


Directive Speech Acts, Social Hierarchy, and the Syntax–Pragmatics Interface: A Contrastive Study of Azerbaijani and British English Institutional Discourse in Higher Education and Workplace Settings
Abstract
This study investigates the realization and interpretation of directive speech acts in Azerbaijani and British English institutional discourse, with particular attention to the interaction between syntactic form, social hierarchy, and pragmatic evaluation. Adopting a qualitative contrastive discourse-analytic approach, the research examines 200 naturally occurring directives (100 Azerbaijani; 100 British English) drawn from higher education and workplace settings characterized by asymmetrical power relations.
The analysis demonstrates systematic cross-cultural differences in directive orientation. Azerbaijani institutional discourse favors relationally framed directness, where imperatives function as legitimate expressions of authority when accompanied by morphologically embedded markers of respect, such as plural pronouns and honorific forms. In contrast, British English institutional discourse privileges modalization, interrogative constructions, and hedging strategies, reflecting an interactional orientation that foregrounds autonomy and minimizes imposition.
The findings challenge universalist assumptions that equate indirectness with politeness and instead show that the relationship between grammatical form and pragmatic force is mediated by culturally grounded expectations of hierarchy and legitimacy. By integrating Speech Act Theory, Rapport Management, and a syntax–pragmatics interface perspective, the study advances a multi-layered framework for explaining cross-cultural variation in directive practices.
Beyond theoretical implications, the results highlight the importance of pragmatic awareness in institutional, pedagogical, and intercultural communication contexts. The study also contributes empirically by incorporating Azerbaijani—an underrepresented language in comparative pragmatics—into broader discussions of relational and institutional discourse.
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Introduction
Directive speech acts are among the most consequential mechanisms through which institutional authority, obligation, and social order are enacted in language (Searle, 1969, 1979). Yet despite their centrality to interaction, the linguistic realization of directives continues to be interpreted through theoretical models that often presume stable correspondences between form, politeness, and power (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 2014). In particular, a durable assumption in pragmatic scholarship equates indirectness with politeness, positioning syntactic mitigation as a near-universal strategy for face management. While influential, this assumption has increasingly been subjected to scrutiny.
Recent developments in relational and interactional pragmatics argue that politeness is not reducible to structural indirectness, nor can it be treated as a universally transferable coding system (Blum-Kulka, 2020; Haugh, 2021; Kádár & Haugh, 2023). Rather, directive force emerges within culturally specific regimes of hierarchy, ritual, and relational alignment (Locher, 2022; Haugh, 2023). From this perspective, syntactic form does not map transparently onto pragmatic effect; instead, it interacts with locally grounded norms of authority and solidarity. The persistence of universalist assumptions, therefore, risks obscuring how directives function differently across sociocultural systems.
Cross-cultural pragmatics has long demonstrated variability in directive realization (Wierzbicka, 2003; Spencer-Oatey, 2008). Studies in Japanese and Chinese interaction, for example, show that relational sensitivity and hierarchy may be encoded through discernment systems and conventionalized honorific structures rather than through syntactic indirectness (Ide, 1989; Matsumoto, 1988; Gu, 1990; Chen, 2019). These findings complicate Western-centric politeness models. However, despite such insights, empirical comparison across linguistically and culturally distinct contexts remains uneven. Much of the foundational work in contrastive pragmatics continues to privilege Western European languages, leaving other linguistic traditions underrepresented in debates about indirectness, authority, and mitigation.
At the same time, institutional discourse constitutes a particularly revealing testing ground for these theoretical tensions. In institutional settings, directives are not merely interpersonal choices; they are instruments of governance, coordination, and regulation (Fairclough, 1992; Van Dijk, 2008). Research on workplace and administrative communication demonstrates that directives often oscillate between explicit authority and relational accommodation (Holmes & Stubbe, 2015; Savić & Gasiorek, 2021; Chen, 2022). Yet institutional pragmatics has rarely been examined through an explicitly contrastive lens that integrates both syntactic structure and culturally embedded pragmatic interpretation.
A further limitation in existing scholarship concerns the relative separation of sociopragmatic and formal linguistic approaches. While the syntax–pragmatics interface has received renewed theoretical attention (Zanuttini, 2008; Aelbrecht et al., 2021), its implications for cross-cultural directive analysis remain underexplored. Directive forms are simultaneously grammatical constructions and socially meaningful acts; isolating one dimension from the other risks analytical reductionism. An integrated framework that connects structural realization with culturally situated pragmatic force is therefore necessary.
Against this backdrop, the present study addresses two interrelated gaps. First, it expands the empirical landscape of cross-cultural pragmatics by comparatively analysing Azerbaijani and British English institutional directives, thereby moving beyond dominant Western European paradigms. Second, it advances an integrated syntax–pragmatics perspective to demonstrate that directive directness and indirectness do not uniformly index politeness but instead function as culturally specific mechanisms for negotiating authority and relational alignment. Drawing on a qualitative analysis of 200 written institutional directives, this study argues that directive form is best understood not as a universal politeness scale, but as a contextually embedded resource shaped by institutional hierarchy and cultural expectations.
Theoretical Framework
The present analysis integrates classical and contemporary approaches to pragmatics in order to account simultaneously for the structural realization and the relational interpretation of directive speech acts. Rather than privileging a single theoretical paradigm, the study adopts a multi-layered framework that combines speech act theory, politeness and relational pragmatics, and the syntax–pragmatics interface. Such an integrative approach is particularly necessary in contrastive research, where identical grammatical constructions may index divergent pragmatic meanings across sociocultural contexts (Searle, 1969, 1979; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Haugh, 2023; Aelbrecht et al., 2021).
2.1 Speech Act Theory
Speech Act Theory conceptualizes directives as utterances intended to influence the hearer’s future behaviour, positioning them as inherently action-oriented and interactionally consequential (Searle, 1969, 1979). Within this framework, directives are defined primarily by their illocutionary force rather than by their surface syntactic form, encompassing commands, requests, instructions, and suggestions. The distinction between locutionary form and illocutionary force underscores the idea that pragmatic meaning cannot be reduced to grammatical structure alone (Grice, 1975).
While Speech Act Theory provides a foundational account of directive function, it offers limited analytical tools for explaining how directive force is shaped by sociocultural norms and institutional expectations. Its relatively abstract treatment of speech acts tends to presuppose stability in pragmatic interpretation across contexts (Wierzbicka, 2003; Haugh, 2021). However, cross-cultural research demonstrates that identical directive types may be interpreted as polite, neutral, or inappropriate depending on culturally specific understandings of hierarchy and obligation (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Kádár & Haugh, 2023).
In the present study, Speech Act Theory therefore serves as a functional baseline for identifying directive acts, while its limitations are addressed through complementary frameworks that foreground relational and cultural dimensions of interaction.

2.2 Politeness Theory
Politeness Theory, as formulated by Brown and Levinson (1987), conceptualizes directives as potentially face-threatening acts that require mitigation through positive and negative politeness strategies. Within this model, indirectness, modalization, and hedging are interpreted as mechanisms for minimizing imposition and protecting the addressee’s negative face. The model has exerted substantial influence on the analysis of English directives and remains a central reference point in pragmatic scholarship (Leech, 2014).
However, the universalist assumptions embedded in this framework have been increasingly questioned in recent research (Blum-Kulka, 2020; Haugh, 2021; Kádár & Culpeper, 2021). In particular, the notion that minimizing imposition constitutes a universal communicative goal does not fully account for sociocultural contexts in which hierarchy, role asymmetry, and institutional authority are socially normalized and positively valued. Studies in Japanese and Chinese pragmatics demonstrate that relational harmony and discernment may be achieved through conventionalized role-based expectations rather than through syntactic indirectness (Ide, 1989; Matsumoto, 1988; Gu, 1990; Chen, 2019).
Accordingly, the present study adopts Politeness Theory as a comparative baseline while critically engaging with its limitations. Instead of treating indirectness as an inherent marker of politeness, the analysis examines how directive strategies are culturally interpreted within Azerbaijani and British English institutional discourse.
2.3 Rapport Management and Relational Work
To address the shortcomings of universalist politeness models, this study draws on Rapport Management Theory and the concept of relational work (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Locher, 2022). These approaches reconceptualize politeness not as a fixed set of mitigation strategies but as the management of face, sociality rights, and interactional goals within specific sociocultural environments. Importantly, relational pragmatics shifts analytical attention from isolated linguistic forms to participants’ expectations of appropriate behaviour in context (Haugh, 2023; Kádár & Haugh, 2023).
This framework is particularly effective for analysing hierarchical institutional settings, where directive forms may be syntactically direct yet pragmatically legitimate due to shared norms regarding authority and respect. In cultures characterized by strong role-based interactional norms, direct imperatives can function as affirmations of institutional clarity rather than as face threats (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Ide, 1989). Through linguistic resources such as honorifics, plural pronouns, and address forms, speakers may maintain relational alignment even while issuing structurally direct commands (Gu, 1990; Locher, 2022).
In the present study, Rapport Management Theory provides the primary interpretive lens for evaluating directive appropriateness, enabling the analysis to move beyond surface-level assessments of directness toward a culturally grounded understanding of relational negotiation.
2.4 Syntax–Pragmatics Interface
Recent scholarship on the syntax–pragmatics interface emphasizes the systematic interaction between morphosyntactic structure and pragmatic interpretation (Zanuttini, 2008; Aelbrecht et al., 2021). From this perspective, grammatical constructions such as imperatives, modalized declaratives, and interrogatives do not possess inherent politeness values. Instead, their pragmatic force emerges through contextual embedding and culturally mediated interpretation.
This approach is particularly relevant for contrastive analysis because it highlights the non-isomorphic relationship between syntactic form and pragmatic meaning across languages (Aelbrecht et al., 2021). In Azerbaijani institutional discourse, imperatives frequently function as normatively appropriate directives within hierarchical settings, whereas similar forms in British English may be perceived as overly forceful. Conversely, indirect modal constructions favored in British English may appear pragmatically weak or unnecessarily vague in Azerbaijani contexts.
By integrating a syntax–pragmatics interface perspective with relational pragmatics, this study demonstrates that syntactic directness does not straightforwardly map onto pragmatic force across cultures. Rather, directive interpretation emerges from the interaction of grammatical form, institutional norms, and culturally embedded expectations of authority and rapport (Haugh, 2023; Kádár & Haugh, 2023).
3. Literature Review
Cross-cultural pragmatic research consistently demonstrates that directive strategies vary according to culturally specific norms governing hierarchy, politeness, and social distance (Wierzbicka, 2003; Spencer-Oatey, 2008). Foundational work within the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project established indirectness as a central politeness strategy in English and other Western European languages, particularly in the domain of requests (Blum-Kulka, 1989; Brown & Levinson, 1987). Within this paradigm, syntactic mitigation—such as modalization and interrogative forms—was widely interpreted as indexing deference and face protection (Leech, 2014).
However, subsequent research has problematized the assumption that indirectness universally functions as a marker of politeness. Empirical and theoretical developments increasingly challenge the one-to-one mapping between structural indirectness and pragmatic appropriateness (Blum-Kulka, 2020; Haugh, 2021; Kádár & Culpeper, 2021). Rather than treating indirectness as intrinsically polite, recent scholarship emphasizes that directive interpretation is shaped by contextual expectations and culturally embedded norms of interaction (Locher, 2022; Haugh, 2023).
In institutional discourse, this variability becomes particularly salient. Institutional settings foreground authority, role asymmetry, and professional accountability, thereby complicating the simplistic association between mitigation and politeness (Fairclough, 1992; Van Dijk, 2008). Savić and Gasiorek (2021) demonstrate that speakers in positions of power frequently combine overt authority with linguistic softening to maintain professional rapport, particularly in British English workplace contexts. Such balance is commonly achieved through modal verbs, interrogative constructions, and hedging devices, which index negative politeness and collegial alignment (Holmes & Stubbe, 2015; Chen, 2022).
By contrast, research on languages with grammaticalized honorific systems highlights alternative mechanisms for encoding respect and relational alignment. Studies in Japanese and Chinese pragmatics show that hierarchy and discernment may be structurally embedded in address forms, honorific morphology, and pronominal systems rather than primarily in syntactic indirectness (Ide, 1989; Matsumoto, 1988; Gu, 1990; Chen, 2019). In such contexts, directive directness does not necessarily threaten face but may instead signal institutional legitimacy and role clarity. Similarly, research on Azerbaijani official discourse indicates that second-person plural pronouns and formal titles function as markers of deference even when directives are syntactically imperative (Ismayilova, 2021). These findings reinforce the view that pragmatic force cannot be inferred solely from clause type or surface structure.
Recent theoretical developments further advocate a shift from universalist politeness models toward relational and interactional frameworks that foreground participants’ evaluations of appropriateness (Haugh, 2021; Kádár & Haugh, 2023). Within relational pragmatics, politeness is conceptualized as emergent from locally negotiated expectations rather than as the product of predetermined linguistic strategies (Locher, 2022). This perspective is particularly relevant for contrastive studies involving languages with divergent institutional and cultural norms, as it accommodates variability in how authority and rapport are co-constructed.
Despite these advances, direct comparative studies between Azerbaijani and British English remain limited. Moreover, expanding the empirical scope beyond Western European contexts remains an ongoing priority in cross-cultural pragmatics. Recent work in East Asian and South Asian institutional discourse further destabilizes the equation of indirectness with politeness. Studies of Japanese, Korean, and Hindi directive practices demonstrate that culturally embedded hierarchies, honorific conventions, and relational expectations significantly shape directive realization (Ide, 1989; Lee, 2019; Rao, 2021; Chang, 2022). Collectively, this body of research underscores that directive meaning emerges from the interaction of syntactic form, institutional structure, and sociocultural evaluation rather than from indirectness alone.
By integrating insights from cross-cultural pragmatics, institutional discourse analysis, and relational approaches, the present study addresses these gaps through a systematic comparison of Azerbaijani and British English directives. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing debates about the limits of universalist politeness models and advances a more globally representative understanding of directive behavior.

4. Methodology
The study adopts a qualitative, contrastive discourse-analytic approach in order to examine how directive speech acts are linguistically realized and pragmatically interpreted across culturally distinct institutional settings. A qualitative design is particularly appropriate where the aim is to uncover culturally embedded meanings, relational norms, and interpretive principles rather than to measure frequency or distributional patterns (Dörnyei, 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Within pragmatics, qualitative analysis allows for context-sensitive examination of illocutionary force and relational evaluation that cannot be fully captured through quantitative metrics (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Haugh, 2021).
By comparing Azerbaijani and British English, the study employs a contrastive pragmatic framework that seeks to identify systematic differences while remaining sensitive to contextual variability (Blum-Kulka, 1989; Wierzbicka, 2003). Contrastive designs are particularly suitable for revealing how similar communicative goals are achieved through different linguistic and sociocultural resources (Kádár & Haugh, 2023). This approach avoids ethnocentric assumptions by situating directive interpretation within culturally specific norms of hierarchy and relational alignment.
4.1 Data
The corpus consists of 200 directive utterances, evenly divided between Azerbaijani (100) and British English (100). The data were drawn from institutional contexts, including universities, workplace interactions, and administrative settings, where directive speech acts are both frequent and socially consequential (Fairclough, 1992; Van Dijk, 2008). Institutional discourse provides a structured environment in which role asymmetry and authority are normatively embedded, making it particularly suitable for examining directive strategies (Holmes & Stubbe, 2015).
The selected contexts represent asymmetrical power relations, such as teacher–student and manager–employee interactions, where expectations of authority and deference are salient. Research in institutional pragmatics demonstrates that directive realization is shaped by role obligations and professional norms (Savić & Gasiorek, 2021; Locher, 2022). Focusing on such contexts therefore enhances analytical consistency while preserving sociocultural relevance.
The corpus size was determined according to the principle of analytical saturation rather than statistical representativeness. In qualitative research, saturation is reached when recurring patterns of form and function become stable and additional data do not yield substantially new analytical insights (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The dataset was found sufficient to identify consistent cross-cultural tendencies while allowing for detailed, context-sensitive analysis.
The directives were selected through purposive sampling, a common strategy in qualitative discourse research where data are chosen for their relevance to the research question (Dörnyei, 2007; Paltridge, 2012). Only naturally occurring institutional utterances were included, while scripted or pedagogically constructed examples were excluded in order to preserve ecological validity (Spencer-Oatey, 2008). The materials were drawn from publicly accessible institutional texts produced between 2020 and 2024. Care was taken to ensure contextual comparability across the two languages with respect to institutional function and power asymmetry. Repeated formulaic templates were counted only once in order to avoid distorting qualitative interpretation.
4.2 Analytical Procedure
The analysis proceeded in several stages. First, directive speech acts were manually identified based on illocutionary function rather than solely on syntactic form, following established criteria in Speech Act Theory and pragmatic analysis (Searle, 1979; Blum-Kulka, 1989). This ensured the inclusion of both direct and indirect realizations.
Each directive was then coded according to analytically motivated categories derived from politeness and relational frameworks (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Kádár & Haugh, 2023), including:
syntactic realization (imperative, interrogative, declarative)
degree of directness
politeness strategy (positive, negative, off-record)
use of address forms, honorifics, and pronouns
Manual coding was employed in order to preserve sensitivity to contextual nuance and culturally specific meaning, as automated procedures may overlook interactional subtleties central to pragmatic interpretation (Haugh, 2021; Locher, 2022). A subset comprising 20% of the dataset was re-coded after a two-week interval to assess intra-coder consistency. The resulting consistency rate of 94% indicates a high level of stability in category assignment, consistent with accepted qualitative reliability standards (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). Minor ambiguities identified during re-coding were resolved through refinement of category definitions, thereby strengthening internal coherence.
The analytical focus prioritizes qualitative interpretation over statistical generalization, in line with discourse-analytic methodology (Paltridge, 2012). Rather than quantifying frequencies, the study examines how linguistic forms function within interactional contexts and how they are shaped by cultural expectations of hierarchy, politeness, and relational alignment (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Haugh, 2023).
4.3 Analytical Validity and Interpretive Rigor
In qualitative pragmatic research, validity is conceptualized in terms of theoretical coherence, transparency of procedure, and contextual sensitivity rather than statistical replicability (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tracy, 2010). In the present study, validity is ensured by grounding analytical categories in established pragmatic frameworks and by maintaining alignment between theoretical assumptions and interpretive claims (Kádár & Haugh, 2023).
The contrastive design further enhances interpretive rigor by allowing patterns observed in one language to be systematically examined against those found in the other. Comparative analysis reduces language-specific bias and strengthens explanatory depth (Wierzbicka, 2003; Blum-Kulka, 1989). Rather than treating Azerbaijani and British English as isolated cases, the study situates directive strategies within broader discussions of hierarchy and institutional interaction.
Although the findings are not statistically generalizable, they are analytically transferable to comparable institutional contexts where authority relations are central. Transferability in qualitative research is achieved through detailed contextual description and explicit coding criteria, enabling readers to assess applicability to other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Reliability is conceptualized in terms of transparency, reflexivity, and consistency of analytical criteria rather than purely statistical measurement (Tracy, 2010; Miles et al., 2014). Explicit coding definitions, theoretical grounding, and systematic re-coding procedures contribute to the methodological robustness of the analysis.
5. Findings
5.1 Politeness Strategy Preferences
The analysis reveals systematic cross-cultural divergence in preferred politeness strategies within institutional directives. In the British English dataset, directives are predominantly realized through negative politeness strategies, most notably modal verbs (e.g., would, could), interrogative constructions, and hedging expressions. These forms function to attenuate imposition and foreground the addressee’s autonomy, even in clearly hierarchical contexts. The recurrent use of modalized interrogatives suggests that authority is interactionally negotiated rather than overtly asserted.
By contrast, Azerbaijani directives show a marked preference for positive politeness and relational alignment strategies. Imperative constructions are frequent; however, they are systematically accompanied by plural imperative morphology, honorific address forms, and formulaic politeness markers. In this context, syntactic directness does not index coercion but rather institutional legitimacy and role clarity. Directness functions as a culturally normalized enactment of authority rather than as a face-threatening act.
This contrast demonstrates that politeness orientation is culturally mediated: while British English institutional discourse prioritizes autonomy preservation, Azerbaijani discourse foregrounds relational alignment and respect embedded in hierarchical roles. The findings thus challenge any universal equation between indirectness and politeness.

Example 1 (British English – university context)
“Could you please submit the report by Friday?”
This directive employs modalization (could), interrogative syntax, and the politeness marker please. The utterance minimizes imposition and frames compliance as a voluntary action, consistent with autonomy-oriented interactional norms. Authority is backgrounded through linguistic mitigation.
Example 2 (Azerbaijani – university context)
“Hesabatı cümə gününə qədər təqdim edin, zəhmət olmasa.”
Gloss: report-ACC Friday day-DAT until submit-IMP-PL please
Translation: “Please submit the report by Friday.”
Although syntactically imperative, the plural imperative suffix (-in) and the politeness marker zəhmət olmasa function as relational softeners. The directive encodes respect grammatically while maintaining institutional authority. Pragmatic force emerges from the interaction between morphology and cultural expectations rather than from indirectness.
5.2 Address Forms and Pronouns
A major point of divergence lies in the grammatical encoding of respect. Azerbaijani systematically employs second-person plural pronouns and formal titles when addressing a single interlocutor in hierarchical contexts. These forms operate as conventionalized markers of deference and significantly mitigate directive force without requiring syntactic indirectness.
British English lacks comparable grammaticalized honorific morphology. Consequently, respect is achieved primarily through lexical mitigation (e.g., modal verbs, hedging expressions) and discourse-level strategies rather than through pronominal distinction. This structural asymmetry demonstrates that politeness resources are language-specific and cannot be evaluated solely through surface directness.
The findings therefore reinforce the argument that pragmatic softening mechanisms may be morphologically embedded in one language and lexically distributed in another.
5.3 Syntactic Realization
Clear differences also emerge in syntactic preferences. Imperatives dominate the Azerbaijani corpus, while British English shows a strong preference for modalized declaratives and interrogatives. However, syntactic form proves to be an unreliable predictor of pragmatic force across cultures.
In the Azerbaijani data, imperatives frequently function as normatively appropriate expressions of institutional authority. In British English, comparable imperatives often appear in highly marked or urgent contexts and may risk being interpreted as overly forceful if unmitigated. These findings demonstrate that syntactic directness does not map straightforwardly onto pragmatic strength. Instead, directive interpretation depends on culturally embedded expectations regarding hierarchy and relational rights.
5.4 Contextual Variation
The data further reveal differences in contextual adaptability. British speakers display greater variability in directive realization across situational contexts. Strategy choice appears sensitive to micro-level interactional dynamics, including role proximity and perceived social distance. Authority is therefore interactionally calibrated.
In contrast, Azerbaijani speakers tend to maintain relatively stable levels of formal marking across hierarchical settings. Even where relational proximity increases, plural forms and honorific expressions remain prevalent. This consistency reflects internalized role-based expectations and culturally stable power distance norms.
Taken together, these findings suggest that British English institutional discourse emphasizes situational negotiation of authority, whereas Azerbaijani discourse foregrounds structurally encoded and socially stabilized hierarchy.

6. Discussion
The findings demonstrate that directive speech acts function as culturally conditioned interactional practices rather than as universally interpretable pragmatic strategies. Traditional politeness theory has frequently treated indirectness as a primary index of politeness and mitigation (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983). However, subsequent scholarship has problematized the universality of this mapping (Matsumoto, 1988; Gu, 1990; Wierzbicka, 2003). The systematic comparison of Azerbaijani and British English institutional discourse presented in this study further supports these critiques by showing that the relationship between syntactic form, illocutionary force, and perceived politeness is mediated by culturally embedded expectations of hierarchy, authority, and relational alignment.
In Azerbaijani institutional contexts, directives operate within a communicative system in which hierarchical relations are socially legitimized and normatively expected. The frequent use of imperatives does not necessarily constitute imposition. Rather, directness indexes institutional role clarity and the enactment of legitimate authority. Pragmatic mitigation is achieved primarily through relational markers—plural pronouns, honorifics, and conventionalized address forms—rather than through syntactic indirectness. This pattern aligns with discernment-based and culture-specific models of politeness (Ide, 1989; Gu, 1990) and resonates with relational approaches that conceptualize politeness as socially situated evaluative practice (Locher, 2004; Haugh, 2013). From a Rapport Management perspective (Spencer-Oatey, 2008), authority and rapport are co-constructed through culturally shared expectations regarding appropriate hierarchical conduct.
By contrast, British English institutional discourse reflects an interactional orientation that foregrounds autonomy and the minimization of imposition, even within asymmetrical relationships. The preference for modalized declaratives, interrogatives, and hedging devices corresponds to a negative politeness orientation (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 2014) in which authority is interactionally negotiated and linguistically softened. Similar tendencies have been observed in English-language institutional discourse, where mitigation functions as a key resource for managing power asymmetries (Holmes & Stubbe, 2015; Savić & Gasiorek, 2021). In this context, overt imperatives may appear marked or face-threatening unless justified by urgency or institutional necessity.
These contrasts provide empirical support for a syntax–pragmatics interface perspective, which emphasizes that grammatical form does not map directly onto pragmatic force (Zanuttini, 2008; Aelbrecht et al., 2021). Identical constructions may be interpreted as appropriate, neutral, or overly forceful depending on locally grounded evaluative norms. The findings thus reinforce relational and interactional approaches to politeness that conceptualize appropriateness as emergent and contextually negotiated rather than as the outcome of fixed linguistic strategies (Locher, 2004; Terkourafi, 2005; Haugh, 2021). Indirectness emerges as one politeness resource among many, rather than as a universal pragmatic principle (Blum-Kulka, 1989, 2020).
Importantly, the data also reveal signs of pragmatic hybridization. In institutional environments shaped by globalization and professional standardization, directive forms sometimes combine modal mitigation with hierarchical marking. Such developments are consistent with contemporary accounts of relational pragmatics in institutional settings, which emphasize the dynamic interplay between cultural continuity and evolving communicative norms (Kádár & Culpeper, 2021; Kádár & Haugh, 2023; Locher, 2022). Directive practices therefore appear not as static cultural artifacts but as adaptive systems responsive to shifting institutional ecologies.
Taken together, the findings empirically challenge the assumption that indirectness universally indexes politeness. They demonstrate instead that morphologically embedded respect systems can function as alternative mitigation mechanisms, and that pragmatic evaluation is deeply intertwined with culturally grounded expectations of hierarchy and legitimacy. By integrating Speech Act Theory (Searle, 1969, 1979), Rapport Management (Spencer-Oatey, 2008), and a syntax–pragmatics interface perspective (Aelbrecht et al., 2021), the study advances a multi-layered explanatory framework capable of accounting for cross-cultural variation in directive behavior.
Overall, directives emerge not merely as tools for influencing action but as central sites for negotiating authority, legitimacy, and relational alignment within institutional discourse. By incorporating data from Azerbaijani—a language underrepresented in comparative pragmatics—the study contributes to ongoing debates in cross-cultural pragmatics regarding the limits of universalist politeness models and the need for relationally oriented explanatory approaches (Haugh, 2023; Bella & Sifianou, 2022).
7. Implications
7.1 Theoretical Implications
The findings carry important implications for theories of politeness and cross-cultural pragmatics. First, the study problematizes the long-standing assumption that indirectness constitutes a universal marker of politeness, an assumption central to classical politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987). The comparison of Azerbaijani and British English institutional discourse demonstrates that the relationship between syntactic form and pragmatic force is mediated by culturally embedded expectations of hierarchy and relational conduct. This supports more recent relational approaches, which conceptualize politeness as evaluative and context-dependent rather than structurally predetermined (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Haugh, 2021).
Second, the findings extend relational pragmatics by demonstrating that mitigation mechanisms may be structurally distributed across different linguistic domains. In Azerbaijani, respect and deference are frequently encoded morphologically through plural pronouns and honorific forms, whereas in British English they are realized primarily through lexical and discourse-level mitigation. This structural asymmetry reinforces arguments that pragmatic appropriateness emerges through culturally grounded evaluative norms rather than through universal syntactic strategies (Kádár & Haugh, 2023).
Third, the results provide empirical support for a syntax–pragmatics interface perspective. The data show that grammatical constructions do not map uniformly onto pragmatic strength across cultures. Identical imperative forms may index legitimate authority in one context and excessive imposition in another. These findings align with contemporary scholarship emphasizing the interaction between morphosyntactic structure and pragmatic interpretation (Locher, 2022).
7.2 Methodological Implications
Methodologically, the study underscores the value of qualitative, contrastive discourse analysis for investigating culturally embedded pragmatic practices. Quantitative frequency analysis alone would not have captured the relational functions of plural morphology, honorific marking, or context-sensitive modalization. This supports broader methodological arguments that pragmatic analysis requires context-sensitive, interpretive approaches grounded in detailed discourse examination (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Paltridge, 2012).
The multi-layered analytical framework adopted here—integrating Speech Act Theory with Rapport Management and interface perspectives—demonstrates the advantage of theoretical triangulation in cross-cultural pragmatics. Such integration reduces the risk of over-reliance on a single explanatory model and enhances analytical depth.
7.3 Practical and Applied Implications
The findings have implications for institutional communication, intercultural training, and professional discourse practices. In multilingual academic and workplace environments, misinterpretations of directive force may arise when directness is evaluated through culturally incongruent norms. Azerbaijani speakers using morphologically respectful imperatives in English-medium contexts may be perceived as overly direct, while British speakers employing modal mitigation in Azerbaijani settings may appear insufficiently authoritative.
Greater awareness of language-specific mitigation systems can inform intercultural communication training, translation practices, and institutional policy development. Recognizing that politeness resources may be morphologically encoded in one language and lexically distributed in another may reduce pragmatic misalignment in globalized professional contexts.
7.4 Broader Implications for Cross-Cultural Pragmatics
More broadly, the study contributes to ongoing efforts to move beyond universalist politeness models toward culturally grounded accounts of pragmatic behavior. By demonstrating divergent mappings between form, force, and evaluation, the analysis reinforces the view that pragmatic appropriateness is an emergent property of sociocultural alignment rather than a fixed feature of linguistic structure (Haugh, 2021; Kádár & Haugh, 2023).
The presence of hybrid directive forms further suggests that pragmatic systems are dynamic and responsive to institutional change and globalization. Future research should therefore explore how evolving communicative ecologies reshape directive practices across diverse linguistic and cultural settings.

8. Conclusion
This study has demonstrated that directive speech acts in Azerbaijani and British English encode social hierarchy through culturally specific configurations of syntax, pragmatic strategy, and relational norms. The contrastive discourse-analytic approach shows that directive force cannot be inferred from grammatical form alone; rather, it emerges from the interaction of linguistic structure, institutional context, and culturally grounded expectations of authority and respect.
The comparison reveals systematic divergence in directive orientation. Azerbaijani institutional discourse legitimizes directness through morphologically and relationally encoded respect markers, whereas British English institutional practice relies on syntactic mitigation and modalization to negotiate authority. These patterns underscore that the mapping between form and politeness is evaluative and culture-dependent rather than universal.
Theoretically, the study demonstrates the value of integrating Speech Act Theory, Rapport Management, and a syntax–pragmatics interface perspective. A multi-layered framework proves essential for explaining how grammatical realization and relational meaning interact across culturally distinct systems. By foregrounding morphologically embedded respect strategies, the analysis also expands existing models of directive mitigation beyond predominantly Western European paradigms.
Practically, the findings highlight the importance of pragmatic awareness in institutional and intercultural communication. Divergent directive norms may lead to misinterpretations of authority, rudeness, or communicative inadequacy in multilingual professional environments. Sensitivity to culturally variable directive systems can therefore enhance academic, administrative, and pedagogical interaction.
By incorporating data from Azerbaijani—an underrepresented language in comparative pragmatics—the study broadens the empirical foundation of cross-cultural research and contributes to a more globally inclusive understanding of directive behavior. Future investigations may extend this framework to additional institutional contexts and linguistic systems, further refining models of culturally situated pragmatic interpretation.
[bookmark: _Hlk218868534]Despite its contributions, the present study has several limitations that open avenues for further investigation. First, the research adopts a qualitative discourse-analytic design that prioritizes interpretive depth and contextual sensitivity. While this approach enables a nuanced examination of culturally embedded pragmatic meanings, it does not aim at statistical generalization. Future research may build on these findings through mixed-methods designs that integrate qualitative analysis with corpus-based, survey-based, or experimental methodologies in order to triangulate interpretive and distributional evidence.
Second, the dataset is restricted to institutional contexts, including universities, workplaces, and administrative settings. These environments provide a socially consequential and structurally stable domain for analyzing directive practices; however, they do not encompass the full spectrum of directive behavior observable in informal, familial, or digitally mediated interactions. Expanding the analytical scope to include everyday conversation, online discourse, or intercultural professional exchanges would offer further insight into how directive norms shift across communicative domains.
Third, the study focuses on Azerbaijani and British English, a pairing that illuminates important contrasts in hierarchy, mitigation, and syntax–pragmatics relations. Nevertheless, broader cross-linguistic comparison would strengthen the typological implications of the findings. Future research incorporating additional Turkic languages, other varieties of English, or languages with distinct honorific systems could further clarify the structural and cultural distribution of directive strategies.
Finally, the analysis does not systematically incorporate sociolinguistic variables such as age, gender, professional identity, or multilingual experience. These factors may significantly influence directive choice and evaluation, particularly in institutional environments shaped by globalization and technological change. Integrating sociolinguistic variation into future research would allow for a more fine-grained account of how directive practices intersect with individual speaker identities and evolving communicative ecologies.
Taken together, these directions point toward a broader research agenda in which directive speech acts are examined as dynamic instruments of social negotiation, shaped by the interaction of cultural norms, institutional structures, and speaker-specific factors. Continued expansion of empirical coverage and methodological diversity will further refine theoretical models of culturally situated pragmatic interpretation.

Disclaimer (Artificial Intelligence)
The authors hereby declare that no generative artificial intelligence technologies, including but not limited to large language models (such as ChatGPT, Copilot, or similar systems) or text-to-image generation tools, were used in the writing, editing, analysis, or preparation of this manuscript. The manuscript is entirely the original work of the authors.


Reference
1. [bookmark: _GoBack]Aelbrecht, L., Haegeman, L., & Nye, R. (2021). The syntax–pragmatics interface revisited. John Benjamins.
2. Bella, S. (2020). Indirectness and politeness in directive speech acts: A cross-situational analysis. Pragmatics, 30(1), 1–29. https://doi.org/10.1075/prag.19024.bel
3. Blum-Kulka, S. (1989). Playing it safe: The role of conventionality in indirectness. In S. Blum-Kulka, J. House, & G. Kasper (Eds.), Cross-cultural pragmatics: Requests and apologies (pp. 37–70). Ablex.
4. Blum-Kulka, S. (2020). Revisiting indirectness: The case of requests. Journal of Pragmatics, 169, 67–79. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2020.05.006
5. Brown, P., & Levinson, S. C. (1987). Politeness: Some universals in language usage. Cambridge University Press.
6. Chen, Y. (2022). Directive mitigation and facework in institutional discourse. Journal of Pragmatics, 196, 102–115. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2022.01.006
7. Culpeper, J. (2011). Impoliteness: Using language to cause offence. Cambridge University Press.
8. Fairclough, N. (1992). Discourse and social change. Polity Press.
9. Grice, H. P. (1975). Logic and conversation. In P. Cole & J. Morgan (Eds.), Syntax and semantics: Vol. 3. Speech acts (pp. 41–58). Academic Press.
10. Haugh, M. (2013). Im/politeness, social practice and the participation order. Journal of Pragmatics, 58, 52–72.
11. Haugh, M. (2021). Politeness re-examined: Relational, interactional, and cultural perspectives. Journal of Pragmatics, 175, 1–7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.01.001
12. Haugh, M. (2023). Pragmatics and social interaction. Cambridge University Press.
13. Haugh, M., & Terkourafi, M. (2021). Exploring politeness across cultures: New directions and challenges. Journal of Pragmatics, 175, 1–7.
14. House, J. (2015). Translation quality assessment: Past and present. Routledge.
15. Ide, S. (1989). Formal forms and discernment: Two neglected aspects of universals of linguistic politeness. Multilingua, 8(2–3), 223–248.
16. Kádár, D. Z. (2017). Politeness, impoliteness and ritual: Maintaining the moral order in interpersonal interaction. Cambridge University Press.
17. Kádár, D. Z., & Culpeper, J. (2021). Politeness, impoliteness and ritual: A situated approach. Cambridge University Press.
18. Kádár, D. Z., & Haugh, M. (2023). Relational pragmatics in institutional discourse. Cambridge University Press.
19. Leech, G. (1983). Principles of pragmatics. Longman.
20. Leech, G. (2014). The pragmatics of politeness. Oxford University Press.
21. Locher, M. A. (2004). Power and politeness in action: Disagreements in oral communication. Mouton de Gruyter.
22. Locher, M. A. (2022). Politeness and relational work in institutional interaction. Language and Dialogue, 12(2), 165–189.
23. Savić, M., & Gasiorek, J. (2021). Authority and mitigation in institutional discourse. Language and Intercultural Communication, 21(4), 419–435.
24. Searle, J. R. (1969). Speech acts: An essay in the philosophy of language. Cambridge University Press.
25. Searle, J. R. (1979). Expression and meaning: Studies in the theory of speech acts. Cambridge University Press.
26. Spencer-Oatey, H. (2008). Culturally speaking: Culture, communication and politeness theory (2nd ed.). Continuum.
27. Spencer-Oatey, H., & Kádár, D. Z. (2016). Politeness and culture. Palgrave Macmillan.
28. Terkourafi, M. (2005). Beyond the micro-level in politeness research. Journal of Politeness Research, 1(2), 237–262.
29. Van Dijk, T. A. (2008). Discourse and power. Palgrave Macmillan.
30. Wierzbicka, A. (2003). Cross-cultural pragmatics: The semantics of human interaction (2nd ed.). Mouton de Gruyter.
31. Zanuttini, R. (2008). Encoding the addressee in the syntax: Evidence from English imperative subjects. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory, 26(1), 185–218.
32. Agha, A. (2007). Language and social relations. Cambridge University Press.
33. Bousfield, D. (2008). Impoliteness in interaction. John Benjamins.
34. Holmes, J., & Stubbe, M. (2015). Power and politeness in the workplace. Routledge.
35. Matsumoto, Y. (1988). Reexamination of the universality of face: Politeness phenomena in Japanese. Journal of Pragmatics, 12(4), 403–426.
36. Gu, Y. (1990). Politeness phenomena in modern Chinese. Journal of Pragmatics, 14(2), 237–257.
37. Chen, R. (2019). Directive speech acts in Chinese institutional settings. Journal of Pragmatics, 145, 45–60.
38. Bella, S., & Sifianou, M. (2022). Indirectness and relational work in cross-cultural pragmatics. Journal of Pragmatics, 195, 1–15.


1

