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L inguistic interaction is necessarily a social interaction. We communicate fac-

tual information, ideas as well as beliefs, emotions and attitudes or any other

socially meaningful content in our everyday interaction. We construct, establish and

maintain social relationship within various social contexts by performing speech

activities and employing appropriate language means to ensure harmonious interper-

sonal relations and cooperation. One important socio-cultural aspect which speakers

convey is that of complaining, which can be expressed using various linguistic as

well as non-linguistic strategies. Each culture has developed various linguistic means

to mark the complaining intentions of the speaker and has its own understanding of

what constitutes complaining and socially appropriate behavior determined by cul-

ture. 

The aim of the paper is to define specific features for the complaint production in ver-

bal communication covering different social and cultural classes. 

Discourse, its origin and different approaches to discourse, give the theoretical basis

of speech acts. In the social sciences, a discourse is considered to be an institutionalized

way of thinking that can be manifested through language, a social boundary defining what

can be said about a specific topic, or, as the limits of acceptable speech. In other words, the

chosen discourse delivers the vocabulary, expressions and, perhaps, also the style needed

to communicate. Specific instances of language use (including a linguistic message, an

utterance, a piece of discourse), which take place between particular people (speaker and

addressee = interlocutors), at a specific time and place, in a particular social and cultural

context, using (a) particular language(s), with a specific means of communication are orig-

inally called “communicative events” (Hymes 1972), but the term, “speech events” has

become more common. Quite simply, speech events are structured activities that are gov-

erned by rules or norms for the use of speech. 

Generalizing over speech events, Hymes abstracts-addressor and addressee (or audi-

ence), topic, setting (place and time), channel (how contact between the participants in the

event is being maintained-by speech, writing, signing, smoke signals), code (what lan-

guage or dialect or style of language is being used), message-form (what form is intend-

ed-chat, debate, sermon, etc) and event (the nature of the communicative event within

which a genre may be embedded). Later Hymes adds other features: key (evaluation) and

purpose. He suggests that the analyst may choose from the contextual features, those

necessary to characterize a particular communicative event. Thus, a speech event is a com-

bination of individual speech acts that, when produced together, comprise a complete

speech act (Murphy and Neu 1996).
In the speech event of complaining the speaker expresses displeasure or annoyance as

a reaction to a past or going action, the consequences of which are perceived by the speak-

er as affecting him/her unfavorably. 

The functions of complaints can be: 
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1. To express displeasure, disapproval, annoyance, blame, censure, threats, or repri-

mand as a reaction to a perceived offense/violation of social rules (Olshtain & Weinbach

1993). 

2. To hold the hearer accountable for the offensive action and possibly suggest/request

a repair (Olshtain & Weinbach 1993).

3. To confront a problem with an intention to improve the situation (Brown &

Levinson 1987).

4. To share a specific negative evaluation, obtain agreement, and establish a common

bond between the speaker and addressee (“trouble sharing”) (Boxer 1993a).

5. To allow ourselves to vent/let off steam (Boxer 1993a).

6. To open and sustain conversations (Boxer 1993a). 

A complaint is an expressive speech act that can be expressed directly or indirectly. In

a direct complaint a speaker expresses displeasure or annoyance as a result of a past or

ongoing action that affects him/her unfavorably. An indirect complaint is defined as “the

expression of dissatisfaction to an interlocutor about oneself or someone/something that is

not present” (Boxer 1993a:219). When the speaker makes direct complaints, he/she is more

likely to threat the hearer’s face, or hurt his/her feelings and, hence, impair the relationship

between them. According to Sauer (2001), speakers may tend to use a variety of linguistic

forms and nonverbal signals in order to save the hearer’s face and remain polite even when

performing the inherently face-threatening act. 

Although the strategies used to express a complaint may vary with the situation and

among languages, complaints are generally realized by means of the following strategies

proposed by Olshtain & Weinbach: (1993) below the level of reproach (the speaker avoids

explicit mention of the offensive event by means of various remarks without directly blam-

ing the interlocutor), expression of annoyance or disapproval (these are realizations of dis-

approval by means of indirect or vague indications that something has been violated with-

out holding the interlocutor directly responsible, explicit complaint (the speaker explicitly

states a direct complaint holding the interlocutor responsible for such a violation), accusa-
tion and warning (the direct action taken by the speaker making an explicit complaint car-

ries potential consequences for the interlocutor).  

There are certain strategies for producing direct complaints: explanation of pur-

pose/warning for the forthcoming complaint, complaint, request for solution/repair,

request for non-recurrence. Indirect complaints also have boundaries and consist of dis-

tinctive parts. In his study of hedges and indirect complaints in the trouble – talk narrative

Ouellette (2001) determined that trouble – talk narrative incorporates elements identical to

those identified by Labov, specifically, abstract, orientation, complications, evaluation,
resolution and code. Each of these elements has a communicative function: abstract sum-

marizes the story, orientation sets the stage and identifies the participants, complications
chart the details of what happened, evaluation reflects the speaker’s attitude towards the

story, resolution outlines how the problem that evoked the speaker’s complaints could be

solved or treated in future and code signals the end of the indirect complaint sequence

(Labov 1972).

During the interaction the speaker and the hearer are considered to share a com-

mon code of behavioral norms. Sticking to direct speech act of complaint the severity

scale of complaints in different scenarios can be: 1. Least severe - the speaker actual-

ly avoids mentioning the offensive event, e.g. Oh dear, tomorrow is Sunday but our
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work is still incomplete; 2. Somewhat severe - neither the offense nor the complainee

but general annoyance at the violation is explicitly mentioned, e. g. Never mind. No
harm done. There’s no real damage; 3. Fairly severe - the speaker threatens the com-

plainee’s face by making a direct complaint but does not say there will be any other

consequences, e.g. You must try to review your behavior; 4. Severe - the speaker

explicitly accuses the complainee of the offense directly and hints that there may be

consequences for the offender, e. g.  There’s no excuse for doing it, John. Don’t you
know that you must obey our rules? 5. Very severe - the speaker immediately threat-

ens the complainee by attacking him/her. This last scale can often be introduced with

the use of upgraders (quite, terrible, frightfully, absolutely, I’m certain, It’s quite
obvious, etc.) aiming at increasing the impact of complaint, e.g. I’m absolutely sure
you are lying to me right now.

Colossal importance is attached to the phenomenon of politeness since owing to this

strategy we can diminish the face-threatening act. The concept of this exists both in direct

and indirect complaints the aim being to prevent the breach of relationship among interac-

tants. There are certain characteristics for the strategy, i.e. the use of the personal pronoun
we-to indicate that both parties share the blame and as a way of negotiating the problem;

the use of questioning, mostly with an illocutionary function of a request: What if…?,
starting with the modals such as May I…? Would you mind…? Could you…?; the use
of mitigators (“downgraders”) to soften the complaint - perhaps, I suppose, I mean, I

have to object…, It’s a pity but…, I can’t share your …etc.; the application of the
modals need, must, and the conjunction but, in declarative and imperative sentence-

types with the illocutionary force of disapproval, disagreement, protest and dissatisfaction.

To be polite one usually “breaks direct complaints gently” by using expressions like these

before one actually comes to the point: I wonder if you could help me…, I’m sorry to

trouble you, but…, you see…, I’m sorry to have to say this, but I’d like to point out

that…, etc.

It is essential to state that one can witness the presence or absence of this or that scale

of severity due to different factors, among them: context features, gender, age, social

relationship, degree of intimacy, etc.

1. Head – Subordinate 

(Addressor – employer, age 40, male; Addressee – employee, age 25, female; Setting-

center of repairing computers, February 25, 2010; Style-formal:

Addressor: “I’ve already been waiting three weeks for the computer,
and I was told it would be    delivered within a week.”

Addressee: “I’m sorry.” “It’s all my fault.” “It will never happen
again.”

Addressor: “All right, I forgive you, but next time you’ll be dismissed.”
Addressee: “Thank you, I am very obliged to you. I promise to be accu-

rate.”

Here we have the absence of the strategy of warning for the forthcoming complaint.

Instead, we have all the other strategies (complaint, request for solution, and request for

non-recurrence), the severity scale is that of fairly severe, the relationship is: head and sub-

ordinate, which is the major reason of the addressor’s conveyance of urgency and com-
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plaint with no softener and with no depersonalization, quite easily risking a breach of rela-

tionship.

2. Subordinate - Head 

Addressor – an actor, male; Addressee – the manager, male 

(Th. Dreiser “Sister Carrie” p.488). 

Addressor: “I am not going to have my work cut up by some one else.
Either she quits that when I do my turn or I quit.”

Addressee: “Why that all right.” “That’s what she’s supposed to do. You
needn’t pay any attention to that.”

Addressor: “But she ruins my work.”
Addressee: “No, she doesn’t. It’s only a little fun on the side.
Addressor: “Is it?” “She killed my hand all right. I’m not going to

stand that.”
Addressor: “Well, wait until after the show. Wait until tomorrow. We’ll

see what we can do.”

In this example the addressor complains to his manager about another actor. The

severity scale is that of severe. We have the presence of the direct complaint strategy, the

function is that of accusation. 

The situation is somewhat different when dealing with the informal (conversational)

style. Here first and foremost, we focus on the choice of the vocabulary that best reflects our

psychological state. We can witness colloquialisms, jargon, a good deal of generalized

vocabulary (a lot of, thing, stuff, things like that, etc.), simple sentences, a large number of

prefabricated “fillers” (well, I think, you know, sure, etc.), exclamations, yelling, cries, use

of upgraders (terribly, absolutely, such, etc.), lack of mitigators (you know, I’m sorry, etc.),

a distinct structure of syntax (incomplete sentences, oftentimes sequences of phrases, little
subordination, active declarative forms) certain intonation patterns (stress, rising-falling-
rising tone, etc.), no temporal markers, no logical connectors and politeness markers.

3. Family members

Addressor – Daisy, the wife, Addressee – her husband Tom; Code –

informal style.

Addressor: “Look!” she complained, “I hurt it.” We all looked – the

knuckle was black and blue. “You did it, Tom,” she sad accusingly. “I know
you didn’t mean to, but you did do it. That’s what I get for marrying a brute
of a man, a great, big, hulking physical specimen of a…”

Addressee: “I hate that word hulking”, objected Tom crossly, “even in
kidding.” (F. Scott Fitzgerald “The Great Gatsby” p.13).

In the above mentioned example the wife directly complains of her husband. The

severity scale is that of fairly severe. We have incomplete sentences, and there are no sof-

teners or politeness strategies. The choice of vocabulary is meant to express negative emo-

tions. All these features are typical of the conversational (informal) style. 
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In the “Living Language” (p. 222), G. Keith and J. Shuttleworth record that: 

women - talk too much, talk more than men, are more polite, are indecisive/hesitant,

complain and nag, ask more questions, support each other, are more co-operative, 

men - swear more, don’t talk about emotions, talk about sport more, talk about women

and machines in the same way, insult each other frequently, are competitive in conversa-

tion, dominate conversation, speak with more authority, give more commands, interrupt

more. 

4. Female – Male

The following dialogue best illustrates the relationship between a husband and a wife: 

W.: Oh, Max, I am quite off my feet and you sitting comfortably in your
armchair and watching that damned telly!

H.: And what do you expect me to do?
W.: What to do? The house is going to rack and ruin and you ask me

such a silly question!
H.: Well, well, don’t exaggerate! What’s amiss?
W.: I was only trying to drive home my point that it is shameless of you

to idle your time away when there are so many things to be done about the
house.

H.: Well, what’s eating you? Have you got out of bed on the wrong
side? Can’t a man have a moment’s rest after a busy day?

W.: You may turn a deaf ear to me, but you know that I am right. And
it’s no use looking daggers at me. You very well know that I’m right.  

H.: Oh, what has come over you? When I courted you I thought you
the most sweet- natured girl I ever met.

W.: Don’t start being rude again! You married with your eyes open so
you have no ground to grumble now.

H.: Great Scott! There are three occasions when a fellow can’t make
head or tail of a woman: that’s first, last and all the time!

W.: It’s for me to complain. If I were to begin my life anew, I wouldn’t
have you if you were worth your weight in gold. There you are!

(Vasileva & Kitenko “Look, Laugh and Learn to Speak” p.4-5).

In this dialogue the severity scale is that of fairly severe. There are no strategies and

politeness markers, only a list of complaining. The function of complaint is that of express-

ing displeasure, disapproval, annoyance, blame.

As complaints stand out for two main aims - destructive and constructive, we can

state that the aim of direct complaints is destructive while the main purpose of indirect

complaints is constructive, i.e., to establish good terms with the interlocutor. Indirect com-

plaints are employed for opening and sustaining conversations and  begin with an introduc-

tory expression: It’s unfair..., I can’t stand..., It’s a shame…, This is not my day!, It

drives me crazy! and the like.  

To sum, in different settings, channels of conversation the members of the semantic

field of complaint can have different applications of usage depending on the reasons,

aims, manner of complaint, social-cultural identity, social relationship, gender and age
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peculiarities, severity scale and strategies of complaint. Complaints differ in their types,

functions, and linguistic manifestations, too, thus providing a fertile ground for further

studies.
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§ԲáÕáù¦ Ñ³ëÏ³óáõÛÃÁ ³Ý·É»ñ»Ý ëáóÇ³É-Ùß³ÏáõÃ³ÛÇÝ ËáëáõÛÃáõÙ
Ðá¹í³ÍáõÙ áõëáõÙÝ³ëÇñíáõÙ ¿ ëáóÇ³É³Ï³Ý í³ñùÇ ÏáÕÙÝáñáßÇãÝ»ñÇó Ù»-

ÏÇ՝ §µáÕáù¦ Ñ³ëÏ³óáõÛÃÇ ³ é³ÝÓÝ³Ñ³ïÏáõÃÛáõÝÝ»ñÝ ³Ý·É»ñ»Ý ëáóÇ³É- Ùß³-
ÏáõÃ³ÛÇÝ  ËáëáõÛÃáõÙ: ì»ñÉáõÍíáõÙ »Ý µáÕáùÇ ï»ë³ÏÝ»ñÁ ¨ ·áñÍ³éáõÛÃÝ»ñÁ,
É»½í³Ï³Ý ³ñï³Ñ³ÛïáõÃÛ³Ý Ó¨» ñÁ ¨ áõÅ·ÝáõÃÛ³Ý ë³Ý¹Õ³ÏÁ, áñÝ ³ÝÙÇç³-
Ï³Ýáñ»Ý Ï³Ëí³Í ¿ Ñ³Ù³ï»ùëïÇó, Ëáë³ÏÇóÝ»ñÇ ë»éÇó, ï³ñÇùÇó, ëáóÇ³-
É³Ï³Ý ¹ÇñùÇó, Ùï»ñÙáõÃÛ³Ý ³ëïÇ×³ ÝÇó ¨ ³ÛÉ ·áñÍáÝÝ»ñÇó: 
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Êîíöåïò “æàëîáà” â àíãëèéñêîì ñîöèî-êóëüòóðíîì äèñêóðñå
Öåëüþ äàí íîé ñòàòüè ÿâ ëÿåò ñÿ âû äå ëå íèå îò ëè ÷è òåëü íûõ ÷åðò îä íî ãî èç îðèåí òè -

ðîâ ñî öèàëü íî ãî ïî âå äå íèÿ, êîí öåï òà “æà ëî áà” â àíã ëèéñ êîì ñî öèî-êóëü òóð íîì äèñ -
êóð ñå. Îï ðå äå ëÿþò ñÿ âè äû è ôóíê öèè æà ëîá, èõ ÿçû êî âûå âû ðà æå íèÿ è øêà ëà ñòðî -
ãîñòè, íà êî òî ðóþ âëèÿåò êîí òåêñò, ïîë, âîç ðàñò, ñî öèàëü íîå ïî ëî æå íèå, ñòå ïåíü áëè -
çîñòè êîì ìó íè êàí òîâ è äðó ãèå ôàê òî ðû.
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