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Abstract 

The present study sets out to examine the realisation of the speech act of expressing sympathy 

in Persian, which, notwithstanding its significant communicative role, has not received the 

attention it deserves. More precisely, drawing on data collected through open role-plays and 

retrospective interviews, and using rapport management theory (Spencer-Oatey 2005), this 

study is an attempt to scrutinise Persian speakers’ sympathy expressions in a situation exhibit-

ing solidarity between the interlocutors. 

Results show that by employing 12 distinct strategies, Persian speakers respect behavioural 

expectations through expressing involvement, empathy and respect in the context of sympa-

thising. Also, they respect and mostly enhance their own and the interlocutor’s identity and 

respectability face. In addition, their interactional goals are strongly relational. 

 

 

 

 

1 Introduction 

Emotion has long been argued to be a phenomenon with human beings (Darwin 1972).  

Yet, the verbal expressions of emotions and the perceptions of them are claimed to vary in 

different cultures (Matsumoto et al. 2002). Also, it is argued that expressions of emotion can-

not be considered as a universally constructed phenomenon since they are developed in re-

sponse to a certain culture portraying unique social complexities (Turner/Stets 2005). Hence, 

social constructions and culture define and condition emotions. As Downes (2000) asserts, 

culture dictates what man feels and therefore the language to be used as a means of this mani-

festation. The expression of sympathy, which is a linguistic response to someone’s emotion of 

misery, is different from culture to culture (see Nakajima 2003; Matsumoto et al. 2002; 

Turner/Stets 2005). Hence, in certain critical situations, the appropriate verbal action of ex-

pressing sympathy is of utmost importance. Upon facing a misery, intimates get involved with 

some emotional sensitivities; and accordingly, expressing sympathy can have a constructive 

effect if offered appropriately in accordance with the cultural norms and protocols, or a de-

structive one if it fails to satisfy the socio-cultural expectations. Therefore, the performance of 

the speech act of expressing sympathy is one among such critical socio-cultural issues. As the 

expressions of sympathy vary in different cultures and subcultures, when expressing sympa-

thy to interlocutors from different cultures/subcultures, speakers should respect their own 

norms of interaction and protect/maintain/enhance both their own and the interlocutor’s re-

spectability face and their own and the interlocutor’s identity face (See section 2; Spencer-

Oatey 2005). Hence, investigations on the realisation of the speech act of expressing sympa-
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thy in Persian is of great importance for researchers working in the field. This is what this 

paper targets to investigate. 

Sympathy and emotion have mostly been explored from sociological (Kanov et al. 2004) and 

psychological (Wispé 1991) perspectives. However, in line with a growing interest in the ex-

ploration of the speech act of expressing sympathy and its significant importance, few schol-

ars have studied it in different cultures. 

In an attempt to scrutinise sympathy expressions in American culture, Clark’s (1997) study 

showed that sympathy is an inseparable part of Americans’ life which is not only expressed 

but also expected to be expressed to family members, friends and acquaintances. Moreover, 

Clark argues that even when strangers are suffering a misery, Americans sympathise with 

them. On the other hand, Clark (1997) claims that Americans are sometimes unsympathetic. 

American comedians, for instance, mock others’ or their own mishaps, or in sports people 

sometimes deride others’ defeat. She asserts that the reason for this lack of sympathy rests on 

Americans’ independence, and the idea that everyone is responsible for their own wellbeing. 

Clark further explains that it is the contextual situation in American culture which prescribes 

or proscribes the realisation of sympathy expressions and the way and time to express it. 

In a cross-linguistic study and using written elicitation tasks and a questionnaire, Nakajima 

(2003) examined sympathy expressions of American college students, Japanese college stu-

dents and Japanese learners of English. She concluded that sympathy expressions of the three 

groups vary in terms of the number of words used to sympathise. She found out that Ameri-

cans use more number of words compared with Japanese learners of English, and the latter 

use more words compared with Japanese college students. Besides scrutinising the partici-

pants’ sympathy expressions in two situations – a more serious situation and a less serious 

situation – and finding some differences, Nakajima’s study shows that expressions of sympa-

thy vary across cultures and these differences lead to misunderstanding. 

Pudlinski (2005) also explored sympathy in social support settings. He investigated 

“consumer-run warm lines”, telephone conversations between community mental health staff 

and callers who are in some sort of distress, and found that speakers use eight distinct sympa-

thy strategies of 1) emotive reactions, 2) assessments, 3) naming another’s feelings, 4) formu-

lating the gist of the trouble, 5) using an idiom, 6) expressing one’s own feelings about anoth-

er’s trouble, 7) reporting one’s own reaction and 8) sharing a similar experience of similar 

feelings to comfort the interlocutor. She also found out that these expressions are utilised at 

different points during the conversation and are employed considering the three criteria of the 

depth of understandings of the interlocutors’ feelings and the similarity of the shared feeling 

as well as the speakers’ ability to lessen the emotional or physical pain.  

The literature on speech act studies shows that scholars have thoroughly explored other 

speech acts in different languages. Sasaki’s (1998) study of EFL students’ production of 

speech acts, Felix-Brasdefer’s (2006) study of refusals among male speakers of Mexican 

English, Nureddeen’s (2008) study of apologising in Sudanese Arabic, Hassall’s (2003) study 

of requests among Australian learners of Indonesian, Yu’s (2003) study of compliment re-

sponses in Chinese, Garcia’s (2010) study of condolences among Peruvian Spanish Speakers, 

etc. are among a great number of attempts to explore speech acts in different languages and 

cultures. In Persian, also, speech acts of disagreement (e. g. Parvaresh/Eslami Rasekh 2009), 
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apology (e. g. Afghari 2007; Shariati/Chamani 2010), refusal (e. g. Allami/Naeimi 2011), 

invitation (e. g. Eslami 2005; Salmani-Nodoushan 2006), request (e. g. Eslami-

Rasekh/Tavakoli/Abdolrezapour 2010) have been explored, mostly cross-culturally. This 

study seeks to fill the gap of exploring speech act of expressing sympathy in Persian and con-

tribute empirically to the body of research on speech acts in Persian language and culture. 

 

2 Theoretical Framework 

Linguists have proposed different views toward politeness. Whilst Brown and Levinson 

(1987) explain it in terms of face, some other scholars including Gu (1990) define it in terms 

of maxims. Politeness has also been explained in terms of some communicative norms  

(e. g. Fraser 1990 and Locher 2004). Spencer-Oatey (2000, 2002), however, goes beyond lin-

guistic strategies as merely responses to face threatening acts. “Rapport management”, as she 

labels it, explains politeness through social relationships and explores the way these social 

relations are constructed, maintained or threatened in interaction (Spencer-Oatey 2000, 2002). 

When communicating, or within a course of interaction, people have differing types of rap-

port which she defines as “relations between people” (Spencer-Oatey 2000). Within the 

framework of rapport management, the enhanced, maintained or damaged rapport is judged 

based upon the three key elements of rapport; “behavioural expectations”, “face sensitivities” 

and “interactional wants” (Spencer-Oatey 2005). 

Behavioural expectations are judgments people have about social appropriateness which lies 

within the realm of their beliefs about prescribed, permitted or proscribed behaviour (Spen-

cer-Oatey 2005: 115). While Spencer-Oatey (2005) unpacks the bases of (im)politeness 

judgment, as outlined in figure 1, she asserts that behavioural expectations might be the result 

of 1) contractual/legal agreements and requirements (e. g. provisions of employment and 

avoidance of discriminatory behaviour), 2) role specifications (e. g. duties specified in a job 

contract), 3) behavioural conventions, norms and protocols and 4) interactional principles. 

Behavioural conventions, norms and protocols are ritual phrases or behaviour expected in 

different interactions (e. g. expected rituals when expressing sympathy). Spencer-Oatey 

(2005) adds that these conventions exist across a range of domains; illocutionary domain  

(the performance of speech acts), discourse domain (the discourse content and structure of an 

interchange), participation domain (the procedural aspects of an interchange), stylistic domain 

(the stylistic aspects of an interchange, such as choice of tone) or non-verbal domain (the non-

verbal aspects of an interchange, such as gestures) (Spencer-Oatey 2005: 117). 

Interactional principles, on the other hand, consist of two subordinate principles; equity prin-

ciple and association principle. The equity principle has three components: cost-benefit con-

siderations (people should not be exploited or disadvantaged), fairness and reciprocity (the 

belief that costs and benefits should be “fair” and kept roughly in balance), and autonomy-

control (the belief that people should not be unduly controlled or imposed upon). The associa-

tion principle has three elements: involvement (people should have appropriate amounts and 

types of activity involvement with others), empathy (people should share appropriate con-

cerns, feelings and interests with others), and respect (people should show appropriate 

amounts of respectfulness for others) (Spencer-Oatey 2005: 118). 
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For the purpose the present study, when focusing on behavioural expectations, sympathy ex-

pressions of Persian cultural group would be explored in regard to behavioural conventions, 

norm and protocols in illocutionary and discourse domains as well as the association princi-

ple. 

According to Spencer-Oatey (2005), face is either respectability or identity. Respectability 

face is the prestige, honour or a good name a person or social group holds and claims within a 

community. Identity face, on the other hand, is positive social value someone takes within a 

particular contact as well as the claim to social group membership and is potential to be en-

hanced or threatened. She states that identity face includes elements such as bodily features 

and control (e. g. skin blemishes, burping), possessions and belongings (material and affilia-

tive), performance/skills (e. g. musical performance), social behaviour (e. g. sympathising), 

and verbal behaviour (e. g. wording of illocutionary acts, stylistic choice) (Spencer-Oatey 

2005: 121–122). 

Spencer-Oatey categorises interactional wants (or goals) as either transactional or interaction-

al. She asserts that while these two goals may be interrelated, by transactional goals people 

attempt to reach a “concrete” task; however, interactional goals target an effective relation-

ship management (Spencer-Oatey 2005: 125). 

In this study, in addition to behavioural expectations, face sensitivities and interactional wants 

of Persian cultural group when expressing sympathy is discussed. 

 

Figure 1: The Bases of Rapport 
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3 Methodology 

To meet the objectives of the study, open role-play scenario was used to collect the data. 

Open role-play was utilised as the data collection instrument since it allows the interaction to 

be produced based upon the prompts which specify the situational context (Kasper 2008). 

Moreover, open role-plays make it possible for the participants to carry out complete interac-

tions and to have maximum control over their conversational interchange (Scarcella 1979). 

The fruitfulness of the method is also mentioned by Felix-Brasdefer (2003) who asserts that 

open role-plays allow the researchers to control social variables such as power and distance 

and provide them with spoken discourses with high indices of pragmatic features. Moreover, 

open role-plays encourage participants to completely express their sympathies and respond to 

them for an accurate and comprehensive analysis. Open role-play was prioritised to the meth-

ods collecting naturally occurring data since within the scope of the present research, which is 

to study a specific type of interaction in the same context, it would be extremely difficult to 

collect the desired data (i. e. sympathy expressions offered to a specific person in the same 

context by different subjects who each have a specific set of specifications) through naturally 

occurring talk. Further, the sensitive nature of the situations in which a naturally occurring 

sympathy is offered prevented the researcher to collect naturally occurring data. 

In order to cast light on the participants’ perception of the expressed sympathies and socio-

cultural issues underlying them, each role-play was followed by an interview in which the 

researcher interviewed the subjects and the interlocutor about their verbal sympathy strategies 

and their suitability as well as the level of perceived politeness during the whole conversa-

tional interchange1. As Felix-Brasdefer (2003) states, participants’ verbal reports on their 

conception of the interactions increase the credibility of role-plays since their social percep-

tions of the speech act complements the role-play data. The analysis of the data collected 

through the interviews helped the researcher to shed light on the appropriateness of subjects’ 

social communicative activity of expressing sympathy and the kind of relationship built with-

in the course of the interaction. 

It should be noted that the data through role-plays and retrospective interviews was collected 

in Tehran, Iran. 

 

3.1 Participants 

Subjects included 24 Persian speakers who were born and lived in Iran. 12 males and 12 fe-

males ranging from 18 to 55 years of age with the mean of 34 for males and 36 for females 

were selected for the study. The interlocutor was a 32-year-old professional actor who was 

also born and lived in Iran. The subjects were chosen among the interlocutor’s friends and 

acquaintances and were from different walks of life in such a way as to be diverse in terms of 

education2 and occupation3 as well as age to have a broad population which better reflects the 

society of Persian Speakers. All the subjects and the interlocutor signed a consent form before 

                                                 
1 Questions like Do you think your interaction was polite enough? Why/Why not?, How do you judge the inter-

locutor’s and your own words?, Why did you use (a sympathy strategy or response)?, etc. were asked in the 

interviews. 
2 Ranging from high school diploma to PhD holders. 
3 Including caretakers, salespersons, homemakers, clerks, film directors and university professors. 
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participating in the study, and the interlocutor, but not the subjects, was remunerated after all 

the data was collected. 

 

3.2 Instructions 

Conducting an online survey suggested that for 122 of 167 participants, as the representatives 

of Persian cultural group, health problem and car accident were the top two most sympathy 

demanding situations; especially for the interlocutors with solidarity4. Therefore, the situation 

for the role-plays was made employing an interlocutor suffering health problems due to a re-

cent car accident and the subjects who were all the interlocutor’s close friends. 

The interlocutor and subjects were first informed that they would be presented with a given 

situation and they were supposed to engage in a regular, spontaneous conversation which 

would be audio-taped. Each subject was separately given the instruction. The interlocutor was 

told that: 

“Yesterday, you had a very serious accident with considerable damage to your car and some 

injuries. An old colleague/classmate/teammate who is now a close friend of yours comes to 

the hospital to meet you. You engage in a real conversation with an initial warm greeting.” 

On the other hand, each subject was told that: 

“You are informed that an old colleague/classmate/teammate who is now a close friend had 

an accident with considerable damage to the car and some injuries the day before. You go to 

the hospital to meet and talk with him. Engage in a real conversation.” 

After being given the instructions, each subject and the interlocutor improvised a conversa-

tion. 

 

3.3 Procedure 

The 24 tape recorded role-plays were carefully transcribed by the researcher. All the tran-

scribed role-plays were then categorised and analysed in terms of the recurrent sympathy 

strategies and their reflection(s) on the speakers’ and interlocutor’s behavioural expectations, 

face sensitivities and the type of wants interspersed within the course of the interactions. The 

analysis was also based upon the data collected through the interviews with the participants 

after each role-play. 

 

4 Descriptions and Results 

Upon expressing sympathy, participants used 12 distinct strategies. These expressions, as 

suggested by the findings of the retrospective interviews, were responses to behavioural ex-

pectations of the Persian cultural group. These sympathy expressions were categorised as  

1) requesting information, 2) offering assistance, 3) expressing concern, 4) expressing sur-

prise, 5) expressing sadness, 6) expressing understanding, 7) giving advice/suggestions,  

8) acknowledging the interlocutor, 9) associating with fate, 10) expressing good wishes,  

11) providing explanation and 12) teasing the interlocutor. Following is the description of 

these sympathy strategies provided with one example from the corpus of the study for each. 

                                                 
4 Close friends and relatives as well as family members. 
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1) Requesting information: Some participants asked the interlocutor some questions about 

the accident and how it happened. 

 chi shod? chejuri etefagh oftad? 

 [‘What happened!? How did it happen!?’] 

2) Offering assistance: A group of participants offered to cooperate with the hospital as 

well as post-accident procedures. 

 Khodam farda miram donbale karaye bime! 

 [‘I’ll take care of insurance procedures tomorrow!’] 

3) Expressing concern: Participants also showed concern over the interlocutor’s health 

situation. 

 alan halet khube? ax ina gerefti? 

 [‘Are you OK now? Have you got X-rays and the like?’] 

4) Expressing surprise: A couple of participants stated their utter surprise at the accident. 

 oh khodaye man! dari shukhi mikoni! 

 [‘Oh my God! You’re kidding!’] 

5) Expressing sadness: Upon sympathising with the interlocutor, participants expressed 

their sadness at the event. 

 na tanha man balke hame bacheha as in etefagh narahat shodan! 

 [‘Not only me but also all the boys became sad at the news!’] 

6) Expressing understanding: Some participants expressed that they know how much pain 

the interlocutor is suffering from and the mental state he is experiencing due to having 

had the same experience in the past. 

 mifahmam che hali dari! Parsal ke pam shekast... 

 [‘I understand how you feel! Last year, when I broke my leg...’] 

7) Giving advice/suggestions: Participants also advised the interlocutor what to do in or-

der to heal or lessen the pain. 

 Say kon ab ananas bokhori! kheiliam rah naro ru pat! 

 [‘Try drinking pineapple juice! And don’t walk so much on your foot!’]  

8) Acknowledging the interlocutor: A couple of participants acknowledged the interlocu-

tor’s driving skill in addition to his physical power. 

 to ke ranandegit khub bud dadash! 

 [‘You have been a good driver, bro!’] 

9) Associating with fate: Participants also clung on some statements related to fate to jus-

tify the event and therefore sympathise with the interlocutor. 

 daste to nabude! taghdir injuri bude! 

 [‘It wasn’t in your control! It was your destiny!’] 

10) Expressing good wishes: Some participants expressed a wish for the interlocutor to get 

better soon. 

 ishalla zudtar khub beshi azizam! 

 [‘I hope you feel better soon, honey!’] 
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11) Providing explanation: Participant found it useful to explain how they were informed of 

the event. 

 Man ta dishab nemidunestam, Hamed (yek duste moshtarak) behem khabar dad! 

 [‘I didn’t know until last night, Hamed (name of a mutual friend) told it to me!’] 

12) Teasing the interlocutor: While sympathising, some participants teased the interlocutor 

about his present situation. 

 ghiyafasho negah kon! shabihe khengulaye tu kartona shode! 

 [‘Look at him! He looks like those silly cartoon characters!’] 

After categorising the subjects’ sympathy expressions there was the need for a framework to 

analyse the strategies and shed light on the cultural concepts behind the expressions of sympa-

thy in Persian culture. Even though most theories of politeness deal with self, rapport man-

agement focuses on self and other (Spencer-Oatey 2008: 12). Hence, in the Persian culture 

and specifically while analysing the speech act of expressing sympathy in Persian in which, as 

confirmed by the findings of retrospective interviews, both self and other are of importance, 

rapport management would be a proper framework. Therefore, rapport management theory 

has been adopted in this study to scrutinise the speech act of expressing sympathy in Persian 

and shed light on the behavioural expectation, face sensitivities and interactional wants within 

this cultural group. Following is the analysis of the strategies used by the participants in the 

role-plays with the conclusions been also drawn based upon the findings of the retrospective 

interviews within the framework of rapport management. 

 

4.1 Behavioural Expectations 

Within the framework of rapport management and dealing with illocutionary and discourse 

domains, sympathy strategies in Persian, which all show subjects’ rapport-enhancing orienta-

tion, are categorised as interactional principles and behavioural conventions, norms and pro-

tocols. 

In regard to interactional principles, we argue that expressing good wishes (ishala zudtar khub 

beshi; meaning, ‘I hope you feel better soon’) is the only expression which falls in the catego-

ry behavioural conventions, norms and protocols. This expression is a ritual phrase that is 

expected when people convey their expressions of sympathy. Persian cultural group look for 

and cling onto some good wishes to satisfy this cultural convention and if this ritual phrase in 

not expressed, they consider it as a deviation from the norm. 

In regard to the association principle of interactional principles, we can say that all the three 

components of involvement, empathy and respect are respected. Requesting information, of-

fering assistance and expressing concern are the strategies respecting involvement component 

since all these strategies make the speaker part of the interlocutor’s inner group. These strate-

gies are the means by which Persian speakers make a bond with the interlocutors and encour-

age them to share the grief which would ultimately result in enhancing rapport. It is worth 

noting that although Spencer-Oatey (2005) uses the concern a teacher is showing toward his 

student to exemplify empathy component, findings of the retrospective interviews suggest that 

expressing concern while sympathising with the interlocutor is simply an attempt to make the 
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speaker closer to the interlocutor, therefore, in this study, it is categorised as involvement 

component. 

On the other hand, empathy components are expressing surprise, expressing sadness, express-

ing understanding, giving advice/suggestions, associating with fate and expressing good 

wishes since they are utilised to empathise with the interlocutor and share the feeling and 

concern for him, therefore mitigate his grief in that difficult situation. 

Further, respect components in our classification are providing explanation and acknowledg-

ing the interlocutor due to the fact that they justify the speakers’ presence at the hospital and 

show respect toward the interlocutor. By showing respect, speakers satisfy a broader conven-

tion among Persian cultural group, which is to show sufficient amount of respect in every 

situation. 

Participants’ answers in the retrospective interviews confirm the speakers’ demonstration of a 

rapport-enhancing orientation as a result of a prescribed socially appropriate behaviour in the 

context of the given situation. 

Considering the quantitative information in table 1, the fact that empathy components play a 

major role (118 or 58 %) strongly supports the idea that comforting the interlocutor is of ut-

most importance. Involvement components and respect components are also respected with 

64 (or 32 %) and 20 (or 10 %), respectively. The information reinforces the claim that in Per-

sian, in the situation of sympathising an interlocutor with solidarity, while the speakers’ first 

concern is comforting the interlocutor, engaging in the interlocutors’ inner bond is prioritised 

to respecting them. Through engaging in the interlocutor’s inner bond, i. e. respecting envel-

opment components, speakers make themselves closer to the interlocutor, therefore make the 

sympathy expressions more forceful. 

Regarding violations, we claim that giving advice/suggestions is a violation of the autonomy-

control component of the equity principle since it suggests the superiority of the speaker 

(DeCapua/Huber 1995; Wardhaugh 1985). However, we argue that although conveying such 

an idea, findings of the retrospective interviews, in line with Bayraktaroglu (2001), show that 

giving advice/suggestions is a means to show concern for the interlocutor and empathise with 

him. 

 
male female TOTAL 

n % n % n % 

Involvement Compo-

nent 

Requesting information 10 10 8 8 18 9 

Offering assistance 16 16 7 7 23 11 

Expressing concern 8 8 15 14 23 11 

SUBTOTAL 34 35 30 29 64 32 

Empathy Component 

Expressing surprise 3 3 3 3 6 3 

Expressing sadness 9 9 16 15 25 12 

Expressing understand-

ing 10 10 6 6 16 8 

Giving advice/suggestion 9 9 6 6 15 7 

Associations with fate  8 8 9 9 17 8 
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Expressing good wishes 18 18 21 20 39 19 

SUBTOTAL 57 58 61 59 118 58 

Respect Component 

Acknowledging the 

interlocutor 4 4 7 7 11 5 

Providing explanation 3 3 6 6 9 4 

SUBTOTAL 7 7 13 13 20 10 

TOTAL 98 100 104 100 202 100 

Table 1: Association Principle 

 

4.2 Face Sensitivities 

In order to analyse face sensitivities, strategies are categorised in two classes; face-enhancing 

strategies, and face-threatening strategies. Requesting information, offering assistance, ex-

pressing concern, expressing surprise, expressing sadness, expressing understanding, giving 

advice/suggestions, acknowledging the interlocutor, association with fate, expressing good 

wishes and providing explanation are the strategies that enhance face. On the other hand, teas-

ing the interlocutor threatens face. It could be argued that albeit teasing the interlocutor is a 

face threatening strategy, as confirmed by the findings of the retrospective interviews, it is a 

permitted behaviour in the Persian culture since the strategy is a means by which speakers try 

to make the interlocutor forget the bad situation and make him laugh. As another approach to 

discuss the strategy, considering the retrospective interviews after the role-plays in which the 

strategy was used, the interlocutor also commented that although the strategy is a permitted 

behaviour in the Persian culture, he sometimes did not feel comfortable with it and tried to 

shift the conversation toward a more desirable path. Moreover, as confirmed by the quantita-

tive information presented in table 2 which shows that 273 or 98 % of the strategies are face-

enhancing and 5 or 2 % of them are face-threatening, he added that the negative effect the 

expression had was obliterated by the intensive use of other compensating (face-enhancing) 

strategies. 

It is argued here that face in our classification is both identity and respectability. In the con-

texts of the study and when expressing sympathy, face can be either enhanced or threatened 

(identity face). If sympathy expressions are offered in accordance with the norms and proto-

cols, interlocutors’ face in enhanced. On the other hand, if speakers deviate from any conven-

tion and norm, interlocutors’ face is threatened. Face, also, contributes to judgments of an 

adequate and appropriate behaviour (respectability face). Persian speakers judge their inter-

locutors based upon the degree to which appropriate expressions of sympathy is offered. 

It is worth noting that by face we address both interlocutor’s and speakers’ face. As 

Markus/Kitayama (1991: 229) state, by promoting the goals of others, one’s own goals will 

also be observed by the person with whom one is interdependent. Hence, through speakers 

enhancing/threatening the interlocutor’s face, their own face is also enhanced/threatened. 
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male female TOTAL 

n % n % n % 

Enhancing Face 

Requesting information 10 10 8 8 18 9 

Offering assistance 16 15 7 7 23 11 

Expressing concern 8 8 15 14 23 11 

Expressing surprise 3 3 3 3 6 3 

Expressing sadness 9 9 16 15 25 12 

Expressing understanding 10 10 6 6 16 8 

Giving advice/suggestion 9 9 6 6 15 7 

Associations with fate  8 8 9 8 17 8 

Expressing good wishes 18 17 21 20 39 19 

Acknowledging the inter-

locutor 4 4 7 7 11 5 

Providing explanation 3 3 6 6 9 4 

SUBTOTAL 98 94 104 98 202 96 

Threatening Face 
Teasing the interlocutor 6 6 2 2 8 4 

SUBTOTAL 6 6 2 2 8 4 

TOTAL 104 100 106 100 210 100 

Table 2: Face Sensitivities  

 

4.3 Interactional wants 

The data in this paper supports the fact that interactional goals (wants) are strongly relational 

due to the fact that all the strategies used by the speakers are merely used to make a strong 

relationship with the aim of improving their inner bond. No transactional goal is observed 

since the data does not include any strategy aiming at achieving a concrete task. The argument 

is also supported by the subjects’ and the interlocutor’s responses in the retrospective inter-

views which all showed the subjects’ relational goal during the whole interaction. Further-

more, the interlocutor also claimed that the subjects’ relational wants were evident in all the 

interactions. It shows that while sympathising in Persian, speakers have merely building 

and/or protecting a favorable relationship in prospect which would ultimately enhance their 

rapport. 

 

5 Concluding Remarks 

It can be argued that, as also confirmed by the findings of the retrospective interviews, the 

strategies presented and discussed above describe the Persian culture, in the given context of 

the study, as the one in which establishing, maintaining and enhancing rapport, i. e. in-group 

relationship, is valued. In the same vein, Kağıtçıbaşı(1996) also labels such a culture as the 

culture of ‘relatedness’. Moreover, the strategies and results reflect interdependent self-

construals of self within which the focus is on showing sympathetic concern and emphasising 

collective welfare for others (Markus/Kitayama 1991: 228).  
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Furthermore, analysis of the data has shown that the subjects as a whole exhibited a rapport-

enhancing orientation using strategies that showed respect toward the association and equity 

principles. It was argued that this orientation is the prescribed behaviour within the context of 

the situation with solidarity between the subjects and the interlocutor while the latter had a car 

accident and is experiencing some sort of health problem. Concerning participants’ respect for 

their face sensitivities, we can see that the participants enhanced the interlocutor and their 

own identity and respectability face. Face violation was occasionally observed. Participants’ 

interactional wants were strictly relational, which maintained and finally enhanced in-group 

harmony. 

The interlocutor’s responses throughout the interactions and the subjects’ and the interlocu-

tor’s answers in the retrospective interviews after the role-plays support the argument that the 

subjects exhibited permitted behaviour since neither the interlocutor complained about her 

privacy being threatened nor the subjects admitted such a violation. 

Findings of the present study can be used to shed light on the Persians’ communicative expec-

tations and behaviours which can benefit intercultural communications. Furthermore, the im-

plications can also be fruitful in teaching Persian to speakers of other languages, enriching 

their pragmatic competence. 

Needless to say the findings in this study cannot be generalised to the behaviour of all Persian 

speakers expressing sympathy to all interlocutors since this study merely targeted the expres-

sions of sympathy when sympathising with the interlocutors of no social distance. Moreover, 

further studies on the realisation of different types of expressives when pain or bad news is 

expressed by Persians of different social classes, age, religions and/or in different situations 

will help us better understand Persians’ preferred management of rapport. 
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