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The present article focuses on the study of the speech act of complimenting from
sociocultural perspective with special emphasis on different realizations of compli-

ments in Armenian culture. The research shows that the choice of specific words and
expressions while paying and receiving compliments is greatly influenced by cultural
norms and values, the interrelationship between the speaker and the listener and various
other social factors.
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Introduction

Speaking to others is a social activity. Based on their membership in a particular com-
munity, individuals learn the skills necessary for everyday social interaction. Needless to
say, humans cannot live without speech which is used to transmit information, feelings,
thoughts, etc. Being a complex behaviour, speaking requires both linguistic and pragmatic
competence and it is also influenced by sociocultural norms and constraints. According to
some implicit cultural rules, humans constantly choose their language use depending on the
situation and the interlocutor. Therefore based on various factors, there are different types
of behaviours performed through speech acts, such as apologies, compliments, invitations,
requests, etc. 

Complimenting as a Communicative Act

It goes without saying that complimenting is an interesting and vital topic for sociolin-
guistic research. As Holmes states, “compliments are prime examples of speech acts which
notice and attend to the hearer’s ‘interests, wants, needs, goods’…” (1988:450). It brings
many effects in people’s life. People get confident if they receive positive compliments,
whereas in case of negative compliments which threaten their faces, they might get hurt. 

An important point to be highlighted here is the distinction between complimenting and
praising. Although these two acts require positive judgements, complimenting has to apply
to the addressee: “One can praise, but not compliment someone who is absent” (Wierzbicka
1987:201). Eckert and McConnell-Ginet add to this reporting that “one can praise but not
compliment absent third parties who are not expected ever to learn of the praise” (2003:145).
Sometimes it is hard to identify whether it is a compliment or praise, but a more attentive
study will make a clear distinction. First of all, let’s consider an example of praise:

“Poor Miss Taylor! I wish she were here again. What a pity it is that Mr.
Weston ever thought of her!”

“I cannot agree with you, papa; you know I cannot. Mr. Weston is such a
good-humoured, pleasant, excellent man, that he thoroughly deserves a
good wife;—and you would not have had Miss Taylor live with us for ever,
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and bear all my odd humours, when she might have a house of her own?”
(J. Austin “Emma” p.3)

As it has been already mentioned, we praise someone who is absent and in this case the
one who is being praised, i.e. Mr. Weston, cannot hear the praise directed to him, therefore,
he cannot accept or reject it. It is obvious from the example that Emma praises Mr. Weston
ascribing the following features to him “good-humoured, pleasant, excellent man” and the
one who “thoroughly deserves a good wife”. 

To fully understand the difference between compliment and praise, let’s analyze the fol-
lowing example:

LORD CAVERSHAM: [Looking at her with a kindly twinkle in his eyes.]
You are a very charming young lady!

MABEL CHILTERN: How sweet of you to say that, Lord Caversham! Do
come to us more often. You know we are always at home on Wednesdays, and
you look so well with your star!

(O. Wilde “The Ideal Husband” p.166)

This passage is from “The Ideal Husband” which contains a vivid example of compli-
ment. Lord Caversham compliments Mabel Chiltern’s on her appearance and she responds by
complimenting him back. Both sides are present which excludes the possibility of praising. 

Various studies on compliments and responses to compliments carried out in different cul-
tures show the culture-dependent nature of the speech act of complimenting. Culture is nor-
mally defined as being complex and multidimensional and “referring to learned and shared
human patterns or models for living or day-to-day living patterns. These patterns and models
pervade all aspects of human social interaction. Culture is mankind’s primary adaptive mech-
anism” (Damen 1987:367). Culture is “learned” from the interaction between people of a cer-
tain community and the environment, both natural and social, in which they are dwelling
(Them 2004). As culture is a shared knowledge, it is also learnt by experience, imitation, and
informal instruction from parents and peers right from the moment of birth. Through commu-
nication, culture is mutually constructed and acquired. When we say that culture is learned,
we emphasize that it is not genetically determined, nor biologically inherited. Another com-
monly accepted definition of culture, offering additional insight, comes from the work of
Samovar and Porter (2003:14): “Culture is the deposit of knowledge, experiences, beliefs,
values, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relations, con-
cepts of the universe, and material objects and possessions acquired by a large group of peo-
ple in the course of generations through individual and group striving.”

A Case Study on Complimenting in Armenian Culture

As far as the speech act of complimenting has not been studied in Armenian culture very
thoroughly, an attempt has been made to find out the peculiarities of giving and receiving
compliments in Armenian culture. Тhe participants of the study comprised a group of 48
people, out of which there were 20 males and 28 females. The age range of the participants
varied from 17 to 40 with an average age of 24. The participants were asked to fill in a ques-
tionnaire, which was aimed at studying the complimenting behaviour in Armenian culture.

The questionnaire consists of two parts: the first part contains questions with multiple
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choices, the second one is what is known as Discourse Completion Test (DCT). It is a written
questionnaire that contains a number of hypothetical scenarios or situations. Participants are
required to write in the space provided, what they would say in real life if they found them-
selves in similar situations. As far as the second part is concerned, the responses can be divid-
ed into three types: compliment, non-compliment and opt out. What compliment is has already
been made clear. Non-compliment refers to responses that cannot be regarded as compliments,
be it either mere expression of thanks or bound semantic formula occurring on their own or
replies that do not carry any positive meanings. Opt out refers to the cases when the partici-
pants say “I would not say anything” whereas complimenting is an expected speech behav-
iour in that situation. Let’s have a look at the following response in the questionnaire:

¸áõù Ññ³íÇñí³Í »ù Ò»ñ Ùáñ³ùñáç ÍÝÝ¹Û³Ý »ñ»ÏáõÛÃÇÝ: Æñ Ýáñ
½·»ëïÇ ßÝáñÑÇí Ý³ ß³ï »ñÇï³ë³ñ¹ ï»ëù áõÝÇ: Æ±Ýã Ï³ë»ù Ýñ³Ý: 

– àãÇÝã ¿É ã»Ù ³ëÇ:

As we see, the participant refuses to pay a compliment expected in this situation. In
other words the respondent just opts out.

According to Yuan (2002), semantic formulas for compliments can be divided into two
types: unbound semantic formulas and bound semantic formulas. Unbound semantic formulas
refer to those expressions that can function independently as compliments, while bound seman-
tic formulas refer to those responses that cannot be considered as compliments by themselves
but must be attached to or co-occur with one of the unbound semantic formulas to be interpret-
ed as part of a compliment. Let’s analyse the following situation found in the questionnaire:

ºñ»ÏáõÛÃÇ Å³Ù³Ý³Ï Ñ³Ý¹ÇåáõÙ »ù Ò»ñ ÁÝÏ»ñÝ»ñÇó Ù»ÏÇÝ: ¸áõù
ÙÇ³Ý·³ÙÇó ÝÏ³ïáõÙ »ù Ýñ³ Ýáñ, ·»Õ»óÇÏ í»ñÝ³ß³åÇÏÁ: Æ±Ýã
Ï³ë»ù Ýñ³Ý: 

– àñï»ÕÇ±ó »ë ·Ý»É:

This kind of response is not a valid compliment response because “Where did you buy
it?” can be likely considered as a question seeking for an answer and not a compliment. It
must co-occur with a bound semantic formula to be interpreted as part of a compliment.
Unbound semantic formulas can be further divided into two sub-types: explicit compli-
ments and implicit compliments. Explicit compliments refer to compliments outside the
context, being realized by a small set of conventional formulae (Herbert 1997). In the cur-
rent study, explicit compliments are those responses that carry at least one positive seman-
tic value. Implicit compliments are those in which the value judgment is presupposed
(Herbert 1997). Therefore, the positive value of an expression can be inferred from what is
said in a particular situation.  Bound semantic formulas include explanation, information
question, future reference, contrast, advice and request.

The examples of explicit and implicit compliments found in the questionnaire are pre-
sented below:

Explicit compliment:

– ú¯, ß³ï ·»Õ»óÇÏ ¿ Ò»ñ Ýáñ í»ñÝ³ß³åÇÏÁ:
This is an explicit compliment as the adjective §·»Õ»óÇÏ¦ carries a positive value. It
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explicitly refers to the addressee and the latter does not need any extra prompt to under-
stand that the compliment is about his/her new shirt.

Implicit compliment:

– Ì»ñáõÃÛáõÝÁ ÏáÕùáí¹ ¿ ³Ýó»É, Ùáñ³ùáõ°Ûñ:

This is an implicit compliment as no word carries a positive value, but we see that the
complimenter implies the idea that her aunt looks very young. 

As far as the semantic pattern of compliments is concerned, our observations show that
there are an infinite number of words that could be chosen to compliment, but in our daily
interaction the set of lexical items and grammatical patterns used when complimenting and
the frequency of their usage are very restricted. The lack of creativity in the form and con-
tent of Armenian compliments is related to their function in discourse. Their aim is to make
the addressee feel good and their formulaic nature minimizes the chance that they will be
misinterpreted by the addressee. Here are the adjectives mostly used by Armenians while
paying a compliment: 

An important fact is that while giving a compliment quite often Armenians use intensi-
fiers like ß³ï, interjections like û¯, í³¯Û, etc. and most sentences begin with the pro-
noun Ç¯Ýã.

The data yielded by this study provide strong evidence that most Armenians, both male
and female, tend to pay more direct compliments to their addressees than indirect ones. As
a whole, Armenians seem to be happy to do complimenting in explicit ways as a way of
establishing a relationship or just for pleasing others. The use of direct compliments seems
to be a general norm in Armenian culture: both women and men produce direct compli-
ments. Of course, there could be instances when women pay a compliment even if they do
not like it at all. As an illustration let’s consider the following example:

Ò»ñ Ùï»ñÇÙ ÁÝÏ»ñÝ»ñÇó Ù»ÏÁ Ýáñ ë³Ýñí³Íù áõÝÇ, μ³Ûó Ò»½
³Û¹ù³Ý ¿É ¹áõñ ãÇ ·³ÉÇë: Æ±Ýã Ï³ë»ù Ýñ³Ý:

50% of the women preferred not to express what they really think about the haircut
probably thinking of not disappointing or making him/her upset. Most surprisingly 4%
of the women questioned would say that the new haircut suits him/her very much. The
thing is that women use compliments for establishing or strengthening the relationship
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and they are ready even to tell a white lie for maintaining it. On the other hand, none of
the men questioned would say that the new haircut suits him/her. Just on the contrary,
70% of them refused to compliment saying «ÆÝãá±õ »ë Ïïñ»É Ù³½»ñ¹: ø»½ ³ÛÝù³Ý ¿É
ãÇ ë³½áõÙ»: 

The data collected show that 64% of the Armenian compliment responses were
Agreements out of which 58% were Acceptance Tokens and 6% were Comment
Acceptances. Most Armenians accept compliments happily with a comment like «ÆÝÓ ¿É ¿
³ÛÝ ¹áõñ ·³ÉÇë» showing their agreement with the compliment giver. This is due to the
fact that Armenian conversation strategies are governed by Leech’s Agreement Maxim, that
is to say they receive the compliment gracefully in contrast to the Chinese, Japanese and
other cultures, where the Modesty Maxim is commonly accepted. 

The other most frequently used compliment response type is the Nonagreement and
more specifically the Question strategy. Let’s consider the following example:

¸áõù ¨ Ò»ñ ¹áõëïñÁ (áñ¹ÇÝ) Ññ³íÇñí³Í »ù ÁÝÏ»ñÝ»ñÇó Ù»ÏÇ
»ñ»ÏáõÛÃÇÝ: Ò»ñ ÁÝÏ»ñÁ Í³ÝáÃ³óÝáõÙ ¿ Ò»½ Çñ ÁÝÏ»ñÝ»ñÇó Ù»ÏÇ
Ñ»ï: Ü³. §¸áõù ß³ï »ñÇï³ë³ñ¹ ï»ëù áõÝ»ù, ã¿Ç å³ïÏ»ñ³óÝÇ, áñ
¹áõù Ù³Ûñ (Ñ³Ûñ) áõ ¹áõëïñ (áñ¹Ç) »ù¦: Æ±Ýã Ï³ë»Çù ¸áõù:

11% of the respondents answered in the following way:  

–  ¸áõù ÇëÏ³å»±ë ³Û¹å»ë »ù Ï³ñÍáõÙ:

In this case we can have three possible explanations of this kind of response: firstly, the
respondents might have wanted expansion or repetition of the original compliment; sec-
ondly, they might have been questioning the sincerity of the complimenter; thirdly, they are
just very modest or shy to accept the compliment.  Taking into consideration the values typ-
ical of Armenian culture, we can state that the question strategy is mostly applied because
of the characteristic Modesty feature.

The table below shows the overall picture of the mostly used compliment response
types in Armenian daily interaction:
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Conclusion

To sum up, it should be noted that compliments are mostly intended to have a positive
effect on interpersonal relations. One must bear in mind that the speech event of compli-
menting, and responses are dependent on shared beliefs and values of the speech commu-
nity coded into communicative patterns, and thus cannot be interpreted apart from social
and cultural contexts. These observations point to the dynamic nature of the relationship
between language and cultural conceptualizations. Hence, the results show the strong
effects of culture on responding to a compliment.
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Ð³×áÛ³ËáëáõÃÛ³Ý áñå»ë Ñ³Õáñ¹³Ïó³Ï³Ý ³ÏïÇ Ñ³Ýñ³Ùß³ÏáõÃ³ÛÇÝ Ñ³Û»ó³Ï»ñåÁ

Ðá¹ í³ ÍÁ ÝíÇñ í³Í ¿ Ñ³ ×á Û³ Ëá ë» Éáõ Ñ³ Õáñ ¹³Ï ó³ Ï³Ý ³Ï ïÇ ùÝÝáõÃ Û³ ÝÁ Ñ³Ý -
ñ³Ù ß³ Ïáõ Ã³ ÛÇÝ ¹Ç ï³ÝÏ Ûáõ ÝÇó` ÑÇÙ Ý³ Ï³Ý ß»ß ïÁ ¹Ý» Éáí Ñ³Û Ï³ Ï³Ý Ùß³ ÏáõÛ ÃáõÙ
í» ñá ÑÇß Û³É ³Ï ïÇ Ñ³ Õáñ ¹³Ï ó³ Ï³Ý-·áñ Í³ μ³ Ý³ Ï³Ý ³ é³ÝÓ Ý³ Ñ³ï ÏáõÃ ÛáõÝ Ý» ñÇ
áõ ëáõÙ Ý³ ëÇ ñáõÃ Û³Ý íñ³: Ð» ï³ ½á ïáõÃ Ûáõ ÝÁ óáõÛó ¿ ï³ ÉÇë, áñ Ñ³ ×á Û³ Ëá ë» ÉÇë  É»½ -
í³ Ï³Ý ÙÇ³ íá ñÇ ×Çßï ÁÝï ñáõÃ Ûáõ ÝÁ å³Û Ù³ Ý³ íáñ í³Í ¿ ÙÇ ß³ñù ³ñ ï³ É»½ í³ Ï³Ý
·áñ ÍáÝ Ý» ñÇ (Ùß³ Ïáõ Ã³ ÛÇÝ ³ñ Å»ù Ý»ñ, Ëá ëá ÕÇ / Ëá ë³Ï óÇ ÷áË Ñ³ ñ³ μ» ñáõÃ ÛáõÝ Ý»ñ
¨ ³ÛÉÝ) ÷áË Ï³ å³Ïó í³Í ·áñ Í» É³ Ï»ñ åáí:

Ðå÷åâîé àêò êîìïëèìåíòà ñ ñîöèîêóëüòóðíîé òî÷êè çðåíèÿ

Íàñòîÿ ùàÿ ñòàòüÿ ïîñ âÿ ùå íà èññ ëå äî âà íèþ ñî öèî êóëü òóð íî ãî àñ ïåê òà ðå ÷å âî ãî àê òà
êîìï ëè ìåí òà, à èìåí íî èçó ÷å íèþ ôóíê öèî íàëü íî-êîì ìó íè êà òèâ íûõ îñî áåí íîñòåé äàí -
íî ãî àê òà â àð ìÿíñ êîé êóëü òó ðå. Èññ ëå äî âà íèÿ òåî ðå òè ÷åñ êî ãî è ïðàê òè ÷åñ êî ãî ìà òå ðè -
ëà ïî êà çû âàåò, ÷òî âû áîð òîé èëè èíîé ëèíã âèñòè ÷åñ êîé åäè íè öû ïðè êîìï ëè ìåí òå îáóñ -
ëîâ ëåí âçàè ìîñ âÿ çàí íûì äåéñò âèåì ðÿ äà ýêñò ðà ëèíã âèñòè ÷åñ êèõ ôàê òî ðîâ (ñîîò âåòñò -
âóþ ùèå êóëü òóð íûå öåí íîñòè, âçàè ìîîò íî øå íèÿ ãî âî ðÿ ùå ãî è ðå öè ïèåí òà, è ò.ä.).
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