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ABSTRACT

Interlanguage pragmatics research has contributed a great deal to our understanding
of L2 pragmatic use but less to our understanding of L2 pragmatic development,
although developmental issues are also its primary research goal. Additionally,
previous studies have been confined to a rather small set of speech acts, under-
researching such face-damaging acts as criticizing and responding to criticism even

though these may be more challenging for L2 learners.

The present study examines pragmatic development in the use of criticizing and
responding to criticism by a group of Vietnamese EFL learners with a view to
shedding light on the pragmatic properties of these speech acts. IL data were collected
from 12 high beginners, 12 intermediate learners, and 12 advanced learners, via a
written questionnaire and role play, and analyzed with reference to L1 and L2 baseline
data collected from 12 Vietnamese and 12 Australian NSs via the same methods.

Metapragmatic data were collected via retrospective interview.

Four main findings are discussed. Firstly, the learners criticized and responded to
criticism very differently from the NSs. This difference might have adversely affected
how the learners negotiated their intentions expressed via speech act realizations.
Secondly, there was little evidence of any proficiency effect on the learners’ use of
these two speech acts. This was probably because pragmatic development was limited
by the EFL context, as the learners had had insufficient exposure to the target norms.
Thirdly, there was evidence of pragmatic transfer in the learners’ production. This
transfer was affected by the learners’ perception of L1-L2 proximity and assumption of
L2 reasonableness. Finally, the retrospective interviews with learners suggested four

main sources of influence on their pragmatic decision-making: insufficient L2



pragmatic knowledge, transfer of communication and learning, processing difficulty,

and learning experience.

The present study lends support to a number of SLA theories, including Bialystoks’
processing model and Meisel et al.’s complexification hypothesis. It found that the
major challenge for learners in L2 pragmatic acquisition is to gain control over
processing. It also found an acquisitional order of modality markers which was
dependent upon their structural complexity and the processing demands involved in

producing them.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1. CONTEXT OF PROBLEM:

The last four decades have witnessed a major shift in linguistics research from focusing on
forms to focusing on both forms and function. These fundamental changes reflect an
emerging view in which language is treated as a communicative activity rather than an
isolated set of grammatical rules. Following these developments, the field of language
teaching has welcomed the arrival of the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)
approach. With a view to developing learners’ communicative competence, CLT specifies
that teaching and learning a language are not merely teaching and learning its grammar.
Rather, teaching and learning a language should be about how to use language

appropriately for communicative purposes in real-life interactional contexts.

However, the appropriateness of language use, which varies from context to context within
a language itself, also varies from one language to another and from one culture to another.
Therefore, ‘appropriateness’ may be interpreted differently by people of different cultural
backgrounds in different contexts. Culture shock or communication breakdown often
happens in cross-cultural interaction when interactants are not aware of this variation.
Thus, in language teaching, raising learners' awareness of the cultural values and
expectations of the target community is crucial. Indeed, pragmatic competence constitutes
one of the major components in a number of models of communicative competence

(Canale and Swain 1980 @), Canale 1983, Bachman 1990, and Bachman and Palmer 1996).

Since its introduction in the early 1980s, interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) has received a

great deal of attention thanks to its significance to language teaching. In a narrow sense,



ILP is the study of the use and acquisition of various speech acts in the target language
(TL) by second language (L2) learners. To date, however, this line of research has been
criticized for two reasons. First, it has predominantly concentrated on the investigation of
L2 pragmatic performance rather than development (Ellis, 1994; Kasper 1996; Kasper and
Rose, 1999, 2002; Rose, 2000). As a consequence, little is known about developmental
issues, and thus about the questions of acquisition which are also a principal research goal
of ILP. What is more, like contrastive and cross-cultural pragmatic research @, much of
earlier ILP research has been restricted to a rather small and “relatively well-defined” set of
speech acts (e.g. requesting, complimenting, thanking, and inviting) (Ellis, 1994, p.166).
Although current ILP research has begun to take greater interest in potentially more
complex speech acts such as complaining and criticizing, the number of studies addressing
these speech acts is still rather limited. Given that speech acts as such may cause even more
problems for intercultural communication and are at least equally worth investigating,

they should deserve due research attention.

1.2. ASTATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM TO BE INVESTIGATED:

The study reported in this thesis has been conducted in an attempt to meet the obvious
need for more ILP developmental research and to expand the scope of speech acts given
consideration. It explores the interlanguage (IL) use of a special type of criticisms and
criticism responses, which is giving and responding to peer-feedback on one’s written
work in a learning environment. This use is studied from a developmental perspective,
with a view to providing a typology of realization strategies for the above two neglected

speech acts.



It should be helpful to distinguish the type of criticisms and criticism responses given
consideration in the present study from other types of the same speech acts. Giving
negative feedback on someone’s written work might be expected to be constructive and
supportive in nature. Thus, the type of criticisms and criticism responses under inquiry in
the present study may involve a lower level of ‘infraction’ than the more ‘biting’ types of
criticisms and criticism responses such as criticizing or being criticized about one’s

appearance or behavior.

The rationale for choosing to investigate this specific type of criticisms and criticism
responses lies in their importance for L2 learners in academic contexts. Specifically,
criticisms and criticism responses of this type are observed to frequently occur in Western
academic settings, whereby learning is an interactive process, characterized by plentiful
student-student discussions and student-supervisor tutorials. Given that even native
speakers (NSs) find these speech acts difficult, often needing to pre-plan their performance
(Murphy and Neu, 1996), it is to be expected that L2 learners, who come from totally
different educational systems and learning environments, will also experience considerable

difficulty.

Therefore, the research questions that the present study seeks to answer are:

(1) In what ways do Vietnamese EFL learners differ from Australian NSs in performing the

speech acts of criticizing and responding to criticism in English?

(2) To what extent is pragmatic development evident in the performance of these two

speech acts by the learners of different proficiency levels?



(3) To what extent is pragmatic transfer evident in the learners’ performance of these two

speech acts?

(4) What factors may influence the learners’ pragmatic choice when performing these two

speech acts?

The following goals are expected to be accomplished in undertaking the current study.
Theoretically, by seeking to address various important issues in ILP, including how
learners generally develop L2 pragmatic competence over time and how L2 proficiency
interacts with transfer, the present study seeks to add to the growing body of
developmental ILP research. Also, by investigating criticisms and criticism responses
within academic settings, it is hoped that it will provide useful information about the
pragmatic properties of these important but under-researched speech acts, thus

supplementing the existing body of speech act research.

Methodologically, it is hoped that this study will provide an innovative data collection
method to contribute to the long-debated issue regarding data collection methods in ILP
research. As Kasper and Dahl (1991) discuss, both observational (i.e. naturalistic) and
elicitation (.e.g. discourse completion tasks, questionnaires, and role-plays) methods have
problems. While naturalistic methods enable researchers to collect authentic data, they
usually make it difficult to control social and contextual variables. Elicitation methods, on
the other hand, can control those variables but they are artificial. In the present study, the
data collection method is designed in a way that allows the researcher some control over
relevant variables and at the same time endeavors to collect data that is authentic to a

larger degree.



Practically, this study is expected to provide teachers with helpful information about the IL
use of criticisms and criticism responses in a learning context. The results should help
teachers anticipate where their learners may experience ‘culture and language clashes’ and
work out ways to help their learners overcome or at least minimize the possibility of
communication breakdown. Additionally, the findings may also provide textbook
designers with a rich source of empirical data on Australian English NS criticism and
criticism responses within academic settings. This is important because teaching materials
have been criticized for being based largely on designers’ language intuition about how

speech acts are realized instead of being research-based (Boxer and Pickering, 1985).

1.3. DELIMITATIONS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY:

The present thesis study focuses on Vietnamese EFL learners who are preparing to
undertake university study in an English-speaking country. Hence, its findings may not be
necessarily generalized to (a) Vietnamese EFL learners who do not have the same
motivation, (b) Vietnamese learners of English as a second language (ESL), and (c) a larger
population of L2 learners with different L1 backgrounds. Secondly, the chosen target norm
for baseline TL data in this thesis is Australian English. Therefore, the language behavior of
the NSs of Australian English in this study may not apply to NSs of other varieties of
English. Furthermore, the speech acts of criticizing and responding to criticisms in this
study are those that occur within academic settings. Specifically, they are restricted to
"peer-feedback" situations only. As a result, the definitions of these two speech acts are
qguite narrow for the purposes of this study. Finally, the present study only looks at the
linguistic aspects of criticisms and responses to criticism and thus, paralinguistic and non-

linguistic aspects will be outside the scope of inquiry.



1.4. DEFINITION OF TERMS:

1.4.1. Pragmatics, interlanguage pragmatics, and pragmatic competence:

The present study adopts Yule’s (1996) definition of pragmatics, Kasper’s (1992) definition

of interlanguage pragmatics, and Bachman’s (1990) definition of pragmatic competence.

According to Yule (1996, p.3), “pragmatics is concerned with the study of meaning as
communicated by a speaker (or a writer) and interpreted by a listener (or reader). It has,
consequently, more to do with the analysis of what people mean by their utterances than
what the words or phrases in those utterances might mean by themselves.” In this sense,

pragmatics essentially focuses on language in use and users.

Kasper (1992, p.203) defines interlanguage pragmatics as “the branch of second language
research which studies how non-native speakers understand and carry out linguistic action
in a target language and how they acquire L2 pragmatic knowledge”. To put it in another

way, ILP is about the acquisition and performance of speech acts in the TL by L2 learners.

Based on Bachman (1990), pragmatic competence in the present study is defined as the
knowledge that learners use to perform a speech act successfully when communicating
with NSs of the TL. It consists of the knowledge of the linguistic resources needed to
realize a speech act, of socio-cultural constraints on the use of these linguistic resources,
and of sequential aspects of the given speech act. The term “competence” has been used in

opposition to actual performance.

1.4.2. Pragmatic transfer:

The present study adopts Kasper’s (1992) definition of transfer:



“Pragmatic transfer in interlanguage pragmatics shall refer to

the influence exerted by learners’ pragmatic knowledge of

languages and cultures other than L2 on their comprehension,

production and learning of L2 pragmatic information” (p.

207).
A distinction is made between pragmalinguistic transfer and sociopragmatic transfer by
Kasper. Pragmalinguistic transfer is defined as the process whereby learners’ assignment
of illocutionary force and politeness value to particular L1 linguistic material influences
how they interpret and perform an equivalent L2 speech act, as perceived by them.
Sociopragmatic transfer, on the other hand, refers to the process whereby learners’

subjective judgment of the equivalence between L1-L2 contexts affects the social

perceptions underlying their comprehension and production of an L2 speech act.

Another distinction made by Kasper is between "positive" and "negative" transfer. The
kind of transfer that results in IL pragmatic behavior that is consistent with TL norms is
regarded as “positive”, while the kind of transfer that causes IL deviation form the target

norm is considered “negative”.

1.4.3. The speech acts of criticizing and responding to criticism:

In the present study, criticizing refers to an illocutionary act whose illocutionary point is to
give negative evaluation on the hearer’s (H) actions, choice, words, and products for which
he or she may be held responsible. This act is performed in hope of influencing H’s future
actions for the better for his or her own benefit as viewed by the speaker (S), or to
communicate S’s dissatisfaction/ discontent with or dislike regarding what H has done but
without implying that what H has done has undesirable consequences for S (adapted from

Wierzbicka, 1987). Based on the above definition of the criticizing speech act, the speech



act of responding to criticism in this present study is defined as a verbalized reaction to a

given criticism.

1.4.4. Criticism and criticism response realization strategies, semantic formulas, and

modifiers:

In the present study, criticism and criticism response realization strategies are defined as
the pragmalinguistic conventions of usage by which criticisms and criticism responses are
realized respectively. This definition is adapted from Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper’s
(1989) and Takahashi (1996)’s definitions of request strategies. Conventions of usage in the
sense used by Clark (1979) are further made up of two other kinds of pragmalinguistic
conventions, namely, conventions of means and conventions of forms. The former refers to
the semantic devices (or semantic formulas) by which a speech act is performed. The latter
involves the exact wordings used. For example, a criticism can be realized by means of
different semantic formulas, from a direct statement of the problem or wrongdoing to a
suggestion for change or repair. A suggestion for change in turn can be realized by means
of different wordings such as “I suggest that you rewrite it”, “Can you rewrite it?”, “Do

you think you can rewrite it?”, or “Why don’t you rewrite it?”, and so on.

Criticism and criticism response semantic formulas in the above sense are semantic
structures that have acquired an illocutionary force representing criticisms and criticism

responses, respectively (adapted from Clark, 1979).

Modifiers are linguistic devices employed to help reduce the offence of a face-threatening
act. An example of a modifier would be a compliment paid to the hearer either before or

after a criticism is delivered to compensate for the offensive act (sweeteners), or hedges of



all kinds to reduce the degree of severity of a criticism such as “sort of”, “kind of”’, and so

on.

1.5. ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS

This thesis consists of nine chapters. Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the topic of
research, and by stating the research questions, limits the scope of the study. It also defines
the operational terms and outlines the structure of the thesis. Chapter 2 reviews the
literature relevant to the topic of research and summarizes what has been done and what
has not yet been done about the topic so far, indicating the gap that the present thesis will
bridge. Chapter 3 presents the research methodology in terms of sampling,
instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. Chapter 4 compares the results for the
two data sets elicited via the two different data elicitation instruments (namely the peer-
feedback task - hereafter referred to as the role play - and the questionnaire). It explains
how each data set was used to address the different research questions. Chapters 5, 6, 7,
and 8 report and discuss the main findings according to research questions. Specifically,
Chapter 5 deals with Research Question 1, which is a comparison of the learners’ use of
criticisms and criticism responses with the use of the NSs. Chapter 6 addresses Research
Question 2, which is pragmatic development, and Chapter 7 addresses Research Question
3, which is pragmatic transfer. Chapter 8 reports and discusses the findings from the
interview data with regard to Research Question 4, which deals with the influential factors
in the learners’ pragmatic decision-making. The final chapter draws conclusions, presents

theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical implications, and proposes further research.
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CHAPTER 2:

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter reviews the theories and literature relevant to the topic under investigation
in the present study. The first two sections address two important linguistic notions:
speech acts (2.1) and politeness (2.2). The final two sections deal with two important
issues in acquisitional pragmatics: pragmatic transfer (2.3) and pragmatic development

(2.4).

2.1. THEORY OF SPEECH ACTS

Speech act theory is one of the central issues in general pragmatic research (Levinson,
1983). In this section, the works by Austin and Searle, two pioneers in the field, are first
briefly reviewed in order to provide theoretical frameworks. The speech acts of criticizing
and responding to criticism, which are the focus of the present study, are then discussed

and existing research into these two speech acts is reviewed.

2.1.1. Concepts

The notion of speech acts dates back to the British language philosopher —J. Austin (1962).
In his influential book entitled How to do things with words, Austin made an interesting
point that in saying something, one is actually doing something. This view is considered a
breakthrough in linguistics since it points out that many everyday language declarative
sentences are not intended to make true or false statements, as is firmly asserted by logical
positivists. Rather, they are used to ‘do things’, that is, to perform certain linguistic actions

such as requesting, complimenting, apologizing, and so on. Those utterances were then
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termed ‘performatives’ by Austin @. Austin conceptualized performatives as involving
three acts, namely locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary - the three kinds of acts
that, according to him, constitute what people “do with words”. Of these, a locutionary
act is defined as the act of vocalizing a sentence and assigning a propositional meaning to
it. An illocutionary act is the one of performing a particular language function and a
perlocutionary act is the one of producing some kind of effect on the addressee. The core
interest of Austin as well as of other pragmatists is the illocutionary act, which Austin

later termed ‘speech act’ (Levinson, 1983).

Searle (1969, 1975), based on Austin’s work, put forward the important notion of indirect
speech acts. According to Searle, direct speech acts enjoy a transparent relationship
between form and function. Indirect speech acts, on the other hand, display no such
relationship, and therefore, their illocutionary force does not derive from their surface
structure. To put it differently, indirect speech acts consist of two acts, a primary
illocutionary act and a secondary one where the primary act operates through and in force
of the secondary one . The phenomenon of “indirect speech acts” is considered universal
across all languages and it is those indirect speech acts that make up the majority in

everyday conversations.

Another important contribution by Searle is his attempt to use Austin’s felicity conditions
to categorize speech acts. Austin noticed that although performatives cannot be verified as
true or false, they can go wrong, i.e. they can be asserted as felicitous or infelicitous.
Hence, there must be certain conditions for them to be successfully performed and their
illocutionary force to be achieved ®. Searle, however, emphasized that felicity conditions

are not only dimensions in which utterances can go wrong as was suggested by Austin,
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but they are also constitutive of the various illocutionary forces, and therefore, can
differentiate illocutionary acts from one another. For example, in performing the act of
promising, S must (1) say he or she will perform a future action, (2) intend to do it, (3)
believe he or she can do it, (4) think he or she would not do it anyway, in the normal
course of action, (5) think the addressee wants him or her to do it (rather than not to do it),
and (6) intend to place himself or herself under obligation to perform it. These conditions
are actually constitutive of promising and therefore can differentiate promising from
other speech acts such as threatening, complaining, and so on. Searle classified those
felicity conditions into four kinds which he termed ‘propositional content’, ‘preparatory
preconditions’, ‘conditions on sincerity’, and ‘the essential conditions’. Among them,
‘preparatory preconditions’ are concerned with the relationship between Sand H, and H’s
will, benefit, or ability. The act of commanding, for example, is usually performed by a
person of higher status but not the other way around. ‘Sincerity conditions’, on the other
hand, refer to S’s ‘psychological state’ in performing a specific linguistic action. For
example, when one ‘announces’ something, one must believe in it. Doing otherwise
would lead to a famous paradox that bears Moore’s name: “The cat is on the mat but |
don’t believe it.” The ‘essential conditions’ are about the obligations and responsibility
assigned to S or H once the act is performed. Upon promising, for example, S is under the

obligation to perform what is promised.

Austin and Searle had paved the way to research into linguistic functions instead of
linguistic forms as is often observed in earlier linguistic studies. Yet regarding the

classification of speech acts, both Austin’s and Searle’s taxonomies are criticized for
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allowing too much overlap between different speech act categories and not being able to

account for complex speech acts such as complaining and criticizing.

Austin (1962) classified speech acts into five major categories, namely verdictives,
exercitives, commissives, behavitives, and expositives. However, this identification is
solely based on the performative verb through which a speech act is expressed. As the
argument goes, in reality the number of speech acts in every language much exceeds the
number of their corresponding performative verbs. Thus, Austin’s taxonomy may exclude
many speech acts. The second concern is there seems to be no clear or consistent principle
or set of principles on the basis of which Austin constructed his taxonomy. Therefore,
according to his classification, many speech acts may belong to two different categories.

For example, “describe” was classified by Austin as both verdictive and expositive.

Searle (1969), finding fault with Austin’s taxonomy, attempted to construct a new
classification. He ended up with five categories, namely representatives, directives,
commissives, expressives, and declarations. The caveat, however, is despite his effort to
construct twelve consistent classification criteria, Searle based his classifications on only
three criteria when it came to his actual identification of speech acts. These three criteria
included the illocutionary point or purpose of a speech act, the direction in which it fits
words to the world, and the psychological state it expresses. As a result, the taxonomy

that he put forward was more or less similar to that of Austin (Mey, 1993).

What is more, both Austin and Searle’s taxonomies do not seem able to account for
complex speech acts. Newell and Shutman (1989, cited in Hartley, 1996), for example,

point out that the speech act of complaining may easily fall under four out of five
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categories specified by Searle. It is expressive because it expresses a psychological state; it
is representative because it expresses negative belief about a state of affairs; it is directive
as it implies a demand for remedy; and finally, it is commissive as in complaining one
commits himself/herself to a course of action. This is because, according to Hartley (ibid.),
a single complaint may be made up of many different acts, each of which carries a
different illocutionary force. For instance, it could be a compilation of an expression of
annoyance (expressive), a statement of the offensive act (representative), a request for
repair of the offence (directive), and so on. Thus, the effort to place it into any single

category in Austin’s or Searle’s taxonomies will fail.

2.1.2. The speech acts of criticizing and responding to criticism

As in the case of complaining, criticizing and responding to criticism may be composed of
different acts, each of which carries a different illocutionary force and none of which is the
head act. For example, a criticism can be a compilation of an expression of disapproval, an
expression of negative evaluation, a statement of the act of wrongdoing, and a suggestion
for change. A criticism response can be made up of an agreement with criticism and an
offer of repair, or a disagreement with criticism and an expression of annoyance.
Therefore, neither of the taxonomies given by Austin or Searle may apply to these two
speech acts. Instead, criticizing and responding to criticism may be better described in

terms of speech act sets which are made up by multiple components.

Unlike other speech acts such as requesting, thanking, greeting, and so on, criticizing and
responding to criticism have been rather under-researched in literature (i.e. House and

Kasper, 1981; Tracy, van Dusen, and Robinson, 1987; Tracy and Eisenberg, 1990; Wajnryb,
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1993, 1995; and Toplak and Katz, 2000). Tracy, et al. (1987) investigated the characteristics
of good and bad criticisms as perceived by people from different cultural backgrounds via
an open-ended questionnaire. They found five stylistic characteristics that distinguish
“good” from “bad” criticisms. Firstly, a good criticism needs to display a positive
language and manner. Secondly, the changes suggested in it must be specific enough and
the critic must offer to help make them possible. The reasons for criticizing must usually
be justified and made explicit and the criticism compensated for by being placed in a
larger positive message. A "good" criticism also does not violate the relationship between

interlocutors and is accurate.

These findings correspond well to Wajnryb (1993), who reports that an effective criticism,
in his teachers-participants’ view, must be kept simple, specific, well-grounded in the
lesson, linked to strategies for improvement, and delivered as an attempt to share
experience. It also needs to be softened by means of a number of strategies. These include
'measuring words' (to avoid being too negative), 'soft-pedaling’ (i.e. using internal and
external modifications to lessen the harshness of the criticism), 'using affirmative
language' such as comforting messages, 'distancing and neutralizing' (to depersonalize the
criticism) and 'using negotiating language’ (to avoid imposing on the addressee). To save
students’ face, one teacher even emphasized that a criticism should be “oblique and
approached via the third person” (p. 60). Interestingly enough, this perception seems to
clash with what the student in Wajnryb’s (1995) case study expected. She preferred to
receive a direct and 'economical’ criticism to rather than indirect, wordy, and ‘time-

wasting' one.



16

Toplak and Katz (2000) focused on the communicative effects of direct and indirect
criticisms (i.e. sarcastic comments). They gave the participants a set of passages in which
one of the interlocutors criticized the other in two ways, directly (“You are not really
helping me out”) or sarcastically (“You are really helping me out!””). Then they required
the participants to complete a questionnaire for each passage about what the participants
thought the critic’s intent and the effect of the given criticism were from the perspectives
of both the critic and the recipient. Similar to Wajnryb (1993, 1995), Toplak and Katz
found a difference between the speaker and the addressee in their judgments of the
criticisms given. The addressee tended to view sarcasm (as opposed to a direct criticism)
as more severe than the speaker intended. However, they also found that sarcasm was not
perceived by the recipient as having as negative an impact on the relationship between

the interlocutors as direct criticisms.

Tracy and Eissenberg (1990) investigated the preferences for message clarity and
politeness in giving criticisms in a workplace context among people from different races
and gender. They found that superiors tended to give more weight to message clarity
than did subordinates. However, this preference also varied according to gender and race.
For example, in either role, females were found to be more face-attentive than men and
whites were more concerned about others’ positive face (i.e. the desire to be approved or

accepted by others — Brown and Levinson, 1987) than nonwhites.

The literature on criticism responses seems scarcer than that on criticism. To date, Higara
and Turner’s (1996) is the only study that addresses the speech act of responding to
criticism. Higara and Turner explore this speech act in relation to face attention.

Comparing the student-tutor interactions in British and Japanese academic settings where
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tutors initiate criticisms, they observed an interesting difference between the two cultures.
In the British context the other's negative face is frequently attended to by both tutors and
students. However, this is not the case in the Japanese context. Moreover, in responding
to the tutor's criticisms, British students seem to attend more to their own face (both
negative and positive), while Japanese students show more concern for the tutor's positive
face. Higara and Turner also identify the five broad strategies which their participants
employed in encountering a criticism. These include conciliation, negotiation, defending,
resigning, and non-elaboration. Conciliation involves acknowledging the criticism and
showing commitment to the suggestion. Negotiation refers to resisting the criticism plus
the use of a token acknowledgement as a softener to mitigate the potential threat to the
critic’s face. Defending is resisting the criticism to protect the speaker's own face. Finally,
resigning involves acknowledging the criticism but giving alternatives to the suggestion,
and non-elaboration involves ignoring the criticism by responding to it only at its face

value.

Overall, although the above studies have provided valuable insights into criticisms and
criticism responses, many of them have not given an explicit definition of these two
speech acts. The researchers tended to imply rather than explicitly define what constitutes
a criticism and criticism response. This makes it difficult to compare and contrast the

findings of the various studies.

One study in which the researchers try to discuss what constitutes a criticism as opposed
to related speech acts such as a complaint is Tracy et al. (1987). Tracy et al.(ibid., p.56)
define both complaining and criticizing as the act of “finding fault” which involves giving

“a negative evaluation of a person or an act for which he or she is deemed responsible”.
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However, they make two main points to distinguish them. The first one is whether an
utterance can be taken as a complaint or a criticism seems to depend on its “content and
form and the salient role identity” (p.56) of the giver and the recipient: criticisms are
usually associated with higher social status and complaints with lower social status,
although there may also be exceptions. For example, a subordinate may act “atypically”

(p. 56) by criticizing his or her supervisor and signaling this linguistically.

There seem to be some reservations about this point. First, Tracy et al. are inconsistent in
suggesting that a distinction can be made between criticisms and complaints based on
content and linguistic form because, as they suggest earlier, both criticisms and
complaints are concerned with the same content i.e. “finding fault”. Thus, it can be argued
that they may also be realized by similar linguistic structures. Second, it does not seem
convincing to define a speech act based on the relative social status of S and H because
social role identity does not seem to constitute an exclusive defining criterion. While it is
the case that certain speech acts can only be performed by a particular person (e.g. those
highly institutionized speech acts tied to laws, religions, or highly official ceremonies),
this may not be true for many everyday speech acts, including criticisms and complaints.
Indeed, Tracy et al. acknowledge that criticisms may also be given by subordinates. More
importantly, the attempt to assign a particular social status and specific linguistic form to
a speech act and to draw on these criteria to interpret it seems to overlook the fact that
speech acts are context sensitive and dependent. In fact, contexts can sometimes be a more
influential factor in determining the illocutionary point and force of a speech act,

especially in the case of non-conventional indirectness (i.e. hints).
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