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This research investigates the role of pragmatics in cross-cultural communication, with a 

particular focus on English and Arabic. It combines theoretical perspectives on pragmatics, speech 

acts, and politeness theory with an applied corpus-based case study. Through the analysis of 

requests, apologies, compliments, and refusals, the paper identifies key differences in directness, 

indirectness, and politeness strategies between English and Arabic. Findings show that 

misunderstandings often stem from pragmatic, rather than grammatical, differences. The study 

highlights the pedagogical importance of pragmatic competence in second language acquisition. 
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Introduction 
Language is not only a system of rules and vocabulary; it is also a means of social action. The 

subfield of pragmatics focuses on how speakers use language in real-life contexts to achieve 

communicative goals. In cross-cultural settings, pragmatics becomes especially important 

as miscommunication often arises not from incorrect grammar but from cultural differences 

in the performance of speech acts. This paper explores the role of pragmatics in cross-

cultural communication with an emphasis on English and Arabic. It aims to bridge 

theoretical insights with practical analysis. 

Theoretical Framework 

Pragmatics and Context 

Pragmatics studies meaning as it relates to context. Context includes physical setting, social 

relationships, and cultural norms. Levinson (1983) defines pragmatics as the study of the 

relations between language and context. For example, the utterance 'Can you pass the salt?' 

is interpreted as a request, not a question of ability. 

Speech Act Theory 

Austin (1962) and Searle (1969) demonstrated that utterances perform actions—called 

speech acts. Requests, apologies, promises, and refusals are among the most studied speech 

acts. Their realization varies across cultures, which affects cross-cultural communication.  
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Politeness Theory 

Brown and Levinson (1987) argue that speakers use strategies to manage face needs. 

English and Arabic differ in their balance of positive and negative politeness. While English 

emphasizes efficiency, Arabic tends to prioritize social harmony and respect. 

Models of Intercultural Communication 

Intercultural communication models (e.g., Hall 1976; Hofstede 2001) highlight high-context 

and low-context communication. English is often categorized as low-context, while Arabic 

tends toward high-context, relying on shared cultural knowledge. 

Cross-Cultural Pragmatics 

Requests 

Requests are realized differently across English and Arabic. English tends to use direct 

forms such as 'Could you open the door?', while Arabic favors indirect forms, e.g., 'It is warm 

in here,' which implies a request. 

Apologies 

English apologies often rely on explicit acknowledgment, such as 'I am sorry.' Arabic 

apologies, however, frequently invoke religious expressions or elaborate explanations to 

mitigate face threats. 

Compliments and Refusals 

Compliments in English are often straightforward, e.g., 'You look nice.' Arabic compliments 

tend to be more elaborate and sometimes invoke blessings. Refusals in English are usually 

direct, while Arabic speakers often use indirect strategies, e.g., 'Inshallah another time,' to 

soften the rejection. 

Directness vs. Indirectness 

Directness is valued in English as a marker of clarity, whereas Arabic communication 

frequently employs indirectness to preserve social relationships. These differences are a 

major source of intercultural miscommunication. 

Literature Review 
Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) examined requests and apologies across cultures, showing 

significant variation. Trosborg (1995) compared interlanguage pragmatics and highlighted 

the complexity of request strategies. Al-Khatib (2006) studied Jordanian Arabic apologies 

and found extensive use of religious expressions. Recent studies (e.g., Félix-Brasdefer, 2017; 

Taguchi, 2019) have emphasized the importance of teaching pragmatic competence 

explicitly in second language education. 
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Applied Section: Corpus-Based Case Study 

Data and Methodology 

The applied analysis draws on a small corpus of naturally occurring interactions in English 

and Arabic, including movie dialogues, classroom interactions, and everyday conversations. 

The focus is on four speech acts: requests, apologies, compliments, and refusals. Each 

example is analyzed according to pragmatic theory. 

Examples and Analysis 

Example 1 (Request - English): 'Could you please lend me your notes?' 

This direct request employs politeness markers such as 'please.' 

 

Example 2 (Request - Arabic): ' هنا حار الجو سمحت، لو .' (If you permit, it is hot here.) 

Although framed as a comment, this functions as an indirect request to open the window. 

 

Example 3 (Apology - English): 'I’m really sorry for being late.' 

Example 4 (Apology - Arabic): ' قصدي كان ما والله الله، أستغفر .' (I ask God’s forgiveness, by God, I did 

not mean it.) 

The Arabic apology invokes religion and intensifiers, reflecting cultural norms. 

 

Example 5 (Refusal - English): 'I’m afraid I can’t join you tonight.' 

Example 6 (Refusal - Arabic): ' آخر  وقت في الله شاء إن .' (God willing, another time.) 

The Arabic refusal is softened with religious reference and future possibility. 

Discussion of Results 

The analysis shows that English pragmatics values clarity and efficiency, while Arabic 

pragmatics emphasizes indirectness and politeness. Miscommunication arises when these 

norms clash. For instance, English speakers may interpret Arabic indirect refusals as vague, 

while Arabic speakers may perceive English direct refusals as rude. 

Findings and Pedagogical Implications 
Findings indicate that pragmatic differences are central to intercultural miscommunication. 

For pedagogy: 

1. Pragmatic awareness should be integrated into ESL and Arabic teaching. 

2. Learners should practice speech acts in authentic scenarios. 

3. Teachers should highlight differences in directness, indirectness, and politeness. 

4. Materials should include cross-cultural pragmatic contrasts. 

Conclusion 
Pragmatics is essential to cross-cultural communication. English and Arabic differ in how 

speech acts are realized, particularly in requests, apologies, compliments, and refusals. 
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Indirectness and politeness norms diverge, leading to potential misunderstandings. 

Incorporating pragmatics into teaching enhances learners’ communicative competence 

beyond grammar and vocabulary. Future research should expand corpus-based studies to 

capture more authentic interactions. 
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