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Interlanguage pragmatics and SL(A) research
interlanguage
pragmatics - the branch of second language research which studies how
nonnative speakers (NNS) understand and carry out linguistic action in a
target language, and how they acquire L2 pragmatic knowledge - lives an
inconspicuous existence on the fringes of the field. This has historical and
systematic reasons. Pragmatics was the most recent area of (philosophical,
socio-, psycho-) linguistics to be 'discovered' by second language researchers,
the earliest studies with an explicitly pragmatic focus dating back no further
than the late 1970s (Hackmann, 1977; Kasper, 1979a, b; Carrell, 1979; Rintell,
1979; Scarcella, 1979; Walters, 1979). Hence, pragmatics was not involved in
early SLA debate centering around the contrastive hypothesis, creative
construction, and so forth. As far as the scope of pragmatics goes, a minimalist
definition (see Levinson, 1983, for discussion) would require that pragmatics
be concerned with 'utterance meaning' (Leech 1983), i.e., contextualized
language use. Mainstream SL research, on the other hand, strongly attached
itself to UG theory; consequently, pragmatics has per definition been excluded
from recent debate. A small piece of evidence is that in this journal, the present
paper is the first on pragmatics. Furthermore, in the understanding of most of
its practitioners, and pace the title of this journal, SL research is SLA research
-the predominant concern is how learners acquire L2 knowledge, rather than
how nonnative language users interpret and produce speech and writing in a
target language. Of course, there are legions of studies on (linguistic,
psycholinguistic, discoursal aspects of) second language use, but they are
typically viewed as stepping stones towards the ultimate goal of 'explaining'
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second language 'acquisition'. Again, interlanguage pragmatics does not fit the
bill very well: Here, the majority of studies focus on use, without much attempt
to say or even imply anything about development (Kasper & Dahl, 1991). There
are exceptions, notably the longitudinal studies by Schmidt (1983), Ellis (1992),
and Sawyer (1992), and two proposals to account for NNS' acquisition of
pragmatic competence in terms of different cognitive theories (Bialystok, in
press; Schmidt, in press), but they are few and far between (see Kasper, in
press, and Kasper & Schmidt, 1992, for discussion). The bulk of interlanguage
pragmatics research derived its theoretical underpinnings, research questions
and methods from empirical, especially cross-cultural, pragmatics. Typical
issues addressed in data-based studies are whether NNS differ from NS in the
(1) range and (2) contextual distribution of (3) strategies and (4) linguistic
forms used to convey (5) illocutionary meaning and (6) politeness precisely the
kinds of issues raised in comparative studies of different NS communities
(Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989). Research on speech act comprehension
has been strongly inspired by psycholinguistic work on the interpretation of
literal and non-literal meaning {Takahashi, 1990, for overview; Takahashi, in
progress). To date, then, interlanguage pragmatics has predominantly been the
sociolinguistic and, to a lesser extent, psycholinguistic study of NNS' linguistic
action.
Transfer in interlanguage pragmatics
The one concern which consistently links interlanguage pragmatics to
mainstream SL research is that of transfer, or cross-linguistic influence (CLImore on terminology below). Interlanguage pragmatics appeared on the SL
research scene when the idea that transfer was incompatible with a cognitive
view of SLA had already been filed as a historic curiosity. Hence, the
recognition of transfer as a major factor in shaping NNS' pragmatic knowledge
and performance has never been seriously challenged. Research on transfer in
interlanguage pragmatics shares with transfer studies at large a concern for
locating its occurrence, determining the conditions for transfer to occur, and its
interaction with, in Odlin's (1989) terms, other structural and non-structural
factors. The research issue which has received consistently more attention in
the study of pragmatic transfer than any other area of cross-linguistic
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influence, with the exception, perhaps, of sociolinguistic concerns for
phonological transfer, is that of communicative effect. This is no wonder
because in the real world, pragmatic transfer matters more, or at least more
obviously, than transfer of relative clause structure or word order. Before
taking a closer look at the research on these issues, some conceptual and
terminological clarification is in order.
Pragmatic transfer defined
Definitions of generic transfer are characteristically vague because they
seek to encompass any kind of transfer (strategic, automatic) at any kind of
linguistic level. Odlin, for instance, acknowledges this in commenting on his
own proposal, viz. 'Transfer is the influence resulting from similarities and
differences between the target language and any other language that has been
previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired' (1989, p. 27). Defining
pragmatic transfer is not any easier because of researchers' disagreement about
how to define the scope of pragmatics. The proposed definitions reflect the
problem. According to Wolfson, 'The use of rules of speaking from one's own
native speech community when interacting with members of the host
community or simply when speaking or writing in a second language is known
as sociolinguistic or pragmatic transfer' (1989, p. 141). In her terminology,
'pragmatic' and 'sociolinguistic' are used interchangeably (p. 15), and so are
'sociolinguistic rules' and 'rules of speaking', referring to 'the patterns and
conventions of language behavior' (p. 14). The phenomena discussed by
Wolfson as evincing 'pragmatic transfer' include a variety of speech acts, but
she also refers to Clyne's (e.g., 1979) research on cross-cultural communication
between white Australians and different immigrant groups, which addresses
discourse and sociolinguistic as well as pragmatic aspects. Beebe, Takahashi
and Uliss-Weltz define pragmatic transfer as 'transfer of L1 sociocultural
competence in performing L2 speech acts or any other aspects of L2
conversation, where the speaker is trying to achieve a particular function of
language' (1990, p. 56). Takahashi and Beebe (in press) talk about 'crosslinguistic influence' and 'transfer' interchangeably. Odlin (1989) prefers
'discourse transfer' to 'pragmatic transfer', noting overlap in the scope of the
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two areas. Clyne, Ball and Neil (1991) explicitly separate intercultural,
contrastive, and interlanguage pragmatics from intercultural, contrastive, and
interlanguage discourse; hence, transfer can be sorted accordingly. The
distinction is exemplified by the focus of their study: the realization of two
speech acts, apologies and complaints (pragmatics), and turn-taking
(discourse) in cross-cultural interchange. Scarcella (1983) refers to the transfer
of 'conversational features', i.e., forms and functions of conversational
management, as 'discourse accent' (1983, p. 306). Hers is thus a concern with
discourse and one of its subsets, conversation.
On a behavioral criterion, then - what is it that interlanguage
pragmaticists do when they say they study pragmatic transfer- the object of
inquiry has consistently been the transfer of speech act knowledge. While the
focus on speech act realization might be seen as the pragmatic end of what has
loosely been referred to as 'rules of speaking', floor management exemplifies
their discourse end. Clearly there is a vast array of 'rules of speaking' that
defies such cut-and-dry compartmentalization. Transfer of address terms,
honorifics, and register is a purely sociolinguistic matter since these features
are to do with social variation of language use, yet as soon as their strategic
exploitation in the speaker's pursuance of some illocutionary goal is under
scrutiny, the issue becomes a pragmatic one. Patterns of speech act realization
are a central pragmatic concern, yet the social distribution of different
strategies is a sociolinguistic topic. Greetings and leave-takings are illocutions
and hence pragmatics, but since they happen in patterned exchanges and
particular phases of encounters, conversations and others, they are matters of
discourse. The fact that some illocutions, such as agreements and
disagreements, acceptances, objections, and refusals, usually come as 'seconds',
makes clear that for some kinds of linguistic action there is no such thing as an
existence outside a discourse context: they have a built-in sequencing aspect to
them (Wunderlich, 1976, p. 27). And most importantly perhaps, since
illocutionary intent is often not readily identifiable (perhaps because the
speaker did not have one, or had more than one, or expressed it too obscurely
for the hearer to decipher), or the hearer response leaves unclear whether she
reconstructed the speaker's meaning or not, pragmatic meanings might only
make themselves available through interlocutors' negotiations and
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conversational outcomes. In sum, rather than hoping for unambiguous
categorization of phenomena of language use as pragmatic, discoursal, or
sociolinguistic, it might be better to take a close look at what is under
discussion, and label it according to the predominant perspective.
The 'transfer' component in 'pragmatic transfer' needs comment as well.
Because 'transfer' in the sense of incorporating some linguistic behavior from
Ll into IL does not capture other kinds of interlingual effect, Kellerman and
Sharwood Smith (e.g., 1986, p. lff) proposed to reserve the term transfer for
just those instances, and refer to other kinds of Ll effects (e.g., avoidance, Ll
constraints on L2 learning and performance, different directionalities of
interlingual effects) as 'cross-linguistic influence' (CLI). While this may be an
appealing solution as long as we remain within the secure (?) domain of
linguistics 'proper', it is not that helpful where the intersection of linguistic and
pertinent nonlinguistic information is constitutive. This, of course, is precisely
the case in pragmatics - not just in the study of speech acts but also of such
pragmatic domains as presupposition, reference, and deixis. In order to cover
the impact of previous extralinguistic knowledge, social norms, values and
perceptions on learners' L2 pragmatic knowledge and behavior, we need a
term which comfortably subsumes linguistic and non-linguistic aspects.
'Transfer' fits the job description better than CU. Also, on an esthetic note,
because 'transfer' is a short word, it does not require reduction to an acronym
and premodifies easily- both considerable virtues, in my book. I agree with
Odlin that transfer is too well-established a term to abandon, or to apply to
only a subset of interrelated phenomena. Hence, invoking once again the
wor(l)d-creating power of definitions, pragmatic transfer in interlanguage
pragmatics shall refer to the influence exerted by learners' knowledge of
languages and cultures other than L2 on their comprehension, production and
learning of L2 pragmatic information. In order to restrict the scope of this
paper, 'interlanguage pragmatics' will refer to L2 learners' developing
(instable, deficient, permeable) pragmatic knowledge. Note, however, that
Blum-Kulka and Sheffer (in press) suggest extending the concept to the
relatively stable varieties observable in speech communities whose
communication practices are the result of language and cultural contact. The
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notion of interlanguage they invoke is thus more reminiscent of Reinecke's
{1935} sociolinguistic approach than of Selinker's (1972) psycholinguistic view.
Types of pragmatic transfer
Leech's (1983) distinction between pragmalinguistics and
sociopragmatics, applied by Thomas (1983) to identify two major types of
'pragmatic failure', is equally suitable to broadly separate the two main loci of
pragmatic transfer. On Leech's original definition, pragmalinguistics refers to
'the particular resources which a given language provides for conveying
particular illocutions' (Leech, 1983, p. 11). However, since in performing a
particular linguistic act, interlocutors choose from a variety of strategies and
forms which convey the same illocution but vary in their relational meaning, or
in politeness, this dimension needs to be added to the notion of
pragmalinguistics. Directness and indirectness, and a plethora of lexical,
syntactic, and prosodic means capable of mitigating and aggravating
illocutionary force have been identified cross-linguistically as politenessmarking devices (e.g., House & Kasper, 1981; Brown & Levinson, 1987; BlumKulka, House, & Kasper, 1989a; Held, 1989). Even though the functions of
marking illocutionary force and politeness are sometimes difficult to
disentangle (consider, for instance, the much-discussed multifunctionality of
'please' and equivalents such as German 'bitte' and Hebrew 'bevakaslw' as
indicators of requestive force and politeness markers, e.g., Blum-Kulka, 1985;
Blum-Kulka & Levenston, 1987; House, 1989), the literature on speech act
realization amply demonstrates empirical evidence for two distinct
pragmalinguistic dimensions. Furthermore, recent work in linguistic politeness
has pointed out the need to distinguish two types of politeness: on the one
hand, 'discernment politeness' (Ide, 1989; Matsumoto, 1988, 1989) or 'social
indexing' (Ervin-Tripp, Guo, & Lampert, 1990), i.e., marking interlocutors'
relationship in terms of ingroup-outgroup, social power, and social distance
irrespective of the speaker's current communicative goal; on the other hand,
'strategic politeness', used to counterbalance face-threat involved in the
realization of particular linguistic actions (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Again,
speakers' capability to strategically exploit discernment politeness, for instance,
by opting for address terms of varying degree of deference or intimacy, merely
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illustrates how linguistic resources can take on acquired functions, rather than
invalidating the categorical distinction between two types of politeness.
Relying on Leech's (1983) concept of pragmalinguistics, Thomas (1983)
defined as pragmalinguistic transfer 'the inappropriate transfer of speech act
strategies from one language to another, or the transferring from the mother
tongue to the target language of utterances which are
semantically /syntactically equivalent, but which, because of different
'interpretive bias', tend to convey a different pragmatic force in the target
language ' {1983, p. 101). Restricting pragmalinguistic transfer to
'inappropriate' (negative) transfer was no doubt due to the context in which
Thomas used the notion, viz. as a causal factor to account for pragmalinguistic
failure. This restriction will have to be removed in order for pragmalinguistic
transfer to be neutral vis-a-vis IL outcomes congruent and incongruent with
L2. Moreover, in the light of the above discussion, 'pragmalinguistic transfer'
needs to be expanded in order to include transfer of politeness assignment as
well as illocutionary force. Therefore, 'pragmalinguistic transfer' shall
designate the process whereby the illocutionary force or politeness value
assigned to particular linguistic material in L1 influences learners' perception
and production of form-function mappings in L2.
Sociopragmatics was described by Leech as 'the sociological interface of
pragmatics' (1983, p. 10), referring to the social perceptions underlying
participants' performance and interpretation of linguistic action. Assessments
of interlocutors' social distance and social power, rights and obligations, and
degree of imposition involved in different linguistic acts have been shown to
vary cross-culturally (Takahashi & Beebe, in press; Blum-Kulka & House, 1989;
Bergman & Kasper, in press; Olshtain, 1989; House, 1988). A distinction has
been suggested between context-external factors, describing participants' role
relationship independent! y of a particular linguistic action, and contextinternal factors, which are inherent to the current speech event (Brown &
Fraser, 1979; Blum-Kulka & House, 1989). As shown by interactional
sociolinguists (e.g., Gumperz, 1982; Erickson & Shultz, 1982) and captured in
Fraser's notion of the 'conversational contract' (1990), both kinds of factors are
sensitive to change through the dynamics of conversational interaction. Since
differential contextual assessments derive from the interface between macro-
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and micro-levels of social organization, they are also reflective of overarching
personal and interpersonal orientations, such as differential conceptions of self
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991, for overview) and preferences for types of
politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Scallon & Scallon, 1983; Olshtain &
Cohen, 1989). Sociopragmatic transfer, then, is operative when the social
perceptions underlying language users' interpretation and performance of
linguistic action in 12 are influenced by their assessment of subjectively
equivalent 11 contexts. As Olshtain and Cohen put it,
speakers may transfer their perceptions about how to perform in
given situations from native language behavior to a second language
situation. Such transfer could effect whether they would use a given
speech act, and if so, how frequently, and how much prestige they
afford other participants in the encounter (1989, p. 61).
While the distinction between pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic
transfer is analytically useful and, as Thomas (1983) has argued with respect to
pragmatic failure, pedagogically consequential, the two dimensions are clearly
interrelated. In Brown and Levinson's (1987) politeness model, for instance,
decisions about how much politeness to invest in the performance of a facethreatening act are based on an assessment of relevant contextual factors, hence
sociopragmatic; the selection of a particular politeness strategy and the
language-specific means for its implementation fall into the pragmalinguistic
domain. The distinction becomes fuzzy in the case of indirectness, where one
illocution is carried out by means of another one. The decision whether or not
to apologize, for example, is a sociopragmatic one, and so is the decision
whether or not to provide an account for the offense; however if the account is
seen as a semantic formula in the speech act set of apologizing, i.e., an act
which 'functions as' an apology, it involves a pragmalinguistic choice (formforce mapping). The fuzzy edges between the two pragmatic domains will be
noticeable in the discussion below.
When language users' communicative performance and interpretation is
attributed to pragmatic transfer, it most commonly differs from target behavior
(explicitly or implicitly given the status of a pragmatic norm). 'Negative
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transfer', is, of course, just one of many possible scenarios. Transfer resulting in
IL outcomes consistent with L2 patterns (positive transfer) has been attested in
pragmatics, yet as a causal factor of learners' pragmatic behavior, it competes
with other explanations.
Pragmatic universals
The literature amply demonstrates learners' full access to all of the
fundamental components of sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic competence.
Such evidence has been provided for learners of a large range of linguistic and
cultural backgrounds, focusing on their interlanguage production or
comprehension of

requests: (Scarcella, 1979; Walters, 1979; Fraser, Rintell, & Walters, 1980;
Carrell, 1981; Carrell & Konneker, 1981; Blum-Kulka, 1982; 1991; Rintell,
1981; Tanaka & Kawade, 1982; Olshtain & Blum-Kulka, 1985; BlumKulka & Olshtain, 1986; House & Kasper, 1987; Faerch & Kasper, 1989,
Kasper, 1989; Koike, 1989; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; Takahashi & DuFon,
1989; Svanes, in press; Weizman, in press);
suggestions: (Kasper, 1981; Banerjee & Carrell, 1988; Bardovi- Harlig &
Hartford, 1990)
invitations: (Scarcella, 1979; Kasper, 1981)
refusals: (Takahashi & Beebe, 1987; Beebe, Takahashi, & Uliss-Weltz, 1990;
Robinson, 1992)
expressions of disagreement: (Beebe & Takahashi, 1989a, b)
corrections: (Takahashi & Beebe, in press)
complaints: (Olshtain & Weinbach, 1987, in press)
apologies: (Olshtain, 1983; Olshtain & Cohen, 1983; 1989; Olshtain & BlumKulka, 1985; Trosborg, 1987; House, 1988; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989;
Bergman & Kasper, in press; Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper, & Ross,
forthcoming)
expressions of gratitude: (Eisenstein & Bodman, 1986; in press; Bodman &
Eisenstein, 1988)
compliments: (Wolfson, 1981, 1989).
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indirect answers: (Carrell, 1979; Bouton, 1988).
Nonnative speakers' ability to interpret and produce such linguistic acts,
albeit not always in the same way as native speakers go about it, testify to a
universal availability (in adult NNS) of inferencing heuristics (Grice, 1975) or
general pragmatic knowledge (Leech, 1983). According to Blum-Kulka (1991),
such a knowledge base comprises 'basic notions associated with the use of
language in contexts, such as the ability to infer communicative intentions from
indirect utterances, the ability to realise speech acts in non-explicit ways and a
general sensitivity to contextual constraints in the choice of modes of
performance' (p. 255). While these abilities characterize general pragmatic
knowledge in very abstract terms, the research cited above suggests a more
specific sense in which pragmatic knowledge is universally available. Provided
their linguistic competence permits it, learners have access to the same range of
strategies used to implement particular linguistic actions as native speakers
have. This would include, for instance, the dimensions for request
modification, such as request perspective, choice of directness level, and
internal and external modification in order to mitigate or aggravate requestive
force (Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989), or, cutting across types of
linguistic action, the main politeness strategies to compensate face-threat to the
interlocutor (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Likewise, at a sociopragmatic level,
learners have been shown to display sensitivity towards context-external
factors such as interlocutors' familiarity and relative status (especially focused
upon in studies by Beebe and collaborators, e.g., Beebe & Takahashi, 1989a, b,
Beebe, Takahashi, & Uliss-Weltz, 1990; Takahashi & Beebe, 1987; in press}, and
context-internal factors such as degree of imposition, legitimacy of the
requestive goal and 'standardness' of the situation in requesting (House &
Kasper, 1987), and severity of offense, obligation to apologize, and likelihood
of apology acceptance in apologizing (House, 1988; Bergman & Kasper, in
press). Since specific sets of realization strategies and contextual factors have
been shown to operate across a number of languages and cultures (for
requests, cf. Blum-Kulka & House, 1989, for apologies, Olshtain, 1989), they
make good candidates for pragmatic universals; hence, we can assume that
learners' access to this kind of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic
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information is further evidence of a general pragmatic knowledge base.
Comparative cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics research
covering a wide range of native and nonnative languages is needed to
determine just how specific information included in the general pragmatic
knowledge base might be. Until we know much more about this, we will be
well-advised to err on the conservative side and conceptualize learners' using
Ll pragmatic knowledge isomorphically to an L2 target as positive transfer.
Positive transfer
Evidence for positive transfer is least controversial where languagespecific conventions of usage and use are demonstrably non-universal yet
shared between L1 and L2. At the pragmalinguistic level, learners have been
shown to successfully transfer specific conventionally indirect forms for
requesting, such as formal equivalents of 'can you' (from Danish, German,
Japanese, Chinese, Hebrew to English; from Danish to German; from English to
Hebrew); 'why not' and 'do you mind' questions from English to Hebrew
(Blum-Kulka, 1982, pp. 48f), and past tense modal forms from Danish and
German to English (House & Kasper 1987, Faerch & Kasper, 1989). At the level
of strategy choice, comparison of apology performance in two identical
contexts (student forgetting to return a book borrowed from professor;
professor forgetting to grade a student's paper) revealed that German learners
of British English offered repair just as infrequently as did native speakers of
their Ll and L2 (all groups between 0 and 6%; House, 1988). By contrast, more
than half of the Thai learners responding to the same contexts offered repair,
and so did native speakers of Thai and American English, representing Ll and
L2 norms (all groups between 57 and 76%, the American native speakers
somewhat less in the Ungraded Paper context (40%); Bergman & Kasper, in
press). This example illustrates matching strategy choices within but not across
groups of IL, L1 and L2 speakers, and hence plausible cases of positive transfer.
Generally, though, positive transfer has been somewhat short shrifted by
interlanguage pragmaticists - for two reasons, I think. One is the
methodological difficulty, as noted, of distinguishing positive transfer from
learners applying their general pragmatic knowledge on the one hand, or from
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generalizing from their IL pragmatic knowledge, on the other hand.
Performance data alone cannot tell us whether in the instances selected to
illustrate positive transfer above, learners did indeed consult their Ll
knowledge or operated strictly on their IL pragmatic competence. The other
reason seems to be a concern with miscommunication, or pragmatic failure.
Positive transfer will be a causal factor in miscommunication only if, for some
reason, native speaker-like pragmatic behavior is deemed inappropriate for
nonnative speakers (e.g., inconsistent with their 'foreigner role', Janicki, 1985).
Most of the time, positive transfer leads to successful communicative
outcomes. The main concern with transfer has therefore been one where the
outcome is negative - Ll-based sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic
knowledge being projected onto L2 contexts and differing from the pragmatic
perceptions and behaviors of the target community.
Negative transfer

Sociopragmatic transfer has been found to operate in learners' perceptions
of contextual factors, of whether carrying out a particular linguistic action is
appropriate, and of the overall politeness style adopted in an encounter. Beebe,
Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz (1990) demonstrated that Japanese learners of
English varied their selection of refusal strategies along the same contextual
parameter as native speakers of Japanese, viz. whether the refuser's status was
higher or lower than the interlocutor's. For American native speakers, the
decisive distinction was between status-equal and status-unequal relationships,
irrespective of direction (high to low or low to high). In the context of
correcting an interlocutor's statement, Takahashi and Beebe (in press) found
evidence for a distinct Ll-influenced pattern of style-shifting in Japanese
learners' English, depending on the speaker's higher or lower status vis-a-vis
the hearer.
The social acceptability of a linguistic action in the learners' native culture
may influence the facility with which they carry out the same action in a target
context. For example, female Japanese learners of English reported that they
felt uneasy about refusing in English because refusing was discouraged in
Japanese society (cf., 'I'm no good at- urn- saying no [... ] because I haven't
never- I I haven't learned saying no [... ] this is our Japanese custom - uh- urn
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-any time uh urn- my family taught me - uh smile and- modest and uh- is the attitude is to be- not- not say- no- is very uh- good part- to uh forwomen- Japanese women- sometimes [laughs] and- it's easy to control and
we can keep our- our harmony- with uh many people' (Robinson, 1992, p.
56f)). Transfer was further evident in the frequency, order, and semantic
content of Japanese learners' refusals (Beebe et al., 1990). Suggestions of
alternative action, for instance, were regularly used by Japanese learners and
native speakers but rarely by Americans (d. also Robinson, 1992, for more
evidence of alternative suggestions in Japanese learners' refusals). Positive
remarks, used by Americans to cushion face-threatening acts such as
disagreements and (in high-to-low contexts) corrections and suggesting a
positive politeness orientation, were employed much less frequently by
Japanese learners of English and Japanese native speakers. (The argument is
weaker for disagreements since there were no Japanese L1 data, as Takahashi
and Beebe (in press) point out.) Furthermore, Japanese learners' refusals and
corrections displayed highly formulaic structures with little specific semantic
content, leaving much room for inference, whereas American speakers
provided more specific, personalized information. There is thus some evidence
that Japanese speakers of English retain certain features of Japanese
communicative style, such as an emphasis on discernment politeness and,
under some conditions, a preference for formulaic indirectness, when
interacting in English. (The heavy use of hedges suggests that there is evidence
to the contrary as well.) A preference for formulaic over specific excuses was
found for native speakers of British English, whereas German learners would
transfer their specific, situation-bound excuses from L1 to their English
interlanguage (Kasper, 1981; House, 1988).
The projection to IL of L1 communicative style, or elements thereof, has
also been documented for learner preferences in apologizing. Transfer of an L1
based positive politeness style where negative politeness is preferred in the L2
context was reported in the apologizing behavior of I2 English speakers with
Venezuelan Spanish (Garcia, 1989) and Israeli Hebrew (Olshtain & Cohen,
1989) as Ll. Whereas native speakers of British English used other-directed
apologizing strategies such as showing concern for the hearer over self-
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oriented strategies such as expressing lack of intent and self-deficiency,
German learners of British English imported into their English apologizing
their L1-based preference for self-oriented strategies (House, 1988). In
requesting, Anglo-Canadian learners of Hebrew displayed less directness than
native speakers of Hebrew, following L1 preference for more indirectness
(Blum-Kulka, 1982). Whether or not responsibility for an offense was explicitly
assumed by an offender depended on preferences in the L1 community, as
shown by Olshtain (1983) for Russian learners of Hebrew (but not for English
learners, see below) and Olshtain and Cohen (1989) for Israeli learners of
English.
Even though it had first been assumed that divergent outcomes of
pragmalinguistic transfer would primarily be operative at the illocutionary
level, there is in fact little evidence in the literature of L1-induced failure in
learners' mapping of L2 form and force. Blum-Kulka (1982) reported that
learners of Hebrew transferred to L2 forms which have a conventionalized
requestive function in English but do not convey requestive force in Hebrew.
Formally equivalent modal verbs were transferred by Danish learners into
their German L2, failing to achieve the intended requestive function (Faerch &
Kasper, 1989). Learners of English with Hebrew (Olshtain & Cohen, 1989) and
German (House, 1988) as L1 used formal L1-equivalents to English 'excuse
(me)' which did not convey apologizing force. In written responses to
production questionnaires, Arabic and Punjabi learners of English used literal
translations of formulaic phrases which function as conventionalized
expressions of gratitude in their native languages (e.g., 'may God increase your
bounty', Bodman & Eisenstein, 1988).
Most evidence for pragmalinguistic transfer has been documented at the
level of strategies and forms by which particular linguistic action is
implemented, affecting (if anything) the politeness value of the utterance rather
than its illocutionary force. L1-based preferences for frequencies of apology
tokens and strategies were shown in Hebrew-English interlanguage (Olshtain
& Cohen, 1989) and for learners of English with Danish (Trosborg, 1987),
German (House, 1988), Thai (Bergman & Kasper, in press), and Japanese
(Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper, & Ross, forthcoming) as Ll. Among the
semantic formulae used to express refusal, Japanese learners displayed transfer
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from L1 in the formulation of excuses, and in using strategies not found in
English refusing, such as 'statements of philosophy' ('to err is human', 'I never
yield to temptations') and suggestions for alternative action ('why don't you
ask someone else', Beebe, Takahashi, & IDiss-Weltz, 1990). In accordance with
L1 patterns, these learners made expressions of regret, empathy and positive
opinion contingent on interlocutor status, omitting them when the refuser was
the status-higher participant. Takahashi & Dufon (1989) suggested that in
requesting, Japanese learners of English transfer an L1-based pattern of
bimodal distribution of indirectness, not matched by American English
requestive behavior: (1) when explicit reference was made to the requestive
goal, learners preferred more direct strategies than Americans; (2) when the
requestive goal was referred to implicitly, less direct strategies were opted for
than by L2 speakers. L1 influence was also noticeable in the choice of
directness levels in request realization, native speakers of English preferring
less direct strategies when speaking Hebrew as L2 than native speakers (BlumKulka, 1982), while German learners of English were found to use more direct
strategies in Ll and in their English interlanguage than speakers of British
English (Kasper, 1981; House & Kasper, 1987). Internal request modification by
means of lexical mitigating forms in Danish and German learners' English
showed traces of L1 (Faerch & Kasper, 1989). The same learners transferred
negative interrogatives, a common syntactic mitigator in Danish, to their
German requests but not to English. It is especially the different patterns of
pragmatic transfer displayed by learners with a shared L1 and different L2s,
and learners of the same target language and different L1 backgrounds
(Olshtain, 1983; House & Kasper, 1987; Bodman & Eisenstein, 1988; Faerch &
Kasper, 1989) that raise an issue which has been heavily debated in SL transfer
research at large but much less in interlanguage pragmatics, viz. what the
conditions are for learners to transfer L1 pragmatic knowledge or to abstain
from transfer.
Transferability
Some of the findings in interlanguage pragmatics studies have been rather
loosely attributed to the operation of transferability constraints. For instance,
House and Kasper (1987) see the fact that Danish learners make freer use of
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their Ll when requesting in German than in English as indicative of Danish
learners' differential perception of language distance between their native and
foreign languages, Danish being perceived as closer to German than to English.
A case of amazingly consistent transfer avoidance was reported by Kasper
(1981), who found that of 29 German learners performing a variety of linguistic
acts in simulated face~to-face conversations with native speakers of English, no
one used the mitigating routine 'I mean', even though its German formal and
functional equivalent ('iclt mein(e)') was the most frequently used cajoler in
German native speakers' production in comparable contexts. Informal
interviews with some of the learners revealed that they perceived this routine
as language-specific, and had in fact been dissuaded from using it by their
English teachers. Through systematic thinking aloud and retrospective
interviews, Robinson (1992) was able to ascertain that her Japanese informants
consulted their Ll and IL pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge in
their decisions about how to refuse requests and offers in English. 'Second
thoughts' about the appropriateness of Japanese refusal strategies sometimes
resulted in adding on another strategy which the informant perceived as more
consistent with American ways of refusing. For instance, in refusing an offer of
a ride from an notoriously unsafe driver, an informant responded 'Thank you
very much, but I am not sure whether I can go. I don't need to your help.
Thank you.' Her comment was that the first unspecific refusal was a direct
translation from Japanese which would be understood by Japanese
interlocutors in its intended illocutionary meaning ('in the case of Japanese ...
many people ... don't asked anymore') but was probably not clear enough for
Americans ('but after that I thought uh that is not enough I should do refuse
more strongly. (...) I think in English I should do refuse more directly.'
(Robinson, 1992, p. 60). Olshtain (1983) examined whether apologizing in L2
Hebrew by learners with Russian and English as Lls was guided by universal
or culture and language specific perceptions, probing into frequency and
strategies of apologizing. There was a distinct difference between the Russian
informants, who expressed that apologizing was dependent on the situation
and not on the language one was using, and the English group, who felt that
native speakers of Hebrew apologize less than English native speakers. The
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learners' 'universal' and 'specific' perceptions were reflected in their choice of
apology strategy. The Russians displayed similar frequency patterns in Ll and
IL, in some instances increasing the use of apology strategies when using
Hebrew. The English learners, on the other hand, consistently reduced their
use of apology strategies in Hebrew, compared to their English Ll. Ironically,
in their English-Hebrew interlanguage, they still supplied the main apology
strategies (overt apology, assuming responsibility, and offering an explanation)
more frequently than Hebrew NS. Despite their language-specific perceptions
of norms for apologizing, their IL performance thus displayed some
sociopragmatic transfer. We can only speculate about the causes of this
discrepancy: the informants' intuitions of what is transferable may have been
overridden by highly automatized Ll-based response patterns, or they might
have opted for retaining some of their native interpersonal style in order to set
themselves apart from the target community (more about 'disidentification'
below). These possible transfer causes suggest that different processing modes
may be operative in pragmatic transfer - automatic processing in the first
instance, more controlled processing in the second. Olshtain's data also show
that similar perceptions of what is culturally and linguistically appropriate in
Ll and L2, while conducive to transfer, may be overridden by other factorsdespite their 'universal' perceptions, the Russians supplied three out of five
apology strategies with considerably higher frequencies in their RussianHebrew interlanguage than in their native Russian. Perhaps they felt that being
more negatively polite was consistent with their status as recent arrivals, who
are not yet members of the target community.
The only study to date with an explicit focus on the transferability of
pragmatic knowledge is Takahashi {1992). She examined the transferability
from Japanese to English of five conventionally indirect request strategies in
four contexts. Native speakers of Japanese provided rating-scale judgements,
in English and Japanese, of the pragmatic acceptability of each request strategy
in each context. Transferability was operationally defined as transferability
rate, obtained by subtracting the acceptability rate of an English request
strategy from the acceptability rate of its Japanese equivalent. Takahashi found
that the transferability of the examined conventionally indirect request
strategies was highly context-dependent. For instance, the transferability of the
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strategies 'V-site itadaki tai no desu ga' (I would like you to VP) and 'V-site
itadake masu (masen) ka' (would you VP) was complementarily distributed. In
contexts were the request was expressed for the first time (asking for a ride to
the airport, getting a neighbor to stop playing the flute in the middle of the
night, asking someone to move her car), the 'would you' equivalent was
transferable whereas the 'I would like' equivalent was not. Conversely, when
the request was performed 'the second time around' (reminding somebody to
fill in a questionnaire as she had agreed to do), the 'I would like' structure was
transferable and the 'would you' structure was not. In addition to contextual
properties, transferability was influenced by learner factors such as proficiency
and familiarity with the situational context.
Takahashi's study focused on a small segment of forms and strategies of
request realization. More studies are clearly needed to shed light on the
transferability of the full range of realization patterns in a variety of linguistic
acts. In addition to the transferability of pragmalinguistic knowledge, that of
sociopragmatic information will also have to be systematically scrutinized.
Takahashi's most important finding, the context-dependency of transferability
in pragmatics, will have to be taken into account in such studies. Furthermore,
transferability judgements will have to be compared to learners' actual use of
Ll pragmatic knowledge in production and comprehension. Finally, the
interaction of both transfer and transferability with other factors will have to be
examined. Some of these factors will now briefly be discussed.
Non·structural factors
Learning context. The only explicit comparison of pragmatic transfer in formal
and informal learning contexts is Takahashi and Beebe's (1987) study of
English refusals by Japanese EFL and ESL learners. While transfer in the
frequency and order of refusal strategies was found in both learner groups,
influence from Japanese was considerably more pronounced in the EFL
learners' refusals. Again in the context of Japanese learners' refusals,
informants' self-reports indicated that their culture-specific perceptions of
Japanese and American refusals were partly influenced by explicit instruction
in the sociopragmatic differences between the two cultures, partly by their own
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observation of American communicative practices (Robinson, 1992). German
learners' self-reports regarding the non-occurrence of the cajoler 'I mean' in
their English interlanguage also suggested that transfer-avoidance at the
pragmalinguistic level might be teaching-induced (Kasper 1981, 1982).
Following the argument that noticing of information in the input is conditional
for learning (Schmidt, 1990), and the preliminary evidence in support of the
noticing hypothesis for the acquisition of pragmatic knowledge by adults
(Schmidt, in press), instruction can be assumed to have a major role in shaping
learners' perceptions of what is and isn't transferable at the pragmalinguistic
and sociopragmatic level, and hence have an impact on pragmatic transfer in
learners' communicative behavior.
Developmental aspects. Takahashi and Beebe (1987) advanced the hypothesis
that L2 proficienctJ is positively correlated with pragmatic transfer because a
more highly developed interlanguage would allow learners to cast Ll
pragmatic strategies in L2linguistic forms. While their own (1987) study did
not support this hypothesis, there is some supporting evidence from other
research. Canadian learners of Hebrew did not transfer indirect request
strategies to Hebrew as much as might have been expected because they lacked
the complex L2 knowledge necessary to implement indirectness (Blum-Kulka,
1982). Olshtain and Cohen (1989) attributed learners' failure to transfer
apology strategies and modifying devices to lack of L2 knowledge. Takahashi
(1992) also established distinct differences in the transferability of conventional
indirectness strategies as perceived by low and high proficiency ESL learners.
However, a clear pattern based on proficiency alone was not discernible.
Takahashi surmised that other types of knowledge can outweigh linguistic
proficiency, such as learners' familiarity with the target situational context.
Takahashi's speculation is in fact supported by Eisenstein and Bodman (1986)
and Bodman and Eisenstein (1988), who reported that nonnative speakers'
responses to events which in American sodopragmatics require expressions of
gratitude were dependent on learners' familiarity with these contexts. In other
words, lack of culturally relevant schemata irrespective of linguistic
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proficiency might encourage or inhibit pragmatic transfer. What exactly this
interaction is remains to be examined.
Some studies suggest that rather than linguistic proficiency, length of stay
in the target community influences interlanguage pragmatic behavior (Olshtain
& Blum-Kulka, 1985; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986; Limmaneeprasert,
forthcoming). I am not aware of studies which specifically examine the effect of
length of stay on the type and amount of pragmatic transfer. However, there is
overwhelming evidence in the linguistic action patterns of long-term nonnative
residents to suggest that extended residence in the target community does not
in and of itself make 'negative' pragmatic transfer go away.
Blum-Kulka's point (1991) is well taken that rather than accounting for
non-native like pragmatic behavior displayed by highly proficient long-term
residents in terms of deficient L2 pragmatic competence, it might be more
appropriately viewed as a symbolic means of disidentification with the target
community. Invoking an accommodation-theoretical framework (e.g., Giles &
Johnson, 1987), she suggests that divergence from the target 'norm' might serve
nonnative speakers to maintain their cultural identity as separate from the
community at large (see also Preston, 1989, pp. 78ff.). Expanding the focus
from individuals to speech communities, Blum-Kulka argues that contact
between L1 and L2 pragmatic norms and conversational styles can result in
'intercultural styles', distinct from both L1 and L2. An example of an emerging
intercultural style are the communication practices of American immigrants to
Israel (Blum-Kulka, 1990; Blum-Kulka & Sheffer, in press). Erickson {1975)
contended that such L1-specific styles of speaking characterize the
conversational behavior not only of first generation immigrants but are
sustained through the third and fourth generation. Clyne's (1979) data of
Australian immigrants from different generations and language backgrounds
strongly support the claim of generation-transcending intercultural styles in
immigrant populations.
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Communicative effect
Whereas interlanguage pragmatics in the context of second language
research usually ascertains negative pragmatic transfer without asking what its
communicative effect may be, interactional sociolinguistics has focused on
intercultural miscommunication resulting from incompatible conversational
styles (e.g., Erickson & Shultz, 1982; Gumperz, 1982; Scollon & Scollon, 1983;
Tannen, 1985). Even though this line of investigation does not trace the
development of conversational styles and hence has little to say about
pragmatic transfer, the detailed analyses of unsuccessful uptake due to
differences in the use of contextualization cues, politeness, and indirectness
provide interlanguage pragmaticists with a rich source of what kinds of effects
negative pragmatic transfer might have. What is even better, despite their
interest in the analysis of miscommunication, interactional sociolinguists have
also pointed out that divergence in communicative style does not necessarily
have conflictive results. Erickson (1975) demonstrates that ethnic style
differences in gatekeeping encounters can be neutralized through establishing
common ground, or co-membership, based on shared interests or experience.
Tannen (1985) cites evidence for misunderstandings of contextualization cues
which resulted in favorable attributions to the interlocutor, and for
conversational styles which, although different, were complementing rather
than conflicting, allowing both participants to reach their goals and feel
comfortable about the interaction.
One more lesson to be learnt from these insightful studies for the
investigation of transfer in interlanguage pragmatics is thus to dissociate the
result of pragmatic transfer, stated in terms of convergence or divergence from
L2 norms, from communicative effect. 'Negative' transfer equals 'difference
from L2', but 'difference from L2 equals miscommunication' is a non sequitur.
Interlanguage pragmatics does not need a deficit hypothesis. Rather, just as we
need to explore the conditions under which pragmatic transfer occurs, the
conditions for different communicative effects of divergent ('negative') transfer
should be carefully examined. When does divergent transfer go unnoticed,
when is it neutralized, when does it lead to miscommunication, when to
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beneficial outcomes? These questions are virtually unexplored in interlanguage
pragmatics.
Note on methodology
In addition to the conceptual and substantive issues raised above, there
are problems of research methods which influence research outcomes, and
which future studies of pragmatic transfer will have to address. I shall briefly
comment on three of these problems.
1. Instrument effects. It has been noted that different data collection
instruments have an impact on the elicited data, such as on amount of talk and
negotiation, and the frequency by which semantic formulae are used (Beebe &
Cummings, 1985; Eisenstein & Bodman, in press). Different production tasks
impose differential processing demands on learners and thus influence the
selective activation of pragmatic knowledge. Edmondson and House {1991), for
instance, comment that a tendency for learners to be more verbose than native
speakers obtains in responses to production questionnaires but not in role
plays. Differential instrument effects on pragmatic transfer, specifically, have
been noted by Bodman and Eisenstein (1988), who found that learners
transferred L1 proverbs and ritual expressions to their IL responses in written
production questionnaires but not in role plays. It does not seem likely that
these differences are due to task-specific transferability assessments on the part
of the learners. Rather, it seems that the written conditions give the learners
time to assemble the material for literal translation in a controlled fashion,
whereas under the greater demands of conversational interaction, lack of time
and attentional resources preclude the on-line production of formal L2
equivalents. Conversely, as Zhang (forthcoming) argues in her study of
requesting in Chinese-English interlanguage, transfer may show up in the
discoursal development of a speech event but not in the one-turn response
required in a discourse completion questionnaire. While her learners'
responses to questionnaire items were very similar to those of English native
speakers, Chinese and Chinese-English interlanguage speakers avoided direct
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requesting in role plays- instead, they skillfully steered their interlocutors
into making an offer of the desired good or action.
2. Identification of pragmatic transfer. Disregarding for the moment the
difficulty of identifying instances of transfer as opposed to (over)generalization or the operation of universal pragmatic principles ('qualitative
identification'), there needs to be an explicit criterion by which quantitatively
based statements about the absence or presence of pragmatic transfer can be
made ('quantitative identification'). Such a criterion is woefully absent in most
interlanguage pragmatics studies. Claims about transfer are usually based on
an informal estimation of the similarity and difference of the percentages by
which a particular category (semantic formula, strategy, or linguistic form)
occurs in the L1, L2, and IL data: similar response frequencies in all three data
sets are classified as positive transfer (e.g., Blum-Kulka, 1982; House & Kasper,
1987; Faerch & Kasper, 1989), while different response frequencies between IL
- L2 and Ll - L2 combined with similar frequencies between IL - L1 register as
negative transfer (e.g., Beebe, Takahashi, & Uliss-Weltz, 1990; Takahashi &
Beebe, in press; Olshtain, 1983). Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-Weltz (1990) are
careful to point out that their findings should be interpreted with a pinch of
salt, due to lack of statistical testing. The same caveat applies to other studies.
If we accept that frequency counts of pragmatic categories and linguistic forms
can tell us something meaningful about pragmatic transfer (not about the
phenomenon in its entirety, but a relevant subset thereof), we should employ
procedures which allow us to make claims with reasonable confidence. A
suitable method to identify pragmatic transfer would be an adapted version of
Selinker's (1969) operational definition of language transfer. The original
definition, despite the author's claim of its applicability 'no matter what
linguistic level is identified and isolated' (Selinker, [1969] 1983, p. 49), is
inadequate for ascertaining pragmatic transfer because it presupposes a binary
choice between realization alternatives:
'Wherever there are (such) binary choices, language transfer may be
operationally defined as a process occurring from the native to the
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foreign language if frequency analysis shows that a statistically
significant trend in the speaker's native language appears toward
one of these alternatives, which is then paralleled by a significant
trend toward the same alternative in the speaker's interlanguage
behavior' (Selinker, [1969] 1983, p. 50).
Since in pragmatics (and not only there; Bley-Vroman, 1983), multiple
rather than binary choices are usually available for speakers to express
communicative intent, parallel trends towards one option in a binary choice
schema can rarely be established. A simpler and more adequate method is to
determine whether the differences between interlanguage and learners' native
language on a particular pragmatic feature are statistically significant, and how
these differences relate to the target language. Thus, lack of statistically
significant differences in the frequencies of a pragmatic feature in L1, L2, and
IL can be operationally defined as positive transfer. Statistically significant
differences in the frequencies of a pragmatic feature between IL- L2 and L1L2 and lack of statistically significant difference between IL and L1 can be
operationally defined as negative transfer. Applying these operational
definitions to an analysis of transfer in apologizing, Bergman and Kasper
(1991) found that more than half of the differences between Thai-English and
American-English apologizing strategies were due to negative pragmatic
transfer.
3. The target norm. Under strictly comparable task conditions, native speakers
of different standard varieties of English (American, Australian, British) and
different regional varieties of American English (East Coast, Midwest,
Hawaiian) have demonstrated different selection patterns of request strategies
(Michaelis, forthcoming). Native speakers of American, British, and New
Zealand English were shown to display different preferences in their selection
of semantic formulae in apologizing (although some of the variation may be
due to context effects; Bergman & Kasper, in press). While in the light of earlier
work (e.g., Tannen 1981 on different preferences in conversational style by East
Coast and West Coast Americans), culturally motivated dialect variation in
speech act performance was to be expected, it raises serious questions about
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what should constitute a target variety to serve as a baseline in interlanguage
pragmatics.
A somewhat mechanical, yet (in terms of mainstream thinking in SLA)
theoretically correct answer might be: The baseline for measuring learners'
output is the input variety or varieties. This apparently straightforward
solution has a number of practical problems to it. First, in a second language
environment, learners often have several input options to choose 'the right
stuff' from. As Beebe (1985) argues, model preferences are influenced by
learner-internal factors such as feelings and motivations, and by external social
and situational factors. Researchers need to know what such model preferences
are, and to have access to the pertinent varieties, in order to select a relevant
target variety as L2 baseline, a project which may well prove unfeasible.
Secondly, in a foreign language situation, input may be more easy to control,
especially when teachers and materials represent the same target variety, for
instance, a national variety of standard English (but see the caveat about
regional varieties within a national standard above). The issue becomes more
problematic when the input stems from several target varieties. Two examples
from my research may serve as illustrations. There was some justification in
adopting Standard British English as spoken and written in Colchester and
Lancaster as a norm for the pragmatic performance of German and Danish
learners of English because Standard British English was the norm taught at
German and Danish schools at the time. However, especially through the
media, extracurricular input representing Standard American English and
numerous British and American non-standard varieties was widely available
and, presumably, 'noticed' by the student informants, thus drawing into
question whether the chosen standard British varieties were entirely adequate
as pragmatic norms. The problem was greatly exacerbated in a study where the
learners were Thai students of English, taught by instructors from Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the US. For no other reason
than availability, the L2 pragmatic norm adopted in the study were the
varieties of standard American English spoken in Hawaii. This was an
obviously dubious choice, but so would have been the selection of any
purported norm short of a sample representing every one of the national
standards which served as input to the learner population under study. In
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addition, Beebe's (1985) argument that learners display model preferences may
hold true for varieties of foreign language input as well.- Surely, establishing
a relevant L2 pragmatic norm is largely a logistic matter. Yet considering its
impact on research outcomes, not least in transfer studies, investigators might
want to give more attention to 'choosing the right stuff' as an L2 norm in
interlanguage pragmatics.
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