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Abstract: This study investigates request strategies in the Burmese language. The
main data come from a questionnaire and are supplemented by observations.
Burmese requests were analyzed based on the model of Blum-Kulka, House and
Kasper (1989). The results show that there are three main request strategies in
Burmese: direct, conventional indirect, and non-conventional indirect. In terms of
the preference strategy, both direct and conventional indirect requests are preferred
in Burmese. This does not support the universal request phenomena proposed by
Blum-Kulka et al. Although direct requests may be considered impolite in other
languages, this is not necessarily the case in Burmese, because Burmese people
modify their request by using internal modifications.

Keywords: requests strategy, Burmese, speech acts, Tibeto-Burman.

1. INTRODUCTION

According to Austin (1962), utterances are grouped as constatives and
performatives. The former are utterances that are employed to say something,
while the latter are utterances that are designed to do something. The word
performative indicates that the utterance is being used to perform an action
(Austin 1962). Therefore, a speech act refers to an utterance that performs an act
at the time it is uttered. Searle (1979: 12-17) regroups Austin’s speech acts and
proposes five categories of speech acts: assertives, directives, commissives,
expressives, and declarations. Requests fall into the group of directives and can be
broadly divided into two categories: requests for information and requests for
action. Requests can be performed with a variety of constructions, such as
imperatives, interrogatives, negatives, declaratives, or elliptical constructions
(Sifianou 1992).

Requests are speech acts which “...express the speaker’s expectation of the
hearer with regards to prospective action, verbal or nonverbal” (Blum-Kulka,
House & Kasper 1989:11). A number of request studies have been conducted in
various languages, especially in Western languages such as Dutch, French
(Mulken 1996), Turkish (Pair 1996), German (Hong 1998), Danish and some
varieties of English (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989). There have also been studies on
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requests in non-Western languages, such as Japanese (Fukushima 1996; Rinnert
& Kobayashi 1999; Aoyama 2002), Chinese (Dong 2008; Hong 1999; Kong
1998), Korean (Byon 2004), Thai (Wiriya 2001; Khahua 2003; Sungkaman 2001,
Deepadung & Khamhiran 2005; Wiroonhachaipong 2000), and Kinnauri (Tibeto-
Burman; Himachal Pradesh, India), hitherto the only language in the Tibeto-
Burman language family in which requests have been studied (Saxena 2002).

The most influential study of requests is the Cross-Cultural Speech Act
Realization Project (CCSARP) by Blum-Kalka et al. (1989), which investigated
the speech acts of requests and apologies across three varieties of English
(Australian, American and British English), Canadian French, Danish, German
and Hebrew. Three types of request strategies in the CCSARP, i.e. the direct
strategy, the conventional indirect strategy, and the non-conventional indirect
strategy, are claimed to be universal, and the conventionally indirect request
strategy is the most preferred in making a request in most languages investigated.
Most request studies on non-Western languages report these three strategies of
requests, but different preferred strategies were found. For example, in Japanese
and Korean requests, both direct and conventional indirect request strategies are
preferred (Fukushima 1996; Aoyama 2002; Byon 2004), in Chinese (Hong 1999;
Kong 1998; Lee 2005), Thai (Wiriya 2001; Sungkaman 2001), and Kinnauri
(Saxena 2002) the direct strategy is preferred. However, the study of requests in
Thai by Wiroonhachaipong (2000) confirms the results of the CCSARP, namely
that conventional indirect requests are preferred when making requests.

It is interesting to find in Burmese culture the preferred strategies in making a
request. It may be a direct strategy, as in Chinese or Kinnauri, which belong to the
same language family, or both conventional and direct strategies may be used, as
in other languages of the Eurasian region such as Thai, Japanese, or Korean.
Therefore, requests in Burmese will be the subject of the present study, and it will
use the same model as the reviewed studies.

In Charney's bibliography of Burmese (Myanmar) research (2004), studies of
Burmese language and linguistics concentrate on the three aspects: phonology,
morphology, and historical studies. Currently, Burmese language studies are
being carried out on a variety of topics, such as syntax (Artnonla 2003), discourse
markers (San San Hnin Tun 2005), topicalization (Hopple 2005), and language
contact (Jenny 2011). While present studies on Burmese have widened in focus to
include more issues than in the past, they tend to focus on structural topics of the
language. Since pragmatics has been neglected in the past, there are a number of
different issues in this area—such as speech acts, conversational implicature,
deixis, conversational structure and politeness etc.—that are deserving of greater
attention.

The present study aims to investigate the strategies used in the speech act of
request in Burmese in order to discover if the universals of the CCSARP are
applicable, and it will expand the cross-cultural study on requests by adding the
Burmese language (which has never been studied before) to corpus of languages
examined. Studying Burmese language in a particular aspect, such as speech acts
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of requests in various contexts, not only helps us gain a better understanding of
Burmese language usage, but also helps us gain a better understanding of the
Burmese culture.

2. DATA

The Burmese request data for this study were collected through open-ended
questionnaires. The questionnaire has two parts: Part | consists of personal
questions about the respondents (i.e. their age, sex, nationality, education, mother
language and other languages spoken), and Part Il consists of short descriptions of
situations specifying a setting and the social distance between the participants,
and their status relative to each other. The respondents were asked to be
participants. They were asked to read carefully and imagine themselves as
described in each situation and write down what s/he would say in the space
provided. The situations provided in the questionnaire had been discussed with
Burmese native speakers to ensure that they were in accordance with culture,
norms, lifestyle and everyday usage by Burmese people, so the data from the
questionnaires can be seen as similar to real conversations.

Each questionnaire contains 12 situations of positive requests for actions that
generated a combination of three factors: distance (D), power (P), and rank of
imposition (R). The distance variables are treated as familiar (-Distance) and
unfamiliar (+Distance). Family members and close friends are considered as
having no social distance. In the work place, the social distance of the participants
depends on how long they have known each other, or the length of time they have
worked together. Power refers to the social status of the speaker. Power of the
participants varied in three values as higher status (+Power), lower status (-
Power) and equal status (=Power). Higher status speakers include, for example, a
teacher who requests something from a student, or a boss who requests something
from his/her staff. Equal status speakers are, for example, friends and colleagues.
Lower status speakers are, for example, a child who requests something from his
parents, or a student who requests something from a teacher. As for the rank of
imposition, there are two relative degrees of imposition involved in the situations:
high (+Rank) and low (—Rank) degrees of imposition. The rank of request
imposition in each situation is based on consultations with a native speaker. For
example, when borrowing a large amount of money, even between close friends,
the rank of imposition is considered high. Another example of a high rank is a
child asking his/her father to buy a new car. These factors were considered based
on subjective feelings after consulting with Burmese native speakers to create the
situations for the questionnaire.

Since the questionnaire is the main research instrument for this study,
respondents with competency in writing and reading were required. Therefore,
university students were chosen as respondents for the present study. The
questionnaires, which were completed by 120 students (60 male and 60 female) at
universities in Yangon, Myanmar, are the main data for this study. Data from
observations were also used to confirm the validity of the questionnaire results. A
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total of 1,320 request utterances were collected and analyzed according to the
CCSARP model.

3. REQUEST STRATEGIES IN BURMESE

Based on CCSARP’s model, Burmese request strategies can be grouped
according to a directness scale into three main strategies: direct, conventional
indirect, and non-conventional indirect. The frequency of request strategies was
made in order to determine whether the universal claims of Blum-Kulka et al.—
that there are three types of request strategies and that the conventional indirect
strategy is the preference—are true or not in Burmese. The percentage of request
strategy usages found in this study was counted from a total number of 1,545
request head-acts (a head-act is the core unit of a request utterance). Each
strategy, including sub-strategies, will be presented in turn.

3.1 Direct request

The direct strategy refers to utterances in which the illocutionary act is explicitly
stated. There are four sub-strategies, ordered on a scale of directness from the
most direct to the most indirect: (1) mood derivable, (2) performative,
(3) obligatory, and (4) want statement strategies.

3.1.1 Mood derivable strategies

Mood derivable strategies are “utterances in which the grammatical mood of the
verb signals illocutionary force” (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 18). Here, the mood
derivable strategy is a request with imperative mood. Among all request
strategies, mood derivable is regarded as the most direct strategy. From my data
of direct request strategies, Burmese speakers generally prefer the mood derivable
strategy. It was used in 45% of all request head-acts. A verbal phrase without a
verbal final particle is the common form of the mood derivable strategy. From my
data, most of the mood derivable strategies were modified by the politeness
marker ol /ba/.The mood derivable strategy may be considered impolite in other
languages, but when they are modified by a politeness marker ol /bd/, or some
other elements (such as polite tags e]c [in/, acqp /khamja/, or agreement particles
such as c§> /nd/ etc.), they are not considered impolite in Burmese culture. These
elements ?unctlon to mitigate the imposition of the request or to make the request
more polite.

In example (1) below, the speaker wants to borrow a book from his unfamiliar
teacher in order to work on a report. The request head-act is in the imperative
form, which is the mood derivable strategy for making the request. Even in this
situation where the participants are not on familiar terms, the speaker has less
power than the hearer and the imposition is low. The speaker chooses to use the
mood derivable strategy but modifies it by a politeness marker ol /bd/, the polite
tag Q&{P /kPomja/ and a temporal understater scn /khona/ ‘moment’. The
syntactic structure of the verb phrase + ol /bd/ + a&ﬂo /kPomja/ is considered
appropriate in Burmese culture for making a polite request.
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¢ C (o] N 9 C C
(1) ogseom » 333 »3B0 as) avalen) oot
teond go ?é-di sa?ou? kPMona lau? na
ISG.M.DEP OBJ ANA-this book moment as.much.as borrow

UP] QCC?

ba  k"omja

POL  PTAG

‘Lend me this book for a moment please.’ [6/M14/WBMI]

3.1.2 Performative Strategies

Performative strategies refer to “utterances in which the illocutionary force is
explicitly named” (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 18) In this study, two verbs function
as the performatlve verbs of requests: (a) comc: ~ comc: ao JtAun~ tauns"®/ ‘to
ask for’, and (b) 8&: /k"ain/ “to order’. Their literal meanings ‘illustrate the speech
act of requests. The use of the request performative in Burmese is limited, since it
can only be used in the declarative structure.

Only five examples of the performative strategy are found in the data of my
study (0.2% of 1,545 request head-acts). Example (2) shows the use of a
performative verb in a declarative sentence.

2) ..d m 39@612@2 390?50%% oooSZaB col am
A ga ?0j6dzi  ?oloutkei?sa to=k"u pd la
ISG SBJ  important work one=CLF occur come
com & o3 d %és q oM A
do min g0 na  kPdin ja  da ba

CTR 2SG  OBJ 1SG PER:order GET NFUT.NOM POL

‘...An important thing happened. I ask you to do this for me.’
[9/MS5/UFL]

Example (2) reflects the use of the performative verb 3¢: /kPain/ “to order’ in a
situation where the participants are familiar with each other, but where the
speaker is of higher rank. After giving some reasons for why he cannot perform
the act, the speaker asks his inferior to do the act for him. The politeness marker
ol /bd/ is used to mitigate the imposition of the request, since the action is not
regarded as the requestee’s responsibility.

Sometimes, the performative verb of requests in Burmese is modified by a
modality expressing subject desire :ﬁé IdzinN/ ‘want’ to convey the speaker’s desire
for the action. The occurrence of the performative verb lets the hearer know the
speaker’s intention explicitly, while the use of the modal verb q_lccz /dIN/ ‘want’
helps to decrease the force of the request. There are only two examples of this
usage found in this study.
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oC ¢ ¢ C o 2] C
(3) ...svcqc accapl Q360 » 3 L crleplon)
sPaiNfin k"omija, tgong go di la Potwe?
shop.owner PTAG ISG.M.DEP OBJ ANA month for
[©] C o C O C "]
QOO @ (I?O’J cOs LLQ cOONC: a? Q\JC O
laza tcod t"ou? pé bo taunsto d&in  ba

salary advance take.out BEN PURP PER:ask.for DES POL

05 e

de k"omja

NFUT  PTAG

‘...Boss, (I) would like to ask you to give me salary in advance...’
[11/M6/UFL]

In example (3), after giving the background of the request, the speaker uses a
comblnatlon of the performative verb com¢: ao /tauns"0/ ‘ask for’ and the modal
verb o/C /dzin/ “desire, want’ to express that the requested action is his own desire
and not the hearer’s. He is the one who asks for help and threatens his own face.
He also makes the request more polite by adding the politeness marker ol /b&/ and
polite tag scyp /kPomyjal.

3.1.3 Obligatory Requests

An obligatory request is a strategy the speaker uses when s/he wants to avoid a
refusal by the hearer. In the Burmese language, the particles strategy (both noun
particles, such as o /bé/ ‘only,” and sentence particles, such as coco /bedo/)
play the most important role in this. The speaker chooses the appropriate particle
for his/her utterances depending on the literal meaning. There are six examples of
the obligatory strategy (0.4%) found in this study (five by male respondents and
one by female respondents).

(4) .. oc 0 o @’L S cLGCOMI
min  bé Owa  t¢o ge  bedo
2SG  FOC go pick.up DSPL IMP
‘...Only you, go to pick her up.’ [3/MSOSEA]

In example (4), the focus particle o /bé/ ‘only’ is attached to the pronoun o¢:
/miN/ ‘you’ to indicate that the hearer is the only person requested to do the
desired action. This utterance ends with the particle cocox /bedy/, which
conveys a sense of an imperative that is often brusque (Okell & Allot 2001 118).
In this situation, the speaker has more power than the hearer and they are on
famlllar terms, so the use of cucoo /bedy/ is not considered impolite. The use of
O /bé/ ‘only’ to focus on the actor in the request utterance shows that the speaker
already has specified the requestee in order to avoid the refutation. In this
example, oc:0 /minbé/ ‘only you® indicates that the referent ‘you’ is the only
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person who can do the requested action, so that the hearer cannot refuse the
request.

3.1.4 Want Statement

The speaker can make a request using “utterances which state the speaker’s desire
that the hearer carries out the act” (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 18). In this strategy,
the speaker uses the modal verb ¢ Idin/ “desire, want’ after the main verb to
express his/her desire for the requested action to be undertaken by the hearer.

5) aoep (Y(J)J%@ od: oep omao o= q
s"oja tcoma OON  zoja pal?s aNn  mo=Ji lo
teacher 1SG.F  use NOM money  NEG=have SUB

~Co

O C C o '] C
Q3 E"OL o?oo (o Q S ﬂCII

laga 10 flou? gin lo ba Jfin

salary advance take.out DES SUB POL PTAG

‘Boss, I want to take my salary in advance because I don’t have
money to use.’ [11/F28/UFL]

In example (5), the speaker asks her boss for her salary in advance. They are
not on familiar terms because the speaker has been working for only one week
and she is in a position of lower authority than the hearer. The imposition of this
situation is considered high because the speaker has been working for only a short
time, and the interlocutors are unfamiliar. The speaker chooses to state her desire
by using the modal verb Qjé Idzin/ “desire, want’ rather than verb phrase with O
/ba/, which is commonly used in requests because the want statement strategy is
less direct. The want statement strategy was used in 5.5% of the 1,545 request
head-acts.

3.2 Conventional indirect requests

Conventional indirect strategy refers to utterances in which the illocutionary act is
indirectly stated. There are three sub-strategies: (1) suggestory formulae, (2)
hedging, and (3) query preparatory sub-strategies. Among these, the query
preparatory strategy is used most frequently, followed by hedging and suggestory
formulae respectively.

3.2.1 Suggestory formulae

The speaker may request someone to do something indirectly by suggestion. In
Burmese the use of an if-clause together with a short sentence like
eeomC: eptieeat] /mo =kaun bu 14/ ‘Isn’t it good?’ is considered as a suggestion to
the hearer. In the data from this study, there are only six examples of this strategy
(0.4%), all by male respondents.
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(6) ...om=cc0:  0HO=0: Sevales) 005 000 qé o=emC:
ki=1¢ do=zi  lau? we  thd  jin mo =KkAuN

car=DIM one=CLF as.much.as buy keep COND NEG=good

OIDLS [ava k]|

ba la

NEG Q

‘...wouldn’t it be good if you bought a car?’ [2/M75/SEA]

In example (6), a son asks his father to buy a new car for him. Because of his
lower rank, he uses the suggestion formula in order to make the request. The
attachment of the negative sentence v=com¢: eaHavaFl /mo=kaun bu 1a/ ‘isn’t it
good?’ suggests to his father that if he buys his son a new car, it would be good.

3.2.2 Hedging

The speaker can also use a request utterance that contains a hedge expression to
ask someone to do something. Hedge expressions convey that the speaker does
not assume the hearer is able or willing to do the action (Brown & Levinson 1987:
146). In Burmese, the expression e:)aoo I /mo=0i bd/ ‘I don’t know’ is an
example of hedging. It is normally placed after a yes/no question.

5} 2] C C
(7) aoep @:l 206: Mw;e:  6E; ol IR0
s"aja di, Oomi sadan  jé da, satou?

teacher big, daughter essay write NFUT.NOM, book

O’)OSZG?(S C\O? Gc? A CJDZ q
to=%0u? 10 ne lo k"na fHa lo ja
one=CLF need STAY SUB moment borrow SUB able

=G0
=G0

=Q0D:l G=:Lo') UI{SII

mo=14, mo=0i ba

FUT=Q, NEG=know NEG

‘Teacher, I’'m writing an essay and need a book. I don’t know if you

could lend one to me for a moment.’ [6/F47/UFL]

Example (7) shows the use of the negative sentence eoooo I /mo=01 b/ ‘I
don’t know’ after a yes-no question, which expresses the desired action of the
speaker. By using this kind of negative sentence, the speaker indicates uncertainly
as to whether the hearer will perform the requested action or not. Hedging
strategies were used in 1.5% of the total number of request head-acts in this study.

3.2.3 Query Preparatory Strategies

The query preparatory strategy refers to ‘“utterances containing reference to
preparatory conditions (e.g., ability, willingness) as conventionalized in any
specific language” (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 18). According to Searle (1979),
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there are two illocutionary acts: the primary illocutionary act and the secondary
illocutionary act. The first one is the literal meaning of the utterance, the second
one is not the literal meaning of the utterance but it is the intended meaning of the
speaker. The hearer can decide which of these to respond to. Questions make the
request more polite than directly stating the request because the pressure on the
hearer to do the act is diminished. It provides two options: to answer the question,
or to perform the act. The hearer can choose whether or not to do the requested
action. There are three types of query preparatory strategy found in my data: (a)
asking about the hearer’s willingness to do the act, (b) asking about the hearer's
ability to do the act, and (c) asking about the possibility to do the requested
action.

(a) Asking about the hearer’s willingness to do the act. the speaker can make a
request indirectly by asking whether the hearer is willing to perform the requested
action. Example (8) is a question about the hearer’s willingness to do the
requested act.

(8) ecomoud oooSZquéz GO om oot A oo
bspin  to=t¢"dun lau? k"ona Ha ba 14
pen one=CL as.much.as moment lend POL Q
‘Would you please lend me a pen?’ [8/F46/UFL]

This request is made by a student who wants to borrow a pen from someone
she is not well acquainted with. The speaker uses a yes/no question, ending with
the question word coo: /18/, seeking to determine the hearer’s willingness to lend a
pen.

(b) Asking about the hearer’s ability to do the act:. the speaker asks about the
hearer’s ability to perform the action, mostly using modal verbs such as &c Inain/
‘win’, q /ja/ ‘get’, 0o05 /ta?/ ‘be able’ and the yes/no question word coo: 14l with
the future marker o /ma/ (a reduced form of wu5 /mé/). Example (9) shows the use
of the query preparatory strategy, which asks about the hearer’s ability to perform
the action.

(9) ope 06075 Ordad B G e=GaN M
Beth’ teond pal?s AN 06N bo mo = lau? 10
richman 1SG.M money wuse PURP NEG=enough SUB

-0

O’)(ng\)m E)Oi miO’S GO: glé O=QXD:ll
to=1laza t¢O thou? pé naiN mo=I4
one=salary advance take.out BEN WIN FUT=Q
‘Boss, are you able to give me my salary in advance because I don’t
have enough money.’ [11/M35/UFL]

The speaker in example (9) uses a question that indicates future action and a
modal verb & &c /nain/ ‘win’ in order to ask about the hearer’s ability to perform the
action. This request Is directed to an employer by an employee. The speaker is of
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lower status than the speaker, the imposition of the request is considered high, and
they are not on familiar terms.

(c) Asking about the possibility to do the requested act: the data shows that the
conditional marker qé /jin/ “if* plays an important role in this strategy, and it is
accompanied by auxiliary verbs denoting ability. For example, the conditional
expression @@&cqc /phji? nain jin/ ‘if it is possible...” is mostly used with other
strategies to make an indirect request by asking whether the requested act is
possible on the part of the hearer.

(10) [:o %é s]ccz N S dl @ogp elugn
pYi? naiN  jin kupi ba s"ja  jg
be WIN COND help POL teacher APP
| Possibility |  Mood derivable |
‘...if it is possible, please help, teacher.’ [12/M29/WBMI]

In example (10), the speaker states the possibility by using the conditional
Clause (903&0 ¢ /p"i? nain jin/ “if it is impossible...’ accompanied by the
imperative with a politeness mark ¢l /ba/ and appended appellative aoepqw Ishoja
j&/ ‘teacher,” which function to mitigate the imposition of the request.

The query preparatory strategy represents the highest percentage of use (46%
of 1,545 request utterances) among all request strategies found in my study.
Among query preparatory strategy sub-types, my data reveals that asking about
the hearer’s willingness is most common, followed respectively by asking about
the ability of the hearer to perform the action and asking about the possibility to
do the requested action.

3.3 NON-CONVENTIONAL INDIRECT REQUESTS

A non-conventional indirect strategy features an utterance in which the
illocutionary act is implicit. The speaker may mention only a part of the act. In
other words, a non-conventional indirect request gives a hint to the hearer. With
hints, the speakers do not make their requests known explicitly; they only refer to
something related to the requested act. The context helps with the interpretation of
the request. Especially when the participants know their statuses and roles, the
non-conventional indirect request or hint can be interpreted more easily (Aoyama
2002). As for the data in this study, all respondents expressed their intention to
comply with requests, which may have led most of the utterances to reveal the
requests overtly. Therefore, the number using hints was small. There are two
types of hints: strong and mild.

3.3.1 Strong Hint

Giving a strong hint provides a strong clue for the hearer to do the requested
action, but the intention of the request is not overt. Only nine examples of hints
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were found in this study (1%) and all of them were interpreted as strong hints.
Example (11) shows the use of a strong hint from one questionnaire.

(11) om OPLCOSQJ(EZ cq) cl comoé  =d
ba Oopedzin  j& na  bdpin mo=pa
what  friend APP 1SG pen NEG=bring.along
C N C C (o]
[P ONll... GQBO’{I‘? ? [op]ov]]] oC?3 Cp PV
IL/ (0] « R « . 1 . L <
bu kwa... metean ge de miN ma 20p0

NEG NTAG... forget DSPL NFUT 2SG LOC extra

U'] O’JOLS Q00 QOD:ll

pa de mou? 14

bring.along NFUT NOT.TRUE Q

‘What! My friend, I didn’t bring a pen...I forgot it. You have an extra
pen, right?’ [8/M37/UFL]

In this example, the speaker mentions that he did not bring a pen and asks the
hearer if he has an extra one. This utterance is considered a request because it is a
question about the precondition of the feasibility of the requested act. The speaker
just states his problem (that he forgot to bring a pen) and asks the hearer: ‘You
have an extra pen, right?’ In this case, if the hearer has an extra pen with him,
then he may be able to lend one to the speaker; if he does not have an extra pen,
he cannot lend one to the speaker.

3.3.2 Mind hint

Giving a mild hint provides fewer clues for the hearer to do the requested action.
The speaker may refer to only one related component, and the interpretation is left
to the hearer. From my observation of everyday conversation, Burmese speakers
sometimes use mild hints in making requests. They mostly are used in situations
where the speaker believes that the imposition of the request is high. Example
(12) shows the use of a mild hint collected from a natural conversation
(T=teacher, S=student).

. o, ) c_ . )
(12) TI1: oo , S06p-9 opewdge: 60 M 0PTe
Bomi shoja-ma OBopedzinke'  d¢  ga  sPgja-ma
daughter teacher-F  friend PL  SBJ teacher-F
(2] C (o] (o] C C
30:69:C0 ('Y? ?Z (3(03 [oplOv]]]
?mé go k"6  p"win d

email OBJ steal open  NFUT
‘My daughter, my friends have accessed my email.’
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S: 005(0)005(3) 093 GE)’DCC)Z ol
patwu? go  pjaun ba
password OBJ change POL

‘Change your password, please.’

T2: ca2:c00  33-3l om C\P(S 9 ©=0dI o=03 o
28le ?é-da ba lou? ja mo=1¢, mo=0i1 bu
that's.it ANA-that what do able FUT-Q, NEG=know NEG
‘I know, but I don’t know how to do that.’

Example (12) is a conversation between a teacher and her student; they are
familiar with each other. The teacher has more power than the student. The
teacher asks her student to teach her how to change an email password. Her first
utterance 1s ‘My friends have accessed my email’ (T1). She does not refer to the
requested act or even the object of the act. All she mentions is the problem she is
facing. From this utterance, the hearer cannot interpret it as a request. Therefore,
the student suggests the teacher change the password. The phrase czz:cco /?é1é/
“That’s it’ at the beginning of the teacher’s utterance (T2) indicates that what the
student has said is what she already knew, but the point is that she does not know
how to do it. So, it may then be interpreted that the first utterance by the teacher
(T1) was a mild hint of request. In this situation, even though the speaker is of a
higher position than the hearer, the speaker uses a mild hint to make the request.
The speaker assigns high value to the request imposition because she is asking the
hearer to do something not concerning the hearer. This may not be the first time
the speaker has requested this task.

From the examples of strong and mild hints above, we can see that there are no
specific linguistic forms of these strategies. They are concerned with the meaning
of the utterances. The utterances can be interpreted as requests depending on the
hearer’s interpretation and the request’s context.
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Figure 1. Percentages of the frequency of request strategies used by Burmese speakers (%)
from the total number of 1,545 request utterances.
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According to Blum-Kulka et al., the conventional indirect request strategy is
proposed to be universal (i.e. the conventional indirect request is the most
preferred strategy in making requests). In order to find out whether this is the
same in Burmese, the frequency of each strategy used by Burmese speakers was
counted and the results are shown above in Figure 1.

From Figure 1, based on the total number of 1,545 request head-acts, the direct
strategy had the highest percentage of usage (51%), followed by the conventional
indirect strategy (48%), and the non-conventional indirect request (1%).
However, the uses of direct and conventional indirect strategies are not very
different. When sub-types of each strategy are considered, (as shown in Figure 2),
the query preparatory strategy of conventional indirect requests has the highest
percentage of use (46%), whereas the mood derivable strategy of the direct
requests was the second highest (45%). Figure 2 also illustrates that it seems both
mood derivable and query preparatory strategies are common in requests in
Burmese culture, as revealed by the fact that they are used in almost equal
frequency.
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Figure 2. The frequency of request sub- strategies used by Burmese people (%,).

The questionnaires were assigned according to the respondent’s gender in
order to investigate the influence of gender on request strategies. | counted the
frequencies of request strategies used by Burmese speakers, differentiated by
gender; the results are presented below in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Request strategies used by different genders as a percentage.

Considering the gender of the request respondents, as shown in Figure 3, male
and female respondents used a slightly different number of strategies. Male
respondents tended to use direct strategies more often than female respondents,
while female respondents used conventional indirect strategies more often than
male respondents. As for the non-conventional indirect strategy, male respondents
used it more than female respondents did. However, the difference in percentages
IS not enough to claim that male use is generally more direct than female use in
Burmese culture. This aspect still requires further study.

4. CONCLUSION

The present study is an attempt to investigate the speech act of requests in
Burmese in order to expand knowledge of this speech act by adding Burmese to
the list of languages studied. The results of the study show that three types of
request strategies (direct, conventional indirect, and non-conventional indirect)
found in Burmese requests are the same as proposed by Blum-Kulka et al., and
also in other languages. Therefore, the results confirm the universality of requests
in terms of the patterns used. As for preferred strategies, the conventional indirect
strategy was proposed to be universal. In Burmese, the frequency of the request
strategies used by Burmese speakers reveals slightly different percentages for
direct and conventional indirect strategies (51% and 48% respectively). In
addition, the frequency of the uses of mood derivable and query preparatory
strategies are almost the same (45% and 46% respectively). It can be said that
both direct and conventional indirect requests are preferred and common in
Burmese. This result does not support the results of Blum-Kulka et al., but it is in
the line with the studies of Fukushima (1996), and Aoyama (2002), who studied
Japanese requests, and the study of Byon (2004), who studied Korean requests.
The results of these two studies also show that both direct and conventional
indirect requests are preferred. The other studies on requests in non-Western
languages, such as Chinese (Hong 1999; Kong 1998; Lee 2005), Korean (Rue &
Zhang 2008), Thai (Wiriya 2001; Sungkhaman 2001) and Kinnauri (Saxena 2002)
show that only the direct strategy is preferred. This also does not support the
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universals of Blum-Kulka et al. However, the study of Thai requests by
Wiroonhachaipong (2000) reported that Thai speakers prefer a conventional
indirect request, and this does support the findings of Blum-Kulka et al. We can
see that in Burmese, Japanese, Thai, and Korean, both direct and conventional
indirect strategies are the preferred strategies in making requests, while in
Kinnauri and Chinese the direct strategy is preferred.

Even though the results of the study show that Burmese speakers prefer both
direct and conventional indirect strategies, the most common form of requests in
Burmese, which can be used in every situation, is the imperative construction, i.e.
a verb phrase plus the politeness marker ol /bd/. This form has been taught as a
polite request in Burmese culture. Even though it is in an imperative construction,
the influence of the politeness marker ol /ba/ can soften the force of the
imperative, as a verb phrase plus ol /bd/ can be used to make requests in any
context. Therefore, it can be said that ol /bd/ is a request marker in Burmese
because it changes an order to a request. Besides a politeness marker, there are
elements that function to reduce the force of a request, such as the agreement
particle @§5 /nd/, the time understater sc» /kPona/ ‘moment’, and the appended
address term at the end of the sentence (address term + p /jal). Imperative
requests in Burmese can therefore be used appropriately in different contexts
depending on the downgraders, especially for the politeness marker ol /ba/, which
can be used in any situation regardless of social factors. The characteristics of
Burmese requests are the same as in the Chinese and Kinnauri languages. In
Chinese, the significant feature of requests is the basic action verb, which is used
together with ‘please’ (Lee, 2005; Hong, 1999; Kong, 1998). This is the same as
Kinnauri: requesting, commanding, suggesting, or advising depends on the
choices of markers used in imperative (Saxena 2002). Also, in Japanese and
Korean, the honorific system is influential in making a request appropriate for
different contexts.

As for social factors involved in making requests, social distance, power, and
rank of imposition are important in Burmese society. Even though the data from
the questionnaires cannot reveal clearly which social factor is the most
significant, from the observation of natural conversations, power seems to be the
most significant factor in social interactions in Burmese. People who have more
power are people in higher positions in each particular situation. For example, in
the classroom, the teacher is the most powerful person; in a family setting, the
father has the most power; among siblings, the eldest is the most powerful. To
make a request of a person of higher status, the speaker has to be aware of his/her
action and utterance with regard to the distance value between them. The speaker
of lower power can use a direct request to a person in a higher position of power,
but they must be on familiar terms.

In terms of the gender of the participants, female speakers prefer conventional
indirect strategies while male speakers prefer direct strategies, but there is only a
slight difference in usage frequency between them. The result does not indicate
clearly that Burmese males are more direct than females because male
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respondents also used non-conventional indirect strategies more often than female
respondents. In Burmese society, males seem to have more power than females;
in the case of requests, gender is not an important factor in making requests
because there is a form of request that can be used in every situation, as noted
above: a verb phrase plus the politeness marker ¢l /bd/. With this form, Burmese
people can make an appropriate request in all contexts. Therefore, it is difficult to
identify which factor is the most influential.

Even though the results of this study are based on a particular group of
Burmese speakers (university students), they nevertheless represent the way
Burmese people make requests, because the observed natural conversations
confirm the findings in terms of request strategies. As for the social factors
involved in the requests, further studies are needed.

ABBREVIATIONS

1 1st person M masculine
2 2nd person NEG negative
ANA anaphora NFUT non-future
APP appealer NOM nominalization
BEN benefactive NTAG negative tag
CLF classifier OBJ object
CTR contrastive PART particle
DEP dependent PER performative
DES desire PL plural
DIM diminutive POL politeness
DSPL displacement PTAG polite tag
F feminine PURP purposive
FN final particle Q question word
FOC focus SBJ subject
FUT future SG singular
HON honorific suB subordinate
IMP imperative TOP topic
LOC locative
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