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Linguistic - Cultural Peculiarities Of The Complinte

Abstract This paper is focused on a corpus of complimeatssivers to compliments expressed
by foreign speakers. The analysis of these phrhassprovided us with information regarding the
attitude of the persons who compliment / receivéms, linguistic structure of the appreciative
statements / answers, as well as regarding the contdnere these are expressed. The issues
mentioned can change from one language to anofr@m one civilization to another, due to the
‘cultural identity’ of the different communitiesh& elaboration of compliments and answers is made
according to the established protocol of each @ation. In all cases we refer to the context where
the compliment is expressed, a context that musrdeéously known, so that the parameters of the
speech act could be the targeted ones.
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A compliment conveys an evaluation of physicalgliectual attributes, human and
material endowments and is, due to the force clionstances, a strong speech act marked
by the cultural identity of the communication peigiants. The pragmatic perspective is
more than ever necessary in the analysis of thedgalchanges, since the performances’
target is determined at the extra linguistic lewdl,least as transparent as the strictly
linguistic level.

The pragmatic competence has been defined as ility &b communicate beyond the
grammatical level, being a competence of peoplest language in an appropriate social
manner (Thomas 1983: 91-112). From this point efwithe participants’ attitude towards
the conversation can change according to the aHsarcial background, where they come
from, their educational level, age, sex, religiet;. In an interactive speech act between
two individuals from different communities, uncontfble situations can emerge during a
conversation, because of the misunderstandings rdiega the linguistic-cultural
differences.

These differences of behavior and verbal expressiattitudes actually represent what
we call ‘cultural identity’ of the respective commities. We will deal with a subject
regarding the communication peculiarity, as a funelatal element in defining the cultural
identity and understanding the cultural diversit {Vierzbicka 1983: 145-178; Vasilescu,
2007: 28-46; 47-206). Moreover, we refer to differes that are culturally induced in the
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communication styles of the speakers communitietheadiscourse level, of explicit and
implicit significations (determined by local meritigls), as well as at the level of verbal
interactions $erbinescu 2007: 199-255).

Compliments are made with the purpose of satisfliregpositive image of a narcissistic
personality and to preserve the image formed bypieaker for himself and which they try
to submit during the conversation. Therefore, comghts must be carefully elaborated,
taking into consideration mainly the speaker cration characteristics. J. Holmes (1995:
119) considers that the appreciative speech aothals a “dark side”, so it can bring the
feeling of offensive, sarcastic, ironic act that ympgeopardize the positive image.
Oftentimes, a compliment may be interpreted asn&morission into a private, intimate
area, or as an attempt at establishing a closerention, that may determine the receiver to
feel threatened.

Pragmatics researchers are more and more intériestbe study of the speech acts of
different cultures. Cultural differences are obsenand analyzed, especially linguistic
universals which emphasize various methods of pmifgy the conversation.

Compliment formulas, as well as the answers to dappreciative statements, vary
according to the individual characteristics and dudtural background. The non-verbal
elements, included in the appreciative messagealace interpreted differently from one
civilization to another. Culture may influence thppreciative statement, as well as the
answer given by the beneficiaries, as a reactiothéocommunicative intentions of the
person who pays compliments.

Compliments in a different language are perceivadetimes as inappropriate. This is
why, at times, unpleasant situations emerge inrwversation, because some appreciations
can be negatively interpreted by the addressebetrstudy, Beck (2011: 66) mentions a
situation that she encountered when she frequently an Indian, who was always
accompanied by his entire family. Seeing that he always with his family, anywhere he
was going, Gloria Beck told him admiringly:

(1) “-What a big family you haVe
The reaction was unpredictable for the person vampimented, and the reply was:
(2) “-Indeed, but this situation has its advantayes

The beneficiary of the compliment interpreted thessage elaborated by Beck as an
observation of a disadvantage. Compliments in ddreguages may lead, as we noticed, to
certain misunderstandings between the two partitipaf the conversation, or, as Thomas
(1983: 91-112) says, they may lead to n@@lgmatic failures). These situations emerge
when a foreign speaker transfers the linguistiegurom their mother language into the
foreign one.

In the following pages our attention will focus migi upon the appreciative expressive
speech acts elaborated by foreigners. In the entirld there are events, situations, objects
or characteristics which form the objective of doenpliments.

We will analyze compliments from the view point tife addressing method, their
structure as well as the person’s reaction towHrdgeceived compliment. Our purpose is
to emphasize the cultural and linguistic differesicas well as the existent similarities
between certain cultures and civilizations.
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1. Complimentsin German

German speakers pay compliments regarding clotheégaods, food, physical features,
etc., and rarely about intellectual knowledge dlitsds. Germans consider that the physical
appearance is worth being appreciated more thaneat gpirit (Beck 2011: 67). The
Germans’ answer to compliments is a simjle- ‘yes, since they are considered to be
distant personalities:

3) WA
- Sybille du hast aber schéne rosen dieses j@wlato 2005: 29).
- Sybille, you have beautiful roses this y&ar

To a certain compliment, a German speaker prefeexpress a short intervention using
an affirmative adverlg, by which they manifest their appreciation towafus $peaker, or,
they don’t say anything without givingfeedbacko the speaker. Silence is often noticed in
the conversations of German speakers.

In a situation where a British or French personspaygompliment to a German, the last
one will be silent and the British speaker willdrgret this attitude as indifferent and rude.
But for the Germans, silence is considered a congsii; they do not feel uncomfortable at
all if the compliment does not receive an answem&times they have no gestures and
their faces show no sign in order to express thesition towards the spoken statement,
which can be confusing for a foreigner speaker, dbes not know the Germans linguistic
and extralinguistic behavior. But, this attituden@ interpreted by Germans as a refusal of
the compliment, since silence is, in their cultis@mething ordinary. In Hindu and Arabic
societies conversation is also characterized leywsd and discretion, but for these speakers
silence is interpreted as a demonstration of réfufstne speech. (cSerbinescu 2007: 28-
46, 47-206).

Gloria Beck (2011:78), in her study, states thatn@en women are naive, ingenuous and
accept compliments very easily; moreover, the apatiee words make them immediately
check up their eyes, hair or face in the mirromider to notice whether the compliment is
true or not. By comparison with them, Russian wonae distant in receiving a
compliment. That is why Russian men prefer to @ptdompliments regarding the inner
values, since this kind of compliment is more difft to check up.

2. Complimentsin English

Regarding compliments in English, statements seefet accepted. It is known that
British people focus on courtesy. It has becomeénsernational cliché that they usually
thank and apologize for anything, no matter howsignificant that might be. Since
English speakers frequently use compliments irr ttheily conversations, the appreciative
messages are carefully controlled, if they areemly elaborated and if they express a real
feeling of appreciation, admiration of gratitude.
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According to Grossi (2009: 54) the grammatical ctuee, often used by British people,
for the compliment elaboration, is the following:

(4) 1. | (really) like/love+ N

2. N +look(s)+beautifully, nice etc

»SpeakeA: That color looks really nice on you.
SpeakeB: Thank you. | think so tob(Othman 2011: 92).

In this example, the person who compliments gillesutionary force to the statement
by the use of the superlativeeally nic€. The compliment is correctly interpreted by the
interlocutor and they express the agreement towthelsnessage, by the answethink so
too”

We identified in a study of Grossi (2009: 58) a piment made by an American
speaker regarding the outfit of the interlocutor:

(5) LA: Aren’t you the hostess with the most beautiful dress
B: | felt it like a bandage today!

This compliment is structured on the basis of daringative phrase which requires an
affirmative answer from the addressee, as a wagoafirmation and acceptance of the
proper compliment. Practically, by the transmittetessage, the compliment sender
indirectly forces the beneficiary of the complimeot agree upon the statement. This
method of sending a compliment through an intertiogawhich starts with the structure
isn’t thisor aren’t youis a way of ‘grabbing’ an affirmative answer frahe complimented
person.

The receiver’s reaction is not the expected onthbysender; it does not comply with the
convention imposed by the sender through the etbdrmessage. Actuall3 does not
reject the compliment, but they are satisfied wtita observation of the clothes comfort.
The comparisofike a bandageemphasizes the fact that the beneficiary of thaptonent
feels tight-laced in the admired dress.

In the United States of America a compliment isdugemaintain social harmony and to
support social interactions (cf. Celce-Murcia 19985-151). American speakers, using
complimentary formulas try to show gratitude armhether with the interlocutor, make
efforts to maintain the conversation and the pesitimage. The beneficiary of the
compliment, the person from the American cultur@wéceives a smile after they accept a
compliment, considers it to be the object of &,flir fact that determines an uncomfortable
feeling for them. American English speakers tengag compliments regarding their look,
by comparison with the British English speakerspvibcus on abilities and intellectual
competence (cf. Bergqgvist 2009: 8).

Regarding the answers, American speakers as w@ritish speakers generally have a
polite attitude towards compliments and their mges®f course, there are many situations
when the beneficiary reacts negatively becauséebteach of the maximum honesty and
other intentions of the sender are revealed or asdéyimed.
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3. Complimentsin Japanese

The most frequent compliments of the Japanese peefdr to activities developed by
the speech participants. They have the tendenayséoadjectives in the structure of the
compliments, which entail the receivers’ abilitiesd their physical appearance. When
compliments are addressed towards the interlocutdgthes, the most common verb for
Japanese people fisau ‘to correspond with As opposed to speakers from other cultural
areas, Japanese receivers tend to reject the coenglian attitude understood as polite and
modest:

(6) A:

- Your daughter is really good at school. By comparisith her, my daughter is not so
good.

B:
- Oh no. Your daughter is much better than rh{sé Beck 2011:73).

The addressee from this example tries, by his angweeduce the compliment and to
emphasize the intellectual competence of the spsallaughter.B underestimates their
child while they value the child oA. It is a method used by the beneficiaries of
compliments, which we calthe boomerang methodgwe chose this denomination in order
to define the answers such as “compliment in réuamd which they use to return a
compliment due to the need of not owing a complimerthe conversation partner. Such
verbal expression is not often encountered, thituddt of rejection and refusal of a
compliment being a characteristic especially fer Japanese cultural region. There are also
situations when Japanese speakers accept a complivite a smile, or, in other situations,
they prefer to be silent. It is possible that thlendficiary thank or respond with a short
comment, but the preferred reactions are the remuadr refusal of the complimented
object/appearance, as a demonstration of modestyt@restablish a balance after the
evaluation of the positive image of the receiver.

Japanese people seek to avoid answers to compfirttezyt receive because silence or
the change of reference are considered, in thenAgifiure, demonstrations of balance and
equity, which are very much socially appreciatddBeck 2011: 72-73).

4. Complimentsin Arabic

Compliments between Arabic persons of a differaxt are very rare since these are
considered impolite by the husbands/wives of thenglomented person. Often the
compliment paid to a woman from the Arabic coumtiie seen as an offence and a way to
manifest interest towards the participant of thevessation. An appreciative statement can
never be addressed to a woman in the absenceiohtl#band or a third party because the
receiver will feel threatened. Compliments uttel®d the Arabic speakers are a set of
formulas taken from different situations of theioety life (cf. Cutting 2002: 164).

85

BDD-A3730 © 2012 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.106 (2026-02-01 14:55:24 UTC)



Oana Petrya Popa

Reactions in the Arabic culture refer to a compliii@ return, as the way in which the
beneficiary will not owe anything to the speakenrh this perspective, Arabic speakers are
similar to the Japanese speakers. If we refer tmrapliment regarding an object, the
receiver tends to offer it as a gift. Probably unttee Arabic influence, this attitude is
noticed also at Spanish people:

@) »A: | love your clock! It looks great in your livimpom!
B: You must take it.
(T.P. http://www.linguistics-journal.com/April_2007 haf.p)1p

The receiver in this example does not want to omyghang to the conversation partner,
so they offer the admired object as an exchangéhtoicompliment. The impersonal verb
mustexpresses the addressee’s perseverance to corkingerson who compliments to
accept their intention.

The Egyptians often use metaphors and comparisatis reference to marriage and
Allah:

(8) A: shaklak 'ariis in-naharda
A: You look like a groom today!
(T. P. - http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/comgfits/arabic.html).

Arabic speakers feel uncomfortable when they comgatit a person of a different sex or
an elder person (Idem).

5. Complimentsin Turkish

Turkish people consider compliments a sign of soitg as well as messages of
gratitude. This is why, in Turkish, the answersléaoger compliments are seen as a
demonstration of the need to continue the conviersat

9 SA
- What's the secret of your figure? You eat and edtrever gain weight!
B:

- Maybe | look this way because | am very activamn, I'm perfedt (adapted from
Sukriye Ruhi 51).

Turkish speakers are very generous with complimeaatsheir friends or family
members. In the above example, the compliment semsles, by an interrogative phrase,
details regarding the way in which the conversagamtner manages to keep fit. The
repetition of the vertto eat expresses the focus on an action made by the epeak
continuously and uncontrollably, without any consegces upon their physical
appearance. Therefore, the compliment sender wartaow the secret of the receiver’'s
healthy and fit body.
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By their answer, the receivers try to find an erpltion to the question. They consider
that, being an active and vivacious person elireiaglories and keeps their body fit. The
additional comment is a self-compliment, and byngsthe invectivedamn the speaker
tries to focus the listener’s attention upon tteeshent that will follow.

6. Complimentsin French

It is already a general opinion that France is anty where people often pay
compliments. Here compliments are about appearadcghes, actions, intelligence,
sensitivity, and obviously about general attractess of a person. Compliments can be
paid without restraint since French people feelyvgood when they are admired,
appreciated or complimented. Therefore, they ofiap compliments on the street, with
their family and at their work place. Regarding #reswer from the beneficiaries, a study
by Mulo Farenkia (2009) states that the French jgetgnd to adopt the Anglo-Saxon
model of thanking the speaker with the purposeagfrg them a compliment:

(10)
WA
- Tu as une mine splendide (aujourd’hui).

- You look great (today).

- Tu es gentil(le)! (T. P. -http://projetbabel.org/roumain/guide_1.php
- You are swegét!

In colloquial conversation the French people reaatsitively when they are
complimented, but in the case of formal, officipeech, they manifest their skepticism due
to the fact that they tend to ask themselves iftlessage is honestly created or it implies
ironic tones.

7. Complimentsin Chinese

By comparison with the French people, who are \g@eperous in compliments, the
Chinese people are very short in compliments raggrthe elegance and beauty of a
woman, and if they happen to utter an appreciasitedement, they do it without any
illocutionary force of the message, in a dull, bgrand unattractive manner.

The Chinese, as all the representatives of thenAsidilizations, are distant in what
concerns the compliment. The appreciative speetshaae rare in their conversations. We
shall illustrate an example from a study by Pu @hip 2009: 117) in order to show their
way of paying compliments:
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11) A
Ni de xin zuo you hen da ti shen, dou kuai chaazhuan ye hua jia fe
LA
Your new piece of art has reached a verl légel; you shall exceed all professional painters

The above mentioned compliment is paid to a supefibe statement emphasizes the
artistic development of the addressee. The sendggests that their interlocutor has
reached the highest level in his career with hisnalte creation, and this will bring him on
the top of the great artists.

The sender of the following compliment gives enoutibcutionary force to the
message, a situation which is not very common to&de conversations:

(12) WA

- Meéinid, ni de qunzi zén piaoliang” (http://www.tomschinablog.com/a-guide-to-
complimenting-chinese-girls/).

- Hey, sweetie, your dress is very beautiful!

The interjectionhey and the form of addressweetieconvey expressiveness to the
message. The modal deictiery emphasizes the illocutionary element. The intentibthe
compliment sender is to draw the receiver’s attentipon the clothing object which they
admire.

In the case of the Chinese civilizatiomddesty is a fundamental virtugef. Zhihong
2009: 180). Therefore, Asian receivers who acceptmiments are used to being grateful
by silence towards the compliment sender, as a dstragion of modesty. On the other
hand, in many situations, the beneficiaries’ anstecompliments is mainly negative.
Chinese people adopt this virulent attitude as thatkof protection of their positive image
of personality and because they are afraid thattin@ersation partner may interfere in the
personal/private space of the complimented per€tinese speakers consider that false
appreciative statements are marks of hypocrisygefbee, these must be amended in order
to demonstrate to the sender that their intenti@we been correctly decoded.

8. Complimentsin Spanish

Southern societies are known as very generousyimgp@ompliments. Spanish people
often use compliments in daily conversations witte tpurpose of creating strong
relationships and as a demonstration of communieddindness, characteristic of positive
courtesy. Moreover, introducing a compliment inessed contexts aims to reduce
threatening acts, characteristic of negative ceyrt&he SpanishPiropo’ —compliment -
(cf. Romeo 2000: 38) focuses either on the intetimcs beauty, or on certain parts of their
body:

(13) A

- Eres méas guapa que la Virgén!
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- You are more beautiful than Virgin Mary!

The invocation of the divinity focuses on the irtten of giving an illocutionary force to
the statement, in order to have a positive impgmnuthe receiver. The compliment
emphasizes the beauty of the interlocutor, whigh g¢bnder places on a higher level, by
using the superlative.

In the following example we notice that Spanishgleare persons who try to elaborate
original compliments, in order to express their owmicative intentions in the most
efficient way, and as a demonstration of honesty:

(14) A
- Nena, como mire usted con esos 0jos a un campdagdesin verano jadiés cosedha
- Honey, if you put your eyes on a wheat field in samgoodbye harvest!

The participants in the conversation have the paepof using a strategic behavior,
which refers to a careful use of the interactiosilictures. The sender of the above
compliment uses all his linguistic resources tesethe suitable words, to be sure that the
intention is correctly interpreted.

Although the appreciative statement is elaborasged dsk observation (their look could
compromise the harvest), it transmits the adminaté;d appreciation of the sender
regarding the receiver’s eyes.

The answers elaborated by the Spanish speakersegraliverse. Sometimes, Spanish
people feel obliged to reward the sender when thegive a compliment, and because they
do not want to owe anything, they make availabéeatimired object. This situation can be
noticed in the following example from Romeo (2088):

(15) WA

jAy que pantalones mas chulos!

—  Oh, what a lovely pair of trousers!

B:

- ¢Si? Bueno, cuando quieras, son tuyos.

- Really? Well, it's yours whenever you want it.

The answer of the addressee is a demonstrationgitive courtesy, an honest proof of
gratitude. By his attitude, the complimented perstamonstrates that he accepts the
compliment and tries to reward the sender.

Conclusion

Linguistic formulas of positive courtesy, as wedl the manner or context where these
are used, can vary from one language to anoth&por one civilization to another. These
differences were identified in the linguistic sture of the compliments and the answers,
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as well as in the pragmatic value of the respecsitagements. We noticed that some
cultures frequently use complimentary statementsanversations, but we also realized
that Asian people verbally express their lack ohfence towards compliments, by
rejecting the received compliment. It is more tleartain that these differences emerge due
to the interpretation of the complimentary statethaocording to a particular set of rules, a
protocol established by the society.
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