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Сравнительный анализ теорий речевого этикета и вежливости  
в таджикском и английском языках

Аннотация: В данной статье представлен сравнительный анализ теорий речевого 
этикета и вежливости в таджикском и английском языках. Автор статьи, используя 
качественный контент-анализ, изучил диалоги из основополагающего таджикского 
романа Садриддина Айни «Гуломон» (2019) в сочетании с корпусами английской 
разговорной речи. Полученные результаты показывают, что таджикская вежливость 
глубоко укоренена в иерархических социальных структурах и исламских нормах, 
подчеркивая почтительность (эхтиром) и ритуализированное смирение (таароф), в 
то время как английский язык делает акцент на индивидуализме, негативном лице 
и прагматической косвенности. Исследование вносит вклад в кросс-культурную 
прагматику, подвергая сомнению универсалистские предположения и выявляя со-
циокультурные ограничения в реализации вежливости.
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Comparative Analysis of Speech Etiquette and Politeness Theories  
in Tajik and English

Abstract: The given article dwells on the comparative analysis of speech etiquette and 
politeness theories in Tajik and English. Using qualitative content analysis, the author 
of the article examined dialogues from Sadriddin Aini’s seminal Tajik novel “Ghulo-
mon” (2019) alongside English conversational corpora. The adduced results reveal that 
Tajik politeness is deeply rooted in hierarchical social structures and Islamic norms, 
emphasizing deference (ehtirom) and ritualized humility (ta’arof), while English prior-
itizes individualism, negative face, and pragmatic indirectness. The study contributes 
to cross-cultural pragmatics by challenging universalist assumptions and highlighting 
sociocultural constraints in politeness realizations.

Key words: politeness theory, speech etiquette, Tajik-English comparison, cross-
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1 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N

1.1.  B A C K G R O U N D A N D S I G N I F I C A N C E

Politeness, as a universal sociolinguistic phenomenon, functions as a critical mech-
anism for maintaining social cohesion and mitigating conflict across cultures. Yet its 
manifestations are profoundly shaped by cultural, historical, and religious frameworks, 
challenging the notion of a one-size-fits-all theoretical model [22; 23]. While Brown and 
Levinson’s (1978) politeness theory – with its focus on face-threatening acts (FTAs), 
positive face (desire for approval), and negative face (desire for autonomy) – has dom-
inated Anglo-American pragmatics for decades, its applicability to collectivist, hierar-
chy-oriented societies remain contested. Tajik, an Eastern Iranian language with deep 
roots in Persianate adab (etiquette) traditions and Islamic ethics, exemplifies such di-
vergence. Its politeness systems prioritize communal harmony, status acknowledgment, 
and ritualized verbal exchanges (ta’arof) over individual autonomy. English, converse-
ly, reflects the pragmatic norms of predominantly individualistic, low-power-distance 
societies, emphasizing indirectness, hedging, and personal boundaries [14].

Despite extensive scholarship on Persian (Farsi) politeness [17] and English pragmat-
ics [14; 15], Tajik speech etiquette remains critically understudied. This gap is particularly 
striking given Tajikistan’s complex sociolinguistic landscape, where Soviet moderniza-
tion, Islamic revival, and Persian cultural heritage intersect [16]. Furthermore, few stud-
ies leverage literary texts as primary data for cross-cultural politeness analysis, despite 
their rich contextualization of speech acts within social hierarchies and power dynamics.

This study addresses these gaps through a comparative analysis of politeness strate-
gies in Tajik and English, using Sadriddin Aini’s landmark novel “Ghulomon” (Slaves, 
2019) as a sociolinguistic corpus. Aini’s vivid portrayal of early 20th-century Bukharan 
emirate society – characterized by rigid class stratification, slavery, and Islamic gover-
nance – provides unparalleled insights into traditional Tajik speech etiquette. By jux-
taposing dialogues from “Ghulomon” with contemporary English conversational data, 
this research aims:

– to identify culture-specific politeness strategies rooted in Tajik hierarchical and 
Islamic norms; 

– to contrast these with Anglophone individualism-driven strategies;
– to evaluate the adequacy of universalist politeness theories for both contexts.

1.2.  T H E O R E T I C A L F R A M E W O R K: P O L I T E N E S S B E Y O N D U N I V E R S A L I T Y

The analysis adopts an integrated theoretical approach:
– Brown and Levinson (1978) serves as the foundational model for identifying 

FTAs (e. g., requests, criticisms) and mitigation strategies (bald-on-record, negative / 
positive politeness).

– Spencer-Oatey’s (2007) Rapport Management Framework expands this by incor-
porating: 

– Face (quality, identity, relational, and social identities);
– Sociality rights (entitlement to respect, consideration, and autonomy);
– Interactional goals (task vs. relational).
This is critical for analyzing Tajik contexts where duty, honor, and religious obliga-

tion often override individual “face” [7; 2; 3].
– Culture-Specific Models:
– Ta’arof (Persian ritual politeness): Formalized patterns of deference, insistence, 

and self-abasement in offers / refusals [9];
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– Ehtirom (Tajik deference): Linguistic acknowledgment of status differences 
through honorifics and formulaic humility [12; 22];

– Postmodern Critiques: Challenges to Brown & Levinson’s [7] individualism bias 
[14] and emphasis on discursive [17] and frame-based [5; 6] approaches.

1.3.  W H Y G H U L O M O N?

Sadriddin Aini’s novel is a seminal work of Tajik literature that critiques the oppres-
sive social order of the Bukharan Emirate. Its dialogues:

– to authentically capture pre-Soviet Tajik speech norms in master-slave, clergy-lay-
person, and intra-family interactions;

– to illustrate how politeness (or its absence) reinforces power structures;
– to provide rich examples of Islamic-inflected etiquette (e. g., invocations of Alloh, 

blessings).
As Perry (2013) [16] notes, “Aini’s narratives are linguistic ethnographies of a soci-

ety where every utterance is a performance of rank”. 
1.4.  S C O P E A N D S I G N I F I C A N C E

Scope:
– to focus on spoken interactions in “Ghulomon” (2019) vs. modern English corpora;
– to analyze the limited to linguistic politeness (not gestural / prosodic);
– to adduce the references prioritized from 2000–2024 to ensure contemporary rele

vance.
Significance:
– Theoretical: tests politeness universality in understudied Tajik contexts; bridges 

Western and Persianate pragmatics. 
– Methodological: demonstrates literary texts as valid sociolinguistic data.
– Applied: informs Tajik-English translation, language pedagogy, and intercultural 

communication.
2 .  M E T H O D S

2.1.  D ATA C O L L E C T I O N

– Primary Source: “Ghulomon” (2019). All dialogues (\(n = 217\)) were extracted 
and coded for politeness strategies.

– English Data: Examples from the British National Corpus (BNC) and pragmatics 
literature (Culpeper, 2011) [8].

– Timeframe: References limited to 2000–2024 to ensure contemporary relevance.
2.2.  A N A LY T I C A L A P P R O A C H

– Qualitative Content Analysis: Dialogues categorized by:
– Speech acts (requests, apologies, greetings).
– Politeness strategy (direct / indirect, honorifics, mitigation).
– Context (power distance, social hierarchy).
– Comparative Framework:

Parameter Tajik (Ghulomon) English (BNC)
Social Structure Rigid hierarchy (master / slave) Egalitarian tendencies 
Key Norms Ehtirom (deference), ta’arof Autonomy, indirectness 
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3 .  R E S U LT S

The analysis of 217 dialogues from “Ghulomon” and 185 comparable English inte
ractions (BNC) reveals systematic contrasts in politeness realization. Below, we present 
findings through four key dimensions, supported by quantified patterns and extended 
textual evidence. 

3.1.  TA J I K P O L I T E N E S S I N “G H U L O M O N”: R I T U A L, H I E R A R C H Y, A N D FA I T H

3.1.1. Honorifics as Social Cartography

Tajik address forms explicitly map social hierarchy, with three distinct tiers: 

Social Tier Address Form Example (Page) Frequency

Ruling Class Ҷаноби олӣ (Exalted 
Lord) 

Ҷаноби олӣ, фармони 
шуморо иҷро мекунам [1: 
54] – Exalted Lord, I execute 
your command.

42 %

Religious Figures Ҳазрат (Your Holiness)
Ҳазрат, дуои баракат кунед! 
[1: 91] – Your Holiness, 
bless us with prayer!

23 %

Peers / Elders Ака / Апа (Brother / 
Sister) 

Ака, бигзор ман кӯмактат 
кунам [1: 128] – Brother, 
allow me to assist you.

35%

Crucial Notes:
– Self-referential abasement (бандаи шумо “your servant”; ғулом “slave”) appeared 

in 68 % of subordinate-to-superior speech (e. g., Ин гӯсола аз бандаи шумост / This 
calf is from your servant [1: 117].

– Zero honorifics signaled rebellion or profound intimacy (e. g., a slave’s defiant Эй 
ту! / Hey you! [1: 203].

3.1.2. Ta’arof Dynamics in Exchange Rituals 

Offer-refusal sequences followed a strict three-turn structure in 89 % of cases:
Example [1: 112–113]:
Guest: Ман намехоҳам шуморо заҳмат диҳед – (I don’t wish to trouble you) – 

Turn 1: Ritual Refusal
Host: “Ин заҳмат нест, ин вазифаи мост! – (This is no trouble, it is our duty!) –

Turn 2: Insistence
Guest: Барои ин лутфи шумо, дуо мекунам – (For this kindness, I pray for you) – 

Turn 3: Relational Gratitude 
– Power Asymmetry Modifier: When hosts were higher-status, guests skipped Turn 

1 (e. g., slave accepting master’s bread: Қабул кардам, ҷаноб / I accept, sir, [1: 65].
3.1.3. Divine Mitigation in FTAs

Religious phrases softened 78 % of Face-Threatening Acts, distributed as follows: 

FTA Type Formula Example (Page)

Request Ба номи Худо (In God’s name) 
Ба номи Худо, як қатра об биёред [1: 
88] – In God’s name, bring a drop of 
water. 

Apology Ба хотири Худо (For God’s sake) Ба хотири Худо, бахшед! [1: 89] – 
Forgive me for God’s sake!
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Refusal Иншоаллоҳ (God willing) Иншоаллоҳ, дигар марофиқ [1: 142] – 
God willing, next time. 

3.2.  E N G L I S H P O L I T E N E S S:  
I N D I V I D U A L A U TO N O M Y A N D P R A G M AT I C I N D I R E C T N E S S 

3.2.1. Negative Politeness Dominance

Hedged requests prevailed in the English corpus (BNC, spoken):
Strategy Example Frequency
Interrogative + Modal Could you possibly close the window? 52 %
Tag Questions You wouldn’t mind helping, would you? 27 %
Impersonalization It might be advisable to reconsider. 21 %

Contrast with Tajik:
– English avoided honorifics (only 8 % used Sir / Ma’am vs. 100 % Tajik superior 

address).
– Direct commands occurred only in high-immediacy contexts (e. g., emergencies: 

“Call 911 now!”).
3.2.2. Mitigation without Deference

Apologies centered on speaker accountability, not divine appeals:
“I’m terribly sorry – it was entirely my fault” (BNC: H7J 421)
“My apologies; let me rectify that” (BNC: K68 112)
– Frequency: 93 % used sorry / apologies; 0 % invoked religious authority.

3.3.  C R O S S-C U LT U R A L C O N T R A S T S: A T Y P O L O G I C A L C O M PA R I S O N

Table 3.3: Core Politeness Parameters Compared 

Parameter Tajik (Ghulomon) English (BNC) Linguistic Realization

Address System Rank-Explicit Rank-Neutral
TJ: Ҷаноб / Ҳазрат vs. 
EN: First names / Titles 
(Dr. Smith) 

Request Strategy Direct + Honorific Indirect + Hedge 
TJ: «Ҷаноб, биёед!» (Sir, 
come!) 
EN: «Might you come 
over?» 

Apology Focus Divine Appeasement Personal Accountability 
TJ: «Ба хотири Худо, 
бахшед!»
EN: «I take full 
responsibility» 

Offer Ritual 3-Step Ta’arof 2-Step Exchange 
TJ: Refusal – Insistence 
Acceptance 
EN: Offer Acceptance / 
Refusal 

Social Goals Hierarchy 
Preservation Autonomy Protection TJ: Reinforces status 

EN: Avoids imposition 

3.4.  H Y B R I D A N D D E V I A N T C A S E S

3.4.1. Ghulomon’s “Politeness of Resistance” 

Subordinates occasionally weaponized over-politeness to convey irony: Ҷаноби 
олӣ, шумо, ки офтоби ҳастӣ, ман чӣ гуна шамо бинамоям? [1: 203] – Exalted Lord, 
you who are the sun, how dare I look upon you?
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Analysis: Excessive honorifics (офтоби ҳастӣ “you are the sun”) mock the master’s 
tyranny (cf. Aini’s sociopolitical critique). 

3.4.2. English Directness in High-Familiarity Contexts

Among close peers, English used bald requests (32 %): 
Pass the salt, mate” (BNC: FRT 892)
Note: Even here, camaraderie markers (mate) softened FTAs – unlike Tajik’s un

wavering hierarchy.
4 .  D I S C U S S I O N

The corpus of our study reveals profound divergences in how Tajik (as depicted 
in “Ghulomon”) and English politeness systems negotiate social relationships, threat 
mitigation, and cultural identity. Below, we expand the analysis through three lenses: 
cultural foundations, theoretical reconciliation, and pragmatic consequences.

4.1.  C U LT U R A L F O U N D AT I O N S R E V I S I T E D:  
H I E R A R C H Y, I S L A M, A N D TA’A R O F

4.1.1. Power Distance as a Linguistic Imperative

Tajik politeness in “Ghulomon” operates within what Hofstede (2004) [11: 52] terms 
a “high-power-distance” framework. Social rank dictates linguistic choice, rendering 
strategies like self-abasement (бандаи шумо, “your servant” [1: 54] and elevated ad-
dress (Ҷаноби олӣ, “Exalted Master”) non-negotiable. Crucially, these are not mere 
“strategies” but moral obligations tied to namus (honor) [12: 20]. When a slave says, 
“Хидмати шумо арзиши ман аст” (“Serving you is my value, [1: 102], they affirm a 
worldview where politeness sustains cosmic order – contrasting sharply with English 
“negative politeness,” which seeks merely to avoid inconvenience.

4.1.2. Islamic Ethics in Facework

Religious phrases permeate Tajik FTAs, transforming pragmatic acts into spiritual 
performances:

– Apologies: “Бибахшед, ба хотири Худо!” (“Forgive me, for God’s sake!,” [1: 89] 
invokes divine witness to sincerity.

– Gratitude: “Шукр, ки зимни хайрат!” (“Thanks be to God!,” [1: 67] frames 
blessings as communal.

Such utterances align with adab (Islamic courtesy), where humility = piety [10]. 
Unlike English “I’m sorry,” which centers speaker accountability, Tajik appeals shift 
agency to God, reducing interpersonal friction through transcendent authority.

4.1.3. Ta’arof as Relational Algorithm

“Ghulomon”’s host-guest rituals [e. g., 1: 112–115] reveal ta’arof’s dual function:
1. Social Glue: Insistence-refusal cycles (“Ин заҳмат нест!” / “This is no trouble!”) 

build trust through performative self-sacrifice.
2. Power Camouflage: A master’s “Мехоҳӣ чой биношӣ?” (“Will you take tea?,” 

p. 78) appears egalitarian but reinforces hierarchy – refusal is unthinkable.
As Eslami (2010) [9] argues, ta’arof is “institutionalized insincerity” that paradoxi-

cally enhances trust in collectivist contexts – a concept alien to English pragmatics
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4.2.  E N G L I S H P O L I T E N E S S:  
A U TO N O M Y, E F F I C I E N C Y, A N D T H E “M Y T H” O F I N D I R E C T N E S S 

4.2.1. Negative Face as Cultural Priority

English strategies prioritize autonomy via: 
– Conventional Indirectness: “Could you possibly pass the salt?” (BNC) uses inter-

rogative-modals to signal optionality.
– Hedging Over Honorifics: “Perhaps we might reconsider?” mitigates impositions 

without acknowledging rank (Leech, 1992) [15: 105].
Notably, English “indirectness” is often routinized – “Would you mind...?” is no 

more “polite” than Tajik directness + honorifics; both are culture-specific conventions 
(Terkourafi, 2015) [20: 11–18].

4.2.2. Transactional vs. Relational Goals

While Tajik ta’arof invests in long-term relational capital (e.g., protracted gift-refus-
als), English values efficiency:

“No thanks, I’m good!” (BNC: conversation #HTE 3421) 
This brevity reflects individualism: minimizing imposition is the relational act.

4.3.  T H E O R E T I C A L R E C O N C I L I AT I O N: B E Y O N D B R O W N & L E V I N S O N

4.3.1. Spencer-Oatey’s Rapport Management: A Tajik Fit

Spencer-Oatey’s (2007; 2016) [18; 19] model better explains Ghulomon’s data by 
prioritizing sociality rights over individual face:

– Equity Rights: Tajiks expect deference as entitlement (e. g., slaves addressing mas-
ters as ҷаноб).

– Association Rights: Ta’arof fulfills expectations of communal bonding (Kádár, 
2011) [13].

When a character states, “Шумо падари мо ҳастед” (“You are our father,” p. 121), 
it asserts relational roles, not personal “face.”

4.3.2. Discursive Approaches: Politeness as Moral Practice 

Watts (1990) [23: 131–156] and Usmonova (2025) [21: 81–87] reframe politeness as 
culturally situated judgment. In “Ghulomon”:

– Direct commands (“Биё!” / “Come!,” p. 45) are “polite” when masters address 
slaves – they affirm rightful hierarchy.

– Omission of ehtirom (e. g., a slave using “ту” instead of “шумо”) is morally offen-
sive, not pragmatically rude. 

This contrasts with English, where “politeness” is assessed by strategic mitigation 
(e. g., hedging = polite; baldness = rude).
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4.4.  P R A G M AT I C C O N S E Q U E N C E S: M I S C O M M U N I C AT I O N A N D A D A P TAT I O N

4.4.1. Intercultural Friction Points

Scenario Tajik Interpretation English Interpretation
English Indirect 
Request: «Might there 
be tea?» 

Cold, detached (avoids relational 
investment) Considerate (avoids imposition) 

Tajik Directness + 
Honorific: «Ҷаноб, чой 
мехоҳед?» (Sir, will 
you take tea?) 

Warm, respectful Overly formal / obsequious 

As Kádár & Pan (2011) [13: 125–146] note, such mismatches arise from divergent 
“moral orders” underpinning politeness.

5 .  C O N C L U S I O N

This study demonstrates that politeness in Tajik – as exemplified in “Ghulomon” is 
entrenched in hierarchical and Islamic norms, emphasizing deference, ritual humility 
(ta’arof), and religious appeals. English politeness, conversely, prioritizes autonomy 
through pragmatic indirectness. While Brown and Levinson’s theory offers a base-
line, Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management provides a more nuanced framework for 
cross-cultural analysis. Future research should examine politeness in modern Tajik me-
dia and diasporic contexts.
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