 
 

Determining what constitutes social distance between two speakers, in terms of what it means 

to be intimate or distant has sparked controversy among politeness researchers and 

sociologists (Holtgraves 1986, Slugoski and Turnbull 1988, Spencer-Oatey 1996). I will 

review some of the main conceptualizations of social distance. 

For Brown and Gilman (1960, 258), social distance can be equated with the frequency of 

contact between two interactants but also involves perceived similarities in personality traits 

and like-mindedness. In “Politeness: some Universals in Language Usage” (1987, 76-77), 

Brown and Levinson defined social distance as being based on “an assessment of the 

frequency of interaction”, thus apparently conceptualizing it as the mere frequency of social 

contact between interactants (how often they meet). Brown and Levinson, however, also 

argued that “liking”, which does not necessarily equate with how frequently speakers meet, 

can influence the degree of politeness produced by the speaker (1987, 16). 

Another definition of social distance is that provided by Thomas (1996) who 

conceptualizes it as the “composite of psychologically real factors (status, age, sex, degree of 

familiarity, etc.) which together determine the overall degree of respectfulness within a given 

speech situation. In other words, if you feel close to someone […] you feel less need to 

employ indirectness in, say, making a request.”  

Wierzbicka (1991) prefers the term intimacy to refer to the presence of mutual good 

feelings, in addition to mutual knowledge, while Spencer-Oatey (1996, 5), who writes 
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extensively on social distance, argues that the notion enshrines four sub-components 

(frequency of contact, length of acquaintance, amount of self-disclosure, amount and type of 

affect). In the scholar’s opinion, these are independent factors, very different in nature and 

should not be conflated into one variable. Social distance is not only determined by the 

frequency of contact which underlies the dichotomy intimate/distant, but also by the other 

afore-mentioned factors. She argues that each factor should be analysed separately from the 

others when social distance is investigated relatively to its impact on politeness.  

 

 
 

3.4.3.2.2 RELATIVE POWER 
 

Differently from social distance, the notion of relative power has been less controversial, with 

more widespread agreement on its conceptualization. In reference to relative power, Brown 

and Gilman (1960, 225) argue:  

 

“One person may be said to have power over another in the degree that he is able to control the behavior of the other. Power 

is a relationship between at least two persons, and it is nonreciprocal in the sense that both cannot have power in the same 

area of behavior”. 

 

French, Raven and Cartwright’s definition (1959) of power is also often cited in the 

literature because it is well-structured and all-encompassing. In conceptualizing power, the 

scholars hypothesise five different scenarios in which one interactant is more powerful than 

the other:  

 

1. Reward power: the kind of power that person A holds over person B if the former is 

able to bring about positive outcomes (rewards, goods, etc.) for B; 

2. Coercive power: if A has the ability to bring about negative outcomes for B, which the 

latter wants to avoid, then A has coercive power over B; 

3. Expert power: if A has more knowledge than B on a given activity or matter of 

discussion which B needs from A, then A has expert power over B; 
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4. Legitimate power: if A has the right (as a result of his/her social status, position, 

current circumstances) to expect or prescribe certain things of A, A has legitimate 

power over B. 6 

5. Referent power: if A admires B and wants to be liked by B, then B holds referent 

power over A. 

 

Other ways of thinking power are provided by Weber’s (1947, 152) who claims that an 

interactant is powerful when able to carry out his/her own will despite the other party’s 

resistance, Dahl (1957, 202-203), according to whom “A has power over B to the extent that 

he can get B to do something B would not otherwise do” and Lukes (1974, 23) who contents 

that “A may exercise power over B by getting him to do what he does not want to do, but he 

also exercises power over him by influencing, shaping or determining his very wants”.  

The afore-mentioned different definitions and conceptualizations of power, which in the 

literature is often opposed to the notion of “solidarity”, reveal a common feature which brings 

them together: power is, by its very nature, an asymmetrical variable, differently from social 

distance, which is symmetrical. This means that if speaker A holds power over B, B cannot 

hold power over B, and vice versa, so if there is one powerful party, the other party in the 

conversational exchange is necessarily subordinate. 

As was argued with social distance, it is not always easy for the researcher, who is external 

to the exchange, to determine whether a power gap exists in the first place and, if so, who the 

powerful party is. As Spencer-Oatey rightly puts it (2000, 35), in some relationships, it is not 

clear who holds power, for instance in the dyads waiter/customer and passenger/taxi driver. In 

such situations, for example, we are led to think that waiters and taxi drivers are the powerful 

party, since they provide the service and are entitled to issue requests (where to seat 

customers in a restaurant and how to place luggage in the car, respectively), thus exerting 

legitimate power (see above: French, Raven and Cartwright 1959). However, also customers 

and passengers can be considered as the powerful parties, since they decide whether to return 

to the same restaurant or use the same taxi again, thus ultimately representing the provider’s 

source of earning. Following this rationale, service providers are the subordinate party and 

customers are the powerful party. For this reason, cases of requests for which it was 

 
6The notion of legitimate power overlaps with that of “institutional power”, proposed by others (Mills 2003, 

Mullany 2004, Stahl 2011). 
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impossible to determine, objectively, which on-screen interactant held power over the other, 

or whether there was a power imbalance in the first place, were not annotated for the power 

variable. 

 

 

 

3.4.3.2.3 ANNOTATION CRITERIA FOR THE CONTEXTUAL 

VARIABLES 
 

For each of the three variables, number 0 was used for the “unmarked” situation, namely the 

most common scenario, and 1 for the “marked” situation, namely the least common scenario. 

For social distance, the most common scenario was the presence of intimacy rather than 

distance between interactants, so 0 was used to mark intimacy and 1 was used to mark 

distance. For relative power, 0 indicates absence of power and 1 indicates presence of power. 

Being power an asymmetrical variable, two values were annotated for both requester and 

requestee, so speaker 0 and hearer 0 indicates absence of power imbalance, speaker 1 and 

hearer 0 designates a scenario in which the requester is powerful, while speaker 0 and hearer 1 

means that the requestee holds power over the requester..  

For the sake of brevity, throughout the thesis I will refer to -D and +D to indicate social 

intimacy and social distance, respectively, -P means no power imbalance between 

interactants, +Ph means powerful requestee, +Ps means powerful requester, -pos face means 

that the request does not imply criticism, whereas +pos face means that the request also 

threatens positive face, so criticism is implied.  

As far as social distance is concerned, I considered the degree of intimacy between 

characters as the parameter for determining whether they were intimate or distant, thus 

excluding the liking variable put forward by other scholars and mentioned above. This 

decision is grounded on the fact that, as an external analyst, it is difficult to establish 

objectively whether two on-screen characters like each other, while it is rather easy to 

determine if they have known each other for a long or short time, this information being 

retrievable from the plot. It should be made clear that social distance is not a stable parameter 

and can change over the developing of the conversation and of the interactants’ rapport, more 

broadly. Two people may be distant at the first approach but then become intimate as the 
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relationship evolves, so requests collected from different conversations between the same two 

interactants might have a different annotation for the parameter of social distance, depending 

on their degree of intimacy for the conversation at hand. 

As far as relative power is concerned, the criteria for annotation were more complicated to 

establish, compared to social distance, since determining whether one interactant had power 

over the other was not always straightforward. In fact, it was necessary to decide on one or 

more parameters against which to measure power, among the many available: social class, 

topic expertise, age, social roles (as in parent-child relationships), etc. In order to embrace as 

many cases as possible of power imbalance, I adopted the all-encompassing definition 

proposed by Brown and Gilman (1960, 225), stated in the previous section and repeated here:  

 

“One person may be said to have power over another in the degree that he is able to control the behavior of the other. Power 

is a relationship between at least two persons, and it is nonreciprocal in the sense that both cannot have power in the same 

area of behavior”. 

 

This definition allows including not only “classic” cases of power imbalance, such as 

social, working or economic status (rich/poor, lawyer/farmer, teacher/pupil, etc.) but also 

cases which are more common in our everyday lives and which, although not belonging to the 

dichotomies just mentioned, still represent instances of power imbalance. If we think about 

our everyday relationships, there are a great number of scenarios in which an interactant holds 

power over the other. I will provide an example, for the sake of clarity. A couple is taking a 

routine walk after lunch, with boy and girl discussing random topics. In this situation, there is 

no power imbalance between the couple members: they are two lovers spending their free 

time together while chatting. At some point, the boy confesses that he has had doubts over 

their relationship and breaks up with her, at which point the girl starts crying and begging him 

to reconsider his decision. In this situation, from a scenario of equal power, the boy becomes 

powerful over the girlfriend when he leaves her, since he is the one who decides on the state 

of affairs and his decision somehow affects the other party: the girl’s happiness now hinges 

on her boyfriend’s decision to reconsider the break-up. If the girlfriend started issuing 

requests to her boyfriend, such as begging him to change his mind, her requests would be 

annotated as +Ph, because the speaker is addressing a powerful party.  
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I provided this example because, in my annotation, I also factored in such cases of power 

imbalance which do not fall under the classic scenarios. The example provided, in which there 

is a change of power footing which passes from a no-power-gap scenario to a scenario where 

one party becomes powerful, reveals that, similarly to social distance, power is also a 

dynamic variable which is negotiated during interaction (Victoria 2009, Edwards 2016).   

To conclude with the annotation criteria of social distance and relative power, it should be 

specified that, in cases of requests delivered to more than one requestee, annotation only took 

place if all requestees shared the same degree of distance or power with the requester. If, on 

the other hand, some requestees were more intimate than others or more subordinate/powerful 

than others, relatively to the requester, the utterance was not annotated for the variables.  

The next two chapters (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5) introduce the results of the present 

research, with Chapter 4 focusing on the data emerging from the contrastive analyses between 

English and Italian requests, and Chapter 5 dealing with the translation of requests from 

English into dubbed Italian.  
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Chapter 4 – RESULTS: REQUESTS IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN FILM 

DIALOGUE 

 

The present chapter introduces the data of the research which concerns cross-linguistic 

analyses between English and Italian film dialogue and comprises four sections: Section 4.1 

addresses requests in English film dialogue, Section 4.2 addresses requests in Italian film 

dialogue, Section 4.3 gives an overview of the main differences between the two languages as 

far as the aspects handled in Section 4.1 and in Section 4.2 are concerned and, to conclude, 

Section 4.4 analyses requests in English and Italian film dialogue, relatively to the on-screen 

communicative context in which they are uttered, dictated by the contextual parameters. 

Sections 4.1 and 4.2 address the first research question (“through which linguistic strategies 

are requests realized in original English films and in original Italian films?”), whereas Section 

4.4 answers the second research question (“what is the effect of the communicative context on 

the linguistic realization of requests in English and in Italian film dialogue?”).  

 

 

4.1 REALIZATION STRATEGIES AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS OF 

REQUESTS IN ENGLISH FILM DIALOGUE 

 

The number of requests collected in the English and Italian corpora amounts to 1241 for 

English and to 973 for Italian, with a total of 1372 running minutes for English films and 

1231 for Italian films. The average of requests uttered per minute, calculated by dividing the 

number of requests by the number of minutes is 0.90 for English and 0.79 for Italian. This 

first piece of data is revealing, because it suggests that the speech act of requesting is quite 

pervasive in film dialogue, in both languages. My hypothesis for such a massive presence has 

to deal with reasons of plot unfolding: requests serve to solicit actions and, in film narrative, 

soliciting actions from other on-screen characters leads to plot twists, so that the narrative of 

the film can push forward and reach a denouement, in a relatively short span of time.  

The analyses presented in this section, like in all sections in Chapter 4, adopt quantitative 

approaches and are based on the relative frequencies of request pragmatic categories, namely 

realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers, in English dialogues. For realization strategies, 
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relative frequencies are given in percentages and are calculated over the total number of 

requests, while for pragmatic modifiers the relative frequency is the value corresponding to 

the average per request (see Section 3.3.1 for the two different criteria followed to calculate 

relative frequencies of realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers). Every time an example 

of request is provided to exemplify the phenomenon described, the name of the film from 

which the request was collected is indicated in brackets. I will start the analysis with an 

overview of request realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in English film dialogue.  

In English dialogues, of all requests collected (1241), 80.90% are delivered through a 

direct strategy (e.g. “I’m gonna need you to move these balloons now” – Ocean’s Eleven), 

15.47% through a conventionally indirect strategy (e.g. “If you could just…have a seat” – 

Runaway Bride) and only 3.63% through a non-conventionally indirect strategy (e.g. “If you 

agree, the custom is to say yes” > “Say yes” – The Queen). Table 3 below shows the relative 

frequencies of the three macro-categories, together with their raw frequencies. 

 

 

 
Direct requests Conventionally indirect requests 

Non-conventionally 

indirect requests 
Grand total 

%          80.90         15.47  3.63             100 

Raw freq.   1004           192    45    1241 

Table 3: Relative and raw frequencies of realization strategies in English film dialogue. 

 

This finding is interesting in that it shows that the striking majority of requests are 

delivered through direct strategies. I have already argued that the high number of requests in 

film dialogue may be related to reasons of plot-unfolding. As far as the very high presence of 

direct requests is concerned, the hypothesis for this finding is the same as that proposed above 

to explain their high presence in film dialogue: film makers aim to develop and end a story in 

a short span of time and need to squeeze actions and plot twists in the space of a couple of 

hours. In view of such consideration, not only do requests (which make things “happen”) 

abound, but they tend to be direct, because direct strategies carry the highest pragmatic clarity 

and so allow for a rapid uptake on the part of the hearer. Such immediacy reduces the need for 

meaning negotiation between requester and requestee, more likely to be occasioned by 
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indirect requests where the illocutionary point is less transparent and allows for a quick 

development of the plot.  

Of the three macro categories for realization strategies, the two most frequent sub-strategy 

for direct requests is “bare imperative” (864 instances), followed by “verb elliptical” (52 

instances), whereas the two most frequent sub-strategies for conventionally indirect requests 

are “asking for ability” (68 instances), followed by “asking for willingness” (41 instances). 

Non-conventionally indirect requests do not have sub-strategies. Table 4 below shows the two 

most frequent direct and indirect realization sub-strategies, accompanied by examples. 

 

 

  RAW FREQ. EXAMPLE 

DIRECT STRATEGIES 
Bare imperative 864 

“Speak on, dear friend” 

(Notting Hill) 

Verb elliptical 52 “No guns, Phillip” (The Queen) 

    

CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT STRATEGIES 

Asking for ability 68 
“Can you grab the pram?” 

(Looking for Eric) 

Asking for willingness 41 
“You wanna walk?” (Match 

Point) 

Table 4: Two most frequent direct and conventionally indirect sub-strategies in English film dialogue. 

 

As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, their relative frequency, namely the average 

of modifiers per request, calculated by dividing the raw frequency of modifiers by the total 

number of requests in English (1241) suggests that downgrading modifiers slightly outnumber 

upgrading modifiers, with an average per request of 0.38 for the former and of 0.34 for the 

latter. Table 5 below shows the average per request of downgraders and upgraders, 

accompanied by examples, where the pragmatic modifier appearing in the request is 

underscored. 
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AVERAGE PER 

REQUEST 

RAW 

FREQUENCY 
EXAMPLE 

DOWNGRADING 

MODIFIERS 
0.38 477 

“Can you two sit down now? Thank you” (Ae 

Fond Kiss) 

UPGRADING 

MODIFIERS 
0.34 428 

“Jesminder, you get back home, now!” (Bend it 

like Beckham) 

Table 5: Average per request of downgraders and upgraders in English film dialogue. 

 

The prevalence of downgraders over upgraders suggests that English on-screen interactants 

might privilege politeness (downgraders give face) over impoliteness (upgraders attack face) 

when issuing a request. Put it differently, English characters opt more often for pragmatic 

mitigation than for pragmatic intensification, thus prioritizing concerns for face and rapport 

enhancement (or maintenance) over rapport challenge (for a definition of rapport and its 

categories, see Spencer-Oatey 2005, 96), when requesting. The fact that characters orient 

more to face concern than to face attack fits quite nicely with the contention, advanced by 

politeness scholars for real-life conversation but apparently also holding true in film dialogue, 

that human interaction is more oriented toward social comity and harmony, rather than 

hostility (Terkourafi 2008, Culpeper 2010, Chung Kwong Ho 2011). 

 Both among downgrading and upgrading modifiers, internal modifiers get the lion share 

over external modifiers: internal modifiers amount to 412 instances for downgraders and to 

338 instances for upgraders, while external modifiers go down to 65 instances for 

downgraders and to 90 instances for upgraders. This yields a total of 750 internal modifiers 

and 155 external modifiers. Table 6 below shows the frequencies of internal and external 

modifiers, accompanied by examples that are followed by the name of the category to which 

the modifier belongs. 
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RAW 

FREQUENCY 
EXAMPLE 

INTERNAL DOWNGRADERS 412 
“I think I'd like you to leave, please” (Saving Grace). 

Illocutionary force indicating device 

INTERNAL UPGRADERS 338 
“Casim, move your fucking arse” (Ae Fond Kiss). 

Swearword/offensive word/lexical uptoner 

Grand total internal modifiers 750  

EXTERNAL DOWNGRADERS 65 
“Can you just…please tell Chloe? I just want this situation to be 

resolved” (Match Point). Grounder 

EXTERNAL UPGRADERS 90 
“Don't touch me or I will smack you, you slag, you fucking 

slag!” (Secrets and Lies). Threat 

Grand total external modifiers 155  

Table 6: Frequencies of internal and external downgraders and upgraders in English film dialogue. 

 

Among internal downgrading modifiers, the most frequent is “downtoner/hedging device” 

(91 occurrences), followed by “illocutionary force indicating device” (69 occurrences) and by 

“conditional/irrealis mood” (51 occurrences). Among external downgrading modifiers, 

“grounder” (43 occurrences) is the most frequent one, followed by “preparator” (8 

occurrences) and by “cost minimizer” (6 occurrences)7. As for upgrading modifiers, the most 

frequent internal modifier is “attention getter” (76 occurrences), followed by 

“adverbial/adjectival intensifier” (74 occurrences) and by “encouragement marker” (47 

occurrences), while the most frequent external modifier is “repetition of request” (74 

occurrences) which greatly outnumbers the remaining two external upgraders, namely 

“negative evaluation” (12 occurrences) and “threat” (4 occurrences). Table 7 below shows the 

three most frequent internal and external modifiers, both among downgraders and upgraders. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7Figures are low even in some of the most frequent modifiers. This is because categories for modifiers are numerous and there is great 
dispersion of the data. 
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RAW 

FREQUENCY 
EXAMPLE 

INTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 

Downtoner/hedging device 91 “Just move them away” (The Queen) 

Illocutionary force indicating 

device 
69 

“One moment, please” (My Best Friend’s 

Wedding) 

Conditional/irrealis mood 51 
“I was wondering…I'd like you to make a 

hat” (Autumn in New York) 

EXTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 

Grounder 43 
“It's getting late now, I think it's time your 

mates went home, Jess” (Looking for Eric) 

Preparator 8 
“Will you do me this favor? Confess to 

father Patrick” (Runaway Bride) 

Cost minimizer 6 
“Do you want to just have a practice, ok? 

I'll be back in a second” (Ae Fond Kiss) 

    

INTERNAL 

UPGRADERS 

Attention getter 76 “Chris, forget it” (Match Point) 

Adverbial/adjectival 

intensifier 
74 “Just you go in there” (Ae Fond Kiss) 

Encouragement marker 47 “You tell them, go on” (Secrets and Lies) 

EXTERNAL 

UPGRADERS 

Repetition of request 74 “Shoot, shoot” (Runaway Bride) 

Negative evaluation 12 
“Look Jess, will you sort this out? It's not a 

bleeding doll house” (Looking for Eric) 

Threat 4 
“Ryan, give me his fucking number or I'll 

wash me hands of ya” (Looking for Eric) 

Table 7: Frequencies of the most frequent internal and external downgraders and upgraders in English film dialogue. 

 

So far, I have given an account of pragmatic modifiers taken singularly. However, a 

request can also have multiple downgraders and upgraders. If a request contains, say, one 

downgrader and one upgrader, its overall illocutionary force will turn out to be balanced, 

since the mitigation yielded by the downgrader is set off by the intensification yielded by the 

upgrader. For this reason, after having dealt with modifiers alone, I was also interested in 

investigating the presence of downgraded and upgraded requests. By “downgraded requests”, 

it is meant all requests containing one or multiple downgraders and no upgraders, while 

“upgraded requests” designate all requests containing one or multiple upgraders and no 

downgraders.   

Downgraded requests amount to 262 instances, while upgraded requests amount to 286 

instances in the English corpus. This result is quite interesting because, although it has just 

been observed that the number of single downgrading modifiers exceeds that of single 
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upgrading modifiers (see Table 5), when it comes to the frequency of requests which have 

been overall downgraded and upgraded (be it with one or more downgraders or upgraders), 

requests whose illocutionary force is intensified outnumber requests whose overall 

illocutionary force is mitigated. This is easily explained by the fact that many downgraders in 

the English corpus occur within a single request, so their frequency measured on single 

occurrences is higher than that of upgraders, but if the frequency of downgraded requests is 

compared with that of upgraded requests, the former is lower than the latter.  

To conclude with the analysis of pragmatic modification, I was also interested in 

measuring the presence of highly downgraded requests and highly upgraded requests, namely 

requests containing multiple downgraders (and no upgrader) and requests containing multiple 

upgraders (and no downgrader), respectively. I set the minimum threshold for a request to be 

considered “highly downgraded/upgraded” at three downgraders/upgraders. In other words, 

highly downgraded requests were those containing three or more downgraders and no 

upgrader, whereas highly upgraded requests were those containing three or more upgraders 

and no downgrader. I found 36 instances of highly downgraded requests and 11 instances of 

highly upgraded requests, which means that English film speakers issue highly polite 

(downgraded) or impolite (upgraded) requests only in a few cases. An example of highly 

downgraded request is: “Just let me have a quick look, I can't find it anywhere” (Match 

Point), where the head act (let me have a look) is mitigated by as many as three downgraders: 

one “downtoner/hedging device” (adverb “just”), another “downtoner/hedging device” 

(adjective “quick” accompanying “look” that minimizes the burden of the favour asked) and  

one “grounder” (I can’t find it anywhere) justifying the need for the request. An example of 

highly upgraded request is: “Listen, you mustn’t phone me again, do you understand me? 

Otherwise I won’t come and meet you” (Secrets and Lies), where the head act (you mustn’t 

phone me again) is intensified by as many as three upgraders: one “attention getter” (listen), 

one “uptake-securing device” (do you understand me?) and a “threat” (otherwise I won’t 

come and meet you).  

After having investigated realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in English 

dialogues separately, I will now move on to analyse the relationship between realization 

strategies and pragmatic modification, namely the interaction between pragmatic 

(in)directness in realization strategies and illocutionary downgrading/upgrading within the 

same request. The six possible combinations are: direct upgraded, direct downgraded, 
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conventionally indirect upgraded, conventionally indirect downgraded, non-conventionally 

indirect upgraded and non-conventionally indirect downgraded. Table 8 below shows raw 

frequencies for direct, conventionally indirect and non-conventionally indirect requests which 

have been downgraded or upgraded, accompanied by examples, and ranks them from most to 

least frequent. Pragmatic modifiers have been underlined in the examples. 

 

                                                                                    

Table 8: Combinations of realization strategies with pragmatic modification, ranked from most to least frequent, in English 

film dialogue. 

 

As can be seen, direct requests are more often delivered with upgrading modification than 

with downgrading modification, while indirect requests (both conventionally and non-

conventionally indirect), on the contrary, tend to be downgraded more often than they are 

upgraded. This trend can be explained by the fact that if the speaker decides to convey his/her 

directive intent in a direct way, thus privileging the transactional over the interactional aspect 

of language (Kasper 1990), he/she will concurrently be more prone to boost the request 

pragmatic force through inserting upgrading modifiers, rather than mitigating its force 

through downgrading modifiers. The same reasoning applies, in reverse, to indirect strategies, 

where concern for the requestee’s face, which is probably behind the choice of an indirect 

strategy, leads the speaker to mitigate the overall pragmatic force of the request by both 

employing an indirect strategy and using downgrading modification. At the bottom of the 

frequency list, we find non-conventionally indirect requests which are the least modified, as 

COMBINATIONS 

 

RAW FREQ. EXAMPLE 

DIRECT REQUESTS UPGRADED 269 “Get out, now” (Ae Fond Kiss) 

DIRECT REQUESTS DOWNGRADED 141 
“Will you do me this favor? Confess to father 

Patrick” (Runaway Bride) 

CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

DOWNGRADED 
104 “I think you'd better put it out” (Saving Grace) 

CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

UPGRADED 
14 

“Look, I really think you ought to see these 

documents” (Saving Grace) 

NON-CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

DOWNGRADED 
13 

“I'll have some mustard while you're there, 

Monica” (Saving Grace) 

NON-CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

UPGRADED 
3 

“Listen, do I have to forge that signature for 

you?” (Ae Fond Kiss) 
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far as both mitigating and intensifying mitigation are concerned. This piece of data is 

unsurprising, because one of the reasons why a speaker uses non-conventional indirectness is 

because he/she intends to hide, and leave to the hearer’s inference, his/her requestive 

illocutionary intent. Adding pragmatic modification to a speech act makes its illocutionary 

force more evident, so this explains why non-conventionally indirect requests are only rarely 

pragmatically modified. Next section tackles the issue of the representation of positive and 

negative face through requests, in English film dialogue. 

 

 

 

4.1.1 REPRESENTATION OF POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE FACE IN 

ENGLISH FILM DIALOGUE  
 

Politeness research has extensively addressed the issue of positive and negative face in speech 

acts, since it is precisely within this dichotomy of face, posited by Brown and Levinson 

(1978), that research on politeness established itself as an academic discipline. However, 

while positive and negative face have always been studied in relation to FTA’s which 

inherently threaten one or the other aspect of face (for instance, complaints threaten positive 

face while threats threaten negative face) , there is only one study, apart from the present one, 

which has focused on positive/negative face as emerging from pragmatic modifiers, that is 

Flöck (2016). This research aims to fill this gap, by revealing whether illocutionary mitigation 

or intensification tends to appeal more to negative or positive face, when it modifies a 

negative face-threatening act such as requests. By focusing on the frequency of downgraders 

and upgraders appealing to positive and negative face wants, this section provides an 

overview of whether, and to what extent, one of the two face aspects is more pervasive than 

the other in the modification of request collected from English film dialogues. The interest of 

this analysis, carried out first in English and then in Italian dialogues (see Section 4.2.1 

below), is that, since film dialogue is a mimesis of real-life conversation, findings about the 

prevalence of positive over negative face (or vice-versa) can be, with due caution, extended to 

the English and the Italian lingua-cultures or at least provide an insight for future research on 

the matter. 
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To measure the presence of positive and negative face in English film dialogue, measured 

through the presence of pragmatic modifiers appealing to the two face aspects, I calculated 

and compared the raw frequencies of: negative face-oriented downgraders, negative face-

oriented upgraders, positive face-oriented downgraders and positive face-oriented upgraders. 

Before delving into the data, I will give an example for each of the four categories. The name 

of the pragmatic modifier contained in the example is put in brackets and is preceded by the 

title of the film from which the request was taken. 

 

1) Negative-face oriented downgrader: “I was wondering…I’d like you to make a hat” 

– Autumn in New York (conditional/irrealis mood) 

2) Negative-face oriented upgrader: “You tell them, go on” – Secrets and Lies 

(encouragement marker) 

3) Positive-face oriented downgrader: “If you tickle him, he’ll give you candies”– 

Runaway Bride (promise of reward) 

4) Positive-face oriented upgrader: “Get your lesbian feet out of my shoes” – Bend it 

like Beckham (swearword/offensive word/lexical uptoner) 

 

In the first example, the use of the conditional mood mitigates the request by enhancing the 

addressee’s negative face, since the conditional form minimizes pressure to act, while in the 

second example the use of an encouragement marker intensifies the request by appealing to 

the addressee’s negative face, since pressure is put on the requestee to take action. In the third 

example, the downgrader mitigates the request by enhancing the addressee’s positive face, 

since delivering a promise makes the hearer feel considered and cared about. In the last 

example, the request illocutionary force is upgraded through an attack on the hearer’s positive 

face wants, since the addressee is called a lesbian. Table 9 below shows the division between 

positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders, already mentioned in Section 

3.4.2 where the categories from the model of analysis were presented, together with the face 

aspect involved. 
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NEGATIVE-FACE ORIENTED DOWNGRADERS 

Conditional/irrealis verb mood, past tense, progressive 

form of the verb, negative bias, deliberative opening, 

subjectivizer, verb 1st person singular, impersonal 

form/passive voice, deliberative opening, thanking, 

hesitation mark, downtoner/hedging device, apologizing, 

illocutionary force indicating device, conditional clause, 

disarmer, cost minimizer, grounder, preparator 

NEGATIVE-FACE ORIENTED UPGRADERS 

Begging marker, uptake-securing device, recommendation 

marker, attention getter, time intensifier, encouragement 

marker, “do” construction/no contraction in negative 

imperatives/operator syntactic inversion, cathartic 

expression, adverbial/adjectival intensifier, negative bias, 

repetition of request, threat 

POSITIVE-FACE ORIENTED DOWNGRADERS 

Appreciative opening, appealer, term of 

endearment/familiarizer, cajoler, promise of reward, 

complimenting/praising 

POSITIVE-FACE ORIENTED UPGRADERS 

Offensive vocative, reiteration marker, 

swearword/offensive word/lexical uptoner, negative 

evaluation 

Table 9: List of the pragmatic categories for positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders. 

 

The raw frequencies of both negative and positive face-oriented modifiers are shown, and 

listed from most to least frequent, in Table 10 below.  

 

 

PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS RAW FREQUENCY 

Negative face-oriented downgraders 384 

Negative face-oriented upgraders 382 

Grand total neg. face-oriented modifiers 766 

  

Positive face-oriented downgraders 93 

Positive face-oriented upgraders 46 

Grand total pos. face-oriented modifiers 139 

Table 10: Frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders in English film dialogue. 
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Negative face-oriented downgraders amount to 384 occurrences, negative face-oriented 

upgraders to 382 occurrences, positive face-oriented downgraders to 93 occurrences and 

positive face-oriented upgraders to 46 occurrences.   

As is visible from the table, downgraders prevail over upgraders, both among positive and 

negative face-oriented ones, which is in line with the prevalence of downgraders over 

upgraders overall in English film dialogue (see Table 5 above). Also, there is a marked 

preference for modifiers appealing to negative face, be them downgraders or upgraders: 

negative face-oriented upgraders are 382 vs positive face-oriented upgraders which are 46 

and, by the same token, negative face-oriented downgraders are 384 vs positive face-oriented 

downgraders which are 93. If we consider both downgraders and upgraders appealing to 

positive face, on the one hand, and to negative face, on the other hand, we obtain a striking 

prevalence of modifiers involving negative face wants (766 occurrences of negative face-

oriented modifiers vs 139 occurrences of positive face-oriented modifiers). Such preference 

for negative face in pragmatic modification is also consistent with the fact that the number of 

pragmatic categories for both downgraders and upgraders appealing to negative face is higher 

than the number of categories for positive face-oriented modifiers (see Table 10 above). As 

can be observed from Table 10, for downgraders, there are 19 negative face-oriented 

categories and only 6 positive face-oriented categories, whereas for upgraders there are 12 

negative face-oriented categories and only 4 positive face-oriented categories. The fact that 

the frequency of negative face-oriented modifiers exceeds the frequency of positive face-

oriented modifiers, on the one hand, and that the pragmatic categories for negative face-

oriented modifiers are more numerous than the pragmatic categories for positive face-oriented 

modifiers, on the other hand, suggests that English on-screen speakers (and possibly also real-

life English speakers) tend to modify (downgrade or upgrade) the illocutionary force of a 

request more by appealing to the hearer’s negative face wants than to his/her positive face 

wants. This finding is interesting in that it is in line with findings from Flöck’s study (2016) 

of BrE and AmE requests in spontaneous conversation which also revealed a higher presence 

of negative face-oriented modifiers, compared to positive face-oriented modifiers, both in BrE 

and AmE requests. As also argued in Flöck (2016,  141), this piece of data is hardly 

surprising, since requests are negative face-threatening acts and, consequently, if speakers 

want to either mitigate or intensify the impact of their requestive illocutionary intent, they will 

tend to appeal more to the addressee’s negative face wants than to his/her positive face wants.  
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After having investigated negative and positive face in the pragmatic modification of 

requests, I was also interested in finding out whether appealing to the requestee’s positive or 

negative face might determined by whether the requester wants to do politeness (through 

downgraders) or impoliteness (through upgraders).  To do so, I calculated the percentage of 

modifiers appealing to positive and to negative face out of the total number of downgraders, 

and then I did the same with upgraders, separately. I found that out of all occurrences of 

downgraders (477), 19.50% of them are positive face-oriented (93 instances) and 80.50% of 

them are negative face-oriented (384 instances). As far as upgraders are concerned, 10.74% of 

them are positive face-oriented (46 instances out of 428 upgraders) and 89.25% of them are 

negative face-oriented (382 instances out of 428 upgraders). Table 11 and Figure 1 below 

show the percentages of negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders, relatively to the 

number of downgraders and upgraders, separately.  

 

 % RAW FREQUENCY 

Negative face-oriented downgraders 80.50 384 

Positive face -oriented downgraders 19.50 93 

Grand total downgraders 100 477 

Negative face-oriented upgraders 89.25 382 

Positive face-oriented upgraders 10.75 46 

Grand total upgraders 100 428 

Table 11: Relative frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders, calculated over the total 

instances of downgraders and upgraders, in English film dialogue. 
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Figure 1: Relative frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders, calculated over the total 

instances of downgraders and upgraders in English film dialogue. 

 

As can be observed, positive face wants are more appealed to when the speaker 

downgrades a request, so when doing politeness, than when he/she upgrades a request, so for 

reasons of impoliteness (positive face-oriented downgraders make up 19.50% of all 

downgraders, while positive face-oriented upgraders are only 10.75% of all upgraders). This 

means that the requestee’s desire of being liked and appreciated (positive face) is more often 

enhanced, through downgraders, than it is attacked, through upgraders, by the requester. By 

the same token and conversely, the prevalence of negative face over positive face is more 

prominent in upgrading modification, when the requestee’s is attacked, so for reasons of 

impoliteness. The interest that this finding has from a cross-cultural point of view between 

English and Italian, will be discussed in Section 6.2. Next section examines the relationship 

between (in)directness and pragmatic modification in requests and film genre, in English 

dialogues. 

 

 

4.1.2 REQUESTS IN DRAMATIC/ROMANTIC COMEDIES AND IN 

THRILLERS/CRIMES IN ENGLISH 
 

This section investigates the relationship between film genre and the illocutionary strength of 

requests, which is determined by the presence of (in)direct strategies and of pragmatic 

mitigation/intensification and is considered as a possible indicator of (im)politeness.  As also 
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mentioned in Section 3.4.1, films belonging to different genres were selected for data 

collection, for two reasons. The first is that the research could be based on a representative 

sample of film conversation. The second reason concerns the fact that, by drawing on requests 

from different film genres, the study could explore whether different genres, which represent 

and feature different conversational contexts, entailed different representations of 

(im)politeness in requests. The reader is reminded that the genres contained in the sample 

were: romantic comedies, dramatic comedies and thrillers/crimes. 

As already argued, cross-genre analysis of request (in)directness and pragmatic 

modification is motivated by the assumption that romantic and dramatic comedies feature 

certain types of communicative contexts and conversational exchanges which are very 

different from those predominating in thrillers/crimes. The leading hypothesis is that romantic 

and dramatic comedies feature more rapport-oriented conversational exchanges, in that how 

relationships between characters evolve, improve or break up throughout the plot is more 

crucial in dramatic and romantic comedies than in thrillers/crimes. Quite on the contrary, in 

thrillers/crimes, high-tension scenes replete with plot-advancing cues leave less room for 

dialogue cantered on personal involvement and rapport. Moving from this assumption, the 

hypothesis is that there might be less room for politeness in requests collected from 

thrillers/crimes, with directness and pragmatic upgrading prevailing, while, on the contrary, 

dramatic and romantic comedies exhibit more indirectness and pragmatic downgrading.  

A first difference between romantic/dramatic comedies and thriller/crime films worth 

mentioning is that the latter exhibit a higher average of requests per minute than the former: 

dramatic and romantic comedies overall contain 920 requests, with a total of 1166 running 

minutes, whereas thrillers/crimes contain 321 requests, for a total of 318 running minutes. If 

the number of requests is divided by the number of running minutes, we obtain the average of 

requests uttered per minute of conversation, which is 0.79 for romantic and dramatic 

comedies and 1.01 for thrillers/crimes. The fact that requests abound more in thrillers/crimes 

may be related to the fact that, as this film genre is more action-oriented than romantic and 

dramatic comedies, dialogues rely on requestive acts to a greater extent, to solicit actions and 

propel the narrative. On the contrary, in romantic and dramatic comedies, where the plot can 

also be less “eventful”, there probably is less need, from a narratological point of view, to 

solicit actions and propel the narrative, which explains the lower number of requests.  
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As already argued, the illocutionary strength of requests, as a possible index of 

(im)politeness, was measured through the frequency of indirect strategies and downgraders, 

on the one hand, and of direct strategies and upgraders, on the other hand. The rationale is that 

indirect requests and downgraders suggest more concern for the addressee’s face while, on the 

other hand, direct requests and upgraders index less face concern. For indirect requests, I only 

considered conventionally indirect strategies for the analysis and excluded non-conventional 

indirect strategies, since the latter are not always used for reasons of face concern and 

mitigation of imposition but can also be employed by the speaker to avoid commitment to the 

requestive act and not to be held responsible for his/her illocutionary intent (Blum-Kulka 

1987, 133; Pinker 2007, 442). 

The following scenario emerged: romantic/dramatic comedies contain 78.70% of direct 

requests and 17.07% of conventionally indirect requests, whereas thrillers/crimes feature 

87.23% of direct requests and 10.90% of conventionally indirect requests. Percentages were 

calculated over the total number of requests in the two sub-corpora (920 for romantic and 

dramatic comedies and 321 for thrillers/crimes). Table 12 below shows percentages and raw 

frequencies of direct and conventionally indirect requests in the two film genres. The 

frequencies for non-conventionally indirect requests are also shown, even though they were 

not considered for the analysis.  

 

 ROMANTIC/DRAMATIC COMEDIES THRILLERS/CRIMES 

 % RAW FREQ. % RAW FREQ. 

Direct requests 78.70 724 87.23 280 

Conventionally indirect requests 17.07 157 10.90 35 

Non-conventionally indirect 

requests 
4.24 39 1.87 6 

Grand total 100 920 100 321 

Table 12: Percentages and raw frequencies of direct and indirect requests in English romantic/dramatic comedies and 

thrillers/crimes. 

 

 As far as realizations strategies are concerned, the initial hypothesis was confirmed: 

(in)directness, as a possible indicator of face concern and politeness, is found more frequently 

in romantic and dramatic comedies, with direct strategies being fewer than in thrillers/crimes. 
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Conversely, indirect requests show a higher frequency in romantic/dramatic comedies than in 

thrillers/crimes.  

As far as pragmatic modification is concerned, I calculated the average of modifiers per 

request, by diving the occurrences of modifiers by the total number of requests in the two 

corpora. Downgraders have an average of 0.40 per request in dramatic/romantic comedies 

(368 downgraders out of 920 requests) and of 0.34 per request in thrillers/crimes (109 

downgraders out of 321 requests). On the other hand, the average of upgraders per request is 

0.37 in romantic/dramatic comedies (344 upgraders out of 920 requests) and 0.26 in 

thrillers/crimes (84 upgraders out of 321 requests). Table 13 below shows relative and raw 

frequencies of downgraders and upgraders in romantic/dramatic comedies and in 

thrillers/crimes. 

 

 ROMANTIC/DRAMATIC COMEDIES THRILLERS/CRIMES 

 AVERAGE PER 

REQUEST 

RAW FREQ. AVERAGE PER 

REQUEST 

RAW FREQ. 

Downgraders 0.40 368 0.34 109 

Upgraders 0.37 344 0.26 84 

Table 13: Average per request of downgraders and upgraders in English romantic/dramatic comedies and thrillers/crimes. 

 

These results are partially contradictory in that, based on the initial hypothesis according to 

which requests in romantic/dramatic comedies would exhibit more politeness than requests in 

thrillers/crimes, I expected a higher average of downgraders but also a lower average of 

upgraders in romantic/dramatic comedies, compared to thrillers/crimes. However, if on the 

one hand romantic/dramatic comedies contain a higher average of downgraders per request 

than thrillers/crimes (0.40 vs 0.34), they also contain a higher average of upgraders (0.37 vs 

0.26). Consequently, the fact that dialogues in romantic/dramatic comedies exhibit more 

concern for face than thrillers/crimes is fully confirmed for realization strategies and only 

partially confirmed for pragmatic modifiers. The data suggests that the initial hypothesis that 

requests in romantic and dramatic comedies would exhibit a lower illocutionary strength than 

requests in thrillers/crimes, as a possible indicator of a higher degree of politeness, was thus 

overall partially confirmed for English dialogues. More studies should be conducted on the 

representation of politeness as emerging through speech acts across English film genres, to 
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reveal whether it might depend on the genre of the film and on the different types of 

conversational exchanges therein portrayed.  

Next section shifts the focus to Italian film dialogue and tackles the same issues addressed 

in English. Comparisons between the two languages are made while the analysis of the 

features of Italian requests proceeds, so that the reader is made aware of contingent cross-

linguistic differences, as the analysis proceeds.  

 

 

4.2 REALIZATION STRATEGIES AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS OF 

REQUESTS IN ITALIAN FILM DIALOGUE 

 

This section analyses requests in Italian film dialogue and proceeds similarly to the analysis 

of English film dialogue. I will start with realization strategies of Italian requests. 

In Italian film dialogue, out of the total instances of requests (973), 83.45% are direct 

(“Dopo non vogliamo essere disturbati” [“We don’t want to be bothered after that”] – La 

cena), 13.36% are conventionally indirect (“Magari tu mi puoi aiutare a trovare il fumo” 

[“You may be able to help me find some hashish”] -Ricordati di me) and 3.19% are non-

conventionally indirect (“Silvio, c’è Ponzi al telefono” [“Silvio, Ponzi on the phone for you” 

> “Come answer”] – Come te nessuno mai). The large prevalence of pragmatic directness 

over indirectness is in line with what has been found in English, where direct strategies also 

greatly outnumbered indirect strategies. As argued for English, the pervasiveness of direct 

strategies is probably due to needs of plot-unfolding. Table 14 below shows raw and relative 

frequencies of realization strategies in Italian film dialogue, accompanied by the figures 

observed in English, for the sake of cross-linguistic comparisons. 
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Direct requests 

Conventionally indirect 

requests 

Non-conventionally 

indirect requests 
Grand total 

 
IT ENG IT ENG IT ENG 

IT ENG 

% 83.45 80.90 13.36 15.47 3.19 3.63 100 100 

RAW 

FREQUENCY 
812 1004 130 192 31 45 973 1241 

Table 14: Percentages and raw frequencies of request realization strategies in English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

As can be seen, although in both languages direct strategies outnumber indirect strategies, 

the figures show a slight preference for direct strategies in Italian dialogues, compared to 

English dialogues. The relative frequency of direct strategies in Italian slightly outnumbers its 

counterpart in English (83.45% vs 80.90%) while, concurrently, indirect strategies in English 

dialogues slightly outnumber indirect strategies in Italian dialogues (15.47% vs 13.36% for 

conventional indirect strategies and 3.71% vs 3.19% for non-conventional indirect strategies). 

Although the gaps are so small as to be worth a bare mention, this piece of data suggests that 

Italian film speakers might prefer pragmatic directness than English film dialogue. Such 

speculation is in line with previous studies that have often argued that Anglo-Saxon cultures 

prefer indirectness (Wierzbicka 1985, Aijmer 1996, Leech 2014), while Mediterranean 

cultures, like Italian, favour pragmatic directness (Katan 2009, 85; Leech 2014, 147). Figure 2 

below shows the percentages of realization strategies in English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

 

Figure 2: Percentages of request realization strategies in English and Italian film dialogue. 
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As far as sub-strategies are concerned, among direct requests, the most frequent sub-

strategy is, similarly to English, “bare imperative” which shows a raw frequency of 651 

occurrences (“Guarda un po'” [“Have a look”] – Giorni e nuvole), followed by “locution 

derivable” with 54 occurrences (“Tu adesso mi spieghi tutto” [“Now you will explain 

everything to me”] – La terra). Among conventionally indirect requests, the most frequent 

strategy is “simple interrogative”, with 59 occurrences (“Vieni?” [“Are you coming?”] – 

Ricordati di me), differently from English where the most frequent strategy was “asking for 

ability”. “Asking for ability”, instead, comes second in Italian among conventionally indirect 

requests, with a frequency of 25 instances (“Oh, puoi scendere?” [“Hey, can you come 

down?”] – Come te nessuno mai). Non-conventionally indirect requests do not contain sub-

strategies.  

The fact that “simple interrogative” is the conventionally indirect strategy most frequently 

used in Italian dialogues is consistent with findings from Rossi’s (2014) study of Italian 

requests collected in spontaneous conversation, which shows the perverseness of this strategy 

among native speakers of Italian. Table 15 below shows raw frequencies and percentages for 

the two most frequent direct and conventionally indirect sub-strategies in Italian, while the 

reader can refer to Table 3 in Section 4.1 above for a comparison with English. 

 

 

 RAW FREQUENCY 

DIRECT STRATEGIES 
Bare imperative 651 

Locution derivable 54 

CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT 

STRATEGIES 

Simple interrogative 59 

Asking for ability 25 

Table 15: Most frequent direct and conventionally indirect sub-strategies in Italian film dialogue. 

 

As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, the scenario emerging from Italian dialogues 

is of special interest, since it yields a picture which is the opposite of English: in Italian, 

upgraders outnumber downgraders and not the other way around, as was observed in English. 

Out of the total instances of requests in Italian (973), downgraders have an average per 

request of 0.24 (232 occurrences), while upgraders have an average of 0.39 (379 occurrences). 

Table 16 below shows the values of both Italian and English, for the sake of comparison. 
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Downgraders Upgraders 

 
IT ENG IT ENG 

AVERAGE 

PER REQUEST 
0.24 0.38 0.39 0.34 

RAW 

FREQUENCY 
232 477 379 428 

Table 16: Average per request of downgraders and upgraders in Italian and English film dialogue. 

 

Table 16 shows that upgraders prevail over downgraders in Italian, while the opposite is 

true in English. The fact that Italian tends more towards face attack (upgrades attack face) in 

pragmatic modification, while English tends toward face enhancement (downgraders boost 

face) fits in well with the aforementioned observation that, in Italian dialogues, direct 

strategies were shown to be more frequent (although to a negligible extent) than English, 

while the reverse was true for indirect strategies. These two results are coherent because they 

both suggest that Italian film conversation (and possibly also real-life Italian conversation) 

might tend towards a higher degree of illocutionary strength in speech acts, compared to 

English. Future studies of naturally occurring conversation should explore the pragmatics of 

speech acts in a cross-linguistic perspective, to reveal whether English real-life speakers are 

also more prone to face concern and mitigation than Italian speakers.  

As far as internal and external modifiers are concerned, in Italian film dialogue, similarly 

to English film dialogue, the frequency of internal modifiers exceeds that of external 

modifiers: among downgraders (232 in total), 185 internal modifiers and 47 external 

modifiers were counted, whereas among upgraders (379), internal modifiers are 288 and 

external modifiers are 91. Taken together, internal modifiers amount to 473 instances, 

whereas external modifiers barely reach 138 instances. The prevalence of internal modifiers 

over external modifiers, both among downgraders and upgraders confirms the trend, also 

observed in English, that on-screen speakers (and possibly also real-life speakers) prefer 

modifying a request within its head act, rather than resorting to supportive moves external to 

it. Table 17 below shows the raw frequencies of internal and external downgraders and 

upgraders, together with examples and the name of the category of the modifier contained in 

the example. 
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 RAW FREQUENCY EXAMPLE 

INTERNAL DOWNGRADERS 185 
“Può essere così cortese da ospitare al suo tavolo questi 

signori?” (La cena). Appreciative opening 

INTERNAL UPGRADERS 288 
“Non li assaggia neanche?” (La cena). 

Adverbial/adjectival intensifier 

Grand total internal modifiers 473  

EXTERNAL DOWNGRADERS 47 
“Io capisco tutto, però il montaggio deve essere fatto 

questa settimana” (Casomai). Disarmer 

EXTERNAL UPGRADERS 91 
“Basta, basta” (La ragazza del lago). Repetition of 

request 

Grand total external modifiers 138  

Table 17: Frequencies of internal and external downgraders and upgraders in Italian film dialogue. 

 

Among internal downgrading modifiers, the most frequent one is “downtoner/hedging 

device” (49 instances), followed by “illocutionary force indicating device” (36 instances) and 

by “conditional/irrealis mood” (19 instances). This piece of data is interesting because the 

frequency ranking order is the same as that observed in English (see Table 8 in Section 4.1). 

The fact that both languages share the same ranking order as for the three most frequent 

internal downgraders is through-provoking, in that English and Italian are two typologically 

different languages, so one would not expect such striking similarities in terms of pragmatic 

behaviour. The fact that two typologically distant languages exhibit the same trend in the 

frequency of use of pragmatic modifiers might be related to the existence of “pragmatic 

universals”, at least as far as the illocutionary modification of speech acts is concerned. The 

issue is worth exploring further, in naturally occurring speech. 

As for external downgrading modifiers, the most frequent one is “grounder”, with 27 

occurrences, a piece of data which is in line with what was observed in English (see Table 7). 

The second most frequent external downgrader is “cost minimizer” (10 occurrences), 

followed by “preparator” (4 occurrences). Once again, if the English and the Italian ranking 

orders of the three most frequent external downgraders are compared, an identical scenario 

emerges: also in English, the first three external downgraders are: “grounder”, “cost 

minimizer” and “preparator”. The similarity between English and Italian thus also concerns 

external downgraders. 

As far as internal upgraders are concerned, the most frequent ones are: “encouragement 

marker” (74 instances), followed by “attention getter” (69 instances) and by “begging marker” 

(27 instances). As for external upgraders, “repetition of request” (60 instances) is the one 
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most frequently used, as was also the case for English. In Italian, similarly to English, 

“repetition of request” greatly outnumbered the frequency of the remaining two external 

upgraders (“negative evaluation” with 20 occurrences and “threat” with 11 occurrences). 

Table 18 below shows the raw frequencies of the three most frequent internal and external 

downgraders and upgraders in Italian, together with examples. 

 

  
RAW 

FREQUENCY 
EXAMPLE 

INTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 

Downtoner/hedging 

device 
49 

“Magari… puoi parlarne con gli altri” (Giorni e 

Nuvole) 

Illocutionary force 

indicating device 
36 

“Puoi guardare la telecamera, per favore?” 

(Ricordati di me) 

Conditional/irrealis 

mood 
19 

“Io vorrei sapere solo cosa ti ha detto mio padre” 

(Casomai) 

EXTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 

Grounder 27 
“Scarica quello che c'è dentro, voglio leggere 

tutto” (La ragazza del lago) 

Cost minimizer 10 
“Aspettami Mara, dai, sto venendo lì” (La giusta 

distanza) 

Preparator 4 
“Fammi una cortesia, stai là ferma e non ti 

muovere almeno, hai capito?” (Pane e tulipani) 

INTERNAL 

UPGRADERS 

Encouragement marker 74 “Dai, vieni” (Pane e tulipani) 

Attention getter 69 “Dai Ugo, continua, continua” (La terra) 

Begging marker 27 
“Stefania, ti prego, cerchiamo di essere civili” 

(Casomai) 

EXTERNAL 

UPGRADERS 

Repetition of request 60 
“Aiutami a cercarla, ti prego, aiutami” (La finestra 

di fronte) 

Negative evaluation 20 
“Oh, e levati sto materasso qui, non vedi che non 

ci s'entra?” (La cena) 

Threat 11 
“Piano con le offese, non ti conviene” (la ragazza 

del lago) 

Table 18: Frequencies of the three most frequent internal and external downgraders and upgraders in Italian film dialogue. 

 

Turning now the attention to downgraded and upgraded requests, namely requests 

containing one or multiple downgraders and no upgraders and one or multiple upgraders and 

no downgraders, respectively, the Italian sub-corpus has 139 downgraded requests and 263 

upgraded requests. Unlike English, where downgraders were more frequent than upgraders 

but downgraded requests were less frequent than upgraded requests, in Italian the observed 
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higher presence of upgraded requests over downgraded requests is coherent with the higher 

presence of upgraders than downgraders, taken individually. This means that Italian on-screen 

speakers tend to employ fewer downgraders within the same request, compared to English 

speakers or, put it differently, they tend to request actions very politely to a lower extent. 

Focusing on requests which contain multiple downgraders or upgraders and which can be 

considered highly downgraded or highly upgraded, respectively, the same criterion of English 

was applied: highly downgraded requests were considered as such if they had at least three 

downgraders and no upgrader, while highly upgraded requests had at least three upgraders 

and no downgrader. Italian film dialogue shows 7 instances of highly downgraded requests 

and 8 instances of highly upgraded requests. An example of highly downgraded request is: 

“Adesso vorrebbe ripeterci per cortesia tutti i particolari, possibilmente?” (“Would you maybe 

like to repeat all the details, please”? - La giusta distanza) where the head act (vorrebbe 

ripeterci i particolari?) is mitigated by three downgraders: “conditional /irrealis mood” 

(“vorrebbe” instead of the indicative “vuole”), “illocutionary force indicating device” (per 

cortesia) and “downtoner/hedging device” (possibilmente). An example of highly upgraded 

request is: “Non ti permettere mai più di parlarmi in questo tono, hai capito Valentina?” 

(“Don’t you dare speak to me like that ever again, did you understand, Valentina?” – 

Ricordati di me), where the head act (non ti permettere mai più di parlarmi in questo tono) is 

intensified by three upgraders: one “adverbial/adjectival intensifier” (adverb “mai” which 

strengthens the other adverb “più”), one “uptake-securing device” (hai capito?) and one 

“attention getter” (the name “Valentina”). Table 21 below shows the frequencies of highly 

downgraded and highly upgraded requests in Italian, together with the frequencies of English, 

laid out in Section 4.1 and repeated here for the sake of comparison. The percentages 

provided indicate the relative frequency of highly downgraded and upgraded requests 

relatively to the total number of requests in English (1241) and in Italian (973). 
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  % 
RAW 

FREQUENCY 
EXAMPLE 

ENG 

HIGHLY DOWNGRADED 2.9 36 
“Just let me have a quick look, I can't 

find it anywhere” 

HIGHLY UPGRADED 0.89 11 

“Listen, you mustn't phone me again, 

do you understand me? Otherwise I 

won't come and meet you” 

IT 

HIGHLY DOWNGRADED 0.72 7 
“Adesso vorrebbe ripeterci per cortesia 

tutti i particolari, possibilmente?” 

HIGHLY UPGRADED 0.82 8 
“Non ti permettere mai più di parlarmi 

in questo tono, hai capito Valentina?” 

Table 19: Raw frequencies and percentages of highly downgraded and highly upgraded requests in English and Italian film 

dialogue. 

 

From the table, it emerges that English film speech has a slightly higher tendency to highly 

modify (both for downgrading and upgrading) requests than is the case with Italian film 

speech. Future studies of speech acts and their pragmatic modification, possibly conducted on 

naturally occurring conversation, should further explore whether different languages tend to 

modify speech acts following different patterns. 

As far as the combinations between realization strategy and pragmatic modification within 

the same request are concerned, Table 20 below shows their frequency ranking order, together 

with examples (the downgrader or upgrader appearing in the example is underlined). 
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Table 20: Combinations of realization strategies with pragmatic modification, ranked from most to least frequent, in Italian 

film dialogue. 

 

A comparison between Table 20 above and Table 8 in Section 4.1 for English, shows that 

the ranking order is identical, with direct requests pragmatically upgraded being the most 

frequent and non-conventionally indirect requests pragmatically upgraded occurring with the 

lowest frequency. This piece of data suggests that the two languages share the same trend in 

terms of associating directness with pragmatic upgrading and indirectness with pragmatic 

downgrading, because direct requests pragmatically upgraded outnumber direct requests 

pragmatically downgraded and indirect requests pragmatically downgraded outnumber 

indirect requests pragmatically upgraded, in both languages. Another similarity that English 

and Italian share is that only a few instances of non-conventional indirect requests contain 

modifiers, the reason being that, as argued in Section 4.1, pragmatic ambiguity typifying non-

conventional indirectness would be nullified by the addition of pragmatic modification. The 

fact that English and Italian film dialogues share the same pattern as to the combination of 

realization strategies with pragmatic modification is very interesting in that. In fact, similarly 

to what was observed for the ranking order of the most frequent internal and external 

downgraders, which was identical in English and in Italian (Section 4.2), we again observe an 

identical trends shared by two typologically different languages. This finding might inspire 

future research on other speech acts, preferably conducted on real-life speech, which could 

explore whether there is a preference of association between pragmatic (in)directness in 

realization strategies, on the one hand, and pragmatic mitigation/intensification through 

modifiers, on the other hand. Figure 3 below shows that Italian film dialogue follows the 

         RAW FREQ. EXAMPLE 

DIRECT REQUESTS UPGRADED 244 
“Piano con le offese, non ti conviene” (La 

ragazza del lago) 

DIRECT REQUESTS DOWNGRADED 80 
“Ci venite a trovare, eh?” (Ricordati di 

me) 

CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

DOWNGRADED 
51 

“Bisogna rifarci la barba. È cresciuta un 

sacco da ieri” (Ricordati di me) 

CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

UPGRADED 
18 

“Oh! M'ascolti? (La terra) 

NON-CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

DOWNGRADED 
 8 

“Nora, tesoro, non ch'ai niente da fare di 

là in sala?” (La cena) 

NON-CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT REQUESTS 

UPGRADED 
 1 

“Se tu continui a dirci le bugie lui ti fa 

rinchiudere” (La ragazza del lago) 
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same trend as English film dialogue, as far as the frequencies for the six combinations 

between (in)directness and pragmatic modification are concerned. 

 

 

Figure 3: Frequencies of combinations of realization strategies with pragmatic modification, going from most to least 

frequent, in English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

Next section takes issue with the representation of positive and negative face wants emerging 

from pragmatic modifiers, in Italian dialogues. 

 

 

4.2.1 REPRESENTATION OF POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE FACE IN 

ITALIAN FILM DIALOGUE 
 

Positive and negative face-oriented pragmatic modifiers in Italian film dialogue exhibit the 

following frequency order, from most to least frequent: negative face-oriented upgraders (326 

instances), negative face-oriented downgraders (195 instances), positive face-oriented 

upgraders (53 instances) and positive face-oriented downgraders (37 instances). Table 21 

below lists positive and negative-face oriented modifiers in their frequency ranking, together 

with examples followed by the name of the modifier contained in the request and by the film 

title from which the example was taken.  
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RAW 

FREQUENCY 
EXAMPLE 

NEGATIVE FACE-ORIENTED 

UPGRADERS 
333 

“Non dica così, la prego” (Casomai). Begging 

marker 

NEGATIVE FACE-ORIENTED 

DOWNGRADERS 
195 

“Non è che me poi stirà qualche camicia?” (Pane e 

tulipani). Negative bias 

POSITIVE FACE-ORIENTED 

UPGRADERS 
46 

“Ti ho detto fammi uscire” (Ricordati di me). 

Reiteration marker 

POSITIVE FACE-ORIENTED 

DOWNGRADERS 
37 

“Perché non mi raggiungi tu? Eh?” (La terra). 

Appealer 

Table 21: Frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders in Italian film dialogue. 

 

  To allow for a cross-linguistic comparison between English and Italian dialogues, Figure 

4 below shows the frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and 

upgraders, in both languages. The graph, where negative face-oriented modifiers appear on 

the left-hand side and positive face-oriented modifiers appear on the right-hand side, shows 

English modifiers (EN) followed by their Italian counterpart (IT). 

 

  

Figure 4: Frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders in English and Italian film 

dialogue. 

 

  

As is visible from the figure, in both languages, negative face-oriented modifiers displayed 

on the left side of the graph outnumber positive face-oriented modifiers displayed on the right 

Negative face Positive face 
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side. The fact that also in Italian film dialogue negative face is more resorted to for reasons of 

politeness (in downgraders) and for reasons of impoliteness (in upgraders) confirms the 

hypothesis put forward for English (see Section 4.1) that, as requests threaten negative face, 

speakers tend to modify them by appealing to the addressee’ negative face wants rather than 

to their positive face wants. Also, Italian upgraders, both appealing to positive and negative 

face, outnumber their English counterparts and, conversely, English downgraders, both 

appealing to positive and negative face, outnumber their Italian counterparts. This finding is 

in line with the finding that Italian film dialogue contains, as argued in Section 4.2 above, 

more upgrading modification and less downgrading modification than English.  

An interesting cross-linguistic difference regarding the representation of positive and 

negative face wants in the two languages emerges if we consider the frequency of positive and 

negative face-oriented modifiers relatively to the number of downgraders, on the one hand, 

and of upgraders, on the other hand. In Italian, of all downgrading modifiers (232), 17.24% 

appeal to positive face and 82.76% appeal to negative face, whereas of all upgrading 

modifiers (379), 13.98% appeal to positive face and 86.02% appeal to negative face. Table 22 

below shows raw frequencies and percentages. 

 

 % RAW FREQUENCY 

Positive-face oriented downgraders 15.95 37 

Negative-face oriented downgraders 84.05 195 

Grand total downgraders 100 232 

   

Positive-face oriented upgraders 12.13 46 

Negative-face oriented upgraders 87.87 333 

Grand total upgraders 100 379 

Table 22: Frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders, calculated over the total instances 

of downgraders and upgraders in Italian film dialogue. 

 

 If such frequencies are compared to those found in English (see Table 10 in Section 4.1.1), 

we obtain the scenario shown in Figure 5 below.  
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Figure 5: Frequencies of positive and negative face-oriented downgraders and upgraders, calculated over the total instances 

of downgraders and upgraders in English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

As can be seen, English on-screen speakers appeal to positive face more often than Italian 

on-screen speakers when it comes to downgrading a request, so for reasons of politeness. 

Conversely, Italian on-screen speakers use negative face more often than Italian when it 

comes to upgrading a request, so for reasons of politeness. In other words, this suggests that 

English on-screen speakers use positive politeness slightly more frequently than Italian 

speaker. Figure 5 above shows that positive face-oriented downgraders are more frequent in 

English than in Italian (19.50% and 15.95%, respectively, out of the total instances of 

downgraders in the two languages), while negative face-oriented downgraders are more 

frequent in Italian than in English (84.05% and 80.50%, respectively). The percentage gaps 

are not large enough to draw any solid speculation but this piece of data is of interest, because 

it goes against previous claims that Mediterranean cultures (including the Italian culture) are 

characterized by positive politeness, while Anglo-Saxon cultures, on the contrary, prefer 

negative politeness since they place more value on autonomy and freedom from imposition 

(Leech 1983, Brown and Levinson 1987, Wierzbicka 1985, Sifianou 1992). The data 

emerging from the present research shows not only that this is not the case but that, if 

anything, it is the opposite. The findings refer to fictional speakers, so cross-cultural 

speculations concerning real-life conversation cannot be made. However, if film dialogue is 

taken to be an imitation of spontaneous conversation, at least a far as pragmatic norms are 

concerned, the findings emerging from this analysis suggest that Mediterranean lingua-

cultures may not be necessarily more prone to positive politeness than Anglo-Saxon cultures, 

as has always been argued, and that the opposite trend might instead be observed. More 
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empirical research, possibly conducted on naturally occurring conversation, is needed to 

confirm or disconfirm such strongly held assumption in debates on cross-cultural politeness. 

Next section tackles the issue of illocutionary strength of requests (as a possible indicator of 

im/politeness) across film genres, in the Italian corpus. 

 

 

 

4.2.2 REQUESTS IN DRAMATIC/ROMANTIC COMEDIES AND IN 

THRILLERS/CRIMES IN ITALIAN FILM DIALOGUE 
 

Similarly to what has been done with English (see Section 4.1.2), I wanted to test the 

assumption that requests in dramatic/romantic comedies would exhibit more face concern and 

politeness (measured through the illocutionary force of requests) than thrillers/crimes, in 

Italian dialogues as well.  

To begin with, a higher average of requests per minute in thrillers/crimes than in romantic 

and dramatic comedies was also observed in the Italian corpus, where I found 730 requests 

and 942 running minutes for romantic/dramatic comedies and 243 requests and 289 running 

minutes for thrillers/crimes. By diving the number of requests by the number of running 

minutes, the average of requests per minute is obtained:  0.77 for romantic/dramatic comedies 

and of 0.84 for thrillers/crimes. As was argued for English, this discrepancy might be related 

to the fact that requests, being speech acts which solicit future actions, have a more prominent 

role in thrillers/crimes which, unlike comedies, are more centred on plot twists than on 

characters’ rapport 

As for the degree of illocutionary strength of requests, considered as a possible indicator of 

(im)politeness, direct requests reach 83.70% and conventionally indirect requests reach 

13.30% in romantic/dramatic comedies. In the thrillers/crimes corpus, percentages are similar: 

82.72% for direct requests and 13.58% for conventionally indirect requests. As was the case 

with English, non-conventional indirect requests were excluded because they are often used 

for reasons other than politeness. Table 23 below shows raw frequencies and percentages of 

direct and conventionally indirect requests in Italian romantic/dramatic comedies and in 
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thrillers/crimes. Non-conventionally indirect strategies are also listed, although they have 

been ruled out of the analysis. 

 

 ROMANTIC/DRAMATIC 

COMEDIES 

THRILLERS/CRIMES 

 % 

 

RAW FREQ. % RAW FREQ. 

DIRECT REQUESTS 83.70 611 82.72 201 

CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 
13.29 97 13.58 33 

NON-CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 
3.01 22 3.70 9 

Grand total 100 730 100 243 

Table 23: Frequencies of direct and indirect requests in Italian romantic/dramatic comedies and in thrillers/crimes. 

 

Differently from English, where romantic and dramatic comedies featured a slightly higher 

frequency of indirect strategies over direct strategies, as a possible indicator of more face 

concern and politeness, owing to the type of conversational exchanges which set them apart 

from thrillers/crimes, in Italian the gap between direct and indirect strategies across genres is 

too trivial to arrive at the conclusion that film genre determines the (im)polite load of 

requests. 

As far as pragmatic modification is concerned, I calculated the average of downgraders and  

of upgraders per request, in order to be able to compare the relative frequency of modifiers in 

the dramatic/romantic comedies corpus and in the thrillers/crimes corpus, the two corpora 

having different sizes. Table 24 below shows the average per request of downgraders and 

upgraders in Italian romantic/dramatic comedies and in thrillers/crimes. 

 

 ROMANTIC/DRAMATIC COMEDIES 

 

THRILLERS/CRIMES 

 

 AVERAGE PER REQUEST RAW FREQ. AVERAGE PER REQUEST RAW FREQ. 

Downgraders 0.25 183 0.20 49 

Upgraders 0.39 286 0.38 93 

Table 24: Average per request of downgraders and upgraders in Italian romantic/dramatic comedies and thrillers/crimes. 
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 As was the case with English, the initial hypothesis that pragmatic mitigation would be 

more frequent in romantic/dramatic comedies than in thrillers/crimes, whereas pragmatic 

intensification would be more widespread in thrillers/crimes than in romantic/dramatic 

comedies, is also partially confirmed in Italian. Downgrading modifiers are more frequent in 

romantic/dramatic comedies than in thrillers/crimes (with an average per request of 0.25 vs 

0.20, respectively). On the other hand, the difference in the frequency of upgraders is too 

trivial to allow for speculations (0.39 vs 0.38, respectively).  

Overall, taking into account both the scenario emerging from realization strategies and the 

one emerging from pragmatic modification, in the two Italian sub-corpora, it can be argued 

that the initial hypothesis that Italian dramatic/romantic comedies would exhibit more face 

concern and politeness than thrillers/crimes, cannot be confirmed. This in turn indicates that, 

while in English film dialogue there seems to be a difference in the extent to which 

(im)politeness emerges in requests, depending on film genre, in Italian such difference is not 

observed. The results obtained might suggest that while features of English film dialogue 

differs across different genres, in terms of representation of (im)politeness, Italian film 

dialogue is less subject to change. The account of one speech act only is not enough to yield 

any conclusive speculations, especially if the difference in the percentages of realization 

strategies and pragmatic modifiers between the two genres is this small. However, the 

findings emerging from the present study might be a starting point for future research.  

After having introduced the characteristics of requests in English and Italian film dialogue 

separately, next section provides the reader with an overview of the main differences and 

similarities emerging from cross-linguistic comparisons. 

 

 

4.3 THE SPEECH ACT OF REQUESTS IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN 

FILM DIALOGUE: AN OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN DIFFERENCES 

AND SIMILARITIES 

 

The aim of this section is to briefly summarize and provide an overview of the main 

differences and similarities having been observed from the comparisons between English and 

Italian requests in film dialogue, in terms of: realization strategies, pragmatic modifiers, 
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combinations of realization strategies with modifiers, positive and negative face-oriented 

pragmatic modifiers and illocutionary strength of requests as dependent on film genre. The 

section also mentions a few cases worth discussing but not dealt with in the previous sections, 

in which the frequency of some pragmatic modifiers and realization strategies was found to be 

different in the two corpora. Such request features were not tackled in the previous sections, 

because they were not included among the most frequent pragmatic categories, so they were 

initially excluded from the presentation of data. I will start with realization strategies. 

As far as realization strategies are concerned, pragmatic directness prevails over 

indirectness in both languages. However, Italian favours directness slightly more than 

English, while the opposite is true for indirectness. As far as direct sub-strategies are 

concerned, “bare imperative” is the most common strategy employed in both languages 

(“Wash your hands” - Saving Grace and “Dai, svegliati” - A casa nostra). The reason behind 

the high frequency of imperatives in both corpora probably lies in the fact that imperative 

forms allow delivering a request in its shortest form, conciseness being a salient feature of 

film dialogue (Rossi 2011, 26). A cross-linguistic difference in the frequency use of direct 

strategies concerns the sub-strategy “obligation statement”. An example of obligation 

statement in English is: “George, you have got to think of something!” (My Best Friend’s 

Wedding), while in Italian it is: “Mi devi spiegare perché sei così spaventato” (La ragazza del 

lago). Obligation statements are more pervasive in Italian than in English dialogues, if we 

consider that they reach 23 instances in English (1.85% of all requests) and 52 instances in 

Italian (5.34% of all request). The percentage gap between the two corpora suggests that 

Italian on-screen speakers (and possibly real-life speakers) tend to use deontic forms more 

massively than English speakers. The fact that English tends to avoid this requestive strategy 

which is pragmatically strong, because the hearer is told what to do by means of a deontic 

modal verb, is consistent with empirical research which has shown that deontic forms in 

requests are perceived as highly impositive by English native speakers (Fraser and Nolen 

1981). The fact that obligation statements are much more frequent in Italian is, on the other 

hand, in line with the more general observation that Italian favours pragmatic directness and 

illocutionary intensification, compared to English (see Section 4.2). 

  Among conventionally indirect requests, the most frequent sub-strategy in English is 

“asking for ability”, whereas in Italian it is “simple interrogative”. The latter finding is in line 

with the pervasiveness of such request strategy in naturally occurring Italian conversation, as 
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reported in Rossi (2014). Quite on the contrary, simple interrogative requests are virtually 

non-existent in English, except for a few cases where the “to be going+verb form” is used in 

its interrogative form (“You gonna tell me?” - Ocean“s Eleven).  

As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, it has been observed that downgraders prevail 

over upgraders in English dialogues, while in Italian dialogues the opposite is true. If these 

results should find support in future studies of naturally occurring conversation, this may 

suggest that English speakers are more prone to give face, while Italian speakers are more 

prone to attack face, downgraders and upgraders being possible indicators of polite and 

impolite facework, respectively. Concerning pragmatic modifiers, two important similarities 

between English and Italian have also been observed. The first similarity is that internal 

modifiers outnumber external modifiers in their frequency, both among downgraders and 

upgraders. The second feature that the two languages share consists in the frequency order, 

from most frequently to least frequently used, of a few categories of modifiers. More 

specifically, both in English and in Italian film dialogue, the three most frequent internal 

downgraders are: “downtoner/hedging device”, “illocutionary force indicating device” and 

“conditional/irrealis mood”, the most frequent external upgrader is “grounder” and the most 

frequent external upgrader is “repetition of request”. Zooming in on the major cross-linguistic 

differences in terms of frequencies of pragmatic modifiers, the downgrader 

“conditional/irrealis mood” (“Could you…?” instead of “Can you…?” / “I wander if you 

could…” instead of “I wonder if you can...”) was observed to be much more common in 

English than in Italian: in English film dialogue, conditional/irrealis mood occurs 51 times 

(average per request of 0.04), whereas in Italian it plummets to 19 instances (average per 

request of 0.02). An example of conditional/irrealis mood in English is: “If you could just... 

have seat” (Runaway Bride), while in Italian it is: “Per favore, vorrei restare da solo con 

Mario” (La ragazza del lago). As far as upgraders are concerned, “encouragement marker” 

(“You tell them, go on” [Secrets and Lies] and: “Dai, smettila con questi uomini” [A casa 

nostra]) was found to be much more common in Italian dialogues, where the modifier appears 

74 times (0.08 average per request), than in English dialogues, where it amounts to 47 

occurrences (0.04 average per request). On the contrary, “adverbial/adjectival intensifier” 

(“Just leave” [Ae Fond Kiss] and: “E allora non ci provare nemmeno” [Come te nessuno mai]) 

was found to be more common in English (74 instances with an average per request of 0.06) 

than in Italian (19 instances with an average per request of 0.02). The more massive presence 

of adverbial/adjectival intensifiers in English dialogues, compared to Italian dialogues, is 
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easily explained by the fact that most occurrences are characterized by the adverb “just” 

which, in English, is often used to pragmatically intensify imperatives. Since Italian does not 

have such device, the overall frequency of adverbial/adjectival intensifiers plummets. To 

conclude with pragmatic modification, a significant point of divergence between the two 

languages is the frequency of the illocutionary force indicating device for requests, namely 

the downgrader “please” in English and “per favore/per piacere/per cortesia” in Italian. In 

English dialogues, the device shows a relative frequency of 0.56 per request (69 occurrences), 

whereas it Italian this frequency drops to 0.37 (36 occurrences). The result is particularly 

interesting, since it suggests that English on-screen speakers (and possibly also real-life 

speakers) use the downgrader “please” much more frequently than Italian speakers.  

Moving on to downgraded and upgraded requests, namely those requests whose overall 

illocutionary force is mitigated or intensified, an interesting cross-pragmatic difference 

regards highly downgraded and highly upgraded requests, namely those utterances whose 

illocutionary force has been highly mitigated or intensified.  It was observed that English has 

a greater tendency, compared to Italian, to both highly downgrade and highly upgrade 

requests. This cross-pragmatic difference leads to the speculation that English on-screen 

speakers (and possibly real-life speakers) pragmatically modify speech acts to a greater extent 

than Italian speakers. Further research, possibly conducted on spontaneous conversation, is 

needed on this issue. 

After having dealt with realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers separately, I moved 

on to give an account of the interaction between direct and indirect realization strategies, on 

the one hand, and downgrading/upgrading modification, on the other hand. In this respect, 

English and Italian exhibit striking similarities, in that both languages show the same 

frequency ranking order for the six possible combinations of interactions. It was observed that 

direct requests containing upgraders represent the most frequent combination and non-

conventionally indirect requests containing upgraders occur with the lowest frequency. 

As regards the representation of positive and negative face wants in pragmatic modifiers, it 

was observed that both languages exhibit a marked preference, in terms of frequency, for 

negative face-oriented modifiers over positive face-oriented modifiers (both downgraders and 

upgraders). The explanation proposed for this finding, which is also put forward in Flöck’s 

research where similar results emerged, is that requests, being face-threatening acts which 

attack negative face, are modified more efficiently by employing downgraders or upgraders 
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which appeal to the addressee’s negative face. However, an interesting cross-linguistic 

divergence was also brought to light: English on-screen speakers resort to the hearer’s 

positive face wants, when doing politeness, more frequently than Italian on-screen speakers 

(positive politeness having been measured through the frequency of positive face-oriented 

downgraders). This finding challenges the strongly held assumption, often evoked in cross-

cultural pragmatics, that Mediterranean cultures are positive politeness cultures, because they 

favour solidarity and camaraderie, while Anglo-Saxon cultures are negative politeness 

cultures because more value is placed on autonomy and non-imposition (Leech 1983, Brown 

and Levinson 1987, Wierzbicka 1991, Sifianou 1992).  

As for the relationship between film genre and illocutionary strength of requests, which 

allows observing whether the degree of (im)politeness in film dialogue depends on film genre, 

the initial hypothesis was that romantic/dramatic comedies would exhibit more politeness, 

operationalized through more indirect strategies and more downgraders, than thrillers/crimes, 

owing to the differing nature of the conversational exchanges typifying the two genres. Such 

hypothesis was confirmed in English but was disconfirmed in Italian. In English, indirect 

strategies in dramatic/romantic comedies are more frequent than in thrillers/crimes while, on 

the contrary, direct strategies prevail in thrillers/crimes over dramatic/romantic comedies. As 

for pragmatic modifiers, downgraders in dramatic/romantic comedies are more frequent than 

in thrillers/crimes, although upgraders as well are more frequent in dramatic/romantic 

comedies (the initial expectation having predicted the opposite trend for upgraders). For 

English, the leading hypothesis that romantic/dramatic comedies would be characterized by a 

higher degree of politeness is thus overall confirmed, even if partially, owing to the higher 

frequency of upgraders in romantic/dramatic comedies than in thrillers/crimes. 

In Italian, on the other hand, the hypothesis was not confirmed, because:  (1) the 

difference, in terms of frequency, of direct over indirect between romantic/dramatic comedies, 

on the one hand, and thrillers/crimes, on the other hand, is trivial and even points to more 

directness in romantic/dramatic comedies, (2) the higher presence of upgraders in 

thrillers/crimes in also trivial and (3) only downgraders show a higher frequency in 

romantic/dramatic comedies. As far as realization strategies are concerned, the fact that, in 

Italian film dialogue, dramatic and romantic comedies, on the one hand, and thrillers/crimes, 

on the other hand, both have the same degree of pragmatic directness in requests runs counter 
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to previous speculations that indirectness, as a possible indicator of face concern, is quite 

common in dramatic and romantic comedies (Kozloff  2000, Mernit 2001, Desilla 2012).  

After having examined the most salient pragmatic features of the speech act of requesting 

in English and in Italian film dialogue, both singularly and comparatively, next section 

introduces the communicative context into the discussion. The aim of Section 4.4 is to 

investigate how social distance and relative power between on-screen speakers, as well as the 

presence or absence of positive face threat in requests-reprimands, determines the use of 

direct over indirect realization strategies and of downgrading over upgrading modification, in 

English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

 

4.4 CONTEXTUAL VARIABLES AND ILLOCUTIONARY STRENGTH 

OF REQUESTS IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN FILM DIALOGUE 

 

This section examines the impact that the contextual variables of social distance, relative 

power and positive face threat have on the linguistic realization of requests, in terms of their 

illocutionary strength. Once again, illocutionary strength, being a possible indicator of 

(im)politeness, is measured through: (a) (in)direct realization strategies and (b) 

downgrading/upgrading modification. The section is structured as follows:  Section 4.4.1 

explores the relationship between social distance and illocutionary strength of requests, 

Section 4.4.2 focuses on relative power, while Section 4.4.3 focuses on positive face threat 

and investigates whether the fact that some requests also imply criticism determines their 

illocutionary force. 

The reason why the relationship between social distance and relative power, on the one 

hand, and request pragmatic force (as a possible indicator of im/politeness), on the other hand, 

is among the objectives of the present study is that previous research on requests has shown 

that the requester’s assessment of rapport intimacy/distance, as well as power 

balance/imbalance with the requestee, determines their degree of (im)politeness (Lee-Wong 

1994, Trosborg 1995, Bargiela-Chiappini and Harris 1996, Márquez-Reiter 2000, Fukushima 

2003, Le Pair 2005, Alcón-Soler 2008, Rue and Zhang 2008, Flores-Salgado 2011, Shahrokhi 

2012, Loutfi 2015). The difference with these studies lies in the fact that while they are based 
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on data collected through elicitation methods, so requests were not delivered spontaneously, 

the present study is based on film dialogue which, although differing from naturally occurring 

conversation, it arguably resembles it to a greater extent than elicited speech.  Until now, at 

least to the author’s knowledge, no study has investigated the impact of social distance and 

power on the (im)politeness of requests (or any other speech act) in naturally occurring 

conversation. In view of this, and capitalizing on arguments that film dialogue is a good 

reflection of naturally-occurring conversation, at least for its pragmatic norms (Alcón-Soler et 

al. 2005, Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2005, Baños Piñero and Chaume 2009, Guillot 2010), the 

present study provides a first insight into how the two sociopragmatic variables bear on the 

linguistic realization of requests in English and in Italian. The findings from this study, 

although not applicable to naturally occurring dialogue, being based on filmic speech, can at 

least come close to it and provide a first insight into how sociopragmatic context and 

pragmatics of speech acts interact in real-life conversation.  

Before presenting the data, the reader is reminded that, as far as social distance is 

concerned, “-D scenario” designates cases where requester and requestee are intimate and 

“+D scenario” means that requester and requestee are strangers or do not know each other 

well (see Section 3.4.3.2.1). For relative power, “-P scenario” indicates no power imbalance 

between on-screen interactants, “+Ps scenario” indicates power on the part of the requester (S 

stands for “speaker”) while “+Ph scenario” (H stands for “hearer”) indicates power on the part 

of the requestee (see Section 3.4.3.2.2). For positive face threat, “+pos face scenario” 

indicates that the request implies reprimand and thus threatens the requestee’s positive face, 

whereas “-pos face scenario” indicates absence of positive face threat. I will start the analysis 

with social distance and illocutionary force of requests, both in English and in Italian film 

dialogue. 

 

 

4.4.1 SOCIAL DISTANCE 
 

In English film dialogue, the requests issued in the -D scenario reach as much as 83.70% of 

all requests (with 1039 occurrences out of 1241), while those issued in the +D scenario are 
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only 16% (with 199 occurrences out of 1241)8. The very high presence of requests in the -D 

can be related to two reasons. The first one is that on-screen speakers (and possibly real-life 

speakers) issue requests preferably when they feel intimate with the requestee, rather than the 

opposite. The second reason might be that film narratives tend to have characters who hold an 

intimate relationship with each other, rather than a distant one. Italian dialogues exhibit very 

similar percentages, with 83.35% (811 occurrences out of 973) of requests in the -D scenario 

and 16.65% (162 occurrences out of 973) of requests in the +D scenario. 

The leading hypothesis concerning the sociopragmatic variable of social distance, which is 

grounded on previous empirical studies which showed that it determines the degree of 

linguistic politeness (Leech 1983, Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, Lorenzo-Dus and Bou-Franch 

2003, Sukarno 2018) is that, both in English and in Italian, the illocutionary force of requests 

would decrease when going from a context of intimacy (-D scenario) to a context of non-

intimacy (+D scenario). To test this hypothesis, I measured the change in the frequency of 

direct and indirect strategies, on the one hand, and of downgraders and upgraders, on the other 

hand, when going from the -D to +D scenario. According to the initial hypothesis, 

indirectness would increase (with a decrease in directness) when passing from -D to +D and, 

concurrently, downgrading modification would increase (with a decrease in upgrading 

modification). The hypothesis was fully confirmed in both languages. 

When going from the -D to the +D scenario, in English, direct requests go down from a 

84.41% (877 instances out of 1039 requests) to a 62.31% (124 instances out of 199 requests); 

indirect requests go up from 15.59% (162 instances out of 1039 requests) to 37.69% (75 

instances out of 199 requests); downgraders go up from an average of 0.31 per request (319 

instances out of 1039 requests) to an average of 0.79 (158 instances out of 199 requests) and 

upgraders go down from 0.38 (393 instances out of 1039 requests) to 0.17 (34 instances out of 

199 requests). For English film dialogue, the initial hypothesis was thus fully confirmed. As 

for Italian, the same scenario was observed: when going from -D to +D, direct requests go 

down from 84.96% (689 instances out of 811 requests) to 75.93% (123 instances out of 162 

requests); indirect requests go up from 15.04% (122 instances out of 811 requests) to 24.07% 

(39 instances out of 162 requests); downgraders go up from an average of 0.20 (162 instances 

out of 811 requests) to an average of 0.43 (70 instances out of 162 requests) and upgraders go 

 
8As far as social instance and relative power are concerned, the sum of the percentages of requests issued in the 

single scenarios of the variable (in this case -D and +D for social distance) may not reach 100% because, as also 

mentioned in Section 3.4.3.2.3 of the methodology chapter, a few cases of requests uttered in contexts where the 

values of distance and power were ambiguous were not annotated.  
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down from 0.42 (342 instances out of 811 requests) to 0.23 (37 instances out of 162 requests). 

Figure 6 below visually maps such variations for realization strategies (on the left-hand side) 

and for downgrading modification (on the right-hand side), in English and in Italian. 

 

 

  

Figure. 6: Change in the frequencies of direct/indirect strategies and of downgraders/upgraders, when going from -D to +D, 

in English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

As the figure shows, both in English and in Italian dialogues, when going from the -D to 

the +D scenario, an increase in indirect strategies and downgraders and a concurrent decrease 

in direct strategies and upgraders is observed. The data overall suggests a higher degree of 

politeness and concern for face when requests are issued between non-intimate speakers than 

when they are issued between intimate speakers, in both languages. 

The findings were also statistically checked through a chi-square test for independence 

which was run on raw frequencies to find out whether there was a statistically significant 

difference in the use of direct and indirect realization strategies, on the one hand, and of 

downgraders and upgraders, on the other hand, in the two social distance scenarios. Two 2x2 

contingency tables, one for realization strategies and one for pragmatic modifiers, were 

generated and the threshold below which statistical significance was reached was set at 

p=0.05 (95% confidence level). As far as English is concerned, the test showed statistical 

significance both for realization strategies (X2 = (1, N = 1238) = 52.681, p<0.05) and for 

pragmatic modifiers (X2 = (1, N = 904) = 85.270, p<0.05), thus indicating that the degree of 

intimacy vs lack of intimacy between on-screen interactants determines, in a statistically 

significant manner, the choice of direct over indirect strategies, as well as of pragmatic 
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downgrading over pragmatic upgrading. As far as Italian is concerned, statistical significance 

was also observed both in realization strategies (X2 = (1, N = 973) = 7.975, p=0.05) and in 

pragmatic modifiers (X2 = (1, N = 611) = 41.499, p<0.05). The outcomes of the four chi-

square tests are consistent and they all lend support to the hypothesis that the degree of 

intimacy impacts on the illocutionary strength of requests, as a possible indicator of 

(im)politeness, both in English and in Italian film dialogue. 

To conclude with social distance, I was also interested in testing the oft-mentioned 

assumption in politeness research (Brown and Levinson 1987, Svennevig 2000 Cruz 2008, 

Song 2012, Hasegawa 2014, among others)  that contexts where interactants are intimate 

favour the use of positive politeness, because intimacy fosters the display of affection and 

appreciation for the interlocutor. On the contrary, and by the same reasoning, negative 

politeness, being characterized by the display of respect for the other’s autonomy which 

fosters distance, tends to typify formal situations or conversations in which participants are 

not intimate (Holmes 1995, 14). To test this hypothesis, I measured the frequency of positive 

face-oriented downgraders relatively to the total number of requests issued in the -D and in 

the +D scenarios. In English, out of the 93 downgrading modifiers appealing to positive face, 

90.63% of them (84 occurrences) belong to requests issued in the -D scenario and only 9.67% 

(9 occurrences) belong to requests in the +D scenario. In Italian, out of the 37 downgrading 

modifiers appealing to positive face, as many as 83.78% (31 occurrences) were used in -D 

and only 16.22% (6 occurrences) were used in +D. The data confirms the hypothesis that 

positive politeness tends to be more frequently used in situations of intimacy, rather then 

distance, and that such tendency holds true in both languages. An example of positive face-

oriented downgrader uttered in an intimate context in English is “term of 

endearment/familiarizer”, as in: “Hey, get in there, mate” (Looking for Eric), while in Italian 

we can mention “complimenting/praising”, as in: “Mi farebbe molto piacere vederti, mi 

chiami appena hai un momento?” (“I would be very glad to see you, can you call me as you 

have time?” - Giorni e nuvole). Next section explores the relationship between relative power 

and illocutionary force of requests, both in English and in Italian dialogues.  
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4.4.2 RELATIVE POWER 
 

Differently from social distance, which is a symmetrical variable, since either intimacy or 

distance are necessarily shared by the two interactants, relative power is an asymmetrical 

variable, because if the speaker is (perceived to be) powerful, the other is necessarily 

(perceived to be) subordinate. However, interactants can also share the same level of power, 

with no party being powerful. This entails that the possible scenarios are not two, as was the 

case for social distance (-D and +D), but three: (1) there is no power imbalance between on-

screen interactants, (2) the requester holds power over the requestee and (3) the requestee 

holds power over the requester. Building on studies of requests which have shown that power 

and (im)politeness are intertwined (Dogancay-Aktuna and Kamish 2001, Locher 2010, 

Holmes and Stubbe 2015), I intended to test the following hypotheses in film dialogue: 

1) When going from the -P scenario (no power imbalance) to the +Ph scenario (powerful 

requestee), politeness increases through a rise in the frequency of indirect strategies 

and downgraders and a decrease in the frequency of direct strategies and upgraders9; 

2) When going from the -P scenario (no power imbalance) to the +Ps scenario (powerful 

requester), the level of politeness decreases through a rise in the frequency of direct 

strategies and upgraders and a decrease in the frequency of indirect strategies and 

downgraders. 

 

The two leading hypotheses, which were formulated in the light of findings from previous 

research, are the following: (1) if the requester is more powerful, he/she will use less 

politeness, because holding power gives the entitlement to commit a face-threatening act 

(such as a request), without having to be concerned with saving face. Conversely, (2) if the 

speaker is subordinate and the request is addressed to a more powerful party, more politeness 

will be needed. As already argued with social distance, past studies examining the 

relationship between requests and sociopragmatic context are based on elicited and not on 

spontaneous data. Once again, building on similarities between film dialogue and spontaneous 

 
9When calculating the frequencies of upgraders in all three scenarios, the upgrader “begging marker” was 

excluded, because it is the only upgrader which, differently from the others, is expected to be more frequent 

when the hearer has power than when the speaker has power because, by its very nature, it is used by subordinate 

and less powerful requesters towards more powerful requestees to signal imploration.  
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conversation, as far as the pragmatic level of language analysis is concerned, the findings 

from the present research might be cautiously extended to real-life conversation, even though 

further studies should be conducted on non-functional dialogues to arrive at solid conclusions. 

Next section addresses the first hypothesis and shows whether it is true that, both in English 

and in Italian film dialogue, the politeness of requests increases when the requestee has 

power, compared to a situation of equal power between interactants. On the contrary, Section 

4.4.2.2 examines whether politeness decreases when the requester has power. 

 

 

4.4.2.1 THE REQUESTEE HAS POWER 
 

In English dialogues, out of all the requests collected (1241), 52.70% of them belong to the -P 

scenario (654 instances), 11.03% to the +Ph scenario (137 instances), and 35.86% to the +Ps 

scenario (445 instances)10. The percentages suggest that requests are mostly issued in 

scenarios where speakers are on an equal power footing, followed by cases where the speaker 

has power and by cases where the hearer has power. The fact that requests in -Ps are more 

frequent than requests in +Ph is explained by the fact that, being face-threatening acts, a 

request tends to be usually issued by the more powerful to the less powerful party, rather than 

the opposite. As far as Italian is concerned, out of all requests collected (973), 54.47% (530 

instances) occur in the -P scenario, 7.91% (77 instances) in the +Ph scenario and 37.51% (365 

instances) in the +Ps scenario. The Italian data aligns with the English data, in that requests 

issued by a more powerful party outnumber requests issued by a less powerful party.  

Hypothesis 1, namely that politeness in requests (operationalized through indirect 

strategies and downgraders) would increase when going from -P to +Ph was fully confirmed 

in English and partially confirmed in Italian. In English, direct requests go down from 81.50% 

(533 occurrences out of 654 requests) to 66.42% (91 occurrences out of 137 requests); 

indirect requests go up from 18.50% (121 occurrences out of 654 requests) to 33.58% (46 

occurrences out of 137 requests); downgraders go up from an average of 0.38 per request (250 

occurrences out of 654 requests) to an average of 0.63 per request (86 occurrences out of 137 

requests) and upgraders go down from an average of 0.30 per request (199 occurrences out of 

 
10 The sum of the percentages of requests in the three scenarios does not reach 100% because some requests were 

not annotated for relative power, in cases of ambiguity. 
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654 requests) to an average of 0.25 (34 occurrences out of 137 requests). While in English 

hypothesis 1 was fully confirmed, in Italian it was only partially confirmed. As far as 

realization strategies are concerned, only a very minor decrease in direct strategies, and a very 

minor increase in indirect strategies were observed: direct requests go down from 79.25% 

(420 instances out of 530 requests) to 79.22% (61 instances out of 77 requests) and indirect 

requests go up from 20.75% (110 instances out of 530 requests) to 20.78% (16 instances out 

of 77 requests). Considering that the relative frequencies are almost identical, it can be 

concluded that, in Italian dialogues, the illocutionary force of requests does not decrease when 

going from a scenario to the other, at least in realization strategies. On the contrary, the 

difference is marked in pragmatic modifiers, with downgraders going up from an average of 

0.28 per request (146 instances out of 530 requests) to an average of 0.36 (28 instances out of 

77 requests) and upgraders going down from an average of 0.36 (193 instances out of 530 

requests) to an average of 0.26 (20 instances out of 77 requests) when going from -P to +Ph. 

Figure 7 below shows the changes in the frequencies of realization strategies and pragmatic 

modifiers in the two sociopragmatic scenarios, for both languages. 

 

 

   

Figure. 7: Change in the frequencies of direct/indirect strategies and of downgraders/upgraders, from the -P to the +Ph 

scenario in English and Italian film dialogue. 

 

A chi-square test for independence run on raw frequencies was used to corroborate the 

results statistically and, again, a threshold of p=0.05 was considered for statistical 

significance. In English film dialogue, the test revealed a statistically significant difference in 

the use of direct and indirect requests (X2 = (1, N = 791) = 15.456, p<0.05), as well as in the 
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use of downgrading and upgrading modification (X2 = (1, N = 569) = 10.009, p<0.05) in the 

two scenarios. In Italian film dialogue, however, statistical significance was only reached in 

pragmatic modification (X2 = (1, N = 387) = 3.960, p<0.05) but was not reached in realization 

strategies (X2 = (1, N = 607) = 0, p>0.05). Absence of statistical significance in the use of 

direct and indirect strategies is barely surprising, in light of the aforementioned negligible 

differences in their frequencies within each of the two sociopragmatic scenarios. 

The fact that the presence of both (in)directness and pragmatic downgrading/upgrading 

varies in a statistically significant way only in English, depending on the -P and on the +Ph 

scenario, whereas in Italian statistical significance is only observed in pragmatic modification, 

is an interesting finding. This may suggest that English on-screen speakers (and possibly real-

life speakers) attribute more importance, compared to Italian speakers, to the fact that the 

requestee holds power, when regulating their degree of politeness in requests. This would 

explain why English characters significantly alter the use of both (in)direct strategies and 

pragmatic modification, while Italian characters do not vary their pragmatic (in)directness 

very much. More research, conducted on real-life conversation, is needed to confirm or 

disconfirm the existence of this possible cross-sociopragmatic difference between English and 

Italian. Next section tests hypothesis 2. 

 

 

 

4.4.2.2 THE REQUESTER HAS POWER 
 

I will now test hypothesis 2 which predicts that, when going from a scenario where there is no 

power imbalance between interactants (-P) to one where the requester is more powerful than 

the requestee (+Ps), the illocutionary strength of requests (as a possible indicator of 

im/politeness) increases, both in English and Italian dialogues. Direct strategies and upgraders 

were expected to increase in frequency whereas, concurrently, the frequencies of indirect 

strategies and downgraders were expected to decrease. The hypothesis was fully confirmed 

both in English and in Italian, as shown below.  

In English, when going from the -P scenario to the +Ps scenario, direct requests go up from 

81.50% (533 instances out of 654 requests) to 84.27% (375 instances out of 445 requests); 
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indirect requests go down from 18.50% (121 instances out of 654 requests) to 15.73% (70 

instances out of 445 requests); downgraders go down from an average per request of 0.38 

(250 instances out of 654 requests) to an average of 0.32 (141 instances out of 445 requests) 

and upgraders go up from 0.30 (199 instances out of 654 requests) to 0.36 (162 instances out 

of 445 requests). In Italian, direct requests go up from 79.25% (420 instances out of 530 

requests) to 90.41% (330 instances out of 365); indirect requests go down from 20.75% (110 

instances out of 530 requests) to 9.59% (35 instances out of 365 requests); downgraders go 

down from 0.28 (146 instances out of 530 requests) to 0.16 (58 instances out of 365 requests) 

and upgraders go up from 0.36 (193 instances out of 530 requests) to 0.38 (140 instances out 

of 365 requests). The results suggest that the illocutionary force of requests, as a possible 

indicator of (im)politeness, increases in contexts where the requester is powerful, compared to 

contexts in which there is no power imbalance, in both languages. The scenario obtained is 

opposite to the one which emerged in the previous section, when the power was on the side of 

the requestee. Hypothesis 2, according to which less politeness is needed in contexts where 

the requester holds power, compared to the scenario where interactants share the same power, 

is thus confirmed both in English and in Italian dialogues. Figure 8 below visually maps the 

changes in the frequencies of realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers when going from 

-P to +Ps. 

 

 

  

Figure. 8: Change in the frequencies of direct/indirect strategies and of downgraders/upgraders, when going from -P to +Ps, 

in English and Italian film dialogue. 
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A chi-square test for independence was run in both languages on raw frequencies to verify 

whether the two scenarios (-P and +Ps) impacted on requests (in)directness and illocutionary 

intensification/mitigation in a statistically significant way. The threshold level for statistical 

significance was once again set at p=0.05 (95% confidence level). In English, the test only 

showed statistical significance for pragmatic modifiers (X2 = (1, N = 752) = 6.061, p<0.05), 

whereas for realization strategies, statistical significance was not observed (X2 = (1, N = 1099) 

= 1.416, p>0.05). In Italian, on the other hand, a statistically significant difference was both 

observed in (in)direct realization strategies (X2 = (1, N = 895) = 19.849, p<0.05) and in 

downgraders/upgraders (X2 = (1, N = 537) = 10.068, p<0.05).  

The data reveals that the two languages show different trends. In English, the fact that the 

requester has power over the requestee only impacts on the choice of pragmatic modifiers, 

namely more upgraders than downgraders in the -Ps scenario, compared to the -P scenario. 

However, realization strategies are not affected in a statistically relevant way. In Italian, on 

the other hand, both (in)directness and pragmatic modification are affected in a statistically 

significant way, depending on whether the sociopragmatic context is one where there is no 

power imbalance or one where the requester holds power. This leaves room for the 

speculation that, when deciding on the degree of (im)politeness of requests, Italian on-screen 

speakers (and presumably also real-life speakers) attach more value to power imbalance than 

English on-screen speakers, when such imbalance is in favour of the speaker. This speculation 

becomes even more enticing if it is linked to the cross-linguistic difference observed in the 

+Ph scenario, where English was shown to attach more importance to the hearer’s power than 

Italian. This finding represents a promising locus of interest for future cross-pragmatic 

research, because if this data should be confirmed in naturally occurring conversation, it 

might indicate that English speakers regulate their politeness more than Italian when it is the 

requestee who holds power, while in Italian, conversely, speakers are more “sensitive” to 

politeness (or to be more precise, to impoliteness) when the power is on the requester's side.  

By way of summary, as far as relative power is concerned, it was observed that, both in 

English and in Italian dialogues, this sociopragmatic variable determines the linguistic 

formulation and, with it, the illocutionary force of requests, both in terms of realization 

strategy and pragmatic modification. More specifically, requests in both languages show more 

indirectness and more illocutionary downgrading when the requestee holds power than when 

interactants share equal power while, conversely, requests are more direct and more upgraded, 
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compared to a scenario of power equality, when it is the requester who holds power. 

However, if the former aspect seems to be more accentuated in English, the latter aspect is 

more accentuated in Italian, as the chi-square tests applied to realization strategies and 

pragmatic modifiers show. This last issue is particularly worthy of future research, to be 

conducted on naturally occurring conversation, since it might underlie a cross-cultural 

difference in the extent to which English and Italian speakers give value to the speaker’s 

power, on the one hand, and to the hearer’s power, on the other hand, when it comes to doing 

(im)politeness. 

 

 

4.4.3 POSITIVE FACE THREAT 
 

In a few cases, requests can double as reprimands, because asking the addressee to bring 

about a given action sometimes implies that the fact that the he/she has not performed that 

action yet, is reprimandable. Conversely, asking someone to stop doing something can imply 

that the action currently being performed is annoying to the speaker. For instance, the request: 

“Drive slower” implies that the passenger is bothered by the driver's way of driving her car 

and, similarly, a request such as: “Stop being this this fussy” is indicative of the fact that the 

requester is annoyed at the addressee’s incapacity to get satisfied. In these cases the request, 

as well as attacking the requestee’s negative face, a characteristic inherent in directive speech 

acts, also attacks the hearer’s positive face and is, for this reason, particularly impolite. 

Presence of threat to positive face (or lack thereof) is not a sociopragmatic variable, unlike 

social distance and relative power, since it does not belong to the social dimension of the 

speaker. However, I intended to examine the impact that this variable had on the linguistic 

realization of requests, and so on their illocutionary force, because this is, to the author’s 

knowledge, a still unexplored issue. 

The initial hypothesis was that requests which imply a threat to the requestee’s positive 

face (e.g. “Shut up” – Bend it Like Beckham) would be characterized by a higher level of 

politeness, or a lower degree of illocutionary strength, compared to ordinary requests, 

precisely in view of the particularly high face-threatening load carried by such utterances. For 

this reason, when passing from a scenario of no threat to positive face to one where there is a 

threat to positive face, I expected the frequencies of indirect strategies and of downgraders to 
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go up and the frequencies of direct strategies and upgraders to do down. The reader is 

reminded here that “-pos face scenario” is used to indicate requests which do not contain a 

threat to positive face, whereas “+pos face scenario” indicates requests-reprimands which 

entail threat to positive face (see Section 3.4.3.2.3). The initial hypothesis was disconfirmed 

in both languages, as the data below shows, because the opposite trend as the one expected 

emerged. 

In English, when going from the -pos face scenario to the +pos face scenario, direct 

requests undergo a slight increase, going from 80.25% (780 instances out of 972 requests) to 

83.27% (224 instances out of 269 requests); indirect requests go down from 19.75% (192 

instances out of 972 requests) to 16.73% (45 instances out of 269 requests); downgraders go 

down from an average per request of 0.42 (411 instances out of 972 requests) to an average of 

0.25 (66 instances out of 269 requests) and upgraders go up from 0.27 (266 instances out of 

972 requests) to 0.60 (161 instances out of 269 requests). In Italian, direct requests go up from 

82.35% (588 instances out of 714 requests) to 86.49% (224 instances out of 259 requests); 

indirect requests go down from 17.65% (126 instances out of 714 requests) to 13.51% (35 

instances out of 259 requests); downgraders go down from an average of 0.20 (191 instances 

out of 972 requests) to an average of 0.16 (41 instances out of 259 requests) and upgraders go 

up from 0.23 (223 instances out of 972 requests) to 0.60 (156 instances out of 259 requests). 

Figure 9 below shows the increase in direct strategies and upgraders and the decrease in 

indirect strategies and downgraders, in both languages, when going from the -pos face 

scenario to the +pos face scenario.  

 

  

Figure. 9: Change in the frequencies of direct/indirect strategies and of downgraders/upgraders, when going from -pos face 

to +pos face, in English and Italian film dialogue. 
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As is visible from the line chart, both in English and in Italian, when going from a situation 

of requests carrying no threat to positive face to one where requests are also reprimands, 

direct strategies and upgraders increase while, concurrently, indirect strategies and 

downgraders decrease. This picture suggests that, contrarily to my initial expectations, on-

screen speakers (and possibly also real-life speakers) tend to engage in less politeness and 

face concern when their request is also a reprimand, rather than the opposite. This scenario is 

seemingly paradoxical, since it reveals that less politeness is used in requests-reprimands 

which are already, by their nature, even more face-threatening than their ordinary 

counterparts. This oddity may find a theoretical explanation in Leech’s contention (2014, 73, 

223, 238) that criticisms, if pragmatically softened for reasons of politeness (through 

indirectness or pragmatic mitigation), risk being construed by the hearer as even more 

aggravating for face. In fact, a reprimand is a conflictive speech act and, for this reason, it 

“does not normally involve politeness (except perhaps ironically)” (Leech 2014, 90). If 

Leech’s line of argument is adopted, it can be posited that the reason why speakers use a 

higher illocutionary strength in requests-reprimands, compared to ordinary requests, is that 

they do not want to sound ironical and thus warrant an impolite interpretation of the utterance. 

An example of pragmatic mitigation of a request-criticism likely to result in an ironical, 

impolite interpretation, is the request: “Knock it off”, from Autumn in New York. If the 

character had said: “Would you mind knocking it off, please?”, the indirect strategy and the 

pragmatic mitigation yielded by “please” would arguably have been construed as more face 

threatening and arguably not as more polite. 

A chi-square test for independence was run on raw frequencies to check whether the two 

scenarios (-pos face and +pos face) determined different levels of (in)directness and of 

pragmatic modification in a statistically different manner. For English, the test showed that a 

statistically significant difference between the use of direct and indirect requests was not 

obtained (X2 = (1, N = 1241) = 1.247, p>0.05), but it was obtained for the use of downgraders 

and upgraders (X2 = (1, N = 904) = 68.257, p<0.05). As far as Italian is concerned, likewise, 

statistical significance was only reached in pragmatic modifiers (X2 = (1, N = 611) = 36.342, 

p<0.05) but was not reached in realization strategies (X2 = (1, N = 973) = 2.352, p>0.05). 

This means that the counter hypothesis that the illocutionary force of requests is higher in 

requests-criticisms is only partially confirmed, at least at statistically speaking. The 

interesting point remains, however, that the implication of criticism does not result in a 

decrease of the request illocutionary force. If anything, positive face threat entails a higher 
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illocutionary force, as percentages of realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers show in 

fig. 10 above. 

Now that requests in English and Italian film dialogues have been thoroughly analysed, 

both singularly and comparatively, in terms of linguistic realization of requests, both 

pragmalinguistically and from the point of view of the communicative context, next chapter 

opens the translational part of the research, where translation for dubbing from English into 

Italian is brought into the discussion. 

 

 

Chapter 5 – RESULTS: REQUESTS IN DUBBED ITALIAN 

The focus of chapter 4 has been the linguistic realization of requests in English and in Italian 

film dialogue, both from a pragmalinguistic viewpoint and from the point of view of the 

communicative context. This chapter takes issue with how the speech act of requesting is 

translated from English into Italian, in translation for dubbing. Simialrly to Chapter 4, 

requests will be analysed pragmalinguistically, so with a focus on their linguistic features 

alone, and from the point of view of the three contextual variables. Translation norms and 

patterns emerging from the analysis of requests in dubbed Italian will be the object of the 

chapter and will be investigated with reference to the source-language system (original 

English requests) and to the target-language system (original Italian requests).   

The chapter is structured as follows: Section 5.1 provides an overview of realization 

strategies and pragmatic modifiers in dubbed Italian, while Section 5.2 explores the 

relationship between request features and illocutionary force, with the three contextual 

variables. The first two sections focus on the linguistic realization of requests in dubbed 

Italian, without considering their relationship with English and original Italian. Section 5.3 

introduces the data suggesting the presence of pragmatic hybridization and shows that 

translated requests are characterized by features which are proper to both the English and the 

Italian pragmatic systems. Section 5.4 discusses some of the most salient differences observed 

between requests in original English and requests in dubbed Italian, as far as the frequencies 

of request pragmatic categories (realization strategies and modifiers) are concerned, to reveal 

the aspects which underwent substantial manipulation in the translation process. While 
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sections from one to four are mainly based on quantitative analyses, Section 5.5 opens up the 

qualitative part of the research. At this stage of the study, single request pairs made up of 

original and translated utterance are investigated in relation to (im)politeness translation shifts 

caused by: (a) audiovisual constraints typifying dubbing translation and (b) the multimodality 

of film dialogue.  Section 5.6 closes the fifth chapter by focusing on instances where requests 

present in the original dialogues were left untranslated, or were translated as other speech 

acts, as well as instances where requests absent in the original dialogues were added to the 

translated dialogues. Sections from 5.1 to 5.4 address the third research question (“are there 

any frequent patterns in the linguistic realization of requests in dubbed Italian vis-à-vis 

original English, on the one hand, and vis-à-vis original Italian, on the other hand? Is 

pragmatic hybridization observed in translated Italian, with respect to original English and 

original Italian?”), while Sections 5.5 and 5.6 address the fourth and last research questions 

(“How may the multimodal nature of film dialogue, including synchrony constraints proper to 

dubbing, have influenced the translators-adaptors’ pragmatic choices in the translation of 

requests?”). 

 

 

5.1 REALIZATION STRATEGIES AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS OF 

REQUESTS IN DUBBED ITALIAN 

 

The dubbed Italian corpus contains 1227 instances of requests. Comparing this figure with 

that obtained in the English corpus, where the instances were 1241 (see Section 4.1), it is 

observed that the dubbed Italian corpus contains slightly fewer requests. This gap is explained 

by the fact that, in some instances, requests in English dialogues were not translated at all or 

were translated as other speech acts in dubbed Italian. Although the opposite is also true 

since, as will be seen, there are also cases in which non-requests were translated as requests in 

dubbed Italian or requests were added altogether where no speech act was present in the 

English dialogue, overall, instances of non-translated requests outnumber instances of added 

requests. This explains the lower presence of requests in dubbed Italian dialogues, compared 

to the source language corpus. 

As far as realization strategies are concerned, direct requests in dubbed Italian amount to 

82.40% of the sample (1011 instances out of 1227 requests), conventionally indirect requests 
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reach 14.18% (174 instances out of 1227 requests) and non-conventionally indirect requests 

are 3.42% (42 instances out of 1227 requests). Among direct strategies, the two most frequent 

sub-strategies are: “bare imperative” with 67.81% of all requests in the dubbing corpus (“Tira 

fuori la croce” – Segreti e bugie) and “verb elliptical” with 6.76% (“In piedi, per favore” – Se 

scappi ti sposo). Among conventionally indirect strategies, the most frequent sub-strategies 

are: “asking for ability” with a frequency of 4.40% (“Mi puoi chiamare per dirmi che stai 

bene?” – Il mio amico Eric) and “simple interrogative” with a frequency of 3.42% (“Mi date 

un po’ di fiducia?” – Autumn in New York). Table 25 below shows raw frequencies and 

percentages for the most frequent sub-strategies in dubbed Italian, among both direct and 

indirect strategies. To allow the reader to compare the frequency ranking of strategies in 

dubbed Italian with both original English and non-translated original Italian, figures and 

frequency order for the latter two are also provided.  

 

  RAW 

FREQUENCIES 

% 

ENGLISH 

1) DIRECT  

- Bare imperative 

- Verb elliptical 

 

2) CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT 

- Asking for ability 

- Asking for willingness 

 

3) NON-CONV. INDIRECT 

 

 

1004 

864 

52 

 

192 

68 

41 

 

45 

 

80.90 

69.62 

4.19 

 

15.47 

5.48 

3.30 

 

3.63 

 Grand total 1241 100 

DUBBED ITALIAN 

1) DIRECT  

- Bare imperative 

- Verb elliptical 

 

2) CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT 

- Asking for ability 

- Simple interrogative 

 

3) NON-CONV. INDIRECT 

 

1011 

832 

83 

 

174 

54 

42 

 

42 

 

82.40 

67.81 

6.76 

 

14.18 

4.40 

3.42 

 

3.42 

               Grand total 1227 100 
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ORIGINAL 

ITALIAN 

 

 

 

1) DIRECT  

- Bare imperative 

- Locution derivable 

 

2) CONVENTIONALLY INDIRECT 

- Simple interrogative 

- Asking for ability 

 

3) NON-CONV. INDIRECT 

 

821 

651 

54 

 

130 

                59 

25 

 

31 

83.45 

66.91 

5.55 

 

13.36 

               6.06 

2.57 

 

3.19 

 Grand total 973 100 

Table 25: Most frequent direct and conventionally indirect sub-strategies in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian 

dialogues. 

 

Table 25 shows that, as far as the frequency of the three macro realization strategies, 

dubbed Italian follows the same trend as English and original Italian, because direct requests, 

which make up 80.90% of the corpus, get the lion share over indirect requests which have a 

frequency of 15.47% for conventional indirect strategies and of 3.42% for non-conventional 

indirect strategies. The prevalence of direct strategies once again finds its explanation in the 

fact that conversational illocutionary directness helps the film narrative unfold more rapidly, 

since the speaker’s requestive illocutionary intent is interpreted by the hearer in a quick and 

unambiguous way and meaning co-construction is minimized.  

There is yet another interesting aspect emerging from the comparison between dubbed 

Italian with English and original Italian and which is worth mentioning. If the frequency 

ranking for the two most common sub-strategies is considered, it emerges that dubbed Italian 

shares with English both “bare imperative” and “verb elliptical” as the two most frequent sub-

strategies of direct strategies. However, if we look at conventionally indirect strategies, 

dubbed Italian shares “asking for ability” with English and “simple interrogative” with Italian. 

As argued in Section 4.2, “simple interrogative” is a pervasive strategy both in real-life 

spontaneous Italian (Rossi 2014) and in the original Italian corpus, while it is rare in English 

(the strategy barely reaches 15 instances). The frequency ranking for the two most common 

conventionally indirect sub-strategies in dubbed Italian thus points to the “hybrid” 

characteristic of this language variety, since it shares one sub-strategy with both English and 

original Italian. Although hybridization will be addressed more extensively in Section 5.3, 

this finding already points to the presence of such phenomenon, since dubbed Italian presents 
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features (in this case the frequency ranking for the two most frequent sub-strategies of direct 

and indirect strategies) which belong to both language systems.  

Moving on to the analysis of pragmatic modifiers, upgrading modifiers outnumber 

downgrading modifiers, with an average per request of 0.36 for the former (436 instances out 

of 1227 requests) and of 0.29 for the latter (350 instances out of 1227 requests), as can be 

seen from Table 26 below (values in bold). The prevalence of upgraders over downgraders 

was also observed in original Italian (see Section 4.2) and was discussed in opposition to 

English, where the opposite trend emerged (see Section 4.1). This finding suggests that, when 

pragmatic modification is involved, dubbed Italian aligns with the norms of original Italian 

and is not subject to interference from English. As far as internal and external modifiers are 

concerned, the former are used more frequently than the latter, and this holds true both for 

downgraders and upgraders, as can be seen from the values of the relative frequencies in 

Table 26 below. In this respect, dubbed Italian shows the same trends emerging from both 

original English and original Italian (see Sections 4.1 and 4.2, respectively). Table 26 below 

shows the average per request for internal and for external modifiers in dubbed Italian (with 

raw frequencies in brackets), accompanied by the values of English and original Italian, for 

the sake of cross-linguistic comparisons. 

 

 ENGLISH DUBBED ITALIAN ITALIAN 

DOWNGRADERS 0.383 (477) 0.284 (350) 0.238 (232) 

      Internal downgraders 0.331 (412) 0.235 (289) 0.190 (185) 

      External downgraders 0.052 (65) 0.049 (61)              0.048 (47) 

UPGRADERS 0.344 (428) 0.355 (436) 0.388 (379) 

      Internal upgraders 0.272 (338) 0.273 (335) 0.295 (288) 

      External upgraders 0.072 (90) 0.082 (101)               0.093 (91) 

Table 26: Average per request of internal and external downgraders and upgraders in English, dubbed Italian and original 

Italian dialogues. 

 

 

As far as internal downgraders are concerned, the most frequent one is the illocutionary 

force indicating device (“Mi puoi dare i miei vestiti, per favore? – Il mio amico Eric) with 58 

occurrences, followed by “downtoner/hedging device” (“Per favore, si abbassi un attimo” – 

Un bacio appassionato) with 51 occurrences, and by “hesitation mark” (“Perché non…mi 

chiami dopo?” – Se scappi ti sposo) with 29 occurrences. As for external downgraders, the 
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most frequent one is “grounder” (“Datti una mossa, quelli non ci aspettano” – Un bacio 

appassionato) with 38 instances, followed by “preparator” (“Me lo faresti un favore? 

Confessati con padre Patrick” – Se scappi ti sposo) with 8 instances and by “cost minimizer” 

(“Aspetta, aspetta, sto per finire” – Autumn in New York) with 7 instances.  

Moving on to upgraders, among internal modifiers, the most frequent one is “attention 

getter” (“Senti, risparmiami questa solfa della ghigliottina” – La regina) with 74 instances, 

followed by “encouragement marker” (“Dai, spegni le candeline, Roxanne” – Segreti e bugie) 

with 73 instances and by “time intensifier” (“Via, di corsa” – Autumn in New York) with 47 

instances. As for external upgraders, the most frequent one is “repetition of request” 

(“Fermatevi, fermatevi” – Il mio amico Eric) which amounts to 80 occurrences, followed by 

the remaining two external upgraders of the model of analysis, namely “negative evaluation” 

(“Calma, calma, che hai da urlare tanto? – Ocean’s Eleven - Fate il vostro gioco) with 16 

occurrences and “threat” (“Vagli a dire di andare a fanculo, o ci vado io” – Il mio amico Eric) 

with 5 occurrences. Table 27 below lists the three most frequent pragmatic modifiers, both 

among internal and external downgraders and upgraders, in English, dubbed Italian and 

original Italian (frequencies for English and original Italian have been discussed and analysed 

comparatively in Sections 4.1 and 4.2 and are reported here to allow for comparisons with 

dubbed Italian).  
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 ENGLISH DUBBED ITALIAN          ITALIAN 

INTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 

1) Downtoner/hedging 

device (91) 

2) Illocutionary force 

indicating device 

(69) 

3) Irrealis/conditional 

mood (51) 

 

1) Illocutionary force 

indicating device (58) 

2) Downtoner/hedging 

device (51) 

3) Hesitation mark (29) 

1) Downtoner/hedging 

device (49) 

2) Illocutionary force 

indicating device (36) 

3) Irrealis/conditional 

mood (19) 

EXTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 

 

 

1) Grounder (43) 

2) Preparator (8) 

3) Cost minimizer (6) 

1) Grounder (38) 

2) Preparator (8) 

3) Cost minimizer (7) 

 

1) Grounder (27) 

2) Cost minimizer (10) 

3) Preparator (4) 

    

INTERNAL 

UPGRADERS 

1) Attention getter (76) 

2) Adverbial/adjectival 

intensifier (74) 

3) Encouragement 

marker (47) 

1) Attention getter (74) 

2) Encouragement 

marker (73) 

3) Time intensifier (47) 

1) Encouragement 

marker (74) 

2) Attention getter (69) 

3) Begging marker (27) 

EXTERNAL 

UPGRADERS 

1) Repetition of request 

(74) 

2) Negative evaluation 

(12) 

3) Threat (4) 

1) Repetition of request 

(80) 

2) Negative evaluation 

(16) 

3) Threat (5) 

1) Repetition of request 

(60) 

2) Negative evaluation 

(20) 

3) Threat (11) 

Table 27: Three most frequent internal and external downgraders and upgraders in English, dubbed Italian and original 

Italian dialogues. 

 

As can be seen from Table 27, English, dubbed Italian and original Italian show more 

similarities than differences in terms of the most frequent pragmatic modifiers, with 

divergences most often lying only in the frequency ranking position (e.g. in English, within 

internal downgraders, “downtoner/hedging device” ranks first, followed by “illocutionary 

force indicating device”, while dubbed dialogue inverts such order). Next section explores the 

relationship between illocutionary strength of requests in dubbed Italian (operationalized 

through the frequency of in/direct strategies and downgraders/upgraders) and the three 

contextual variables of social distance, relative power and positive face threat.  
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5.2 CONTEXTUAL VARIABLES AND ILLOCUTIONARY STRENGTH 

OF REQUESTS IN DUBBED ITALIAN 

 

Section 4.4 addressed the relationship between illocutionary strength of requests, measured 

through the frequency of direct vs indirect realization strategies and of downgraders vs 

upgraders, and the contextual variables of social distance, relative power and presence of 

threat to positive face, in English and Italian film dialogue. It was found that all three 

determine the degree of (im)politeness in requests, since it was observed that the frequencies 

of (in)direct realization strategies and of downgrading/upgrading modifiers change depending 

on the values of the variables. This section investigates such relationship in dubbed Italian, 

the aim of the analysis being that of finding whether, and to what extent, the pragmatics and 

the (im)politeness of requests was altered in dubbing translation, with respect to original 

English requests, relatively to the communicative context defined by the three variables. I will 

begin with social distance. 

 

 

5.2.1 SOCIAL DISTANCE 
 

 In dubbed Italian, similarly to what was observed in English and in original Italian, going 

from the -D scenario to the +D scenario entails an increase in indirectness (observed through 

a higher frequency of indirect strategies and a lower frequency of direct strategies) and an 

increase in pragmatic mitigation (through an increase in downgraders and a decrease in 

upgraders). Direct requests go down from 85.61% (851 occurrences out of  994 requests 

issued in the -D scenario) to 65.26% (124 occurrences out of 190 requests issued in the +D 

scenario); indirect requests go up from 14.39% (143 occurrences out of  994 requests issued 

in the -D scenario) to 34.74% (66 occurrences out of 190 requests issued in the +D scenario); 

downgraders go up from an average per request of 0.24 (241 occurrences out of 994 requests 

issued in the -D scenario) to an average of 0.68 (129 occurrences out of 190 requests issued in 

the +D scenario); upgraders go down from an average of 0.39 (386 occurrences out of 994 

requests issued in the -D scenario) to an average of 0.19 (36 occurrences out of 190 requests 

issued in the +D scenario). The graph in fig. 10 below plots such changes when moving from 
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the -D scenario to the +D scenario, both in realization strategies (left-hand side) and in 

pragmatic modification (right-hand side). 

 

  

Figure 10: Change in the frequencies of direct and indirect realization strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in 

dubbed Italian, when going from -D to +D. 

 

As can be seen from the graph, social distance determines the degree of (in)directness and 

of pragmatic downgrading/upgrading also in dubbed Italian, with indirect strategies and 

downgraders increasing and direct strategies and upgraders decreasing when going from -D to 

+D. It can then be concluded that the relationship between social distance and illocutionary 

strength (as a possible indicator of im/politeness) is also observed in dubbed dialogues.  Next 

section addresses relative power. 

 

 

 

5.2.2 RELATIVE POWER 
 

As far as relative power is concerned, I will first analyse the +Ph scenario, so when the 

requestee has power over the requester, to then focus on the +Ps scenario, when it is the 

requester who has power over the requestee.  

When passing from the -P scenario to the +Ph scenario, consistently with what was 

observed both in original English and original Italian (Section 4.4.2.1), also in dubbed Italian 

direct strategies and upgraders decrease, while indirect strategies and downgraders increase.  
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Direct strategies go down from 82.96% (516 instances out of 622 requests issued in the -P 

scenario) to 66.92% (89 instances out of 133 requests issued in the +Ph scenario); indirect 

requests go up from 17.04% (106 instances out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to 

33.08% (44 instances out of 133 requests issued in the +Ph scenario); downgraders go up from 

an average per request of 0.28 (172 instances out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to 

an average of 0.54 (72 instances out of 133 requests issued in the +Ph scenario); upgraders go 

down from an average of 0.32 (201 instances out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to 

an average of 0.20 (27 instances out of 133 requests issued in the +Ph scenario). Figure 11 

below plots such changes in (in)direct strategies, as well as in pragmatic modification, when 

going from the -P scenario to the +Ph scenario. 

 

 

                     

Figure 11: Change in the frequencies of direct and indirect realization strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in 

dubbed Italian, when going from -Ph to +Ph 

 

Conversely, when going from the -P scenario to the +Ps scenario, and consistently with the 

English and the Italian data, directness goes up (through an increase in direct strategies and a 

decrease in indirect strategies), together with pragmatic intensification (through an increase in 

upgraders and a decrease in downgraders). Direct strategies go up from 82.96% (516 

occurrences out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to 86.18% (368 occurrences out of 

427 requests issued in the +Ps scenario); indirect strategies go down from 17.04% (106 

occurrences out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to 13.82% (59 occurrences out of 

427 requests issued in the +Ps scenario), downgraders go down from an average per request of 

0.28 (172 occurrences out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to an average of 0.23 (99 
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occurrences out of 427 requests issued in the +Ps scenario); upgraders go up from 0.32 (201 

occurrences out of 622 requests issued in the -P scenario) to 0.37 (159 occurrences out of 427 

requests issued in the +Ps scenario). Figure 12 below shows such changes in (in)direct 

strategies, as well as in pragmatic modification, when going from the -P scenario to the +Ps 

scenario. 

 

  

Figure 12: Change in the frequencies of direct and indirect realization strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in 

dubbed Italian, when going from -Ps to +Ps. 

 

It can be argued that the relationship between the sociopragmatic variable of relative power 

and the illocutionary strength of requests is also fully confirmed in dubbed Italian. Next 

section examines the relationship between illocutionary strength and presence/absence of 

threat to positive face. 

 

 

5.2.3 POSITIVE FACE THREAT 
 

I will now focus on the relationship between presence (+pos face scenario) and absence (-pos 

face scenario) of threat to positive face inherent in requests and their illocutionary strength, as 

a possible indicator of (im)politeness in dubbed Italian.  

Compared to the trend observed in English and original Italian, where requests-reprimands 

exhibited a higher pragmatic force than requests where positive face was not threatened, in 

dubbed Italian a different trend is observed, at least for realization strategies. When passing 
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from the -pos face scenario to the +pos face scenario, differently from English and Italian, 

where direct requests increased and indirect requests decreased (see Section 4.4.3), in dubbed 

Italian a “flattening” effect emerges, whereby the frequency of direct and indirect strategies is 

nearly the same. As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, on the contrary, the data 

follows the English and Italian trend, with downgraders going down and upgraders going up 

in frequency, when passing from the -pos face scenario to the +pos face scenario, as can be 

seen below. 

Direct requests go slightly down from 82.43% (788 instances out of 956 requests issued in 

the -pos face scenario) to 82.33% (219 instances out of 266 requests issued in the +pos face 

scenario) and thus keep virtually the same frequency. Simialrly, indirect requests go slightly 

up from 17.57% (168 instances out of 956 requests issued in the -pos face scenario) to 

17.67% (47 instances out of 266 requests issued in the +pos face scenario). As for pragmatic 

modifiers, downgraders go down from an average per request of 0.32 (304 instances out of 

956 requests issued in the -pos face scenario) to an average of 0.17 (46 instances out of 266 

requests issued in the +pos face scenario) and upgraders go up from an average of 0.29 (278 

instances out of 956 requests issued in the -pos face scenario) to an average of 0.59 (157 

instances out of 266 requests issued in the +pos face scenario), thus confirming the trend 

observed in English and original Italian. Figure 13 below provides a visual representation of 

such changes. 

 

   

Figure 13: Change in the frequencies of direct and indirect realization strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in 

dubbed Italian, when going from -pos face to +pos face. 
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Overall, it can be argued that, in dubbed Italian, a flattening effect in realization strategies 

is observed, whereby the frequency of direct and indirect strategies do not change to a great 

extent depending on the value of the positive face threat parameter. Now that requests in 

dubbed Italian have been discussed both pragmalinguistically and from the point of view of 

the communicative context, next section addresses the phenomenon of pragmatic 

hybridization in translation.  

 

 

5.3 PRAGMATIC HYBRIDIZATION IN DUBBED ITALIAN 

 

In Section 2.3 of the theoretical framework, a few studies were mentioned which have shown 

that translated texts exhibit linguistic features (e.g. syntactic constructions, lexicon, style) 

both typical of the source language and of the target language (Trosborg 1997, Bond 2001, 

Neubert 2001, Tirkkonen-Condit 2001, Mason 2004, Hansen-Schirra 2011, Kranich 2016). 

This peculiar translation phenomenon will be referred to as “hybridization”. Among the 

aforementioned studies, of particular interest is Kranich’s research (2016), in that is was 

specially centred on hybridization at the pragmatic level. In particular, the study revealed that 

some pragmatic language features, such as epistemic markers and modal adverbs and 

adjectives, found in German translations from English, exhibited relative frequencies which 

situated themselves between the frequency values of the same features in English source texts 

and the frequency values observed in German original texts. The present study also takes 

issue with pragmatic hybridization, the focus being the pragmatic features of requests 

carrying (im)politeness, in translation for dubbing. The following sections discuss pragmatic 

hybridization from two perspectives: Section 5.3.1 focuses on the pragmalinguistic aspect of 

hybridization and shows that the frequencies of many realization strategies and pragmatic 

modifiers of requests in dubbed Italian situate themselves between the values of their 

counterparts in English and original Italian. Section 5.3.2 deals with hybridization from the 

point of view of the communicative context and investigates whether hybridization is also 

present in all scenarios yielded by the variables, thus also emerging at a more fine-grained 

level. I will start with pragmalinguistic hybridization. 
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5.3.1 PRAGMALINGUISTIC HYBRIDIZATION  
 

The label “pragmalinguistic hybridization” designates cases where, regardless of the 

communicative context in which requests are uttered, so only looking at their linguistic 

features, the pragmatic categories through which they can be realized (realization strategies 

and pragmatic modifiers from the model of analysis) exhibit, in dubbed Italian, a frequency 

which is between the value of original English and that of original Italian. Table 28 below 

shows the relative frequencies for realization strategies (values given in percentages) and for 

pragmatic modifiers (values given as average per request) in English, dubbed Italian and 

original Italian, for each request category taken from the model of analysis. The values which, 

in dubbed dialogue, situate themselves between English and original Italian, thus exhibiting 

pragmatic hybridization, are marked in bold. The column “pragmatic category” contains the 

names of realization sub-strategies and pragmatic modifiers and the names of the 

corresponding macro-categories to which they belong. The values considered for the analysis 

are those of relative frequencies, because the three corpora have different sizes and the 

presence of a given category across corpora cannot be compared by looking at raw 

frequencies.  

 

PRAGMATIC CATEGORY 

 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY 

 

  

RAW FREQUENCY 

 

REALIZATION STRATEGIES English Dubbed Italian Italian  English Dubbed Italian Italian 

DIRECT REQUESTS        

Bare imperative 69.62% 67.81% 66.91%  864 832 651 

Verb elliptical 4.35% 6.76% 4.21%  52 83 41 

Obligation statement 1.85% 2.93% 5.34%  23 36 52 

Need statement 0.40% 0.24% 0.41%  5 3 4 

Want statement 1.93% 1.39% 0.41%  24 17 4 

Performative 0.24% 0.33% 0.21%  3 4 2 

Hedged performative 0.08% 0.16% 0.41%  1 2 4 

Locution derivable 2.58% 2.77% 5.55%  32 34 54 

Total direct 80.90% 82.40% 83.45%   1004  1011 812 

        

CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 
15.47% 14.18% 13.36% 

 
192 174 130 
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Asking for willingness 3.30% 1.96% 1.54%  41 24 15 

Asking for ability 5.48% 4.40% 2.57%  68 54 25 

Simple interrogative 1.21% 3.42% 6.06%  15 42 59 

Ability statement 0.81% 0.57% 0.41%  10 7 4 

Suggestory formula 2.98% 2.36% 1.44%  37 29 14 

Conditional clause 1.37% 0.98% 1.23%  17 12 12 

Consultative formula 0.32% 0.49% 0.10%  4 6 1 

Total conv. indirect 15.47% 14.18% 13.36%  192 174 130 

        

NON-CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 
3.63% 3.42% 3.19% 

 
45 42 31 

Grand total realization strategies 100% 100% 100%  1241 1227 973 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

   

PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

 

 
 

INTERNAL DOWNGRADING 

MODIFIERS 
   

 
   

Conditional/irrealis mood 0.041 0.023 0.020  51 28 19 

Past tense 0.002 0.004 0.002  3 5 2 

Progressive form of the verb 0.002 0.000 0.000  2 0 0 

Negative bias 0.006 0.003 0.004  7 4 4 

Deliberative opening 0.004 0.002 0.001  5 3 1 

Appreciative opening 0.002 0.002 0.001  2 2 1 

Subjectivizer 0.012 0.006 0.001  15 7 1 

Verb first person singular 0.023 0.015 0.007  28 19 7 

Verb first person plural 0.018 0.014 0.013  22 17 13 

Thanking 0.003 0.004 0.003  4 5 3 

Term of 

endearment/familiarizer 
0.018 0.016 0.007 

 
22 20 7 

Illocutionary force indicating 

device 
0.056 0.047 0.037 

 
69 58 36 

Cajoler 0.002 0.000 0.000  3 0 0 

Hesitation mark 0.023 0.024 0.006  28 29 6 

Appealer 0.033 0.012 0.011  41 15 11 

Apologizing 0.004 0.007 0.010  5 9 10 

Downtoner/hedging device 0.073 0.042 0.050  91 51 49 

Conditional clause 0.006 0.006 0.002  8 7 2 

Impersonal form/passive voice 0.005 0.008 0.013  6 10 13 

Total 0.332 0.236 0.190  412 289 185 
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INTERNAL UPGRADING 

MODIFIERS 
   

 
   

Begging marker 0.026 0.029 0.028  32 36 27 

Recommendation marker 0.002 0.007 0.023  2 8 22 

Uptake-securing device 0.014 0.011 0.027  17 13 26 

Attention getter 0.061 0.060 0.071  76 74 69 

Time intensifier 0.024 0.038 0.013  30 47 13 

Encouragement marker 0.038 0.059 0.076  47 73 74 

Do construction/no contraction in 

negative imperatives/operator 

syntactic inversion 

0.006 0.000 0.000 

 

8 0 0 

Offensive vocative 0.011 0.015 0.007  14 18 7 

Cathartic expression 0.010 0.011 0.005  13 14 5 

Adverbial/adjectival intensifier 0.060 0.018 0.020  74 22 19 

Reiteration marker 0.005 0.007 0.005  6 9 5 

Swearword/offensive 

word/lexical uptoner 
0.011 0.012 0.014 

 
14 15 14 

Negative bias 0.004 0.005 0.007  5 6 7 

Total 0.272 0.273 0.296  338 335 288 

  

EXTERNAL DOWNGRADING 

MODIFIERS 
   

 
   

Complimenting/praising 0.002 0.002 0.001  2 2 1 

Grounder 0.035 0.031 0.028  43 38 27 

Preparator 0.006 0.007 0.004  8 8 4 

Disarmer 0.004 0.004 0.001  5 5 1 

Cost minimizer 0.005 0.006 0.010  6 7 10 

Promise of reward 0.001 0.001 0.004  1 1 4 

Total 0.052 0.050 0.048  65 61 47 

  

EXTERNAL UPGRADING 

MODIFIERS 
   

 
   

Repetition of request 0.060 0.065 0.062  74 80 60 

Threat 0.003 0.004 0.011  4 5 11 

Negative evaluation 0.010 0.013 0.021  12 16 20 

Total 0.073 0.082 0.094  90 101 91 

Grand total pragmatic modifiers 0.729 0.641 0.628  905 786 611 

Table28: Relative and raw frequencies of request pragmatic categories in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 

 

Table 28 shows that quite a high number of pragmatic categories exhibit hybridization in 

dubbed Italian, with their frequency being between that of English and original Italian. Out of 
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the 57 pragmatic categories making up the model of analysis, as many as 29 (roughly half of 

them) are concerned by the hybridization phenomenon. The interesting thing lies in the fact 

that all the macro categories of realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers, that is: direct, 

conventionally indirect, non-conventionally indirect requests, for realization strategies, and: 

internal downgrading modifiers, internal upgrading modifiers, external downgrading 

modifiers and external upgrading modifiers, for pragmatic modifiers, show pragmatic 

hybridization in dubbed Italian. Table 29 below shows the relative frequencies for the macro 

pragmatic categories in the three corpora, together with raw frequencies. As can be seen, all 

macro categories in dubbed Italian are concerned by the phenomenon of pragmatic 

hybridization. 

 

 

REALIZATION 

STRATEGIES 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY 

 

RAW FREQUENCY 

 

English Dubbing Italian English Dubbing Italian 

DIRECT STRATEGIES 80.90% 82.40% 83.45% 1004 1011 812 

CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT STRATEGIES 
15.47% 14.18% 13.36% 192 174 130 

NON-CONVENTIONALLY 

INDIRECT STRATEGIES 
3.63% 3.42% 3.19% 45 42 31 

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 1241 1227 973 

       

PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS       

INTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS  
0.332 0.236 0.190 412 289 185 

EXTERNAL 

DOWNGRADERS 
0.052 0.050 0.048 65 61 47 

       

INTERNAL UPGRADERS 0.272 0.273 0.296 338 335 288 

EXTERNAL UPGRADERS 0.073 0.082 0.094 90 101 91 

Grand total 0.729 0.641 0.628 905 786 611 

Table 29: Hybridization in dubbed Italian for realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers. 

 

It can be argued that, from a pragmalinguistic viewpoint, the phenomenon of hybridization 

seems to be pervasive in translation for dubbing. This suggests that dubbing translators are 
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engaged in a tug of war between the pragmatic norms of the two language systems, in terms 

of frequency of use of request linguistic features, so they end up adopting both. In other 

words, this might mean that while translators are aware of and try to adapt to the pragmatic 

target-language norms predicting that a given request category is used more or less frequently 

than the source language, on the other hand, they are influenced by the pragmatic source-

language norms. The result of this struggle is the production of a pragmatically hybrid text, 

where frequencies of request features in translations are halfway between the frequencies of 

source and target language. 

 

 
 

 

5.3.2 HYBRIDIZATION AND THE COMMUNICATIVE CONTEXT  
 

 After having shown that hybridization is pervasive, in dubbing translation, at the 

pragmalinguistic level, the aim of the present section is to find out whether the presence of 

hybridization depends on the contextual scenario where requests are uttered or whether, on 

the contrary, the phenomenon is also widespread in each of the contextual settings. Taking 

into account the three variables of social distance, relative power and positive face threat, 

hybridization of request pragmatic categories in dubbed Italian will be measured in each of 

the seven possible scenarios yielded by them: -D, +D, -P, +Ph, +Ps, -pos face and +pos face. 

To avoid excessive dispersion of the data, hybridization in the communicative context will 

have, as its object of analysis, only the “macro” pragmatic categories concerning realization 

strategies and pragmatic modifiers, that is: direct, conventionally indirect, non-conventionally 

indirect realization strategies, on the one hand, and downgraders and upgraders, on the other 

hand. I will start with social distance.  

 

 

5.3.2.1 HYBRIDIZATION FOR SOCIAL DISTANCE 
 

In Section 5.2.1 above it was shown that, similarly to English and original Italian, also in 

dubbed Italian, when passing from -D to +D, an increase in indirect strategies and 
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downgraders and a decrease in direct strategies and upgraders were observed, because of the 

effect of social distance on politeness.  The purpose of this section is to find out whether these 

variations of frequencies when going from -D to +D exhibit hybridization with original 

English and original Italian. In other words, I was interested in finding whether the 

frequencies of direct and indirect strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in dubbed 

Italian would exhibit a value between English and original Italian, both in the -D scenario and 

in +D scenario. Table 30 and Table 31 below show the relative frequencies of realization 

strategies and pragmatic modifiers in the -D and +D scenarios, respectively. Cases where 

hybridization is obtained are marked in bold. 

 

 

 

REALIZATION STRATEGIES 

AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DIRECT REQUESTS 84.41% 85.61% 84.66% 877 851 689 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 15.59% 14.39% 15.04% 162 143 122 

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 1039 994 811 

DOWNGRADERS  0.31 0.22 0.20 319 214 162 

UPGRADERS  0.38 0.39 0.42 393 386 342 

Grand total 0.69 0.61 0.62 712 600 504 

Table 30: Realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in the -D scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 

 

REALIZATION STRATEGIES 

AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DIRECT REQUESTS 62.31% 65.26% 75.93% 124 124 123 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 37.69% 34.74% 24.07% 75 66 39 

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 199 190 162 

DOWNGRADERS  0.79 0.68 0.43 158 129 70 

UPGRADERS  0.22 0.28 0.53 34 36 37 

Grand total 1.01 0.96 0.96 192 165 107 

Table 31: Realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in the +D scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 

 

As can be seen from the tables, the phenomenon of hybridization in dubbed Italian is 

present in both scenarios of social distance, with the frequencies of direct and indirect request 

and of downgraders and upgraders being comprised between the value of English and that of 
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original Italian. The only exception is represented by realization strategies in the -D scenario, 

where the frequencies in the three language varieties nearly coincide and so do not exhibit 

hybridization in dubbed Italian.  Next section investigates hybridization for relative power. 

 

 

5.3.2.2 HYBRIDIZATION FOR RELATIVE POWER 
 

In Section 5.2.2, it was observed that dubbed Italian follows the same trend as English and 

original Italian as far as relative power is concerned. It was shown that, compared to a 

situation of equal power between interactants, the illocutionary force of requests increases 

when the power is on the side of the requester, while it decreases when it is on the side of the 

requestee. The aim of this section is to find out whether, for each of the three scenarios 

yielded by the sociopragmatic variable of relative power, namely -P (no power imbalance), 

+Ph (the hearer has power) and +Ps (the speaker has power), the frequencies of direct and 

indirect realization strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in dubbed Italian situate 

themselves between the value of English and that of Italian. Tables 32, 33 and 34 below show 

such frequencies in the three varieties of language, for each scenario. Cases of hybridization 

are marked in bold. 

 

 

REALIZATION STRATEGIES 

AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DIRECT REQUESTS 81.50% 82.96% 79.25% 533 516 420 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 18.50% 17.04% 20.75% 121 106 110 

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 654 622 530 

DOWNGRADERS  0.38 0.28 0.28 250 172 146 

UPGRADERS  0.30 0.32 0.36 199 201 193 

Grand total 0.68 0.60 0.64 449 373 339 

Table 32: Realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in the -P scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 
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REALIZATION STRATEGIES 

AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DIRECT REQUESTS 66.42% 66.92% 79.22% 31 89 61 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 33.58% 33.08% 20.78% 46 44 16 

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 137 133 77 

DOWNGRADERS  0.63 0.54 0.36 86 72 28 

UPGRADERS  0.25 0.20 0.26 34 27 20 

Grand total 0.88 0.74 0.62 120 99 48 

Table 33: Realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in the +Ph scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original 

Italian. 

 

 

REALIZATION STRATEGIES 

AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 

RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DIRECT REQUESTS 84.27% 86.18% 90.41% 375 368 330 

INDIRECT REQUESTS 15.73% 13.82% 9.59% 70 59 35 

Grand total 100% 100% 100% 445 427 365 

DOWNGRADERS  0.32 0.23 0.16 141 99 58 

UPGRADERS  0.36 0.37 0.38 162 159 140 

Grand total 0.68 0.60 0.54 303 258 198 

Table 34: Realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers in the +Ps scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 

 

As can be seen from the three tables, apart from the -P scenario, the phenomenon of 

hybridization seems to concern both the +Ph scenario (where only upgraders do not exhibit 

hybridization) and the +Ps scenario, where all categories in dubbed Italian have a frequency 

which is between English and original Italian. Overall, it can be argued that, similarly to 

social distance, pragmatic hybridization is quite pervasive for relative power as well. Next 

section tackles the relationship between hybridization and positive face threat in dubbed 

Italian. 

 

 

5.3.2.3 HYBRIDIZATION FOR POSITIVE FACE THREAT 
 

In Section 5.2.3, it was shown that passing from a -pos face scenario (requests which do not 

threaten positive face) to a +pos face scenario (requests which threaten positive face) in 

dubbed Italian does not entail, contrarily to English and original Italian, any change in the 
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frequency of (in)direct strategies (the difference between the two scenarios being negligible) 

but only an increase in upgraders and a concurrent decrease in downgraders. Excluding 

realization strategies which do not change in their frequencies depending on the positive face 

threat parameter, the aim of this section is to find out whether the frequencies of pragmatic 

modifiers in dubbed Italian show hybridization relatively to English and original Italian, in 

their change of frequency observed when passing from the -pos face scenario to the +pos face 

scenario. Tables 35 and 36 below show the frequencies for pragmatic modifiers in the -pos 

face scenario and in the +pos face scenario. Cases of hybridization are marked in bold. 

 

 

PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DOWNGRADERS  0.42 0.32 0.27 411 304 191 

UPGRADERS  0.27 0.29 0.31 266 278 223 

Grand total 0.70 0.61 0.58 677 582 414 

Table 35: Pragmatic modifiers in the -pos face scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 

 

 

 

PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS RELATIVE FREQUENCY RAW FREQUENCY 

ENG DUB IT ENG DUB IT 

DOWNGRADERS  0.25 0.17 0.16 66 46 41 

UPGRADERS  0.60 0.59 0.60 161 157 156 

Grand total 0.84 0.76 0.76 227 203 197 

       

Table 36: Pragmatic modifiers in the +pos face scenario, in English, dubbed Italian and original Italian. 

 

The -pos face and the +pos face scenario exhibit mixed results, with both downgraders and 

upgraders in the -pos face scenario, and only downgraders in the +pos face scenario, showing 

the presence of pragmatic hybridization. Albeit only partially, hybridization also seems to 

concern the variable of positive face threat. 

By way of summary, it can be argued that, apart from a few cases, pragmatic hybridization 

emerges from the frequency of request features in dubbed Italian, not only on the 

pragmalinguistic plane, but also at a more fine-grained level, so in each of the communicative 
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scenarios yielded by the contextual variables. When compared to previous studies of 

hybridization, the data points out that hybridization in translated texts is quite pervasive also 

from the point of view of pragmatics and linguistic (im)politeness. 

Now that the pragmatic and (im)politeness-related features of requests in dubbed Italian 

have been studied in relation to both source dialogues and original, non translated dialogues, 

next section investigates more closely the relationship between source English dialogues and 

translated dialogues. The aim is to reveal where the main differences between the source and 

the translated text lie, by taking request categories as object of analysis. Such differences refer 

to instances in which substantial gaps in the frequency of request pragmatic categories (both 

among realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers) were observed between the English 

corpus and the dubbed Italian corpus. 

 

 

5.4 REQUEST PRAGMATIC CATEGORIES IN ENGLISH AND 

DUBBED ITALIAN: AN OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN DIFFERENCES 

 

The aim of this section is to give an overview of those pragmatic categories which, in 

translation for dubbing, have been massively added to or deleted from the original English 

dialogue by dubbing translators. A brief discussion will follow the data, to propose possible 

hypotheses as to why a given request feature underwent a substantial addition, or deletion. I 

will first deal with realization strategies, to then analyse pragmatic modifiers.  

 

 

5.4.1 ADDITION AND REMOVAL OF REALIZATION STRATEGIES 

AND PRAGMATIC MODIFIERS 
 

As far as realization strategies are concerned, if a given strategy is added to or deleted from 

the original English dialogues, this necessarily means that the translator: (a) maintained the 

original request but replaced the original strategy with some other strategy, (b) he/she 

translated a non-request through a request (in case of addition of the strategy) or (c) he/she 

translated a request through a non-request (in case of removal of the strategy). Searching the 
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English and the dubbed Italian corpora, I found that the strategy which in dubbed dialogues 

replaced other strategies in original English with the highest frequency is “verb elliptical”, 

with 44 instances of additions. Out of these 44 cases, the strategy that translators most 

frequently replaced by “verb elliptical” was “bare imperative” in original English (with 38 

instances). For example, the request: “Be careful of the cocktail” (Autumn in New York) was 

translated, in the Italian dubbed version, as: “Attento al cocktail” (“Careful of the cocktail”). 

In Chapter 6, the possible reasons why elliptical utterances replaced bare imperatives will be 

discussed. 

As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, a search of the two corpora revealed that the 

pragmatic modifier which was most frequently added by translators to original English 

requests where there was no modifier at all, is the upgrader “encouragement marker”, with as 

many as 38 additions. A couple of examples of addition of encouragement markers which 

entailed an overall pragmatic upgrading of the original utterance are the requests: “Keep at it, 

keep at it, right?” (Looking for Eric), translated as: “Dai non mollate, non mollate” (“Come 

on, keep at it, keep at it”) and “Hand it over” (Notting Hill) which in the dubbed version 

becomes: “Avanti, dà qua” (“Come on, hand it over”). In these cases, the addition of “dai” 

and “avanti” intensifies the force of the translated requests, compared to their original 

counterparts. In Chapter 6, I will discuss such cases and propose some hypotheses as to the 

reasons why encouragement markers were the pragmatic modifier most frequently added by 

translators.  To conclude, the pragmatic modifier which was most frequently removed from 

requests in dubbed Italian is again an upgrader, namely “adverbial/adjectival intensifier”, with 

74 occurrences in English and 22 occurrences in translated dialogues. The most plausible 

reason for such a massive deletion lies in the fact that the great majority of instances of 

adverbial/adjectival intensifiers correspond to the intensifying adverb “just” and to adjectival 

“fucking”. In English, the former can accompany imperatives to strengthen their directive 

force, while the latter intensifies verbs or adjectives. Italian does not have equivalent terms for 

these lexical items. Evidence of this is the fact that also in the original Italian corpus, 

instances of adverbial/adjectival intensifiers are fewer than in the English corpus (see Table 

28). A couple of examples of deletion of adverbial/adjectival intensifiers which resulted in an 

overall pragmatic downgrading of the original utterance, are the requests: “Just leave me 

alone” (Looking for Eric), translated as: “Mi lasci in pace?” (“Are you going to leave me 

alone?”) and “Just tell us what it means” (Looking for Eric), rendered as: “Dimmi che 

significa” (“Tell me what it means”). We observe 74 occurrences of adverbial/adjectival 
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intensifiers in English (most of them are cases of “just” and “fucking”) and only 19 instances 

in original Italian. It follows that translators might have had no other option but to leave them 

out in the translated dialogue, owing to the absence of equivalent items in the target language. 

While, in some instances, translators simply omitted adverbial/adjectival intensifiers from 

translated requests, thus causing the pragmatic force of the translated utterance to become 

weaker, in other cases pragmatic compensation strategies, whereby upgraders available in 

Italian were added, or the realization strategy was changed altogether, to maintain the same 

pragmatic force as the original, were observed. Pragmatic compensation strategies are the 

object of Section 5.5.1. 

Next section opens the qualitative part of my research: so far, linguistic patterns of requests 

in dubbed Italian concerning realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers have been studied 

in relation to their frequencies, with a double look at English and original Italian frequencies. 

From next section, the analyses will be mainly qualitative because, moving from examples of 

request pairs consisting of original and translated utterance, I will discuss translation 

strategies, including issues involving the pragmatics of requests and how they have been 

handled by dubbing translators. 

 

 

5.5 ORIGINAL REQUESTS AND THEIR TRANSLATION: A PAIR-

BASED QUALITATIVE APPROACH 

 

The section comprises two sub-sections and is structured as follows: Section 5.5.1 deals with 

the translation of English requests whose overall illocutionary force is determined by the 

presence of certain pragmatic modifiers that do not have an equivalent in Italian. I will 

illustrate which pragmatic strategies were adopted by translators to maintain, in translated 

requests, the same degree of the original utterance pragmatic force, despite the lack of 

equivalent lexical items in the target language. Section 5.5.2 investigates translation strategies 

involving the pragmatics and the (im)politeness of requests in their audiovisual context, with 

a special focus on how the affordances and the constraints typifying dubbing translation, 

represented by the presence of non-verbal modes, may underlie pragmatic shifts observed in 

translated requests 
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5.5.1 THE TRANSLATION OF JUST, FUCKING AND FAMILIARIZING 

VOCATIVES IN DUBBED ITALIAN 
 

The aim of the present section is to present the data having emerged from a few case studies 

involving original and translated requests. The analysis places its focus on instances in which 

the original English request is pragmatically downgraded or upgraded by a lexical item which 

does not have a counterpart in the Italian language. The purpose of the analysis was to 

observe whether dubbing translators managed to preserve, in the translated request, the 

overall illocutionary degree (and so the possible im/polite import) of the original request, 

through the adoption of compensatory strategies to make up for the absence of the 

aforementioned lexical items. The pragmatic modifiers lacking a proper corresponding 

equivalent in Italian which were chosen for the study are three. The first one is the adverb 

“just” which, depending on the communicative context, can be used both as a downgrader 

(coming under the pragmatic category “downtoner/hedging device”) and as an upgrader 

(coming under the pragmatic category “adverbial/adjectival intensifier”). The second one is 

the intensifying adjective/adverb “fucking” that can modify a noun, a verb or an adjective (if 

used in the adverbial function). The third pragmatic modifier is represented by familiarizing 

vocatives whose function is to foster solidarity between men, namely “mate”, “bud” and 

“kid”. Familiarizing vocatives are downgraders which come under the pragmatic category of 

“familiarizer/term of endearment”.  

To fully apprehend the reasons for such an analysis, which focuses on how translators 

handled such lexical items absent in the target-language system, I should first introduce the 

notion of  “dubbese” (in Italian “doppiaggese”), a negatively connoted term used mainly by 

Italian AVT scholars and screen translators to designate the unnatural language and the 

presence of unusual linguistic constructions characterizing dubbed dialogues of audiovisual 

products (Herbst 1994, Diaz-Cintas 2004, Paolinelli and Di Fortunato 2005, Antonini 2008, 

Romero-Fresco 2012). In AVT research, it has been argued that one of the reasons why 

dubbing translators sometimes opt for translation solutions which sound infelicitous or 

outright wrong in the target language, is the presence of audiovisual constraints which 

severely limit the translator’s freedom to use better and more natural linguistic constructions 

(Spiteri Miggiani 2019, 35). A special case is represented by lip-sync constraints that force 

dubbing translators to stick to the original utterance length and actors’ lip articulation, thus 
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hindering their creativity in employing linguistic solutions that are more natural in the target-

language system (Herbst 1994). More specifically, in order to respect the constraints imposed 

by the complex audiovisual semiotic whole typifying film dialogue and dubbing translation, 

translators may have to use literal equivalents in the form of calques of the original term 

which, however, are not commonly used in spontaneous Italian.  

This is the case of the adverb/adjective “fucking”, used as a swearword, which does not 

translate easily into Italian. Possible solutions like: “fottuto” or “dannato”  (in the adjectival 

function), or: “fottutamente”, “dannatamente”, “maledettamente” (in the adverbial function) 

do not sound natural and spontaneous in spoken, everyday Italian (Pavesi and Malinverno 

2000). Precisely because of the lack of a proper equivalent, the case of “fucking” has attracted 

scholarly attention in the past, with studies investigating translation solutions adopted in 

dubbing translation (Galassi 2000, Pavesi and Malinverno 2000, Bollettieri Bosinelli, 2002, 

Pavesi 2005, Ledvinka 2011).  

As far as “just” is concerned, it has already been argued (see Section 5.4.1) that it does not 

have a proper corresponding translation in Italian, both in its intensifying and mitigating 

function. The equivalent adverbs “semplicemente” and “soltanto” exist but they cover the 

semantic meanings of “just”, mainly “simply” and “only”, and do not also carry the pragmatic 

function of  the English “just” which is also used to intensify or mitigate requests.  

To conclude with the third pragmatic modifier which is included in the analysis, namely 

familiarizing vocatives, they also pose problems in translation, especially in AVT where lip-

sync constraints curb translators’ creativity. Words such as: “man”, “buddy”, “dude”, “mate”, 

“friend”, etc., typically used in English male speech, are not used in Italian with a vocative 

function, when calling for the addressee’s attention. Consequently, literal translation 

solutions, such as “amico” for “buddy” or “figliolo” for “son” sound extremely odd in Italian 

(Antonini and Chiaro 2008, 109), although they are often encountered in the language of 

dubbing (Pavesi 1996, Rossi 2006, Minutella 2015) and contribute to its perception as 

“dubbese”. “Just”, “fucking” and familiarizing vocatives are not specific to the speech act of 

requests but, when used to modify them, they change their illocutionary force and act as 

pragmatic modifiers. In particular, “just” can both be a downgrader and an upgrader, 

depending on its mitigating or intensifying function, “fucking” is always an upgrader and 

familiarizing vocatives are downgraders. Dubbing translators might struggle between the 

intention to maintain the original request illocutionary force, by literally translating these 
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items at the expense of producing unnatural renditions, and the intention to avoid dubbese, by 

removing such items altogether at the expense of altering the pragmatic force of the original 

utterance. The third option, which is the object of the three following sections, is that dubbing 

translators can omit the lexical items whose literal translation would not sound natural in 

Italian but, at the same time, they can adopt pragmatic compensatory strategies which allow 

restoring the original pragmatic and (im)polite import of the English request.  

 

 

 

5.5.1.1 THE CASE OF JUST 
 

The English adverb “just” has an ambivalent pragmatic function in requests: it can both act as 

an upgrader, especially when accompanying imperative forms, or as a downgrader. It is the 

context which, most of the times, allows the analyst to discern between the two functions. 

When it has an intensifying function, I categorized “just” as “adverbial/adjectival intensifier”, 

while when it is used in its mitigating function, it was categorized as “downtoner/hedging 

device”.  

When “just” is used as a “downtoner/hedging device”, so as a downgrader, the scenarios 

are mixed, since there are cases of omissions, where translators left out the adverb from the 

translated utterance altogether, but also cases in which compensatory strategies were adopted, 

following the omission. A few cases of omission of mitigating “just” are observed in the 

following requests: “Just move them away” (The Queen), translated as: “Fateli rimuovere” 

(“Move them away”); “Just relax” (Runaway Bride), rendered as: “Rilassati” (“Relax”) and 

“Just tickle him” (Runaway Bride), translated as: “Voi fategli il solletico” (“You tickle him”). 

Such omissions, however, result in pragmatic shifts and can ultimately cause the character in 

the dubbed film version to come across, to the Italian viewer, as more assertive and arguably 

less polite than the same character in the English version.  

On the other hand, among the cases of pragmatic compensation, namely when other 

downgrading modifiers were added by translators to make up for the loss of the pragmatic 

mitigation yielded by “just”, the following request is a case in point: “Just give me a call 

when you feel that I’ve served my time” (Runaway Bride), translated as: “Chiamami quando 
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pensi che abbia scontato la pena, d’accordo?” (“Call me when you feel that I’ve served my 

time, ok?”). In this case, the translator added the downgrader “appealer” (ok?) which was not 

present in the original utterance, to contribute a certain degree of pragmatic downgrading and 

politeness which would have gone lost if ”just” had been simply omitted. Another example of 

compensation can be found in the request: “Let’s just recap on the details of those injuries, 

Maxime” (The Queens), which in dubbed Italian becomes: “Vuoi farci un riassunto di quel 

bollettino medico, Maxime?” (“Will you recap on the details of those injuries, Maxime?”). It 

is likely that in this case, the translator, to compensate for the absence of “just”, changed the 

direct translation strategy of the original request into an indirect strategy in the translated 

request. In the English utterance, we find a bare imperative in the first-person plural form, 

while the translated utterance is issued through a conventionally indirect request (“asking for 

willingness” sub-strategy). The pragmatic shift caused by the change in the realization 

strategy can be considered a successful attempt at maintaining the same (or a similar) degree 

of pragmatic and (im)polite load in the translated utterance, to compensate for the absence of 

translation for “just”. 

As regards the translation strategies adopted for intensifying “just”, similarly to mitigating 

“just”, there are cases of omissions and cases of pragmatic compensation. Among the cases of 

omission, we can mention the following requests: “Just calm down” (Looking for Eric) which 

becomes: “Sta’ calmo” (“Calm down”); “Just go on” (Looking for Eric), translated as: “Vai 

tu” (“You go”) and “Just you go in there” (Ae Fond Kiss), rendered as: “Sali qua sopra” 

(“Stand here”). Among the instances where compensatory strategies were resorted to by 

translators to maintain pragmatic intensification, worth mentioning is the request: “Love me, 

just love me” (Match Point), translated as: “Amami, ti prego, amami” (“Love me, please, love 

me”), where the addition of the upgrader “ti prego” (begging marker) contributes to re-

establishing the illocutionary intensification which would have gone lost through the simple 

omission of “just”. A second instance can be found in Autumn in New York, where the 

original request: “Just go” was translated as: “Via, di corsa” (“Go, right now”). The request is 

issued by Charlotte to William while the two are having a heavy fight in Charlotte’s 

apartment. Charlotte is really upset and, after repeatedly asking William to get out of her 

house, she tries to angrily bring the conversation to an end by saying: “Just go”. In the Italian 

version,  the phrasal adverb “di corsa” (right now), which is an upgrader (time intensifier) not 

present in the original, was added in the translation to make up for the absence of the original 

intensifying “just”. In this scene, maintaining the strong pragmatic force of Charlotte’s 
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request was especially important since the character is visibly upset and intends to close the 

conversation and drive William out of her house. The translator may have recognized the 

importance of preserving the illocutionary intensification of the request in this exchange and 

found a way to re-establish the upgrading effect afforded by “just”, through its replacement 

with a time intensifier. A third and last example of pragmatic compensation of upgrading 

“just” is found in a request from Notting Hill, where William says to his roommate: “Just take 

my word for it”, translated into Italian as: “Devi credermi sulla parola” (“You must take my 

word for it”). In this case, the compensatory strategy consisted in changing the realization 

strategy of the request: both the original and the translated utterance are direct but the English 

utterance is delivered through a bare imperative, while the translated utterance is delivered 

through an obligation statement. As deontic forms are pragmatically stronger than other 

linguistic strategies for realizing requests (Fraser and Nolen 1981), this change was a 

successful attempt at pragmatic compensation, whereby the deletion of intensifying “just” was 

balanced off by the change into a pragmatically stronger realization strategy. Next section 

reviews instances of translations for “fucking”.  

 

 

 

5.5.1.2 THE CASE OF FUCKING 
 

This section illustrates cases of pragmatic compensation concerning adverbial/adjectival 

intensifier “fucking”, where audiovisual translators managed to make up for its absence in 

Italian and maintain a similar degree of pragmatic intensification and impoliteness, through 

the addition of other upgraders available in the target language. 

In Looking for Eric, the request: “Fucking concentrate, will ya?” was rendered as: 

“Concentrati, cazzo!” (“Concentrate, for fuck’s sake!”), where the addition of the upgrader 

“cazzo” (coming under the category “cathartic expression”) balances off the loss of pragmatic 

force caused by the non-translation of “fucking” of the original utterance. Here, as much as in 

the two following examples, “fucking” modifies a verb in English, so a literal translation into 

Italian is not possible altogether in this case. In fact, only when “fucking” pre-modifies an 

adjective, a noun or an adverb, does Italian offer equivalent terms, albeit unnatural in 

spontaneous speech, as argued in Section 5.5.1. 
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The second example comes from Looking for Eric, with the request: “Fucking pack it in”, 

translated in the dubbed version as: “Falla finita, cazzo!” (“Pack it in, for fuck’s sake”). Like 

in the first example, here the cathartic expression “cazzo”, acting as an upgrader, was added 

by the translator to contribute to the pragmatic intensification afforded by the original English 

“fucking”. 

In a scene from Looking for Eric, the protagonist is trying to stop his son from getting out 

of the house and starts to grapple with him physically. At one point, Eric says: “You’re going 

fucking nowhere, you’re going fucking nowhere”. The original request is highly upgraded, 

since it contains a pragmatically strong direct realization strategy (“locution derivable”, here 

in the form of a prediction statement [“You are not...”] which leaves the requestee with no 

room for rejection) and three upgraders: one “repetition of request”, since the utterance is 

repeated twice and one “adjectival/adverbial intensifier”, namely “fucking”. The request was 

translated as: “Tu non vai da nessuna parte, da nessuna parte, capito?” (“You are going 

nowhere, nowhere, do you hear me?”). We can notice here that the translator added an 

upgrader to the original request, namely the discourse marker “capito?” (uptake-securing 

device) which intensifies Eric’s request because it seeks confirmation of uptake. If there had 

been a simple omission of “fucking” and no other upgrader had been added, the pragmatic 

force of the original utterance would have been softened. Although the pragmatic 

intensification afforded by “capito?” (do you hear me?) is arguably weaker than that yielded 

by the swearword “fucking”, since the degree of impoliteness and face threat in the latter is 

higher than in the former, pragmatic compensation was at least attempted and partially 

reached. 

To conclude, in Ae Fond Kiss, Casim shouts to his father and, referring to him and his 

mother, he says: “Respect my fucking choice”, which in the dubbed version becomes: 

“Rispettate le mie scelte, cazzo!” (“Respect my choices, for fuck’s sake!”). In this case, the 

same compensation strategy as that found in the first two examples, which consists in 

replacing the adverbial “fucking” with the cathartic expression “cazzo” (for fuck’s sake) is 

observed.  

In this section it was argued that, similarly to the adverb “just”, translators can find 

successful compensatory solutions also as far as adjectival and adverbial “fucking” is 

concerned. Next section proposes the same analysis, with a focus on certain types of 

familiarizing vocatives which lack a natural equivalent translation in Italian. 
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5.5.1.3 THE CASE OF FAMILIARIZING VOCATIVES 
 

In this section, I will provide and discuss some examples of translation of familiarizing 

vocatives. Not all English familiarizing vocatives having been collected from original English 

dialogues pose translation problems, so only those whose literal equivalent would be 

unnatural in Italian were for the analysis. As already argued in Section 5.5.1, Italian does not 

have equivalent lexical items for familiarizers such as: “man”, “bud”, “dude”, etc., when they 

are used in the vocative function. The aim of this section is to investigate how translators 

handled such cases, from the perspective of maintaining the illocutionary mitigation yielded 

by them to original requests. Below are a few examples. 

In Ocean’s Eleven, the request: “Watch it, bud” is translated as: “Sta attento, bello” (“Be 

careful, handsome”), with the translated utterance avoiding the unnatural literal translation for 

“bud”, namely “amico” and opting for an adjective which, on the contrary, is commonly used 

in spoken Italian in its vocative function (bello). The use of “bello” as a translation strategy to 

render “mate/buddy” has already been shown to be a possible trend in translation for dubbing 

(Fornentelli and Monti 2014, 177). In Looking for Eric, the request “Hey, get in there, mate” 

becomes: “Dacci dentro, amico mio” (“Get in there, my friend”) in the dubbed version. In this 

case, the translator stuck to the original, by opting for a literal translation, with the difference 

that the possessive adjective “mio” (amico mio) was added to make the utterance more 

natural. The lexical item “amico” alone is not commonly used in Italian in the vocative 

function, while “amico mio” is more acceptable. In both cases, it was shown how the 

translator managed to re-establish the pragmatic mitigation of the original utterance yielded 

by untranslatable familiarizing vocatives, by resorting to alternative strategies. 

Next section investigates the relationship between multimodality and pragmatic shifts in 

translated requests. The analysis will first give an account of the impact that non-verbal 

audiovisual semiotic codes accompanying film dialogue have on the translation of requests.  

Secondly, the analysis will address the effect that lip-sync constraints typical of translation for 

dubbing, which limit translators’ choices, have on the pragmatic and (im)polite load of 

translated requests. In both cases, the focus will be on instances where a pragmatic shift in the 

(im)politeness of requests was observed in the translated utterance. These shifts will be 

investigated and discussed against the background of film dialogue semiotic complex and 

constraints imposed by its constituents.  
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5.5.2 THE PRAGMATICS OF TRANSLATED REQUESTS AND 

MULTIMODALITY 
 

This section is structured as follows: Section 5.5.2.1 analyses cases of requests in which the 

presence of visual and aural elements was probably at the origin of pragmatic shifts of 

translated requests. This includes instances where the translated utterance was pragmatically 

intensified or mitigated, with respect to its original counterpart, due to the co-presence of non-

verbal codes which probably underlie the translator’s decision to apply a pragmatic shift. 

Section 5.5.2.2 addresses a special case in which the multimodal context might have 

influenced the translator’s choices and led to a pragmatic shift of the utterance, namely the 

presence of lip-sync constraints. Lip-sync constraints, which belong to the visual mode, 

represent one element of the multimodal context in which film conversation is embedded 

which can largely determine translation strategies and pragmatics changes thereof. 

 

 

5.5.2.1 PRAGMATIC TRANSLATION SHIFTS AND NON-VERBAL 

MODES 
 

Studies in AVT research have shown that the presence of non-verbal codes accompanying 

dialogue in audiovisual products can largely determine translators’ choices (Chaume 1997, 

Zabalbeascoa 1997, Petitt 2004, Spiteri Miggiani 2019) and force them to opt for certain 

linguistic choices that must be coherent with the rest of the non-verbal information, i.e. 

character’s gestures, gaze, posture, prosody, proxemics, etc. (Taylor 2016). In this section, I 

will provide examples supporting the evidence that the semiotic complex in which characters’ 

dialogue is embedded has an impact also on the pragmatic aspect of language. More 

specifically, I will show that visual and aural modes may have led dubbing translators to 

either downgrade or upgrade the translated request, to make it more “coherent” with the rest 

of non-verbal information. Hypotheses about the fact that the origin of such pragmatic shifts, 

which result in a more (im)polite utterance in dubbed Italian, are related to the influence of 

audiovisual modes are merely speculative, since the external researcher conducting analyses 

on translation as a product does not have access to dubbing translators’ cognitive translation 

processes and decisions. Having made such caveat, it can safely be argued that, at least for the 

examples selected for the analysis and discussion, it is evident that the pragmatic shift 
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(downgrading/upgrading) of the translated request was triggered by the whole multimodal 

context. I will analyse only one case of request downgraded (because it was the only instance 

of downgrading likely to have been triggered by the multimodal context) and three cases of 

requests upgraded, with respect to the original utterance. The time code of the scene is also 

provided, to allow the reader to retrieve the scene in question and access the multimodal 

context under discussion. 

As regards the only request whose illocutionary downgrading in translation was probably 

due to the multimodal context, it was found in Runaway Bride. Ike enters the bakery where 

the future bride Maggie is choosing her wedding cake and is discussing the matter with the 

shop owner. As Ike walks in, he communicates, non-verbally, that he is in a good mood: he 

smiles, gazes gently both at Maggie and at the shop owner and is soft-spoken with both of 

them. Ike’s cheerful disposition, retrievable from the non-verbal aural mode (Ike’s soft voice 

and sweet tone) and from the non-verbal visual mode (Ike’s gentle proxemics and gaze) 

warrants the use of polite speech. Halfway through the discussion, Ike also pays a compliment 

to the shop owner, saying: “Mmm, what is that wonderful smell?”, referring to the cinnamon 

rolls displayed on a shelf. In the original version, at min. 28.25, he asks the shop owner if he 

can have two of those rolls and says to her: “Could I have two of those?”. In the dubbed 

version, the request is translated as: “Potrei avere anche due di quelli, per piacere?” (“Could I 

have two of those as well, please?”).  The request in dubbed Italian contains the downgrader 

“please” (illocutionary force indicating device) which was not present in the original dialogue 

and which affords additional mitigation to the illocutionary force of the translated utterance, 

thus making it more polite than the original utterance. In this case, such pragmatic shift is 

likely to have originated from Ike’s non-verbal behaviour sanctioning a shift towards 

pragmatic downgrading and politeness.   

As far as requests which underwent a shift towards illocutionary upgrading, in a scene 

from Ae Fond Kiss, Casim’s father (Mr. Khan) is reprimanding his son for flouting his 

authority.  Casim wants to date a girl other that the one that his family has chosen for him, as 

per Pakistani tradition, and his father is objecting to this decision. During their argument, Mr. 

Khan moves his head agitatedly, while he half-shouts and glares at his son. These meaningful 

non-verbal pieces of information denote discomfort and disapproval and contribute to the 

pragmatic and (im)polite load of the character’s utterances. At min. 1.32.13, Mr. Khan shouts 

to Casim: “Please try to understand, right?”. In the dubbed version, the utterance becomes: 
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“Cerca di capirmi” (“Try to understand”), where both the downgraders “please” (illocutionary 

force indicating device) and “right?” (appealer) are left out. Because of the loss of two 

downgraders, the translated utterance becomes pragmatically more intensified and potentially 

more impolite. The reason why the translator produced a pragmatically stronger request in the 

translated dialogue might lie in the fact that the polite load conveyed by the presence of the 

two downgraders in the original request was considered to be incoherent with Mr. Khan’s 

aggressive non-verbal communicative behaviour.  

In Match Point, Nola, the girl with whom Chris is having a secret affair, is venting his 

frustration against him, because he will not leave his girlfriend to be with her. At min. 

1.16.05, she says to him: “I’d think you’d want to stop living such a sham”, which in the 

dubbed dialogue becomes: “Smettila di fare giochetti con me” (“Stop playing games with 

me”). In the translated cue, the original indirect request, delivered through the sub-strategy 

“suggestory formula” (you’d want to…) becomes a direct request issued through the sub-

strategy “bare imperative”. Not only would this change alone already entail a pragmatic 

upgrading but, in addition to it, the downgrader “subjectivizer” in which the original request 

is embedded (I’d think…) disappears from the request in dubbed dialogue, since its use would 

not be grammatically possible with an imperative. Such shift towards pragmatic upgrading 

may have been sanctioned by the visual information (Nola’s angry gaze and facial expression) 

and by the aural information (Nola’s voice is trembling with excitement). The character is 

staring at Chris wide-eyed, her face is contrite and she appears to be about to burst out. The 

co-presence of all these communicative semiotic codes, which all come together to convey a 

sense of anger and anxiety, may have led the translator to intensify the pragmatic strength of 

the translated request and make it more adequate for a request-reprimand. In fact, this request 

occurs in the conversational context of a reprimand: Chris did not stand by the promise to 

leave his girlfriend for Nola and now she is blaming him for this. 

The last example is taken from Bend it like Beckham. Jasmine’s mother is invited to a TV 

program to speak about her daughter’s passion for football. She is angry at the program hosts 

since they are taking a supportive attitude towards her daughter’s passion, which they should 

not because, in the Indian culture, football is a masculine sport and is thus demeaning for her 

daughter’s reputation. At min. 2.16, she issues the following request to the hosts: “And you 

three shouldn’t encourage her”, which in the translation for dubbing is rendered as: “E voi tre 

non dovete incoraggiarla” (“And you three mustn’t encourage her”). In this case, the 
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downgrader “conditional mood” was removed from the translation, so a weak deontic form in 

the original (you shouldn’t) becomes a strong deontic form in the translation (you mustn’t). 

The character is delivering a request-reprimand while concurrently resorting to a whole set of 

non-verbal strategies (both belonging to the visual and the oral mode) which reinforce her 

reprimanding and disapproving attitude. The woman is half-shouting at the hosts (aural 

information) and is heavily gesturing and pointing her index finger at them, while glaring 

(visual information). This set of highly meaningful non-verbal codes all convey a strong 

feeling of tension and disapproval felt by the character. It is thus sensible to speculate that the 

multisemiotic whole accompanying the request led the translator to consider it appropriate to 

turn a weak deontic form into a strong one, by using the indicative mood rather than the 

conditional mood. Next section examines the relationship between pragmatic shifts in 

translated requests and lip-sync constraints proper to dubbing translation. 

 

 

5.5.2.2 PRAGMATIC TRANSLATION SHIFTS AND LIP-SYNC 

CONSTRAINTS 
 

Scholarly work on the language of dubbing has extensively shown that translators’ choices 

are determined and largely shaped by the need to respect a special and particularly 

constraining type of audiovisual constraints, namely lip-sync constraints. Lip-sync constraints 

involve the correspondence that must obtain between the on-screen character’s utterance 

length and the dubbing actor's utterance length, on the one hand, and between the on-screen 

character’s lip movements and the dubbing actor’s lip movements, on the other hand (Herbst 

1994, Diaz-Cintas 2004, Paolinelli and Di Fortunato 2005, Antonini 2008, Pavesi et al. 2014, 

Attardo 2017, 439). The former type of lip-sync is called quantitative lip-sync or isochrony, 

while the latter type is called qualitative lip-sync (Iaia 2011). However, no empirical work has 

been carried out on the extent to which lip-sync constraints bear on the pragmatics of speech 

acts, i.e. whether the translators’ need to linguistically manipulate the original utterance so 

that such constraints are respected, alters its pragmatic and (im)polite import. Similarly to the 

previous section, instances where pragmatic downgrading as well as upgrading are observed 

in the translated utterance are analysed by taking original utterance and its translation, this 

time against the background of lip-sync constraints.  
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In Ocean’s Eleven, Rusty and Basher are two allies trying to bring their plan to 

completion. At one point, a policeman wants to arrest Basher, so Rusty pretends to be a 

policeman himself to get his ally off the hook. When Rusty arrives, he finds an excuse to 

make the policeman go away, so that Rusty and Basher can escape and terminate their plan. 

To be left alone with Basher and run away together, Rusty asks the policeman to find Griggs, 

an invented person. When the policeman asks who Griggs is, Rusty impatiently reiterates the 

request a second time and says: “Just find him, will ya?” (min. 0.21.52). The tag phrase “will 

ya?” here functions as an upgrader (uptake-securing device), since its underlying meaning is 

equivalent to: “did you understand? / Was I clear?”. The pragmatic intensification yielded by 

this post-utterance item is further intensified by the initial upgrader “just” (adverbial 

intensifier) which reinforces the imperative form. This double pragmatic intensification is 

perfectly coherent with the non-verbal information: Rusty’s irritated expression at the 

policeman’s question, his loud voice and angry gaze. In the dubbed version, however, this 

intersemiotic coherence was not respected, because the utterance was linguistically modified, 

thus undergoing a pragmatic shift towards mitigation, probably for reasons of lip-sync 

constraints. The request in the translated version is: “Me lo trovi, per favore” (“Find him, 

please”). Compared to the English original utterance, the illocutionary strength of the 

translated utterance turns out to be lower and orients more to politeness that to impoliteness: a 

downgrader was added (per favore) and two upgraders were removed (“just” and “will ya?”). 

Consequently, the impolite import of the original request where Rusty comes across as 

assertive and firm, has been lost in translation, in favour of a more polite request in dubbed 

Italian. While “just” was removed by the translator because it does not have a proper 

translation in Italian, the reason why the upgrader “will ya?” was translated as a downgrader 

(per favore) and not with a literal translation (hai capito/mi sono spiegato?), which entailed an 

overall downgrading of the request, is probably related to isochrony and qualitative lip-sync 

constraints. In fact, “hai capito?”, which contains the occlusive /p/ and would have 

corresponded to the middle of the English utterance “will ya”, where the on-screen actor has 

open lips, would not have been a feasible solution, because qualitative lip-sync would not 

have been respected. On the other hand, the other possible literal translation (“mi sono 

spiegato?” [back translation: “Was I clear?”]) would have resulted in too long an utterance, so 

isochrony constraints would not have been observed. When the request is uttered, Rusty is 

shot in a close-up, a scenario which makes the respect of lip-sync constraints even more 

binding (Chaume 2007). The audiovisual translator probably found him/herself forced to 
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insert some linguistic phrase which covered the on-screen actor’s lip movements and which 

had the same length as the original “will ya?”, so he/she opted for “per favore”, which is the 

politeness marker most commonly associated to requests. However, this translation solution 

was pragmatically infelicitous, in that it resulted in an overall downgrading of the original 

request which is not coherent with the character’s non-verbal behaviour. In this case, both 

qualitative and quantitative lip-sync constraints were at stake and probably underlie such 

pragmatic shift.  

At min. 1.50.31 of Match Point, Chris is desperately appealing to detective Mike Banner’s 

and his fellows’ goodwill to believe his plea and not hold him responsible for Nola’s murder. 

In a begging tone, he says to Mike: “God, have a heart!”. In the Italian version, the request is 

translated as: “Abbiate cuore” (“Have a heart”), where the upgrader “God” (cathartic 

expression) was removed. This removal of the cathartic expression caused the illocutionary 

force of the translated request to be more mitigated, since through cathartic expressions 

speakers vent their feelings, be them frustration, surprise, happiness, etc., thus intensifying the 

illocutionary force of their utterances. If a cathartic expression is used in a request, where the 

speaker’s illocutionary intent is that of having the hearer bring about some action, it acts as an 

upgrading modifier, in that the expression itself serves to signal to the hearer that the speaker 

particularly desires or even needs that action. In this case, omitting the interjection “God” 

resulted in a more downgraded request, because the actor’s pleading attitude is not conveyed 

with as much pragmatic force as in the original. As for the reasons for the omission, the 

hypothesis is that the actor’s open mouth and detached lips when he pronounces the /ɒ/ of 

“God”, have made it impossible for the translator to opt for the literal Italian translation 

“Dio/Oddio”, where the semi-closed vowel /i/, which requires that the lips be very close to 

each other, would not have matched the original semi-open vowel /ɒ/, where the on-screen 

actor’s mouth is open. This hypothesis seems even more plausible if we consider that the 

character is in a close-up, a condition which makes lip-sync constraints more binding for 

translators (Chaume 2007).   

To conclude, in The Queen, the prime minister is talking with his wife when, at min. 51.08, 

he says: “You know, spare me the whole off with their heads thing”, translated as: “Senti, 

risparmiami questa solfa della ghigliottina” (“Listen, spare me the whole off with their heads 

thing”). As can be noticed, the downgrader “you know” (cajoler) which was present in the 

original request was rendered in dubbed Italian as “senti”, which is instead an upgrader 
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(attention getter). This replacement resulted in an overall pragmatic upgrading of the 

translated utterance illocutionary strength and probably occurred since the literal translation 

equivalent for “you know”, namely “sai”, would have sounded unnatural pre-facing the 

utterance: “risparmiami questa solfa della ghigliottina”. On the other hand, an outright 

omission of the discourse marker “you know” was not a viable option either, because its 

removal would have entailed a shortening of the utterance and isochrony constraints would 

not have been respected. The translator, being forced to make the dubbing actor utter 

something to justify the on-screen actor’s lip movements when he says “you know”, inserted 

another discourse marker which, however, resulted in a pragmatic intensification of the 

translated utterance which is not in line with the prime minister's mild tone and calm 

behaviour when speaking with his wife. 

Now that the relationship between pragmatic shifts and non-verbal information, on the one 

hand, and lip-sync constraints, on the other hand, has been investigated, next section analyses 

cases in which speech acts other then request in the original dialogue were rendered as 

requests in dubbed Italian and, on the contrary, cases in which requests in English were turned 

into other speech acts in dubbed dialogues.  

 

 

5.6 NON-TRANSLATION AND ADDITION OF REQUESTS IN DUBBED 

ITALIAN 

 

The aim of this last section is to examine cases where requests in the original dialogue were 

translated as other speech acts in dubbed Italian and, conversely, requests in dubbed Italian 

were added where there was none in the original dialogue, thus translating a speech act other 

than a request. If until now the focus was on pragmatic shifts towards mitigation and 

intensification of the translated utterance, the purpose of this section is to speculate about the 

reasons why translators changed speech act altogether. As will be shown, factors such as: 

communicative context in which the request is embedded, information pertaining to the film 

narrative and information retrievable from non-verbal codes accompanying dialogues might 

have had an impact on this type of translation choice. Section 5.6.1 focuses on non-translation 

of requests, while Section 5.6.2 focuses on instances of addition of requests. 
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5.6.1 NON-TRANSLATION OF REQUESTS IN DUBBED ITALIAN 
 

In a few cases, dubbing translators rendered a request in the original dialogue through another 

speech act in the dubbed version. This change, as will be seen, depends on the characters’ 

course of actions, on the visual elements of the scene and on the type of action requested. 

Below are some examples belonging to various scenarios. 

In some instances, the action requested of the addressee is also an action whose 

performance also falls on the requester him/herself, although in the original version the 

utterance is framed as a request and thus implies that it only rests on the addressee. In such 

instances, the request was often turned into the speech of proposal in translated dialogue, 

because proposals involve the co-participation of the speaker to the action requested. For 

example, in Saving Grace, Dr. Bamford and his friends have just walked out of the pub where 

they were sitting. At some point, he wishes to go back into the pub, so he issues the following 

request to his fellows: “Just come into the pub”. In the translated version, the utterance was 

rendered as a proposal and not as a request: “Forza, torniamo al pub” (“Come on, let’s get 

back into the pub”). This change in speech act may have been sanctioned by the visual 

elements of the scene: the character is seen walking towards the pub while uttering the 

request. Moreover, as the action of going back into the pub concerns everyone in the group, 

including Dr. Bamford who is also outside, the translator might have deemed it appropriate to 

change the request into the more appropriate speech act of proposal. 

In Match Point, Tom and Chris are speaking in a tennis court when, after a brief exchange, 

Tom asks Chris to start playing. He says to him: “Over here”, where the elliptical utterance, 

accompanied by a hand gesture pointing to one of the two sides of the court (the side where 

Chris is supposed to play), serves as a request to get Chris in position for the match. In the 

dubbed version, the utterance becomes a proposal: “Cominciamo?” (“Shall we start?”) 

because in this case, as in the previous example, the action involves the speaker as well. 

In other instances, the request also threatens the addressee’s positive face and thus qualifies 

as a request-reprimand. In a few of these cases, the utterance in the dubbed dialogue is turned 

into the speech act of reprimand. For example, in Looking for Eric, Eric is harshly scolding 

his son Ryan because he found a gun in Ryan’s room. When Eric asks for an explanation, 

Ryan replies that his father has no idea of what is happening to him. At that point, Eric replies 

with the request: “You better fucking tell me then”, translated into Italian as: “Che aspetti a 
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dirmi come stanno? [le cose]” (“What are you waiting for before you tell me what’s 

happening?”). In this case, the translated utterance is delivered in the form of a rhetorical, 

challenging question, which is a strategy typically used in reprimands. The reason for tuning a 

request into a reprimand might lie in the visual and aural information of the scene: Eric is 

visibly angry and disappointed towards his son, owing to the discovery of the gun and is 

shouting out his request in the original dialogue. In this case, the multisemiotic whole might 

have influenced the translator and pushed him/her to bring the pragmatic force of the speech 

act to a more suitable level with the remainder of the non-verbal information, by changing 

speech act altogether. 

Similarly, in Bend it like Beckham, Jess and her sister are complaining to their mother 

because she is going to cook pickles for the umpteenth time, when they deliver the request: 

“Mum, don’t do pickles as well!”, translated as: “Ancora roba marinata?” (“Pickles one more 

time?”). Once again, a request threatening the addressee’s positive face was turned into a 

reprimand, a strategy which allowed the translator to highlight the girls’ feeling of irritation 

retrievable from the non-verbal information (gaze and facial expression). 

To conclude this section, it is also worth mentioning one case of request which was turned 

into the speech act of advice. In My Best Friend’s Wedding, Michael catches Julianne 

smoking a cigarette and says to her: “I want you to quit this shit”, thus clearly framing the 

utterance as a request and not as advice for the sake of Julianne’s health. Expressing one’s 

desire for an action to be brough about (I want you to...) highlights the sincerity condition of 

requests, namely the speaker's intention to get the hearer to do something (Searle 1976, 11) 

and thus leaves no doubt as to the fact that the speech act represents a request. In the dubbed 

version, the utterance is translated through a deontic form, which is among the 

conventionalized linguistic formulae for the speech act of advice: “Devi smetterla con questa 

merda” (“You must quit this shit”). The first interpretation of the translated utterance is that of 

a piece of advice and, perhaps only secondarily, that of a request: the benefit of the action 

(quitting smoking) is for the hearer and not for the speaker. The translator, in this case, might 

have opted for a change in speech act, because he/she considered the use of a deontic form 

associated to a piece of advice, as more suitable for the type of the action requested (quitting 

smoking). These examples tie in with what has been argued in Section 5.5.1 as to the fact that 

dubbing translators show to possess good pragmatic skills in recognizing and reproducing the 

pragmatic features of speech acts in translated dialogues. The examples provided in this 
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section all reveal that translators successfully recognized the character’s “real” pragmatic 

intent and, for this reason, they chose a different speech act in the translated dialogue which 

better suited that intent (i.e. from request to reprimand, from request to advice and from 

request to advice). Next section discusses cases of requests which, on the contrary, were 

added in the translation, that is instances where other speech acts in the original version were 

translated as requests in the dubbed version. 

 

 

 

 5.6.2 ADDITION OF REQUESTS IN DUBBED ITALIAN 
 

In addition to instances where requests were translated as other speech acts in dubbed Italian, 

cases belonging to the opposite scenario were also observed. I will provide a few examples. 

 In Match Point, Tom has just stepped out of a taxi after having been dropped off and is 

handing the driver the remainder of the cash due, through the window. In the original version, 

the character simply utters a statement, in saying: “There you go” while handing the money. 

In the translated version, the utterance is also rendered literally but is followed by a request 

which was absent from the original: “Ecco a lei, tenga il resto” (“There you go, get the rest” 

[of the money]). The addition of a request here is an example of intersemiotic explicitation: 

while in the original version the images are made to “speak” alone, because the character is 

seen handing the driver the cash, so no additional utterance is strictly needed, in Italian the 

implied request to take the money is made explicit verbally.  

Another case of intersemiotic explicitation is observed in Runaway Bride. Maggie is 

waving to her friend, with a shake of the hand, which is the typical gesture meaning: “come 

with me”. In the original version, she simply utters the phatic interjection: “Hey!”. In the 

dubbed dialogue, the original semantically void interjection becomes a proper request: “Vieni 

da questa parte” (“Come this way”). This is once again a case of intersemiotic explicitation, 

because non-verbal information, which would alone be sufficient for the viewer to infer that 

Maggie is calling her friend, is made more explicit in translation.  

In Match Point, Chris is trying to persuade the investigators about his innocence 

concerning Nola’s murder, because they suspect that his secret affair with her may have been 
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the motive for the murder. Chris is trying to bring the investigators to believe that he hid his 

affair with Nola, not because he was planning to kill her, but because he did not want to have 

issues with her actual girlfriend. In the original version, he issues a criticism targeted at the 

investigators: “You can’t blame me for trying to hide the fact that I had an affair with her”, 

whereas in the translation for dubbing, the speech act of criticism becomes a direct request: 

“Non biasimatemi se cerco di nascondere che avevamo una relazione” (“Don’t blame me if I 

try to hide the fact that I had an affair with her”). In this case, the translator might have opted 

for a change in speech act, since turning a criticism into a request would have emphasized 

Chris’s general pleading attitude towards the investigators, to avoid his arrest. The whole 

activity type (during an interrogation, it is the suspect who asks for forgiveness and the 

investigator who grants it), together with Chris’s overall begging attitude, might underlie the 

translator’s decision to turn a criticism into a request, a decision probably made to highlight 

Chris’ and the investigators’ mutual roles. 

In Bend it like Beckham, Jule and Joe are in a club sitting on a couch and Jule is trying to 

persuade Joe to dance with her. In the English version, she says to him: “Are you gonna dance 

with me?” which constitutes the speech act of invitation. In the dubbed version, the invitation 

becomes an explicit request: “Devi ballare con me”, whose illocutionary intent is primarily 

that of a request (considering that it is delivered through a deontic form) and, only 

secondarily, that of an invitation. This change in speech act may have been triggered by the 

fact that Jule is hitting hard on Joe and is attempting every action to conquer him. In view of 

the film plot, from which Jule’s liking for Joe clearly emerges throughout, the translator might 

have intended to underline Jule’s crash on him, by making her desire to dance with him more 

forceful. This was made possible through turning an invitation into an explicit request.    

To conclude, in the final scene of Notting Hill, a journalist is asking Anna what happened 

to her friend William, referring to the day she was photographed with him by paparazzi’s. In 

the original version, the journalist refers to the context in which the photo was taken and asks 

Anna: “So, uh, what happened there?”. In the dubbed version, the focus is shifted from the 

general context in which the photo was taken, to William. The original utterance, which 

constitutes the speech act of question, becomes a conventionally indirect request: “Può dirci 

che ne è stato di lui?” (“Can you tell us what became of him?”). Changing a question, 

delivered in its direct form, into an indirect request for information, results in an illocutionary 

downgrading of the utterance and is arguably construed as more polite. This is because, while 
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an abrupt question leaves little room for the hearer to refuse disclosing information, because it 

warrants an answer, asking someone if he/she can reveal the information requested arguably 

increases the level of optionality for the hearer to answer or to refuse answering (Leech 2014, 

135). The change in speech act from question to an indirect request for information, which 

entails a global illocutionary mitigation of the utterance and increases its politeness, may have 

been sanctioned by the fact that the question is addressed to Anna, who is a famous actress 

and holds power over the journalist. In the setting of interviews, the interviewee is the one 

who decides which questions she wishes or does not wish to answer). In other words, the 

journalist’s question is delivered in the +Ph scenario, so the translator, under the influence of 

the sociopragmatic variable of relative power, might have deemed it appropriate to change an 

abrupt question into a more polite speech act, namely an indirect request for information. 

Now that the results of the present research have been presented, next chapter discusses the 

data introduced so far, by grouping them into umbrella topics. 
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Chapter 6 – DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

Now that the data of the present research has been presented, this chapter summarizes and 

critically discusses the findings introduced in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, to ultimately generate 

hypotheses and possible explanations for the phenomena observed. Where possible, the 

findings from the present study will be related to previous studies carried out on the same 

phenomenon under discussion. As will be shown, some findings are in line with and confirm 

assumptions from previous studies, while other findings run counter to them, thus fostering 

debate and representing food for thought for future scholarly work. The chapter contains three 

sections which correspond to the three main thematic areas of the research.  

Section 6.1 discusses similarities and differences between film dialogue and naturally 

occurring conversation, as far as pragmatic features of requests are concerned, by comparing 

the findings from this study with findings from past studies carried out on requests in 

spontaneous conversation.  

Section 6.2 analyses the most significant similarities and differences of requests having 

emerged from the contrastive analyses between English and Italian film conversation, both 

from a pragmalinguistic viewpoint and taking into account the contextual variables of social 

distance, relative power and positive face threat. The aim of this section is to show whether 

English and Italian, albeit being two typologically different languages, exhibit more 

similarities than differences (or vice-versa), at least in film speech.  

To conclude, Section 6.3 discusses how the pragmatics and the (im)politeness of requests 

travel from English dialogue to dubbed Italian dialogue and are handled by dubbing 

translators. Pragmatic hybridisation, translation patterns, translators’ strategies and the 

relationship between the multisemiotic context typifying dubbing translation and translation 

solutions adopted will also be the object of discussion. 
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6.1 THE PRAGMATICS OF REQUESTS IN FILM DIALOGUE AND IN 

SPONTANEOUS CONVERSATION 

 

The first data emerging from the analyses in Chapter 4 which is worth discussing, because it 

was found to be a common feature between English and Italian, is that the speech act of 

requesting is very pervasive in film conversation:  an average of 0.90 requests per minute in 

English and of 0.79 in Italian were observed. This piece of data can offer its contribution to a 

deeper understanding of the nature of film dialogue, as a genre per se, having its distinctive 

features and norms (Sinclair 2004, 80). The extremely high frequency of requests delivered 

between on-screen interactants, might well be considered a peculiar feature of film dialogue 

since, in real-life speech, it is hardly imaginable that speakers request actions as often as once 

per minute of interaction. The hypothesis for such high presence is that the primary need of 

any film narrative is to develop and come to a denouement in a relatively short span of time. 

Films narrate stories in a short time, so “things must happen” as rapidly as possible. One of 

the strategies that film scriptwriters and producers can adopt to speed up the plot unfolding 

and create twists is packing the plot with as many actions as possible. As requests represent 

the perfect candidate for this purpose, being “pre-event” speech acts (Blum-Kulka and 

Olshtain 1984) which solicit future actions, their high frequency in characters’ speech is 

easily explained. A similar finding emerged in Freddi’s study (2011). The scholar, taking a 

corpus-based approach to investigate the nature of film dialogue, showed that the four most 

frequent clusters observed in the Pavia Corpus of Film Dialogue were the following: “what 

are you doing?”, “what do you think?”, “what do you mean?” and “I want you to”. The 

frequencies of these clusters were then compared to those found in the spoken part of the 

British National Corpus containing transcripts of face-to-face conversation.  Such comparison 

revealed that the frequencies of the clusters were lower in the BNC than in the PCFD. 

Freddi’s line of argument is that wh- questions typifying the four clusters may constitute a 

special feature of film speech, because asking questions allows revealing new information and 

so they help the narrative push forward. Of particular interest for my research is the high 

frequency in the PCFD of the fourth cluster, namely “I want you to” which is not a question 

but one of the possible strategies for performing requests. My study and Freddi’s study 

converge on this point, since they both point to the high presence of requestive speech acts as 

possible devices allowing for a quick development of the narrative. 
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Consistent with the finding that film dialogue abounds in requests to allow for a rapid 

unfolding of the plot, is also the fact that most of them are delivered through a direct strategy: 

80.90% in English dialogues and 83.45% in Italian dialogues. If film stories are to develop 

and come to a conclusion in a short span of time, the dialogic component should be reduced to 

its essential function and not exceed in unnecessary talk. This is where speech act pragmatic 

directness comes in: if characters are made to speak directly, with their illocutionary intent 

being unambiguously communicated to other characters, there is less need for meaning 

negotiation, requests for clarification, reformulations and other conversational moves which 

would leave less room for actions. In fact, one feature of pragmatic indirectness is that it can 

entail ambiguity and the need for meaning co-construction (Cheng and Warren 2003) which 

would slow down the advancement of the plot. The need to avoid vagueness and ambiguity in 

film dialogue might underlie the very high frequency of direct strategies in both languages. 

To lend support to the hypothesis that pragmatic directness might be a feature distinctive of 

film conversation, owing to narrative exigencies, I compared my data with the data from three 

studies of requests in naturally occurring conversation (Geluykens 2008, Vine 2009, Flöck 

2016), on the one hand, and with another study of requests in film dialogue (Pablos-Ortega 

2019). The three studies of spontaneous requests focused on the English language, while 

Pablos-Ortega’s study includes English and Spanish films. From such comparison, it emerged 

that the frequency of direct requests, compared to indirect requests, is higher in my study and 

in Pablos-Ortega’s study than in the three studies of spontaneous requests. As for naturally 

occurring requests, Geluykens (2008) reports a percentage of around 29.9% of direct requests, 

in Vine (2009) direct requests are 41%, whereas in Flöck (2016) the percentage of “level 1 

direct requests” category, namely imperatives and obligation statements reaches 61.5% in 

AmE and 56.2% in BrE. On the other hand, Pablos-Ortega’s research, which focused on 

requests in twelve British and twelve Spanish films, revealed that direct strategies are quite 

pervasive in film speech, with a frequency of 70.4% of direct requests in English films and of 

86.3% in Spanish films.  Figure 14 below shows the frequency of direct strategies in the 

present research (only English is considered) and in Pablos-Ortega’s research, on the left 

hand-side of the graph, and of direct strategies in the three studies of English requests from 

spontaneous conversation, on the right hand-side. 
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      Figure 14: Percentages of direct requests in studies of film dialogue (left hand-side) and of direct requests from real-life 

conversation (right hand-side). 

 

 

As the graph shows, direct requests seem to be more pervasive in, and thus distinctive of, 

film conversation rather than spontaneous conversation. This suggests that, while in real-life 

speech there is a more equal distribution between indirect and direct requests, in film 

conversation exigencies related to plot unfolding may cause a soar in pragmatic directness, at 

least as far as requests are concerned. The comparisons concern the English language, since 

there is not study which has investigated the frequency of direct and indirect strategies of 

requests in naturally occurring Italian. It follows that the Italian data obtained in this study 

cannot be compared to any past research. However, considering the high percentage of direct 

requests in Italian dialogues as well, the line of argument that directness sets film 

conversation apart form from real-life conversation is likely to also hold true for Italian. More 

scholarly work on the pragmatic features of spontaneous Italian requests (and other speech 

acts) is awaited. Along the same line, another piece of data worth mentioning which is 

common in both languages, is the fact that the direct strategy “bare imperative” is the most 

frequent one among direct requests (see Table 4 for English and 15 for Italian). As to the 

reasons why imperatives greatly outnumber the other sub-strategies for direct requests can 

again find its explanation in the fact that film dialogue requires quick conversational 

exchanges. Imperative forms are the best candidate because, together with verb ellipticals, 

they represent the most immediate form for conveying a requestive intent, within the category 

of direct requests and among all realization strategies altogether.  
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To conclude with the differences between film conversation and spontaneous conversation, 

which are the ones which point to the distinctive features of film dialogue, and before moving 

on to analyse similarities, worth mentioning is the behaviour of pragmatic modifiers in film 

conversation. The first aspect concerns the frequency of upgraders in film speech which, 

compared to its counterpart in spontaneous speech is quite high. Out of all pragmatic 

modifiers in English film dialogue (905 instances), downgraders reach a percentage of 

52.71% (with 477 instances) and upgraders attain 47.29% (with 428 instances). This means 

that, in film dialogue, upgraders are almost as frequent as downgraders. Flöck’s study (2016) 

of spontaneous requests, on the other hand, reveals that downgraders in AmE requests 

account for as much as 81.10% of all modifiers (with upgraders making up the remainder 

18.90%), while in BrE requests downgraders reach a percentage of 86.60% (with upgraders 

making up the remainder 13.40%). Figure 15 below shows the percentages of downgraders 

and upgraders in Flöck’s study and in the present study. 

 

 

Figure 15: Percentages of downgraders and upgraders of requests in Flock (2016) (left hand side) and in the 

present study (right hand side). 

 

As is clearly visible from the bar chart, while upgraders make up only a small share of all 

modifiers in spontaneous requests, their presence increases dramatically in English film 

dialogue. This phenomenon can be explained by the fact that upgraders, being often carriers 

of face attack and impoliteness, can greatly add to the level of conflictuality and emotionality, 

two characteristics that typify film conversation (Freddi 2011, Bednarek 2010, 2012). The 

presence of conflict and emotionally loaded dialogues helps the plot propel forward, creates 
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twists and keeps the conversation alive and interesting for the viewer. The relationship 

between impoliteness, contributed in this case by upgraders in requests, and social conflict 

has amply been addressed (Culpeper et al. 2003, Bousfield 2008, Culpeper 2011), as has also 

been the relationship between impoliteness and emotions (Locher and Langlotz 2008, Işik-

Güler and Ruhi 2010, Culpeper 2014). If these studies are related to the higher frequency of 

upgraders observed in English film dialogue, compared to naturally-occurring conversation, it 

can be hypothesised that the massive use of upgraders is somehow related to the need to 

maximize conflictuality and emotionality, which are less important (if not completely 

inappropriate) in real-life conversation. As far as downgraders are concerned, Flöck’s 

research reveals, by the same token, that downgraders, being carriers of politeness, are more 

frequent than upgraders in real-life speech than in film speech, probably owing to the fact that 

in everyday interactions conflict tends to be avoided, while politeness tends to be maximized, 

to preserve good rapport (Terkourafi 2008, Culpeper 2010, Chung Kwong Ho 2011). As far 

as Italian is concerned, there is no study of spontaneous Italian requests or other speech acts 

which has focused on pragmatic modification, so no comparison with the present study can be 

drawn. This is yet another interesting locus for future research.  

Always concerning pragmatic modifiers, another characteristic which sets film dialogue 

apart from spontaneous conversation lies in the higher presence of internal modifiers in film 

dialogue. Table 6 in Section 4.1 showed that, in English, the percentage of internal modifiers 

is 82.87% (750 instances out of 905 modifiers) and that of external modifiers is 17.13% (155 

instances out of 905 modifiers). Simialrly, in Italian dialogues, as shown in Table 17 of 

Section 4.2, internal modifiers make up 77.41% of all modifiers (473 occurrences out of 611), 

while external modifiers amount to 22.59% (138 occurrences out of 611). Flöck’s study 

(2016) of requests in spontaneous conversation also reveals the prevalence of internal 

modifiers over external modifiers, but to a lower extent. Both among BrE and in AmE 

requests, internal modifiers amount to 69.50% of all modifiers, while external modifiers make 

up the remainder 30.50%. Figure 16 below shows the percentages of internal and external 

modifiers of English requests in Flöck (2016) and in the present research. 
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Figure 16: Percentages of internal and external pragmatic modifiers in Flöck (2016) (left side) and in the 

present study (right side). 

 

A possible explanation for the more marked preference of internal modification over 

external modification in film speech, compared to naturally occurring conversation, is once 

again related to the need of brief and to-the-point exchanges. Internal modification, as also 

argued in Section 1.3.1, occurs within the head act, while external modification takes the form 

of separate utterances which preface or follow the head act. This characteristic makes the 

former linguistically shorter than the latter, which are delivered as entire supportive moves. It 

follows that internal modification results in shorter requests and, consequently, in shorter 

conversational turns and exchanges, more broadly. The need for brevity seems to be, once 

again, the underlying reason for the particularly marked presence of certain linguistic features 

in film conversation. 

The findings discussed so far, point to the fact that film speech has its peculiar traits also as 

far as the pragmatics of requests (and arguably of other speech acts) is concerned. The 

pragmatic features of film dialogue remain, to date, a largely unexplored issue which needs 

more contrastive studies with naturally occurring conversation. By comparing pragmatic 

features of film conversation, including the pragmatics of speech acts, with those of 

spontaneous conversation, it is possible to bring to light possible peculiarities of on-screen 

conversation, from the pragmatic viewpoint. Speaking more broadly about the specificity of 

film speech, compared to naturally occurring speech, it should be conceded that the issue is 

not new in academic circles. A few studies, for example, have shown that film dialogue 

exhibits a low presence of disfluency phenomena, increased discourse immediacy and 

reduced vagueness (Quaglio 2009, Bublitz 2017, Levshina 2017), increased emotionality and 
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conflictuality (Freddi 2011, Bednarek 2010, 2012), a low presence of topic and turn 

negotiation (Kozloff 2000, 74) and lack of hesitation, fragmentation, repetition, self-repairs, 

fillers and pragmatic markers, compared to spontaneous speech (Rossi 2011, 27). However, 

what is still not known and should be addressed in future studies is the pragmatic behaviour 

and specificities of film language. The present research set out to offer a contribution to fill 

this gap by revealing that speech acts, more specifically requests, in film language, might tend 

towards more pragmatic directness and illocutionary intensification than spontaneous speech. 

Comparisons between film language and naturally occurring conversation did not only bring 

to light differences but also points of contact which will be addressed below. 

The fact that film conversation presents some traits which are analogous to those found in 

spontaneous speech is unsurprising if we bear in mind that, albeit having its distinctive 

features, film conversation is still a mimesis of naturally-occurring conversation (Rose 2001, 

Washburn 2001, Alcón-Soler et al. 2005, Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2005, Baños Piñero and 

Chaume 2009). Based on the results of the present research, two request features which occur 

with a similar frequency in film dialogue and in spontaneous conversation are performative 

and hedged performative strategies, which were observed to occur very rarely both in English 

and in Italian dialogues (see Table 28 for percentages). Leech (2014, 148) argued that 

performative strategies in requests of the type: “I ask you to...” are quite rare in spoken 

conversation, because they tend to be employed in formal settings, most often when the 

requester is someone giving instructions to a single addressee or to an audience. If we 

consider film conversation to be an imitation of daily, spontaneous conversation, it becomes 

evident that request strategies which only occur in formal and specific contexts in real-life 

speech, have a very low frequency in film dialogue as well. The fact that performative 

strategies are also infrequent in ordinary conversation finds empirical support in Flöck’s study 

of naturally occurring requests which revealed that they account for barely 0.4% of AmE 

requests and for 1.5% of BrE requests (2016, 121), and in Jucker, Schneider and Taavitsainen 

(2008, 273), where it is argued that performative strategies are scantly used for the speech act 

of compliments.  

Another similarity between spontaneous conversation and film conversation concerns the 

frequencies of use of the “asking for ability” and “asking for willingness” strategies in 

English film dialogue, on the one hand, and of the “simple interrogative” strategy in Italian 

film dialogue, on the other hand. As far as English is concerned, Leech (2014, 13) argued that 
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requests in spontaneous conversation tend to be more frequently framed as questions for the 

addressee’s ability, rather than for his/her willingness to perform the action. This is related to 

reasons of politeness, in that inquiring, and so doubting about someone’s ability is less face-

threatening than doubting about someone’s willingness. Empirical support for this line of 

argument is found in Flöck’s study (2016, 123) of American and British English naturally 

occurring requests which also shows evidence of a wider use of “asking for ability” strategies. 

Simialrly to Flöck’s research and consistently with Leech’s argument, the present research 

shows that “asking for ability” requests are more frequent than “asking for willingness” 

requests in English dialogues (see Table 28). As far as Italian is concerned, it was shown that 

“simple interrogative” strategies are the most common sub-strategy among conventionally 

indirect requests (see Table 28). The pervasiveness of this strategy, whereby the action is 

requested through a simple question (e.g. “apri la porta?” [back translation: “do you open the 

window?”]) also emerged form Rossi’s study of requests in Italian spontaneous conversation, 

where the interactants whose conversations were recorded often requested through questions.  

As far as realization strategies are concerned, another point of similarity concerns non-

conventionally indirect strategies which occur very rarely both in English and Italian films, on 

the one hand (see Table 28) and in spontaneous conversation, on the other hand, as evidenced 

in Flöck and Geluykens (2015, 22) who found a very low frequency of requestive hints in 

their data. Underlying the infrequent use of non-conventional indirectness both in film and in 

spontaneous speech might be the fact that this kind of strategy is the most pragmatically 

ambiguous, compared to conventional indirectness and, even less so, to directness. Ambiguity 

is a hindrance to smooth and clear communication, both in real-life conversation and even 

more in film dialogue, where clarity and conciseness are of paramount importance. 

Similarities between the two language varieties do not only regard the frequency of 

realization strategies but also the frequency of pragmatic modifiers. Particularly interesting 

are the most frequent internal downgrader and external upgrader in English film dialogue, 

namely “downtoner/hedging device” and “repetition of request”, respectively. Three 

investigations of requests in naturally occurring dialogue reveal that the category of 

downtoners represents the downgrader most frequently used by speakers: Flöck and 

Geluykens’s study of BrE requests (2015, 24), Flöck’s study of BrE and AmE requests (2016, 

198) and Marquez-Reiter’s study (2000, 136) of British and Uruguayan Spanish requests. 

Such high frequency is probably due to the immediacy of use and to the short form of the 
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lexical items that this category encompasses, like single adjectives and adverbs (see Section 

3.4.2.2). An example of downtoner/hedging device is in the English request: “Probably best 

not to tell anyone about this” (Notting Hill).  As regards the upgrader “repetition of request”, 

Flöck’s study (2016, 142) of spontaneous conversation also showed that it was among the 

upgraders that speakers resorted to very frequently when pragmatically intensifying 

requestive acts. Repeating a request two or more times might be a practical and quick solution 

for intensifying the illocutionary point of the request itself, especially when this is delivered 

through imperative forms which are already short, like in the example: “Shoot, shoot” 

(Runaway Bride).  

To conclude with similarities between film dialogue and naturally occurring dialogue, 

worth mentioning is the case of “please” and its frequency of use as depending on informal 

and formal settings. When passing from the -D scenario, where characters are intimate or 

have an informal relationship, to the +D scenario, where characters are distant or have a 

formal relationship, the downgrader which, among all, showed the highest increase in English 

dialogues is the illocutionary force indicating device “please”. This data also finds its 

counterpart in spontaneous conversation: Ajimer’s research (1996, 166), carried out on 

naturally occurring English conversation, revealed that the frequency of “please” in the 

London-Lund Corpus of Spoken English is higher in formal settings. The interest of this 

finding is that similarities between the two language varieties also emerge at the 

sociopragmatic level, thus suggesting that sociopragmatic norms in film conversation, in this 

case predicting a higher use of the illocutionary force indicating device in formal contexts, are 

similar to those adopted by real-life speakers.  

From this discussion, it emerged that film language shows both similarities and differences 

with spontaneous conversation, as far as pragmatic features of conversation are concerned. 

Future research is certainly needed to explore the matter more in depth and ultimately reveal 

whether differences outnumber similarities (and if so in which aspects), or vice versa. Next 

section shifts the focus of the discussion to similarities and differences observed from the 

comparison of English and Italian requesting systems in film conversation. 
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6.2 REQUESTS IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN FILM DIALOGUE: A 

REVIEW OF DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES FROM A CROSS-

LINGUISTIC PERSPECTIVE 

 

As will become evident throughout the discussion, English and Italian dialogues share more 

similarities than differences with each other. This result is interesting in two ways. On the one 

hand, if shared features should also be found in future cross-cultural studies on naturally 

occurring conversation (which film dialogue mirrors in many respects), this would suggest 

that English and Italian share similar pragmatic trends and norms, despite being two 

typologically distant languages. On the other hand, if more differences than similarities 

should emerge from contrastive studies of spontaneous speech, the similarities observed in the 

present research, as well as in future studies on film dialogue, might be relatable to the nature 

of film dialogue which bears its own characteristics, different from those observed in 

naturally occurring conversation. I will first discuss pragmalinguistic similarities, to then 

focus on similarities concerning the realization of requests in the different communicative 

contexts dictated by the sociopragmatic variables of distance and power and by the positive 

face threat variable. After that, I will move on to analyse the few differences observed. 

Two features shared by English and Italian dialogues have also been dealt with when 

discussing film conversation as opposed to real-life conversation and so they will not be 

discussed further here. They are: (1) the high frequency of direct strategies and (2) the high 

frequency of the speech act of requests in film conversation.  Another common feature, 

already mentioned in the previous section but worth discussing from another perspective here, 

is the prevalence of internal modifiers over external modifiers. It was shown that, in English 

film dialogue, internal modifiers are more frequent than in spontaneous requests and that, 

overall, internal modifiers outnumber external modifiers (see Figure 16 above). In Italian 

dialogues, the prevalence of internal modifiers was also observed, as shown in Table 17 of 

Section 4.2. If this data is compared with data from studies of spontaneous requests (Flöck 

2016) and of requests elicited through DCT’s (Faerch and Kasper 1989, Barron 2008), where 

speakers were also observed to prefer internal over external modification, it can be speculated 

that, independently of the language and of whether requests occur in naturally occurring 

conversation, in film dialogue or in elicitation settings, speakers use internal modifiers more 

frequently than external modifiers. More research is needed to shed further light on this issue, 

especially as far as Italian is concerned, where studies of naturally occurring speech acts are 
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still lacking. It could be found, for instance, that also real-life speakers prefer internal 

modification over external modification, for its brevity and possibly higher efficacy.  

Another interesting common characteristic shared by English and Italian film conversation, 

which also concerns pragmatic modification, is that both languages have the same three most 

frequent internal and external downgraders and upgraders. If we exclude external upgraders 

which only encompass three pragmatic categories (repetition of request, threat and negative 

evaluation), the three most commonly used internal downagraders and upgraders and the three 

most commonly used external downgraders are the same both in English and in Italian (see 

Section 4.2). As it is not possible to extend findings from film conversation to spontaneous 

conversation, future studies on the use of pragmatic modifiers in speech acts should be 

conducted contrastively, to reveal whether English and Italian, although being typologically 

different languages, tend to have a similar pragmatic behaviour. What can be argued at this 

stage is that film conversation, being an imitation of real-life language, suggests the presence 

of a possible pragmatic universal (or at least of a characteristic shared by two very different 

languages such as English and Italian) as to the preference of use of certain modifiers rather 

than others. 

The analysis of pragmatic modifiers in the two film languages also revealed another 

feature which is shared by English and Italian and which is worth exploring further, because it 

disconfirms the widely held assumption in politeness research that Ango-Saxon cultures 

privilege the use of negative politeness, while Mediterranean cultures (including the Italian 

culture) tend more to positive politeness  (Leech 1983, Brown and Levinson 1987, 

Wierzbicka 1991, Sifianou 1992). It was shown (see Figure 5 in Section 4.2.1) that the 

frequency of pragmatic downgraders which appeal to the addressee’s positive face is higher in 

English than in Italian, even though the difference is minimal. Downgraders are carriers of 

politeness in that speakers use them to mitigate the illocutionary force of requests. For this 

reason, they were taken as a measure for operationalizing the presence of positive politeness 

in English and Italian dialogues. Although the difference in the frequency of positive face-

oriented downgraders between the two languages is negligible (four percentage points) and so 

does not allow for speculations about the fact that English leans towards positive politeness 

more than Italian, the opposite certainly does not hold true either. In other words, the initial 

expectation that English dialogues would exhibit more negative politeness than Italian 

dialogues and, on the contrary, more positive politeness would be found in Italian dialogues, 
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was not confirmed because, if anything, the opposite trend emerged. The assumption that 

Mediterranean cultures prefer positive politeness, which in most cases has arguably always 

been merely speculative, lacking empirical evidence, was also disconfirmed in Fernandez-

Amaya et al. (2014). The scholars compared the politeness strategies adopted by English and 

Spanish speakers in naturally occurring conversation, recorded during reception desk 

interactions in hotels, and revealed that Spaniards adopt more deference, an aspect typical of 

negative politeness, than solidarity, which is a strategy of politeness. This finding runs 

counter to the speculation that Spanish speakers, who are also part of a Mediterranean culture, 

favour positive over negative politeness strategies, advanced in the past for the Spanish 

language (García 1989, Carrasco Santana 1999, Ardila 2004, Vizcaíno and Martínez-Cabeza 

2005), while it aligns with the data from the present research. In view of the variety of the 

findings, often contradictory, obtained from past enquiries, more contrastive research 

conducted on naturally occurring conversation is needed, which should clarify whether the 

assumption of the existence of positive and negative cultures is tenable. 

Moving on to the representation of positive and negative face in pragmatic modifiers in 

English and Italian dialogues, it was shown that in both languages (see Figure 4 in Section 

4.2.1) negative face is overall better represented than positive face, because negative face-

oriented downgraders and upgraders outnumber positive face-oriented downgraders and 

upgraders, in English and in Italian. This is yet another cross-linguistic similarity which is 

easily explained by the fact that, as requests inherently threaten the addressee’s negative face, 

their pragmatic modification (be it downgrading or upgrading) similarly tends to be more 

oriented to negative face than to positive face. The data shows that this assumption holds true 

cross-linguistically.  A similar scenario which emerged from Flöck’s investigation (2016) of 

naturally occurring requests, where pragmatic modifiers involving negative face also 

systematically outnumbered those involving positive face, led the scholar to arrive at the same 

conclusion.  More scholarly work is needed to investigate whether the fact that a speech act 

threatens positive or negative face determines, likewise, the preference for positive or 

negative face-oriented modifiers. 

To conclude with the pragmalinguistic similarities between English and Italian, Table 8 in 

Section 4.1 and Table 20 in Section 4.2 (for English and Italian respectively) showed that 

English and Italian share the same trend as to the interrelation between pragmatic 

(in)directness and pragmatic modification. More specifically, it was found that when on-
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screen speakers issue requests directly, they are also more likely to intensify them through 

upgraders rather than mitigating them through upgraders. On the other hand, requests issued 

through indirect strategies are more frequently downgraded than they are upgraded. The same 

pattern was also observed in requests collected in Flöck’s study of  spontaneous conversation, 

where it was found that the majority of requests realized through a direct strategy were 

accompanied by upgraders rather than by downgraders, while indirect requests tended to also 

be downgraded (2016, 146). Flöck interpreted these results against the transparency 

hypothesis (2016, 146) which predicts that, if speakers opt for a direct strategy to be 

pragmatically clear and unambiguous in their requestive intent, they will concurrently tend to 

further highlight such intent by resorting to pragmatic intensification. By the same token, if 

speakers use indirect strategies, for reasons of face concern and politeness, they will also be 

more likely to mitigate the requestive intent through downgraders. For this reason, the scholar 

rejects the alternative hypothesis, namely the compensation hypothesis, previously formulated 

by Faerch and Kasper (1989). As the name itself suggests, according to the compensation 

hypothesis, realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers would stand in a mutually 

compensatory relationship, whereby direct requests favour the use of downgraders, because 

these soften the pragmatic load carried by a direct strategy while, on the contrary, the 

pragmatic vagueness of indirect requests would be balanced off by the concurrent use of 

upgraders. Another study of elicited requests (House and Kasper 1981) also lends support to 

the transparency hypothesis, since a correlation between directness and illocutionary 

intensification, on the one hand, and indirectness and illocutionary mitigation, on the other 

hand, was observed. Taking the findings from these studies and from the present research into 

account, it seems that the transparency hypothesis is substantiated by more empirical 

speculations. I will now more on to discuss cross-linguistic similarities from the point of view 

of the contextual variables, starting with social distance. 

In Section 4.4.1, it was shown that the sociopragmatic variable of social distance, amply 

addressed in studies of requests based on elicitation methods, determines the degree of 

politeness in requests, measured through their illocutionary strength. Both English and Italian 

requests tend to be delivered more indirectly and with more downgrading modifiers in 

situations where requester and requestee do not know each other well or hold a formal 

relationship. Conversely, more directness and pragmatic upgrading emerges in scenarios of 

intimacy and informality. This observation, which considers the relative frequency of 

(in)direct strategies and of downgrading/upgrading modifiers in the two scenarios, the two 
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variables  having being used to measure illocutionary strength as a possible indicator of 

(im)politeness, was also statistically supported.  The hypothesis, valid cross-linguistically, 

that requests tend to be framed as more polite in informal contexts or in contexts of social 

distance, aligns with findings from previous studies of elicited requests (Márquez-Reiter 

2000, 102; Fukushima 2003, 171; Rue and Zhang 2008, 126; Khalib and Tayeh 2014, 50) 

which revealed that participants taking part in the experiments were more indirect when the 

requester did not feel intimate with the requestee. In this respect, the present research offers 

two contributions to politeness research.   

The first contribution lies in the fact that, to date and as far as the author knows, studies 

which examined the relationship between social distance and politeness have exclusively been 

based on elicitation methods and not on spontaneous interaction. The nature of these studies 

leaves the doubt as to whether speakers would behave similarly in naturally occurring 

exchanges. The present research draws from fictional data but, since film dialogue is an 

imitation real-life speech, there is reason to believe that the relationship between request 

illocutionary force and social distance would also be observed in day-to-day interactions. 

Future research is needed to examine this issue, by tapping into data from studies of non-

fictional conversation; however, this study represents a first step towards the argument that 

the sociopragmatic variable of social distance might determine the (im)polite import of speech 

acts in naturally occurring interactions, as well as in elicited interactions.  

The second contribution consists in the fact that, while the afore-mentioned studies only 

considered realization strategies as the dependent variable whose value allowed speculating 

about the (im)politeness degree of requests, the present research brings pragmatic modifiers 

into the scene and shows that the use of downgraders and upgraders in requests also depends 

on social distance. Future scholarly work on the use of pragmatic modifiers as dependent on 

the sociopragmatic context should be carried out on data from spontaneous interactions, to 

confirm or disconfirm the speculations proposed in the present study.  

Regarding the variable of social distance, a further similarity between English and Italian 

concerns the fact that positive-face oriented downgraders, as carriers of positive politeness, 

are more frequently used in contexts of intimacy, while negative-face oriented downgraders, 

as carriers of negative politeness, tend to be more frequent in contexts of social distance. This 

finding aligns with previous arguments (Holmes 1995, 14; Culpeper 2011, 8) that positive 
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politeness typifies interactions in informal contexts, whereas negative politeness is more 

typical of formal contexts.  

Requests collected from dialogues of English and Italian films also show cross-linguistic 

similarities as far as the sociopragmatic variable of relative power and its relationship with 

(im)politeness is concerned. In Section 4.2.2 it was observed that, both in English and in 

Italian, whether there is a power imbalance between speaker and hearer determines the 

(im)politeness level of requests. More specifically, it was shown that, compared to a situation 

of power equality between interactants, on-screen speakers request more politely when 

addressing someone holding power while, conversely, they request more impolitely when 

speaking to a less powerful hearer. In fact, indirect strategies and downgraders are more 

frequently used in the Ph scenario than in the -P scenario while, conversely, direct strategies 

and upgraders are more common in the +Ps scenario than in the -P scenario. The fact that 

relative power has an impact on the illocutionary force of requests aligns with previous 

studies, based on elicitation methods, which have revealed the relationship between 

interactants’ power and requests (in)directness (Márquez-Reiter 2000, 102; Fukushima 2003, 

171; Rue and Zhang 2008, 126; Khalib and Tayeh 2013, 50). As was also argued for social 

distance, no study has investigated whether pragmatic modification is also sensitive to the 

variable of power, since all studies conducted on the relationship between (im)politeness and 

power have focused on realization strategies. The contribution of the present research consists 

in the fact that, not only was this relationship confirmed in a language variety, that of film 

conversation, whose findings can be cautiously extended to naturally occurring speech, but 

also in the fact that (im)politeness as dependent on power might also manifest itself through a 

different use of pragmatic modification, besides realization strategies. Future research can 

shed further light on this aspect.  

To conclude with the similarities between English and Italian film speech as far as the 

realization of requests is concerned, in Section 4.4.3, it was observed that in both languages 

the contextual variable of threat to positive face also determines, similarly to social distance 

and power, the illocutionary force of requests as a possible indicator of (im)politeness. More 

specifically, when requests also carry the force of criticism, so in the positive face threat 

scenario, direct strategies and upgraders are more frequently used compared to a context 

where no threat to positive face is involved. This leads to the seemingly counter-intuitive 

observation that requests implying criticism have a higher illocutionary force, and so they 
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tend more towards impoliteness, than requests which do not entail criticism, when the 

opposite would be expected. This finding can be explained by the line of argument that 

criticisms which are pragmatically mitigated or delivered indirectly risk being construed as 

ironical and so as even more aggravated, rather than softened (Culpeper 2011, 193; Leech 

2014, 73, 223, 238). This rationale seems to find confirmation in the data from the present 

study and, most importantly, its validity is corroborated by the fact that it holds true both in 

English and in Italian film dialogue.  

As well as similarities, English and Italian film speech also exhibited differences as far as 

the pragmatic features of requests are concerned. I will now review such differences having 

emerged from the comparison between English and Italian film dialogue. 

In some respects, requests collected from English dialogues show different patterns from 

requests collected from Italian dialogues. The frequency of pragmatic downgraders and 

upgraders, for instance, is not the same in the two languages. As argued in Section 4.2, the 

relative frequency of downgraders per request in English outnumbers that of upgraders, while 

the opposite trend is observed in Italian: upgraders have a frequency of use which is higher 

than that of downgraders. In other words, Italian on-screen speakers tend to deliver requests 

whose illocutionary intent is more frequently intensified than mitigated, whereas English on-

screen speakers request in a more mitigated way. This finding is in line with evidence from 

past empirical studies. For example, Sifianou (1999) observed that intensifying devices are 

rarely used in requests in the English language, while the opposite is true in the Greek 

language. Ogiermann (2009), likewise, reported that downgraders tend to be used more 

frequently in English than in other languages, such as Russian and Polish. Flöck’s study 

(2016, 129) revealed similar findings, with American and British English requests also being 

more frequently mitigated than intensified. More cross-cultural pragmatic research is needed 

to investigate whether English and Italian attach lesser or greater importance to face concern 

in requests (or in other FTA’s) and whether, as well as in which way, they realize politeness 

differently.  

A second cross-linguistic difference lies in the impact that different film genres have on the 

(im)politeness of requests issued by on-screen characters. In Section 4.1.2, it was argued that 

the initial hypothesis was that requests in dramatic and romantic comedies would be delivered 

more indirectly and/or with more illocutionary mitigation and less illocutionary intensification 

than requests in thrillers and crimes. This hypothesis was grounded on the fact that 
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interactional exchanges in romantic/dramatic comedies are more rapport-oriented while, on 

the contrary, thrillers/crimes are more action-oriented and their narrative is likely to leave less 

space for the care of social relationships between characters. Once again, the illocutionary 

force of requests as a possible indicator of (im)politeness was measured through (in)direct 

strategies and downgraders/upgraders. The initial hypothesis was almost fully confirmed in 

English film dialogue, because out of the four parameters for operationalizing illocutionary 

force, namely direct and indirect strategies, on the one hand, and downgraders and upgraders, 

on the other hand, the hypothesis did not find support only in the frequency of upgraders (see 

Section 4.1.2). In romantic/dramatic comedies, indirect strategies are employed more 

frequently than in thrillers/crimes, while the opposite is true for direct strategies. Likewise, 

downgraders are more frequent in romantic/dramatic comedies, even though also upgraders 

are. In English, the hypothesis that film genre impacts on the (im)polite load of requests was 

thus confirmed. In Italian, on the other hand, the percentage of direct and indirect strategies is 

almost the same in the two genres, while as for pragmatic modifiers, downgraders are more 

frequent in romantic/dramatic comedies but upgraders also are (see Section 4.2.2). In Italian, 

the hypothesis was overall disconfirmed, since only one of the four parameters, namely 

downgraders which were more frequent in romantic/dramatic comedies than in 

thrillers/crimes, confirmed the expected trend. This genre-based cross-linguistic analysis 

suggests that film genre seems to determine the pragmatic specificities of film conversation, 

as far as (im)politeness is concerned, to a greater extent in English than in Italian. In other 

words, in Italian, unlike in English, the fact that dramatic and romantic comedies feature types 

of conversational exchanges, as well as plot characteristics, which foreground the 

interpersonal dimension of characters’ rapport, compared to thrillers/crimes where action is of 

paramount importance, does not necessarily result in a higher degree of politeness in 

conversations and, in this case, in requests.  

Zooming in on realization strategies, the prevalence of indirect requests in romantic 

comedies compared to thrillers/crimes in English is consistent with findings from past studies 

which showed that indirect speech acts, in general, tends to prevail in comedies (Kozloff 

2000, Mernit 2001, Desilla 2012). In Italian, nonetheless, such argument did not find 

confirmation. More research on the role that film genre plays in determining the pragmatic 

features of film conversation should be carried out, both intralinguistically but also cross-

linguistically, to shed more light on this relationship within one language system and across 

different languages.  
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To conclude with the differences having been observed in the patterns of English and 

Italian requests ad dependant upon the sociopragmatic variables, worth mentioning is the fact 

that, as argued in Sections 4.4.2.1 and in Section 4.4.2.2, English on-screen speakers seem to 

be more sensitive to the requestee’ power, compared to Italian. This hypothesis stemmed from 

the observation that, although in both languages, in the +Ph scenario both indirect strategies 

and downgraders have relative frequencies which are higher than in the -P scenario (as an 

indication that more politeness is required when requesting an action of a more powerful 

hearer), the chi-square test showed that, only in Italian, no statistically significant difference is 

found for the use of (in)direct strategies in the two scenarios. The fact that statistical methods 

lend full support to the hypothesis that requests in the +Ph scenario are more polite than in the 

-P scenario in English, whereas in Italian such hypothesis is only partially confirmed, allows 

speculating that English on-screen speakers, and arguably also real-life speakers, attach more 

value to the requestee’s power parameter when adjusting the (im)politeness degree of their 

requestive acts. The opposite trend is observed for the scenario in which, on the contrary, it is 

the requester who holds power over the requestee. In this case, the initial hypothesis predicted 

that the illocutionary force of requests (as a possible indicator of im/politeness) in the +Ps 

scenario would be higher than that of requests in the -P scenario. The hypothesis was 

grounded on the fact that holding power means being more entitled to issue requests and so, 

in turn, less concern for face and politeness are required. Although in both languages this 

hypothesis was fully confirmed in terms of relative frequencies of realization strategies and 

pragmatic modification, since direct strategies and upgraders were found with greater 

frequency in the +Ps scenario than in the -P scenario, in English the chi-square test shows 

statistical significance exclusively for pragmatic modifiers but not for realization strategies. 

The fact that only in Italian the hypothesis that requests tend towards more impoliteness when 

delivered in the +Ps scenario than when they are delivered in the -P scenario is fully 

conformed, while it is partially conformed in English, might suggest that Italian on-screen 

speakers (and arguably also real-life speakers) attach more importance to the requester’s 

power than English speakers, when it comes to regulating the (im)polite load of requests. The 

overall picture which emerges from the +Ph and from the +Ps scenarios is particularly 

interesting, since as far as the sociopragmatic variable of power is concerned, English and 

Italian requests exhibit opposing behaviours: English requests show more concern for face 

when the hearer is powerful, compared to Italian requests while, on the contrary, Italian 

requests show less face concern when the speaker is powerful, compared to English requests.  
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In addition to the argument that the frequency of (in)direct realization strategies in the two 

relative power scenarios is not statistically significant in English for +Ps and in Italian for +Ph, 

due to the different weight that English and Italian on-screen speakers attach to the two power 

aspects, there is another possible argument which has to do with how (im)politeness is 

conveyed linguistically. The second explanation moves from the observation that, differently 

from realization strategies, pragmatic modifiers always show statistical significance in all the 

scenarios yielded by the contextual variables of social distance (see Section 4.4.1), relative 

power (4.4.2) and positive face threat (4.4.3), both in English and in Italian. This might 

indicate that, independently of the language, linguistic (im)politeness emerges from pragmatic 

modification to a greater extent than from realization strategies. Put it differently, on-screen 

speakers (and possible real-life speakers) tend to regulate their (im)politeness depending on 

the contextual variables more through the use of downgraders/upgraders than through the use 

of direct or indirect strategies. More cross-cultural pragmatic studies on naturally occurring 

conversation and on other FTA’s are needed to clarify whether the two languages assign a 

different weight to the two facets of the relative power variable (thus lending support to the 

first hypothesis), or whether pragmatic modifiers are more resorted to than realization 

strategies when doing (im)politeness differently, depending on the communicative context, 

regardless of the language.   

Now that the pragmatic features of requests in film dialogue have been discussed and 

interpreted against data from studies of spontaneous requests, and findings concerning 

requests in English and Italian film dialogue have been discussed contrastively, I will move 

on to discuss issues concerning the translation of requests in dubbed Italian. 

 

 

6.3 THE TRANSLATION OF REQUESTS FROM ENGLISH INTO 

DUBBED ITALIAN 

 

The present section discusses the results emerged from the quantitative and qualitative 

analyses conducted on the translation of requests from English into Italian and is structured as 

follows: Section 6.3.1 deals with the phenomenon of pragmatic hybridization, whereby 

requests in dubbed Italian are characterized by pragmatic features which are both common 

with the source language and with the target language, thus presenting a “hybrid” nature. This 
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type of observation was made possible by the presence of three corpora: one for English 

dialogues, one for dubbed Italian dialogues and one for original Italian dialogues. The data 

available from each corpus allowed detecting the most salient pragmatic features of requests 

in each language variety. This made it possible to find which categories, from the model of 

analysis, dubbed Italian shares with English or with Italian and, consequently, for which 

categories interference from original English prevailed over adaption to original Italian, or 

vice versa, based on the frequency of use of the categories. Section 6.3.2 discusses the main 

differences, in terms of frequency of use of request pragmatic categories, observed in 

translated dialogue with respect to original English dialogue, and generates speculations about 

possible reasons why translators added certain pragmatic features more massively than others 

in translated requests. Section 6.3.3 takes issue with the phenomenon of pragmatic 

compensation, with the analysis of instances where dubbing translators employed successful 

solutions to compensate for the absence, in Italian, of corresponding lexical items carrying a 

mitigating or intensifying function. In such cases, translators showed to possess good 

pragmatic awareness, as well as translation skills, in finding alternative linguistic solutions 

which made it possible to maintain the same (or a similar) degree of pragmatic and (im)polite 

load of the original utterance, in the translated utterance. To conclude, Section 6.3.4 analyses 

the impact that non-verbal codes accompanying film dialogue, including synchrony 

constraints which typify dubbing translation, may have had on translators’ pragmatic choices.  

 

 

6.3.1 PRAGMATIC HYBRIDIZATION IN TRANSLATED REQUESTS 
 

Section 5.3.1 showed that, out of the 63 pragmatic categories making up the model of analysis 

adopted for the codification of request features, 36 of them, that is over a half, exhibit 

pragmatic hybridization, since their relative frequency in dubbed Italian has a value which is 

between the corresponding value in original English and the corresponding value in original 

Italian. Pragmatic hybridization was even more evident in the frequencies of the four macro 

categories, namely: direct, conventionally indirect, non-conventionally indirect strategies (for 

realization strategies) and internal downgraders, external downgraders, internal upgraders and 

external upgraders (for pragmatic modifiers). In all of the seven macro categories (see Table 

29, the value of dubbed Italian was comprised between that of the two languages. Another 
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trace of pragmatic hybridization, whereby requests in dubbed Italian exhibit the presence of 

features with a frequency of use which is proper of English and of original Italian at the same 

time, also emerges from the ranking order of the most frequent pragmatic categories from the 

model of analysis. As far as realization strategies are concerned, in English the two most 

frequent direct strategies are: “bare imperative” and “verb elliptical”, while the two most 

frequent conventionally indirect strategies are: “asking for ability” and “asking for 

willingness”. In original Italian, the two most frequent direct strategies are: “bare imperative” 

and “locution derivable”, whereas the two most frequent conventionally indirect strategies 

are: “simple interrogative” and “asking for ability”.  Dubbed Italian shows hybrid features, 

because it shares with English the two most frequent direct strategies, namely “bare 

imperative” and “verb elliptical”  and with original Italian the two most frequent 

conventionally indirect strategies, namely “asking for ability” and “simple interrogative”. As 

far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, in English the three most frequent internal 

upgraders are, in order of frequency: “attention getter”, “adverbial/adjectival intensifier” and  

“encouragement marker”, while in original Italian they are: “encouragement marker”, 

“attention getter” and “begging marker”.  In dubbed Italian, the frequency order is as follows: 

“attention getter”, “encouragement marker” and “time intensifier” (see Table 27). In this case, 

the frequency order of encouragement markers in dubbed Italian might suggest hybridization: 

in dubbed Italian they rank as the second most frequent internal upgrader, in English they 

rank third and in Italian they rank first. The fact that it dubbed Italian the upgrader occupies a 

middle position is a possible indicator of hybridization. In this case, translators might have 

intended to align to the norms of original Italian, thus using more encouragement markers 

than the original dialogues, on the one hand. However, on the other hand, they might have 

been subject to interference form the frequency of use of encouragement markers in original 

dialogues. This struggle between two language systems, whereby both interference and 

adaptation are present, might have caused the frequency of use of this pragmatic category in 

dubbed Italian to occupy a hybrid position, with a value which stands between English and 

original Italian.  

The phenomenon of pragmatic hybridization is not new to Translation Studies: previous 

research showed how translated texts exhibit features that belong both to the source and to the 

target lingua-cultures. Worth mentioning is Mason’s research (2004) which also analysed 

pragmatic features in translation. Mason showed that, while French and Spanish tourism 

brochures are characterized by a more content-oriented and impersonal style, and English 
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tourism brochures tend, on the contrary, more towards a personal and addressee-oriented 

style, the language style of translations from and into the three languages situates itself in the 

middle of a continuum from content-oriented/impersonal to addressee-oriented/personal. A 

recent study by Hansen-Schirra (2011) conducted on the language pair English-German 

showed how the frequency of some stylistic features, including verb tense, negation, space 

and time adverbs and others, in translated fictional texts, is closer to the frequency of their 

counterparts in German, which is the target language. This is an indication of adaption to the 

target system. At the same time, however, the frequency of other features is closer to their 

counterparts in English, which is the source language, thus suggesting interference or shining 

through (Teich 2003) form the source language. As argued before, also in this case the 

struggle between interference and adaptation may underlie the phenomenon of hybridization, 

which grow out of the co-presence of the two trends. Similar findings were observed in 

Kranich (2016), where some pragmatic phenomena, such as the use of epistemic markers, 

modal adverbs and modal adjectives in German texts translated from English were analysed. 

The scholar revealed that, in a number of cases, the frequencies of these pragmatic features in 

German translations were between those of original English texts and those of original 

German texts (2016, 88, 121, 143). More recently, Pavesi and Formentelli (2019) addressed 

the phenomenon of pragmatic hybridization in translation for dubbing from English into 

Italian by analysing the frequency, as well as the syntactic realization, of genuine and mock 

impoliteness formulae. Taking dialogues from original Italian films as a benchmark against 

which to measure adaptation to the target language norms, it was found that the frequency 

value of insults (both genuine and mock insults), as well as their syntactic patterns in dubbed 

dialogues, hovers between that of original English and that of original Italian. This study as 

well shows the co-presence in translated texts of interference from English, on the one hand, 

and adaptation to Italian, on the other hand. The present research and Pavesi and 

Formentelli’s research (2019) are the first two which examine hybridization from the 

perspective of (im)polite language and show that (im)politeness-related language features are 

also subject to this phenomenon.  

Pragmatic hybridization, as argued in Section 5.3.2, was also observed to be a pervasive 

phenomenon not only from a pragmalinguistic perspective, namely by taking into account the 

linguistic realization as well as the features of requests, but also from the viewpoint of the 

communicative context. It was observed that, apart from a few cases, the frequencies of 

(in)direct realization strategies and of downgraders and upgraders in dubbed Italian situate 
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themselves between their counterparts in English and in Italian, in all scenarios yielded by the 

contextual variables of social distance, relative power and positive face threat. In Section 

5.3.2, it was observed that all scenarios (-D, +D, +Ph, +Ps, -pos face and +pos face) are 

concerned by the phenomenon of hybridization, although to different extents (for instance, in 

-P only upgraders show hybridization, while in +D all categories are concerned). The 

pervasiveness of pragmatic hybridization in all communicative contexts yielded by the 

variables considered for this study, suggests that there is no particular communicative setting 

which favours or blocks the phenomenon. Put it differently, it seems that, regardless of on-

screen characters’ degree of intimacy, of presence or absence of power imbalance and of 

presence of absence of threat to positive face, translators are always engaged in the struggle 

between interference from English norms and adaptation to Italian norms. This lends support 

to the hypothesis that hybridization might turn out to be a very pervasive phenomenon in 

translated texts, not only from the pragmatic viewpoint but also considering other levels of 

language analysis. More research is needed in this respect.  

An issue which is worth focusing on in the present discussion and which emerged in 

Section 5.3.2 when dealing with hybridization and the contextual variables, regards the 

frequency of upgraders in dubbed Italian in the +Ph scenario. As was shown in Table 33, the 

frequency value in dubbed Italian (0.20) is lower than both English (0.25) and original Italian 

(0.26). This aspect is interesting because it cannot be attributed neither to interference from 

the source language, a scenario in which the value would have been equal or very near to that 

of English, nor to adaptation to the target language norms, since in this case the value would 

have been equal or near to that of Italian. The explanation to this finding might be that 

dubbing translators have intentionally removed instances of upgraders from the translated 

requests, because these were uttered in the +Ph scenario, a communicative context in which 

more politeness is required, both in English and in Italian. It is possible that translators 

recognized that a higher degree of politeness was needed in this scenario, also considering 

that, in this case, both English and Italian use more downgraders and less upgraders than in 

the -P scenario (see Figure 7 in Section 4.4.2) and, consequently, deemed it appropriate to 

remove upgraders to make the translated request more polite. The decrease in upgraders in 

dubbed dialogues with respect to both English and Italian in the +Ph scenario might then be 

attributed not so much to pragmatic interference, adaptation or hybridization, but to the 

translators’ intention to bring the polite import of the translated request more in line with the 

sociopragmatic context. More research in Translation Studies should focus on cognitive 
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aspects of the translation process and reveal the extent to which translators are aware of and 

adopt the sociopragmatic norms of the target-language system. The present research is 

product-oriented and not-process oriented, so no solid speculation can be put forward as to 

whether certain translation choices were made owing to the translator’ consciousness of the 

sociopragmatic context norms proper of the target language. However, this finding might 

represent an enticing insight for future process-oriented research in Translation Studies which, 

availing itself of such methodologies as think-aloud protocols (Jääskeläinen 1990, Bernardini 

2015) or post-task interviews (Mirlohi et al. 2011, Pisanski Peterlin 2014), could shed further 

light on the issue.  

To conclude this section, it can be argued that pragmatic hybridization was found to be a 

pervasive phenomenon in dubbing translation and similar findings might be obtained in future 

studies conducted on other forms of translation (not necessarily audiovisual translation)  and 

for other language pairs. Next section discusses instances where pragmatic categories of 

requests were massively added to requests in original dialogues, to a greater extent than other 

categories, and attempts to generate hypotheses as to why translators did so. 

 

 

 

6.3.2 REQUESTS IN ENGLISH AND DUBBED ITALIAN: AN 

OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN DIFFERENCES 

 

Section 5.4 provided an overview of the request pragmatic categories which, in dubbed 

dialogue, were used with a highly different frequency, compared to their counterparts in 

original English. The focus was on both realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers that 

were most frequently added to or deleted from original English requests. Regarding 

realization strategies, it was found that the strategy most frequently added in dubbed Italian 

was represented by elliptical forms while, on the other hand, the strategy most frequently 

removed from original dialogues was represented by imperative forms. This means, in other 

words, that translators most frequently replaced imperatives with elliptical requests. Two 

possible explanations can be given for this trend.  
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The first one is that bare imperatives and elliptical forms have a similar degree of 

illocutionary strength, because the elided verb in an elliptical request is most likely to be 

associated to an imperative form. To give an example, a train controller who says to 

passengers: “Your ticket, please” produces a request which is likely to be interpreted as: 

“Show me your tickets”. Dubbing translators mainly replaced imperative forms, rather than 

other realization strategies, with elliptical strategies because they might have deemed the two 

very similar in terms of illocutionary force.  

A second hypothesis as to why the most frequent change in realization strategy between 

original and translation concerned imperative and elliptical forms stems from a qualitative 

analysis on request pairs, where I found that the majority of imperative requests having been 

translated as verb ellipticals can be grouped into three categories: (1) they are short, concise 

requests for simple and immediate actions involving everyday interactions and common 

situations; (2) they represent routinized requests easily associable to a particular situational 

frame; (3) they are issued when speaker and hearer are engaged in the same on-going activity, 

to co-ordinate their respective actions. I will give a couple of examples for each category. The 

first category includes requests such as: “Give us a sec, will you?” (Ae Fond Kiss), translated 

as: “Un momento” (“One moment”) and “Shut up” (Looking for Eric), translated as: 

“Silenzio” (“Silence”). As can be seen, these are simple requests which ask for immediate and 

everyday actions. I then hypothesise that, precisely owing to the fact that belonging to this 

category are requests for simple actions taking place in the immediate future, translators 

might have selected elliptical forms as a suitable replacing strategy which highlights this 

sense of immediacy. 

Belonging to the second category, are requests such as: “Let’s have a hand for our fabulous 

hula dancers” (Runaway Bride), rendered as: “Un bell’applauso per le nostre danzatrici 

hawaiane” (“A big hand for our fabulous hula dancers”); “All rise, please” (Runaway Bride), 

rendered as: “In piedi, per favore” (“On your feet, please”) and “Can I have a champagne 

cocktail, please?” (Match Point), rendered as: “Uno champagne cocktail, per favore” (“A 

champagne cocktail, please”). In this case, the actions requested are part of specific cognitive 

frames which are unique to given situations: asking the audience to applaud in the first 

example (public show frame), a priest asking the people gathered in a church to stand up in 

the second example (religious service frame) and ordering some champagne in the third 

example (restaurant frame). The fact that all these actions are part of prototypical frames 
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(Goffman 1974, Fillmore 1976) and are thus easily and quickly recognized at the cognitive 

level with the minimum linguistic cue, may have led translators to opt for a request strategy 

which provides the essential verbal output, that is, elliptical requests. 

The third category encompasses requests such as: “Deal to your left” (Ocean’s Eleven), 

translated as: “Da sinistra” (“From your left”); “Everybody else gather round, come on” 

(Secrets and Lies), translated as: “Tutti gli altri intorno, su, forza!” (“Everybody else gather 

around, come on”) and “Get everybody in position” (Ocean’s Eleven), translated as: “Tutti in 

posizione” (“Everybody in position”). These requests are delivered in situations in which 

requester and requestee are carrying out a joint activity. In the first example, characters are 

learning to play poker from Rusty Ryan, who, being the expert in the group is issuing a set of 

requests to instruct his fellows. At one point, Ryan says to Josh: “Deal to your left” to teach 

him that the first round of cards should start from the player to one’s left. In the second 

example, Maurice is trying to group together his family members to take a picture. In this case 

again, the request is issued to reach a common goal (taking a picture with all family members) 

and not to attain an individual benefit. In the third example, Benedict is in his casino with his 

fellows and is coordinating everyone’s actions to defend the building from the attack which is 

about to be made on it by their enemies. In this case as well, the conversation participants are 

all involved in a joint project whose accomplishment is for the benefit of each of the them, 

since foiling an attack will save their life. For this third category, the reason why translators 

changed an imperative into an elliptical form might be that, as characters are involved in a 

common activity, they share a great deal of common ground and background information, two 

conditions which favour the use of elliptical utterances more broadly and not only concerning 

requests (Brown and Levinson 1987, 111). In view of the common ground shared by 

interactants, it is sensible to speculate that they need a minimally formulated request, rather 

than a full-fledged one, to infer what the action to take is. Translators may have recognized 

the type of communicative context and decided to opt for an elliptical request. 

As far as pragmatic modifiers are concerned, the upgrader “encouragement marker” is the 

one whose frequency of use increased most dramatically in dubbed dialogue, because 

translators massively added such markers when in the original requests there was none. An 

example of addition of “encouragement marker” is in the request: “Open it” (My Best 

Friend’s Wedding) translated as: “Su, aprilo” (“Come on, open it”). The pragmatic category 

of encouragement markers comprises informal and colloquial interpersonal discourse particles 
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like “come on” and “go on”. Previous arguments have been made about the fact that such 

particles carrying a highly interpersonal meaning are particularly frequent in intimate 

exchanges, where speaker and hearer feel familiar with each other (Louwerse and Mitchell 

2003). The reason why translators added to translated requests this upgrader most frequently, 

rather than other pragmatic modifiers, may lie precisely in the fact that they are carriers of 

interpersonal intimacy and informality. A qualitative investigation of single request pairs 

where both the original and the translated utterance were analysed comparatively revealed 

that, out of all cases of addition of encouragement markers, translators most often employed 

them precisely in situations of intimacy, informality and relaxed contexts where interactants 

share the same power, that is, in the -D scenario, for social distance, and in the -P scenario, 

for relative power. As for social distance, out of the 38 instances of addition, as many as 32 of 

them were performed in the -D scenario whereas, for relative power, 26 of them were issued 

in the -P scenario (the remainder of instances belonging to the +Ph or to the +Ps scenario).  

A first possible reason why encouragement markers were massively added in translated 

dialogues is thus related to the fact that the additions occur in contexts sociopragmatically 

characterized by intimacy and lack of power imbalance. In view of this, translators might 

have intended to contribute a sense of orality and colloquiality to the Italian dialogues. This 

hypothesis would be consistent with past investigations which suggest the presence of so-

called “carriers of orality” (see Pavesi 2009 for an overview of “carriers of orality” in 

translation for dubbing) which are employed by dubbing translators to contribute a sense of 

spokenness and to align film dialogues (in their translated form) with spoken conversation 

(Pavesi 2009, Baños Piñero 2014) 

Yet a second explanation for the massive addition of encouragement markers in dubbed 

dialogues, which does not necessarily override the first one but can coexist with it, can be put 

forward. Table 28 in Section 5.3.1 showed that, in terms of relative frequency, encouragement 

markers are the pragmatic modifier which shows the highest gap, in terms of frequency, 

between English and original Italian. This means that, at least in film conversation, Italian on-

screen speakers tend to use this modifier more than English speakers and to the greatest extent 

compared to other modifiers (the average per request of encouragement markers is 0.038 in 

English, whereas it rockets to a 0.076 in original Italian. Translators might have been aware 

that Italian uses this upgrader much more than English and, therefore, they intentionally 

increased its frequency in translated dialogues to successfully adapt to the target-language 
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system norms. This finding, which would suggest the presence of adaptation to the target-

language system, is consistent with studies which have already empirically shown that 

translators can successfully adapt, also at the pragmatic level, to the target language norms, 

thus resisting interference from the source language (Pavesi 2008, 2009; Hansen-Schirra 

2011; Kranich 2016). 

To conclude with the discussion of request categories which were conspicuously added to 

original dialogues in dubbed Italian, worth mentioning is also the upgrader “time intensifier” 

that shows as many as 17 instances of addition (see Table 28). An example of addition is in 

the request: “Get back into bed” (Bend it like Beckham), translated as: “Jess, torna subito a 

letto” (“Jess, get back into bed, immediately”). In this instance, as in the majority of the other 

instances of addition, the requester is in a position of power and authority over the requestee, 

so the translator might have rightly assessed the sociopragmatic context, in this case 

characterized by the +Ps scenario, and intentionally added an upgrader which is a carrier of 

impoliteness. In this respect, the reader is reminded that upgraders, more broadly, are more 

frequently used when the power in on the side of the requester, both in English and in Italian. 

In the case taken for the example, the time adverb “subito” is added to the translated utterance 

to increase the sense of authority and antagonism that Jess’ mother wants to convey to Jess 

while ordering her around. Out of the 17 cases in which a time intensifier was added, as many 

as 12 concern requests uttered in +Ps. This quantitative datum lends support to the hypothesis, 

already put forward in Section 6.3.1 above, that behind certain translation choices which 

make the translated utterance depart from the original utterance, there might be the 

translator’s (correct) assessment of the sociopragmatic context in which the utterance occurs 

which justifies, if not encourages, the adoption of certain pragmatic strategies.  

This discussion of the data conducted in this section, which concerned translators’ massive 

addition of realization strategies and pragmatic modifiers, leads to speculations, to be tested in 

future research, that dubbing translators possess good pragmatic skills. This happens both in 

terms of their assessment of the pragmatic context of the original request, on the one hand, 

and in terms of their translation strategies in dubbed Italian, on the other hand. It was shown 

that: (1) elliptical requests are used to replace bare imperatives in recurrent pragmatic contexts 

in which elliptical strategies are appropriate, (2) encouragement markers are added to 

contribute a sense of orality in familiar contexts, and (3) time intensifiers are most frequently 

added when there is a power imbalance between interactants and when the speaker is the 
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powerful party, which again suggests that translators have correctly assessed the 

sociopragmatic context and intentionally brought the impolite load of the translated request 

more in line with it. Further research investigating translation as a process is needed to find 

out to what extent translators (not only dubbing translators) are aware of the pragmatic 

context of the text under analysis and whether they adopt linguistic choices which are 

coherent with it. Next section discusses cases of pragmatic compensatory strategies adopted 

by translators to make up for the absence of some pragmatic modifiers in the target language 

and thus to keep unaltered the original pragmatic and (im)polite load of the source request in 

the English dialogue. 

 

 

6.3.3 PRAGMATIC COMPENSATION IN TRANSLATED REQUESTS 
 

In Section 5.5.1, a few cases of pragmatic compensation strategies adopted by translators 

were presented. Pragmatic compensation was resorted to when the English request is 

pragmatically intensified or mitigated through upgraders or downgraders, respectively, which 

do not have an equivalent form in Italian. For this reason, while at times translators omit the 

downgrader altogether, thus causing a pragmatic shift in the translated request, some other 

times they resort to other downgraders/upgraders available in Italian to balance off such lack 

of equivalent forms, presumably in an attempt to maintain the original request (im)polite and 

pragmatic import unaltered. Such cases of lack of a corresponding form in the TT concern, for 

example, the adverb “just”, used both in its mitigating and intensifying function and the 

adverbial/adjectival intensifier “fucking” (modifying a noun, verb or adjective). Neither of 

them has a proper equivalent in Italian which is commonly used in ordinary conversation, so a 

literal translation, such as “fottuto/fottutamente” for “fucking” or “e basta” for intensifying 

“just”, the latter mainly accompanying imperatives, would result in the so-called dubbese 

(Pavesi and Malinverno 2000, Bollettieri Bosinelli 2002). To avoid dubbese but, at the same 

time, to be able to re-establish the pragmatic import carried by those forms which do not exist 

or are not natural in Italian, translators occasionally resorted to successful compensatory 

strategies which allowed them to maintain the original (im)polite load of the source request. 

The pragmatic upgrading yielded by intensifying “just” was re-established by resorting to 

other upgraders available in Italian, such as adverbial intensifiers (“Just go” translated as: 
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“Via, di corsa” [“Go, right now”] - Autumn in New York) or by changing realization strategy 

altogether (“Just take my word for it” rendered as: “Devi credermi sulla parola” [“You must 

take my word for it”] - Notting Hill), whereby a strategy in the target request which is 

pragmatically stronger than the strategy in the original request was adopted to make up for the 

absence of “just”. Examples of pragmatic compensation for “just” employed in its 

downgrading function were also provided, such as the request from Runaway Bride: “Just 

give me a call when you feel that I’ve served my time” which was translated as: “Chiamami 

quando pensi che abbia scontato la pena, d’accordo?” (“Call me when you feel that I’ve 

served my time, ok?). In this case, the addition of the downgrader “ok?” (appealer) balanced 

off the absence of mitigating “just” in Italian and allowed bringing the polite import of the 

translated request in line with that of the original request.  

Similar compensatory strategies were also adopted to translate adjectival/adverbial 

intensifier “fucking”, whereby the use of other upgraders in the target language allowed 

retaining the original pragmatic intensification. Particularly interesting for the case of 

“fucking” is the fact that a regular trend was observed, whereby this pragmatic upgrader is 

frequently rendered with the cathartic expression “cazzo” pre-facing or postponed to the 

utterance. As this translation solution was observed in more than one case, such regularity of 

use leaves room for speculation that translating adjectival and adverbial “fucking” with the 

interjection “cazzo” might represent a translation routine in dubbing (for a thorough 

discussion of translational routines in dubbing, see Pavesi 2018). Corroborating the 

hypothesis of possible routinization patterns in the translation of “fucking” are also findings 

from previous investigations. Formentelli and Monti (2014, 180) give the example of the 

utterance: “That asshole smashed in my fucking neck”, translated into dubbed Italian as: 

“Quello stronzo è piombato su di me e mi ha sfondato il collo, cazzo!”. The utterance is not a 

request but we can nonetheless see that the adjectival form “fucking” in the original was 

rendered through the interjection “cazzo” in Italian, postponed to the utterance. Another 

example is reported in Pavesi and Malinverno (2000, 87), where the request: “Don’t fucking 

die on me, Mia” becomes in the translation for dubbing: “Forza, cazzo! Non mi morire, Mia.” 

The trend observed in the present research, whereby “fucking” is translated with the 

cathartic expression “cazzo”, used as a compensatory strategy, leads to the hypothesis, 

corroborated by evidence from previous studies, that routinization in dubbing translation can 

also manifest itself in the guise of compensatory strategies.  
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Instances of adoption of pragmatic compensatory strategies also include cases which do 

not involve “just” or “fucking” but where the requests was modified through some 

grammatical or lexical modifier which does not have a counterpart in Italian. English, for 

instance, uses the operator “do” prefacing an imperative form, to pragmatically intensify a 

requestive act, whereas Italian does not have a similar construction. The request: “Do be 

reasonable” (Saving Grace), for instance, was translated as: “La prego, sia ragionevole” (“Be 

reasonable, please”), with the translator having added the upgrader “begging marker” to 

maintain the same degree of illocutionary intensification of the original utterance. Another 

case of pragmatic compensation can be observed in the request: “Don’t you ever talk to me 

like that again” (Ae Fond Kiss), translated as: “Non ti azzardare mai più a parlarmi in questo 

modo” (“Don’t dare talking to me like that again”). In this case, English resorts to the 

syntactic inversion operator-subject “don’t you” to pragmatically intensify a request delivered 

through an imperative form, which makes the request itself more similar to a threat. The 

Italian dubbing translator did not have a similar strategy at his/her disposal in the Italian 

language system. However, he/she recognized the degree of pragmatic upgrading yielded by 

this syntactic strategy and added the verb “azzardare” (dare), absent from the originak, to re-

establish the utterance illocutionary intensification which would have otherwise gone lost.  

The examples discussed in this section suggest, similarly to what was argued in the 

previous section, that dubbing translators have good pragmatic skills. The adoption of 

compensation in cases of non-correspondence between the two languages, in terms of lexical 

and grammatical devices modifying the illocutionary force of requests, testifies to the 

translators’ successful assessment of the pragmatic force of the original utterance, as well as 

to their successful attempt at reproducing the same or a similar degree of pragmatic force in 

the translated utterance. As also argued in Section 6.3.2, more research is needed on this 

issue. Next section discusses the relationship between pragmatic shifts towards intensification 

or mitigation of the translated request and the non-verbal audiovisual modes which make up 

the semiotic complex of film conversation. 
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6.3.4 PRAGMATIC SHIFTS IN TRANSLATED REQUESTS AND 

AUDIOVISUAL CONTRAINTS 
 

In Section 5.5.2, I addressed the relationship between the multimodality of film dialogue and 

translation strategies which caused a pragmatic downgrading or upgrading of the translated 

request, with respect to its original counterpart.  I reviewed cases in which the co-presence of 

non-verbal codes, especially presenting themselves in the form of kinesic and acoustic 

synchrony (Section 5.5.2.1) and the presence of lip-sync constraints (Section 5.5.2.2), might 

have been at the origin of shifts in the pragmatic and (im)polite import of the request in the 

translated dialogue.  

An example of request likely to have been downgraded owing to audiovisual constraints is 

in Notting Hill, where Ike asks the shop owner if he can have two of the rolls sitting on a shelf 

of her shop and says to her: “Could I have two of those?”. In the dubbed version, the character 

says: “Potrei avere anche due di quelli, per piacere?” (“Could I have two of those, please?”). 

The translated request contains the downgrader “please” which, being absent from the 

original, makes the translated request pragmatically more mitigated and polite than its source 

counterpart. In this case, it can be contended that acoustic and kinesic constraints have been 

observed by the translator who produced an utterance pragmatically more suitable with the 

non-verbal information.  

On the other hand, an example of request whose pragmatic force in dubbed dialogue was 

probably intensified owing to the influence of non-verbal codes is in Match Point, where the 

utterance: “I’d think you’d want to stop living such a sham” becomes: “Smettila di fare 

giochetti con me” (“Stop playing games with me”). In this case, an indirect strategy in the 

original request, further mitigated by a subjectivizing expression, becomes a bare imperative 

and thus causes a shift towards intensification and impoliteness.  In the former example, it is 

hypothesised that the observed shift towards more mitigation and politeness in the translated 

utterance, compared to the original utterance,  is related to the influence that the non-verbal 

codes accompanying the request might have had on the translator’s choice to alter the 

pragmatic load of the request. Ike speaks to the shop owner in a soft voice and caring tone 

and, while issuing the request, he gently gazes at her while smiling. It is possible that here, as 

in all other cases discussed in Section 5.5.2, the dubbing translator added to the polite import 

of the translated request, to make it more consistent with the non-verbal codes: in all 

likelihood, an on-screen character who is seen smiling and is heard speaking gently, thus 
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overall coming across as a kind one, is more expected to also use polite language. By the 

same token, a shift towards impoliteness is observed in the latter example, probably owing to 

the same reason. While delivering the request, Nola directs an angry gaze to Chris, speaks 

with a facial expression suggesting frustration, her eyes are wide open in sign of excitement 

and her voice is trembling, as if she were on the verge of bursting out. The co-presence of 

these meaningful communicative codes, which all contribute to conveying a strong sense of 

anger and anxiety felt by the character in this scene, may have been correctly assessed by the 

translator who intensified the illocutionary strength of the translated utterance to make it more 

suitable to a request-reprimand, delivered by an angry person. In both cases, respect of 

acoustic and kinesic constraints resulted in an “improvement” of the pragmatic degree of the 

translated request, compared to its original counterpart. 

Finding out that the multi-semiotic whole typifying film conversation, which comes in the 

form of constraints in dubbing translation, can determine a change in the illocutionary 

strength of translated speech acts in dubbing is interesting, because the relationship between 

(im)politeness-related language features and the constraints dictated by non-verbal modes is 

still an under researched area in AVT research. Broadly speaking, audiovisual translators’ 

tendency to make linguistic changes to the original utterance to better suit the non-verbal 

elements of the complex multimodal whole of film dialogue is widely attested in AVT 

research (Petitt 2004, Baumgarten 2008, Pavesi, 2013, Sánchez-Mompeán, 2019) and was 

labelled by Goris as “visual synchrony” (1993, 177). However, as regards the relationship 

between visual and aural synchrony and translators’ pragmatic strategies, there are barely a 

few studies in the literature which have addressed the issue (Pavesi 1994; Chaume 2004; 

Rossi 2006; Bruti 2009, 2010; Matamala 2009; Valentini 2013). Particularly close to my 

research, in that it also addresses (im)politeness-related issues, is Bruti’s study (2009) on the 

speech act of complimenting in dubbing translation from English into Italian. The scholar 

found, among other things, that compliments are subject to linguistic (and thus pragmatic) 

changes made by translators to reach intersemiotic coherence with the rest of the non-verbal 

communicative context. In a few instances, the compliment becomes more explicit in the 

dubbed version of the film and, occasionally, it does so to such an extent that it clashes with 

the visual element which represents the object of the compliment (2009, 15). Within AVT 

research, concerning subtitling, a later study by Bruti (2010, 106) also provides evidence to 

the contrary: the translator’s linguistic changes to the original compliment, made under the 

influence of the multimodal context, can also result in a speech act whose pragmatic import is 
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more in line with the non-verbal information. The scholar analysed the translation of 

compliments in subtitles from English into Italian and found instances where the translated 

compliment had been made more explicit than the original, to the extent of being more 

coherent with the semiotic non-verbal whole. The findings of my research concerning the 

impact of audiovisual synch constraints on pragmatic changes in translation suggest, similarly 

to Bruti’s findings, that the pragmatics and the (im)politeness of requests in dialogues 

translated for dubbing can even be “improved” by translators, in the sense that they are more 

consistent with the audiovisual context. Further studies should investigate whether, and to 

what extent, (im)politeness-related language features of audiovisual dialogues are affected by 

the specificities of dubbing translation, in particular the co-presence of visual and aural non-

verbal modes.  

Besides the instances discussed above (and illustrated in Section 5.5.2.1), in which the 

attempt to reach better coherence with the non-verbal context resulted in felicitous pragmatic 

choices, in other instances the presence of audiovisual constraints led to pragmatically 

infelicitous utterances. This is the case of lip-sync constraints and isochrony constraints 

characterizing dubbing translation which were the object of Section 5.5.2.2 and will be 

discussed below. 

In Section 5.5.5.2, I provided a few examples of instances in which the translated request 

was observed to be more mitigated or intensified than its original counterpart, because 

quantitative or qualitative lip-sync constraints presumably led the translator to add or remove 

downgraders or upgraders which entailed an overall pragmatic shift of the original utterance. 

However, this time the different pragmatic force of the translated utterance was not coherent 

with the communicative context of the scene, in general, and with the non-verbal information, 

including audiovisual constraints other than lip-sync constraints, such as kinesic or proxemic 

constraints. Lip-synchronization in dubbing translation and its impact on translators’ 

strategies has amply been addressed in the AVT literature (Whitman 1992, Herbst 1997, 

Bollettieri Bosinelli 2002, Chaume 2004). However, the specific relationship between the 

constraints imposed by characters’ lip movements and utterance duration, on the one hand, 

and translation choices involving the (im)politeness degree of translated speech acts, on the 

other hand, remains unaccounted for and awaits further investigation. I will discuss a few 

examples of pragmatic shifts presumably caused by lip-sync constraints below. 
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A case of pragmatic shift of the request towards mitigation, which probably originates in 

the translator’s need to respect qualitative and quantitative lip-sync constraints, was found in 

Ocean’s Eleven, when character Rusty says to the policeman: “Just find him, will ya?”. In the 

dubbed version, the request was translated as: “Me lo trovi, per favore” (“Find him, please”). 

In this case, the omission of “just” intensifying the imperative form, owing to the lack of a 

corresponding item in the Italian language, on the one hand, and the concurrent replacement 

of the original upgrader “will ya” with the downgrader “per favore”, on the other hand, 

resulted in a more mitigated utterance. In Section 5.5.2.2, it was speculated that such shift 

occurred for reasons of lip-sync and isochrony constraints at the same time: rendering the tag 

phrase “will ya” with a literal upgrading expression in Italian (“hai capito?”/“mi sono 

spiegato?”) would not have been possible for reasons of qualitative constraints, in that the 

presence of the bilabials /p/ and /m/ would have clashed with the on-screen character’s open 

lips while he utters “will ya” (/ˈwɪljə/). On the other hand, opting for a zero translation would 

not have been a viable option either, because the dubbing actor cannot be silent while the on-

screen actor is seen moving his lips, this consideration involving quantitative lip-sync 

constraints (isochrony). In order to respect isochrony constraints, the translator probably had 

to make the dubbing actor utter something and opted for “per favore” which, however, makes 

the translated request unsuitably more polite. This hypothesis seems even more plausible if 

we consider that Rusty is shot in a close-up when uttering the request and lip-sync constraints 

are more binding in such cases (Chaume 2007). However, this choice was pragmatically 

infelicitous, since the audiovisual non-verbal elements making up the scene portray a 

character that is anything but polite: Rusty half shouts at the policeman and turns to him 

suddenly and with an angry expression, before delivering the request. If the original utterance 

impolite load yielded by the presence of two upgraders is perfectly in line with the kinesic and 

the acoustic elements of the communicative exchange (Rusty’s voice tone and facial 

expression), in the translated utterance, the primary need to respect lip-sync constraints 

overrode kinesic and acoustic constraints, so the former were observed to the detriment of the 

latter. The translation choice consisting in the removal of two upgraders and in the addition of 

one downgrader makes the same character in the Italian version come across as more 

considerate and polite than in the original version. In view of the importance that (im)polite 

language has on characters’ characterization in fictional dialogue (Culpeper (1998, 83), the 

consequence of this is that the same character might be characterised differently in the 

translated version, owing to a shift in the (im)polite load of his utterance.  
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The data relative to the relationship between pragmatic changes to the original utterance 

and the multimodal context of which film conversation is but one element revealed two 

opposite trends. The first trend includes cased of enhancement of the pragmatic force and 

(im)polite load of the translated request which is brought more in line with the non-verbal 

modes accompanying the utterance. This trend manifests itself when translators observe 

kinesic and acoustic constraints, thus suiting the pragmatics of the translated utterance with 

the character’s gaze, facial expressions, gestures, prosody, voice volume, etc. The second 

trend concerns cases of respect of lip-sync constraints: in such instances, unlike the first trend, 

the pragmatics of the translated utterance is changed to the worse. The unavoidable need, on 

the translator’s part, to observe qualitative and quantitative lip sync, can lead to linguistic 

manipulations of the English request which result in a different (im)polite import that clashes 

with the remainder of non-verbal elements. From the examples provided and discussed, the 

picture which emerges is that, while respect of lip-synchronization leads to infelicitous 

pragmatics shifts in requests which are less coherent, than their original counterparts, with the 

rest of the non-verbal information, respect of other types of synchrony, such as acoustic and 

facial sync, leads to an enhancement of the pragmatic and (im)polite load of the translated 

utterance. While in the first scenario, the pragmatic and the (im)polite import of the translated 

utterance reaches more intersemiotic coherence with the remainder of the non-verbal modes, 

in the second scenario intersemiotic coherence is undermined. 

To conclude, Section 5.6 addressed the relationship between the communicative setting 

where requests are issued and translation choices. It was shown that translators often render a 

speech act other than a request through a request in dubbed dialogue and, conversely, they 

change a request in the original into another speech act in the translation, under the influence 

of the communicative context. This does not necessarily concern the presence of non-verbal 

codes which has just been discussed, but other elements such as: speakers’ mutual roles, 

characters’ personality traits retrievable from the film plot, type of action involved in the 

request (or non-request), etc. In these instances, the translator decided to change speech act 

altogether, presumably owing to his/her assessment of the whole speech event which made it 

more convenient to use another speech act different from a request or, conversely, to translate 

another speech act as a request. An example of the former scenario is the request: “Mum, 

don’t do pickles as well!” (Bended like Beckham), which was translated as a reprimand: 

“Ancora roba marinata!” (“Pickles one more time!”). Here, it is hypothesised that the 

translator rendered the original request as a reprimand, following a careful assessment of the 
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whole speech event in which Jess and her sister are looking bothered at their mother’s 

decision to cook pickles once again. A reprimand allows highlighting this sense of annoyance, 

more transparently than a request.  

As for cases of speech acts other than requests translated as request, we can mention the 

example: “You can’t blame me for trying to hide the fact that I had an affair with her” (Match 

Point), which is a reprimand. In the translated version, this reprimand becomes a request: 

“Non biasimatemi se cerco di nascondere che avevamo una relazione” (“Don’t blame me if I 

try to hide the fact that I had an affair with her”). The explanation as to the reason for this 

change is similar to the first scenario where a request was turned into a reprimand and has to 

do with the fact that the translator might have assessed the pragmatic context, the whole 

speech event and the real speaker’s illocutionary intent behind the original speech act and 

decided to use a speech act which was more suitable to that context. In this second example, 

for instance, Chris is attempting to convince the investigators of his innocence and in the 

original version he addresses a criticism towards the them: they are criticized for blaming him 

on his hiding his affair with Nola. It is possible that the translator intentionally turned a 

reprimand into a request to underline the speaker’s agenda and primary illocutionary point, 

namely bringing the investigators to believe he is not guilt, so getting someone to do 

something (the felicity condition of requests). To this matter, a request is more coherent with 

Chris’ pleading attitude throughout the interrogation, because it highlights the fact that he is 

the one who asks (for forgiveness) and the investigators are the ones who can give 

forgiveness. Following this line of reasoning, it can be argued that translators can skilfully 

alter not only the pragmatic import of requests to better suit it to non-verbal information, as 

shown above, but they can even change speech act altogether when the context makes it 

appropriate. This is an indication, to be further tested by research focusing on translation as a 

process, that translators can rightly assess the pragmatic features of the communicative 

exchange at hand to the full, and can employ the right speech act, or the same speech act as 

the original version with a more adequate level of pragmatic force, in the target language 

system. 

Now that the findings of the present research have been critically discussed, interpreted 

and related to previous studies, next chapter draws the conclusions of the study and points out 

the most enticing loci for further research. 
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Chapter 7- CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

Now that the findings of the present research have been presented and thoroughly discussed, 

they will now be summarized and directions for future research will be put forward. The study 

investigated how the speech act of requesting is realized in English and Italian film 

conversation, in a contrastive perspective, and in dubbing translation from English into 

Italian. The linguistic realization of requests, with a focus on their pragmatic features and 

their (im)polite load, determined by illocutionary force, have been the object of both parts of 

the research, namely that comparing English and Italian and that investigating dubbing 

translation.   

The first part of the thesis, which focused on the pragmatics and the (im)politeness of 

requests in English and Italian film dialogue, revealed more similarities than differences 

between the two languages. Among the features which were found to be shared, we mention: 

(1) the higher frequency of internal pragmatic modifiers over external pragmatic modifiers, 

(2) the more frequent use of negative politeness over positive politeness, (3) the correlation 

between pragmatic directness with upgrading modification and between pragmatic 

indirectness with downgrading modification, (4) the impact that the contextual variables of 

social distance, relative power and positive face threat have on the (im)polite load of requests, 

which is similar in both languages. Among the differences, worth mentioning is the fact that 

upgraders are much more common in Italian dialogues than in English dialogues (to the extent 

that upgraders outnumber downgraders in Italian), and that film genre appeared to be more 

influential on the (im)politeness of requests in English than in Italian. Picking upon the last 

point, a possible locus for future research is whether other (im)politeness-related language 

features are more genre-dependent in English than in Italian. More contrastive studies are 

needed in this respect, which investigate speech acts different from requests or other 

phenomena intertwined with (im)politeness, such as turn-taking patterns in Conversation 

Analysis, in different film genres, to shed more light on the issue.  

In general, the fact that two typologically distant languages such as English and Italian 

exhibit more differences than similarities, at least regarding the pragmatic level of language 

analysis, is worth future research, which should preferably conducted on spontaneous 

conversation, to bring to light other possible similarities. In fact, as repeatedly argued 

throughout the thesis, speculations growing out of data collected in film conversation cannot 
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be extended to real-life conversation. However, capitalizing on previous arguments that film 

dialogue is a mimesis of naturally occurring dialogue (Rose 2001, Washburn 2001, Alcón-

Soler et al. 2005, Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2005), it is possible to cautiously hypothesise that many 

of these findings might also be observed in real-life speech. If the similarities encountered in 

this study should also be observed in investigations on spontaneous dialogue, and such 

similarities should concurrently outnumber differences, this would be an interesting aspect to 

further explore, since it would suggest that two typologically different languages share similar 

pragmatic norms, at least relatively to (im)polite language behaviour. On the other hand, if the 

findings from the present research should be disconfirmed in studies on spontaneous 

conversation, this would still be an interesting issue worth further investigation, since it would 

suggest that English and Italian are only similar in film dialogue, as a language variety per se. 

This last finding would in turn lead to speculations that film conversation and real-life 

conversation are different, and that the former should not be taken as a faithful imitation of 

the latter in contexts where film conversation is used as a surrogate for real-life conversation, 

for instance in language teaching contexts. Both scenarios are consequently food for thought 

and would greatly contribute to the advancement of research in cross-cultural pragmatics, if 

the findings from this study should be confirmed in real-life speech, and of research in film 

dialogue as a language variety per se, if the findings from this study should not find a 

counterpart in English and Italian real-life speech.  

A particularly enticing issue worth exploring in English and Italian spontaneous 

conversation is the use of positive politeness whose frequency, based on this study, is similar 

in English and in Italian film dialogue. In politeness research, especially at its inception, it has 

often been contended that Mediterranean cultures tend to orient more towards positive 

politeness while, on the contrary, Anglo-Saxon cultures lean towards negative politeness, 

because they place more value on the person’s independence and autonomy (Leech 1983, 

Brown and Levinson 1987, Wierzbicka 1985, Sifianou 1992). Since Italian culture belongs to 

Mediterranean cultures, if the findings from this study, which apply to on-screen dialogue, 

should also apply to naturally occurring dialogue, the afore-mentioned assumption that there 

is a clear-cut difference between Anglo-Saxon cultures and Mediterranean cultures in the 

importance attributed to positive and negative, would be challenged and new interesting 

research avenues might grow out of this observation. In this respect, a recent study conducted 

on English and Spanish (Fernandez-Amaya et al. 2014) has also, similarly to the present 



 

230 

 

research, disconfirmed the assumption that Mediterranean cultures are necessarily more prone 

to positive politeness.  

Worth investigating in spontaneous conversation is also the sociopragmatic behaviour of 

requests, namely their pragmatic and (im)polite import depending on the sociopragmatic 

context determined by the variables of social distance and relative power between requester 

and requestee. It was observed that social distance and relative power between on-screen 

speakers influence the degree of illocutionary strength of requests, as a possible indicator of 

their (im)politeness, thus leaving room for speculation that also in real-life conversation, 

similarly to film conversation, speakers’ use of (im)politeness hinges on the value of these 

variables. All studies conducted in (im)politeness and cross-cultural pragmatics academic 

circles which have explored the relationship between sociopragmatic context and speech act 

pragmatic force were based on elicitation methods, such as DCT’s and role plays (Blum-

Kulka et al. 1989, Márquez-Reiter 2000, Fukushima 2003, Barron 2008, Rue and Zhang 

2008, Khalib and Tayeh 2013) with no study, at least to the author’s knowledge, having been 

conducted on spontaneous conversation. This means that we do not know if, and to what 

extent, the relationship between (im)politeness and sociopragmatic context is true in non-

elicited, spontaneous exchanges. In view of the afore-mentioned similarities between film 

dialogue and real-life conversation, there is reason to believe that the relationship between 

(im)politeness, as emerging in requests or in other speech acts, and the sociopragmatic 

context might well also be observed in naturally occurring speech. More research is certainly 

needed, to shed further light on the issue.  

Always regarding the relationship between sociopragmatic context (or the communicative 

context more broadly) and the (im)polite load of requests, the originality of the study 

consisted in revealing that the use of pragmatic modifiers, in terms of the higher frequency of 

downgraders over upgraders (and vice-versa) is also affected by the contextual variables of 

distance, power and presence of threat to positive face. This represents a step forward in 

(im)politeness and pragmatics research, in that the relationship between pragmatic 

modification and communicative context has never been explored (at least to the author's 

knowledge). In fact, cross-cultural studies based on elicited data have always focused on the 

relationship between communicative context, including social distance, relative power and 

degree of imposition of the FTA under analysis, and realization strategies of the act, with total 

neglect of downgraders and upgraders. The neglect of pragmatic modification in 
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investigations based on elicited data is not surprising since informants, when asked to issue 

speech acts in different scenarios, necessarily use an (in)direct strategy but need not modify 

their force with pragmatic modifiers. This makes it difficult, for the researcher, to collect such 

piece of data. The present research thus offers a contribution in this direction, since it shows 

not only that the frequencies of pragmatic modifiers also change, together with realization 

strategies, depending on the communicative context, but that they change to an even higher 

extent. While (in)direct strategies do not change in a statistically significant manner in the +Ph 

scenario for English, in the +Ps scenario for Italian, and for the positive face threat variable 

for both languages, pragmatic modifiers always change in a statistically different way. More 

investigations on real-life conversation are needed to clarify the weight attributed to 

realization strategies vs pragmatic modification in speech acts, depending on the 

communicative context in English and in Italian, as well as in other languages.  

The second part of the thesis analysed the patterns of translated requests in Italian dubbed 

dialogues, against the background of both the source language, that is English film dialogues, 

and the target language, that is original Italian film dialogues. The aim of this part was 

twofold: (1) gaining an insight into dubbing translation trends and patterns, in terms of 

(im)politeness norms adopted in translated Italian vis-à-vis original English norms and 

original Italian norms, and (2) speculating about the reasons behind translation strategies 

adopted by dubbing translators. The latter aspect allowed reaching a better understanding of 

the impact that non-verbal information proper to dubbing translation had translators’ 

linguistic and pragmatic choices, on the one hand, and gaining an insight into their pragmatic 

skills, through the discussion of pragmatic compensation strategies adopted, on the other 

hand.  

As for the pragmatic translation patterns emerging in dubbed Italian, worth mentioning is 

the presence of the phenomenon of hybridization. Comparing the frequency of realization 

strategies and pragmatic modifiers in dubbed Italian with the frequency of the same categories 

in English and in original Italian, showed that hybridization is a pervasive phenomenon which 

emerges in three different aspects. The first aspect concerns the relative frequencies of many 

pragmatic categories (more than a half, considering the overall taxonomy of categories from 

the model of analysis) which in dubbed Italian situate themselves between the value of 

English and that of original Italian, thus placing dubbed Italian in an in-between place. The 

second aspect where hybridization manifests itself is in the frequency ranking of some 
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pragmatic modifiers and realization strategies most commonly used in the three language 

varieties, where dubbed Italian exhibits a frequency ranking order which is halfway between 

that of English and original Italian. The third aspect regards the communicative context: the 

frequencies of the macro categories for realization strategies and for pragmatic modifiers in 

dubbed dialogues situate themselves, in most cases, between their counterparts in English and 

their counterparts in Italian, in each scenario determined by the variables of distance, power 

and positive face threat. This confirms the pervasive nature of pragmatic and (im)politeness 

hybridization, since the phenomenon is not only observed at the general level (see first 

aspect), but also at a more fine-grained level, so for each scenario determined by the 

contextual parameters. Such findings align with findings from past studies which also point 

out the presence of hybridization in translated texts concerning different levels of language 

analysis, whereby translations are typified by features both belonging to the source and to the 

target language system (Trosborg 1997, Gommlich and Erdim 2001, Neubert 2001, Schäffner 

and Adab 2001, Simon 2001, Snell-Hornby 2001, Tirkkonen-Condit 2001, Mason 2004, Dai 

2016, Kranich 2016, Pavesi and Formentelli 2019). This is a very stimulating issue worth 

further enquiry, because if future studies focusing on different language phenomena and 

conducted on different language pairs were to systematically report similar results, 

hybridization could potentially be added to the list of the translation universals known so far 

in Translation Studies: simplification, normalization, explicitation, levelling-out (Baker 

1996), sanitization (Kenny 1998) and under-representation (aka “unique item hypothesis”) 

(Mauranen 2007).  

Moving from translation patterns observed in requests in dubbed Italian to dubbing 

translators’ strategies and pragmatic choices, which was also the focus of the study, two 

interesting aspects emerged which both belong to under researched areas of Translation 

Studies and, more specifically, of Audiovisual Translation Studies. Looking at the 

relationship between translation strategies adopted to render the pragmatic and the (im)polite 

load of original requests and the non-verbal semiotic modes, both visual and aural, which 

characterize film dialogue and audiovisual translation, it was observed that the interaction 

between dialogue and non-verbal information results in pragmatic translation solutions which 

are at times felicitous and at other times infelicitous. In a few cases, the dubbing translator 

clearly modifies the (im)polite load of the translated request so that this is more in line with 

the “pragmatics” of the information coming from the visual and the oral elements. This 

shows: (a) an enhancement of intersemiotic coherence between the verbal and the non-verbal 
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components of film conversation, (b) full respect of acoustic and kinesic synchrony and, more 

broadly, (c) an adaptation of the utterance (im)politeness degree to the communicative setting. 

On the other hand, however, respect of lip-sync constraints, which are of primary 

importance in dubbing translation (O’ Connel 2007, 131), often results in an alteration of the 

(im)polite load of the translated request (following a change in the linguistic realization of the 

utterance for reasons of lip-sync), that clashes with the remainder of the non-verbal codes and 

with the communicative exchange at hand. Pragmatics is still an under-research area in 

Translation Studies, more broadly, and especially in AVT (Guillot 2016), because we do not 

know yet the extent to which the on-screen non-verbal information interacting with 

characters’ speech determines (and alters) the pragmatic and the (im)polite import of 

translated utterances. Future studies should focus on speech acts other than requests in 

dubbing, to explore such relationship systematically, as has been done in the present research, 

and to ultimately allow for sounder speculations.  

Another very promising issue worth looking into involves the comparison between 

dubbing and subtitling, as the two mainstream AVT modes, with respect to the pragmatics of 

translated speech acts. As dubbing and subtitling are characterized by different audiovisual 

constraints, contrastive studies involving the translation of the same utterances from original 

film dialogues in the two modes, would reveal whether one mode, rather than the other, leads 

to a higher level of manipulation of the pragmatic and (im)polite load of the speech act under 

examination. This represents an enticing locus for future research because, in spite of the fact 

that academic debates about the gains and losses of dubbing vs subtitling are nowadays 

regarded as outdated and rather characterized the inception of AVT research (Matamala et al. 

2017), no study has ever explicitly addressed the issue of whether and which (im)politeness-

related features of film language are subjected to more linguistic and pragmatic manipulation 

in dubbing or in subtitling. If future studies should reveal that the two translation modes 

convey (im)politeness differently, the finding would be extremely interesting, in view of the 

importance that film characters' linguistic (im)politeness has on their characterization 

(Mandala 2011, 211).  In fact, differences in the representation of linguistic (im)politeness in 

the two translation modes, relatively to a given communicative exchange, might result in 

different characterizations of the very same character, depending on the viewer’s access to the 

dubbed or to the subtitled version of the same film.  
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An issue worth exploring further, which inscribes itself in another under researched area of 

Translation Studies, concerns translators’ pragmatic abilities and moves from the observation 

that many compensatory pragmatic strategies were adopted by translators where a literal 

translation of the utterance, and so also a literal rendition of its pragmatic force, was not 

possible. Compensatory strategies were employed when the translator, unable to reproduce in 

the translated request the same level of (im)polite import characterizing the original request, 

owing to the absence in Italian of an equivalent term for translating a pragmatic downgrader 

or upgrader responsible for the pragmatic load of the original utterance, skillfully adopted 

another downgrader or upgrader (or another realization strategy altogether) which re-

established the (im)polite load of the original request. The fact that this trend emerged in quite 

a few cases led to the speculation that translators (dubbing translators but possibly translators 

in general) own good pragmatic skills which allow them to correctly assess the (im)politeness 

degree of the original utterance, in the first place, and to correctly render it in the translated 

utterance, in the second place. As this research is product-oriented and not process-oriented, 

because it generates hypotheses moving from pragmatic features and patterns emerging from 

the “product” of translation, namely dubbed dialogues, without having access to the 

translators’ cognitive process, arguments about translators’ pragmatic awareness and skills 

remain merely speculative. Having made such a caveat, the hypotheses here advanced can 

certainly provide the idea and lay the ground for process-oriented investigations on 

translators’ pragmatic skills, a still largely uncovered topic. From a methodological 

viewpoint, the use of techniques adopted in studies investigating the cognitive aspect of the 

translation process, such as think-aloud protocols or post-task interviews, should complement 

data from product-oriented research, such as the present study, to yield a more comprehensive 

picture of the cognitive processes leading to translators’ pragmatic strategies.  

To conclude, a secondary issue which has been addressed in this research, although quite 

in passing, concerns the similarities and the differences between the pragmatic features of 

requests in film conversation and in spontaneous conversation having emerged from the 

comparison between request features of this study and request features of studies on naturally 

occurring conversation. The differences between the two language varieties, which can be 

seen to represent distinctive features of film dialogue, are all somehow related to the nature of 

film narratives which favours a high degree of conflictuality, emotionality and quick 

advancement of the plot, as well as a rapid succession of actions and happenings. The 

differences between the two language varieties concern: (1) a particularly high number of 
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requests in film dialogue, which is presumably much higher than in real-life speech (an 

average of nearly one request per minute of conversation),  (2) a higher presence of pragmatic 

directness and (3) a higher presence of pragmatic intensification in the illocutionary 

modification of requests. These findings point to the presence of features which are distinctive 

of film dialogue, from a pragmatic viewpoint. Their contribution to the literature consists in 

the fact that, although contrastive studies investigating features of film conversation as 

opposed to naturally occurring conversation exist (Kozloff 2000; Quaglio 2009; Bednarek 

2010, 2012;  Freddi 2011; Bublitz 2017; Levshina 2017), pragmatic phenomena have so far 

escaped scholarly attention, especially concerning (im)politeness. The present research thus 

purports to offering a contribution in this direction, with future investigations being awaited to 

fill this gap and allow arriving at a more comprehensive understanding of the pragmatic traits 

that make film conversation and spontaneous conversation dissimilar. A more thorough 

knowledge of film speech, as far as the pragmatic level of language analysis is concerned, 

would also have applied purposes. It is known that film conversation has started to gain 

increasing importance as a tool for pragmatic instruction in L2 teaching contexts (Ishihara and 

Cohen 2010, Kaiser 2011, Kaiser and Shibahara 2014). Since in foreign language teaching 

settings students are not exposed to everyday speech, as happens in contexts of second 

language learning, film conversation is often resorted to by teachers as a surrogate for 

naturally occurring conversation, also for the teaching of pragmatic norms (Nurdiana 2017, 

Steadman et al. 2018). However, if future studies should reveal that the pragmatic behaviour 

of speech acts in film conversation differ from their counterparts in real-life language, such 

widespread use of film speech for teaching purposes might be called into questions as the 

only source of pragmatic input, and require integration with other more authentic input 

sources. 
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