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This study examines the cultural specificity in expressions of reproach, emphasizing the diverse 
language and pragmatic tactics employed by different cultures to convey disapproval or criticism. 
Reproach, as a communicative act, is profoundly shaped by cultural norms, beliefs, and 
communication methods, which can differ markedly throughout countries. This study integrates 
discourse analysis and cross-cultural pragmatics to examine the articulation of rebuke in both direct 
and indirect forms across various cultural contexts. The results demonstrate that although reproach 
is universally acknowledged as a face-threatening act, its manifestation varies based on cultural 
perspectives regarding authority, hierarchy, and social cohesion. This study enhances the 
comprehension of cultural specificity's impact on interpersonal communication, especially on the 
expressing of rebuke, and provides insights into intercultural communication practices. 
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Reproach, a speech act conveying disapproval or criticism, plays a 

vital role in maintaining social order and personal relationships. While 
reproach is universally recognized as a form of communication that can 
challenge behavior or decisions, its expression is heavily influenced by 
cultural norms and values. Cultures vary in their approaches to 
politeness, the concept of face and the acceptable boundaries of 
criticism. Cultural specificity in reproach is essential for understanding 
how different societies approach face-threatening acts (FTAs), and how 
politeness strategies, hierarchy, and power dynamics shape reproach. 
This study aims to explore the ways in which reproach is expressed in 
English, Japanese, and Arabic discourse, with a focus on how cultural 
norms govern directness, indirectness, and mitigation strategies. By 
employing a comparative analysis of these three languages and 
cultures, this research provides insight into the intersection of 
language, culture, and pragmatics. 

The study uses a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative 
discourse analysis and cross-cultural pragmatics, focusing on the ways 
reproach is linguistically constructed in different sociocultural settings. 

Literature Review. The study of reproach within pragmatics has 
explored its functions and forms in various languages. According to 
Brown and Levinson's theory of politeness, reproach is classified as a 
face-threatening act that threatens the "face" of the person being 
reproached, requiring strategies to mitigate its impact. These strategies 
vary according to the cultural norms surrounding face, politeness, and 
hierarchy.1 

In Western cultures such as English-speaking countries, reproach 
is often mitigated through hedging and indirectness, but the directness 
of reproach can also be influenced by the level of familiarity and social 
distance between speakers. On the other hand, Asian cultures such as 
Japan value social harmony and avoidance of direct confrontation, 
often using indirect language and non-verbal cues to express reproach. 
Similarly, in Arab cultures, reproach is often tempered by respect for 
hierarchy and deference to authority, but can also be more explicit in 
situations where close relationships or strong emotional bonds are 
involved.2 

Research methodology. This study adopts a mixed-methods 
approach, combining both qualitative discourse analysis and 
quantitative data to investigate the cultural specificity of reproach in 
English, Japanese, and Arabic discourse. This dual approach allows for 
a comprehensive understanding of the ways reproach is articulated in 
these distinct cultural and linguistic contexts. The data for this study 
consists of spoken and written corpora from three languages: English, 
Japanese, and Arabic. These corpora were chosen to represent diverse 
linguistic and cultural contexts, providing a broad perspective on the 
pragmatics of reproach. 

 
1 Brown, P., & Levinson, S. C. (1987). Politeness: Some universals in language usage. Cambridge 
University Press. 
2 Baker, M. (2006). Translation and conflict: A narrative account. Routledge 

English Corpus: Data were collected from naturally occurring 
conversations, emails, and online communication from native English 
speakers in the UK and the USA. This corpus includes informal 
interactions between friends and family, as well as professional settings 
such as emails, workplace feedback, and customer interactions. This 
broad spectrum provides a clear picture of reproach in both personal 
and professional contexts. 

Japanese Corpus: Data were gathered from a variety of social 
settings, including conversations between friends, family members, 
and colleagues, as well as formal speech acts found in emails and formal 
letters. Japanese is known for its emphasis on indirectness, formality, 
and politeness, so this corpus offers insight into the subtler, more 
nuanced strategies used to express reproach, especially through the 
use of honorifics and humility. 

Arabic Corpus: Data were sourced from informal conversations, 
online exchanges, and professional contexts in Arabic-speaking 
countries such as Egypt, Lebanon, and Saudi Arabia. Arabic speakers 
balance directness and politeness, employing elaborate honorifics, 
euphemisms, and indirect forms of reproach, which reflect the complex 
nature of social hierarchies in these cultures. This corpus sheds light on 
how reproach varies depending on context—whether it is in formal or 
informal settings, and the status and relationship between the speaker 
and listener. 

This study uses several established theoretical frameworks to 
analyze the data: 

Politeness: This framework is used to identify face-threatening 
acts (FTAs) and the politeness strategies used to mitigate these acts in 
reproach. It helps understand how speakers navigate social power and 
face protection in reproach situations. 

Speech Act Theory: Reproach is analyzed as a speech act, where 
the focus is on the illocutionary force (the intention behind the 
utterance) and the perlocutionary effects (the response from the 
listener). This theory aids in understanding the intended outcomes of 
reproach and how different speech acts are performed across cultures.3 

Cross-Cultural Pragmatics: This approach compares the cultural 
specificity of reproach across the three languages, with a particular 
focus on how hierarchy, social distance, and emotional bonds influence 
the expression of reproach. 4 It also takes into account how 
indirectness, politeness, and cultural norms affect communication 
strategies in different settings. 

Qualitative Discourse Analysis: The study employs discourse 
analysis to examine the structure and mitigation of reproach in the 
corpora. Each instance of reproach is analyzed for: 

Direct vs. Indirect Reproach: This category identifies whether 
reproach is explicit (direct) or softened/indirect (through hedging, 
euphemisms, or suggestions). 

3 Austin, J. L. (1962). How to do things with words. Harvard University Press. 
4 Chen, R. (1995). Chinese communication in the global context. Journal of Pragmatics, 23(6), 
723-740. 
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Mitigation Strategies: These include hedging, apologizing, using 
euphemisms, and applying modal verbs to soften or qualify the 
reproach. These strategies help reduce the social threat posed by the 
reproach. 

Contextual Factors: Analysis also takes into account social 
hierarchy, formality, familiarity, and relationship between speaker and 
listener, which significantly shape the way reproach is conveyed. 

Quantitative Data Analysis: In addition to qualitative analysis, a 
quantitative analysis is performed to identify patterns in the frequency 
and type of mitigation strategies used across the three cultures. This 
analysis helps draw comparisons between the cultures and measure 
the prominence of certain strategies, like indirectness or hedging, in 
each corpus. 

Research results. In English discourse, reproach tends to be more 
direct compared to the other two cultures. However, English speakers 
frequently employ mitigation strategies to soften the impact of 
reproach. Hedging and apology formulas are commonly used to reduce 
the perceived threat of the criticism.   Reproach is examined as a speech 
act, emphasizing the illocutionary force (the speaker's goal) and the 
perlocutionary effects (the listener's response). This approach 
facilitates comprehension of the intended effects of rebuke and the 
execution of various speech acts across cultures. 

  This result examines the cultural specificity of reproach among 
the three languages, emphasizing the impact of hierarchy, social 
distance, and emotional connections on the articulation of reproach. It 
also considers the influence of indirectness, politeness, and cultural 
norms on communication tactics across various contexts.  

 Common expressions include: 
"I think you could have done this better." 
"I’m sorry, but I’m disappointed in you." 
In professional settings, reproach is often prefaced with 

expressions like "I’m afraid" or "Unfortunately," which soften the 
criticism. The use of hedging phrases helps to maintain politeness while 
still conveying the intended message of disapproval. 

In Japanese discourse, direct reproach is typically avoided. 
Japanese culture values indirectness and politeness as central to social 
harmony and maintaining relationships. Reproach in Japanese is often 
expressed through vague or tentative phrases that soften the message 
and avoid direct confrontation.  

For example: 
"It would have been better if..." 
"I was hoping you could have..." 
These expressions serve to express disapproval while mitigating 

the potential social threat. In more formal settings, indirectness and the 
use of honorific language (keigo) further attenuate the reproach. 

Arabic discourse presents a balanced approach between 
directness and politeness. In formal contexts, reproach is often indirect, 
using honorifics and polite euphemisms to maintain respect.  

For example: 
"I think you made an error." 
"Perhaps this could have been done differently." 
In informal settings, particularly in close relationships, reproach 

may be more direct. The use of mitigators such as "maybe" or "I 
believe" softens the reproach without compromising the message. 
While all three cultures employ strategies to mitigate the impact of 
reproach, the degree of directness and the specific strategies used 
differ markedly. 

English speakers tend to be more direct but soften their reproach 
with hedging or apology strategies. 

Japanese speakers prioritize social harmony and avoid direct 
confrontation, preferring indirectness and vagueness. 

Arabic speakers vary their approach depending on context, 
balancing directness and politeness based on the relationship's social 
context. 

 Discussion. A cross-cultural pragmatic analysis provides insights 
into how different societies use language to perform similar 

communicative functions, while also highlighting the cultural factors 
that shape those uses. This analysis is crucial for fostering effective 
communication in a globalized world, where people from diverse 
cultural backgrounds often interact and must navigate varying 
expectations regarding communication styles. 

Here are some examples of Cross-Cultural Pragmatic Analysis: 
 English: In English, reproach is often expressed directly, though 

speakers may soften the message with apologies or hedging. For 
instance, “I think you could have done this better” or “I’m disappointed, 
but I know you tried your best.” 

Japanese: Japanese communication tends to avoid direct 
reproach. Instead, reproach might be conveyed indirectly, using vague 
or hedging expressions such as “It would have been better if…” or “I 
was hoping for a different outcome.” This indirectness is a way to 
maintain harmony and avoid confrontation. 

Arabic: In Arabic cultures, reproach can vary. In close 
relationships, reproach may be more direct, while in formal settings, 
honorifics and indirect expressions like "I think this could have been 
better" or "Perhaps there was a misunderstanding" are used to soften 
the message. Power dynamics and social hierarchy also influence how 
reproach is expressed. 

The findings suggest that cultural values play a significant role in 
how reproach is expressed. In English-speaking cultures, individualism 
and direct communication allow for more straightforward expressions 
of reproach, though these are mitigated to maintain politeness.   

In contrast, Japanese culture's emphasis on social harmony leads 
to more indirect forms of reproach, where criticism is often softened 
through vagueness or non-assertive language. Arabic speakers adopt a 
flexible approach, with reproach being tailored to the formality of the 
situation and the status of the individuals involved.  

English speakers frequently employ direct rebuke mitigated by 
hedging, while Japanese speakers choose indirectness to maintain 
harmony; Arabic speakers oscillate between direct and indirect 
reprimand based on the social interaction. Cultural nuances are 
essential for efficient intercultural communication, especially in 
professional or diplomatic contexts when criticism may be required but 
must be conveyed cautiously to prevent unintentional injury. 

The differences in these approaches highlight the importance of 
understanding cultural values when interpreting or using reproach in 
intercultural settings. For example, in a professional setting, the 
directness of English speakers may come across as too blunt in a 
Japanese or Arabic context, where indirectness and deference to 
hierarchy are more prominent. 

These findings underscore the role of facework in 
communication, showing that each culture's approach to reproach 
reflects broader societal norms about respect, authority, and relational 
dynamics. 

Conclusion. This study demonstrates that while the 
communicative function of reproach remains universally focused on 
disapproval, its expression is highly culture-dependent. English 
speakers often use direct reproach softened by hedging, Japanese 
speakers favor indirectness to preserve harmony, and Arabic speakers 
navigate between direct and indirect reproach depending on the social 
relationship. These cultural nuances are crucial for effective 
intercultural communication, particularly in professional or diplomatic 
settings where reproach may be necessary but must be delivered 
carefully to avoid unintended offense. 

By examining reproach across English, Japanese, and Arabic 
discourse, this research provides valuable insights into how cultural 
norms shape pragmatic choices in communication. These findings have 
practical implications for enhancing intercultural competence and 
improving communication strategies in cross-cultural interactions. 

This literature review establishes the foundation for 
understanding the cross-cultural variability in the expression of 
reproach, which is further examined in this study. 
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