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Cultural Invasion and Linguistic Politeness Among 
English-using Pakistanis 

 
Tariq Rahman 

 
 

English is used in the domains of power--the bureaucracy, military, judiciary, academia, media and 
commerce--at the elitist level. Those who use English in connection with their work but are not as fluent 
in it as if it were a first language are generally people who were not educated in English medium schools 
or did not get much exposure to English at the informal level. Most middle level professional people, 
doctors, engineers, college and university lecturers, lawyers and civil servants belong to this category. 
The kind of English they use is formal, bureaucratic, somewhat old-fashioned and full of Pakistani 
idiomatic constructions, loan words from Pakistani languages and distinctive grammatical constructions. 
Their pronunciation too is influenced largely by their first languages (this variety of Pakistani English is 
described in Rahman 1991: 16-17). While these English-using Pakistanis do not speak English informally 
and spontaneously with each other as a matter of course, there is a small elite which does. This elite is 
generally educated in highly Anglicized Pakistani elitist schools where English is not only the medium of 
instruction but is also used by the pupils in informal domains . Some of these schools were traditionally 
run by the state on the lines of the aristocratic English public schools (Mangan 1987). Others were 
administered by the Roman Catholic clergy before the partition and even till the late seventies (such as 
Burn Hall, Abbottabad; Saint Mary's, Rawalpindi and convents at Lahore, Murree etc); The armed forces 
(such as the Cadet Colleges at Hasanabdal, Pitaro, Kohat etc); and the Railways etc. Recently private 
entrepreneurs have opened chains of schools notable among them being Beaconhouse, City School and 
Froebels etc. The products of these schools, as well as the children of Pakistani immigrants in English-
speaking countries, speak English spontaneously and socially. The immigrant children speak like the host 
community while the Pakistanis speak a sub-variety of Pakistani English which is nearer to British 
English than the sub-varieties used by other Pakistanis (see Rahman 1991: 16). This elite is called the 
'Westernized elite' in this paper though it is not as homogeneous as such a label suggests. It is, in fact, in a 
state of transition from indigenous to Western norms of behaviour and some of its members use more of 
the latter than of the former. 
 
 
Statement of Thesis 
 
The state of normative transition among members of the Westernized elite mentioned above is the focus 
of this article. Specifically, the use of the addressee's name without any honorifics (called 'name only' 
behaviour) by a section of this elite is investigated. I argue that the use of the name without honorifics, 
especially for one's elders or among business acquaintances, goes against Pakistani norms of politeness. 
The elite which promotes this Western norm, arguing that it is 'egalitarian', 'democratic' or 
'relaxed',operates on Western definitions which are validated by sources outside Pakistan. Moreover, this 
elite, or some of its members, operates from a position of power which allows it to remain indifferent or 
insensitive to indigenous norms of politeness. Because promotion of Western norms devalues or replaces 
indigenous ones, it may be regarded as a form of 'cultural invasion' according to a definition which will is 
given later. 
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Methodology 
 
The following analysis is based on a corpus of hundreds of naturally occurring conversations using an 
ethnographic approach which has been advocated by Hymes (1962; 1972; 1974) and which has been used 
by Nessa Wolfson (1983, 1988) and Holmes (1985: 122-191) among others. Mostly, conversations of 
English-using Pakistanis were recorded unobtrusively in Islamabad, Lahore, Peshawar and Karachi; both 
in informal settings (homes, social events, etc.) and in formal ones (offices, meetings, lectures, etc). In 
addition to that, over three hundred questionnaires were handed out to educated Pakistanis and a hundred 
out of these were used to find out their opinion about the issues under investigation (see Appendix 
A).Those members of the Westernized elite who were observed actually using only the names of 
addressees, especially older addressees, were interviewed in an unstructured manner. Twenty-five people 
among them were given more structured interviews on the basis of a questionnaire such as used by Braun 
(1988: 195). The results of this survey are given in Appendix -B. Although body language is an important 
part of politeness, it has not been mentioned in this study which remains confined to verbal expression of 
politeness among English-using Pakistanis within Pakistani society. 
 
 
Existing Literature on Linguistic Politeness 
 
The scholarship on politeness goes by different names: forms of address, pragmatics, sociolinguisitics, 
study of power relations, sociology. To begin with there is the classical work on the pronouns of 'power' 
and 'solidarity' by Brown and Gilman (1960). They argue that the non-reciprocal use of the tu (T) and vos 
(V) pronouns indicates differences of power between interlocutors. Reciprocal use of these pronouns, 
however, indicates 'solidarity' which can also be called intimacy. Power, indeed, is the key to 
understanding how linguistic exchanges operate in any society. According to Pierre Bourdieu linguistic 
exchanges form a `market'. He says: 
 

   the linguistic relation of power is not completely determined by the prevailing linguistic 
forces alone : by virtue of the languages spoken, the speakers who use them and the 
groups defined by possession of the corresponding competence, the whole social 
structure is present in each interaction (Bourdieu 1991: 67). 

 
Thus, in the interaction between people of unequal power, the interaction can only be comprehended 
when the social conditions creating and maintaining the legitimacy of that power are understood. The 
literature on forms of address implicitly acknowledges this though it is not given the centrality it deserves. 
The phenomenon politeness and the way a powerful influence from dominant culture can change 
perceptions of politeness too has not been sufficiently explored, especially in relation to the ex-colonies of 
the West. 
 
Brown and Ford (1961) and Susan Erwin-Tripp (1972) focus on forms of address, including the use of the 
first name (FN) or title and last name (TLN), in American English. All these classical studies point to the 
use of reciprocal T and FN as formality decreases. Another major work on address systems is by Braun 
(1988). It analyses patterns of address in several languages suggesting that the use of T/V or other 
variants expressing power-differentials is not a static or unalterable system. In fact 'the selection of a 
variant can be as characteristic of speaker as of addressee, so that a certain term can become a symbol of a 
certain status or other feature, whether used by, or to, one of the speakers' (Braun 1988: 36).  
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Like most works on address, Braun too gives less attention to politeness than to forms of address. She 
does, however, point out that it is ambiguous; and a linguistic form which is supposed to be 'polite' can be 
used for impolite purposes and vice versa (Braun and Schubert 1988: 46-49). Politeness itself is defined 
in terms of 'adequacy'. A 'form of address which is appropriate to the relationship of speaker and 
addressee, and which is in accord with the rules of the community, or at least those of the dyad, will 
always be regarded as adequately polite' (Braun and Schubert 1988: 49). Altmann and Riska (1966) 
distinguish between signals of politeness (genuine, polite equivalents, non-genuine signals) without 
giving a satisfactory definition of politeness itself. Brown and Levinson, however, develop a theory of 
politeness in terms of what they call 'face needs'. A person 'is endowed with two particular wants -- 
roughly, the want to be unimpeded and the want to be approved of in certain respects' (Brown and 
Levinson 1978: 63). The want to be unimpeded is called 'negative face' and the want to be approved of is 
'positive face'. Using these definitions Holmes, in a study of politeness among men and women in New 
Zealand, says that politeness is 'behaviour which actively expresses positive concern for others, as well as 
non-imposing distancing behaviour' (1995: 5). From these criteria, she asserts, women are politer than 
men. 
 
Except Brown and Levinson's work, the classical studies on address theory are grounded in contemporary 
Western egalitarian values. Hence, despite theoretical understanding of the subjective nature of 
'politeness', there is a tendency to see the mutual use of T and the first name (FN) as more egalitarian, 
democratic and desirable than other equally reciprocal forms of address. Thus, giving the example of a 
Swedish 22-year-old speaker addressing a 50 or 60-year-old addressee as du (T) while the older person 
uses the V form (De), Braun concludes: 
 
This kind of non-reciprocity does not imply that the younger one considers the older one inferior and is 
considered superior in return, it rather tells us something about the speakers' ages and their attitudes 
towards address or, maybe, manners in general (old-fashioned vs relaxed) (Braun 1988: 25). 
 
But Braun's use of the term 'relaxed' -- the opposite of which would be 'stiff', 'formal' and implicitly 
'snobbish' -- reveals her bias in favour of modern values which emphasize not only egalitarianism and 
reciprocity (which the mutual use of V forms and TLN would also ensure) but on doing away with V 
forms and other honorifics which certain Oriental cultures still cherish but which modernity threatens. 
Such a bias makes it impossible to consider whether, from the 60-year-old-addressee's point of view, it 
was polite to be addressed by the T pronoun. However, in terms of Braun and Schubert's definition of 
'adequacy' the T form was not considered 'appropriate' by the older member of the dyad (who kept using 
the V form).So, if the older person's subjective understanding of what constitutes 'politeness' is to be 
taken into account, the behaviour of the younger person could not be called polite. 
 
To understand the point of view of the cultural 'Other', one has to understand the norms of politeness in 
that particular culture. For Western writers the other is the non-Western. There are, of course, many 
studies of forms of address in non-Western societies. Among the Nuer of Sudan, for example, E.E.Evans 
Pritchard tells us that 'Age status is also expressed in modes of address, particularly by the ox-names 
among coevals and by their omission between seniors and juniors' (Evans-Pritchard 1948: 225). Other 
non-Western systems too have been studied such as: the Maori of New Zealand by Salmond (1974), 
China (Song-Cen 1991); Arabic-speaking countries (Davies 1949; El-Anani 1971; Parkinson 1982; Braun 
1986); and so on (for a list of publications see Braun 1988: 313-365). Studies of verbal politeness in 
South Asian languages are generally from India: on Hindi (Goel 1982; Mehrotra 1977; 1988; Jain 1973); 
Bengali, Malayalam and Hindi (Subbarao et. al. 1991); Kannada (Bean 1978) and Telugo (Krishnamurti 
1992). All these studies suggest that Oriental societies express politeness through language; that, in 
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general, those in power and those of the senior generation receive politeness from others and that 
modernity is influencing and changing the norms of politeness in these societies. Unfortunately, there is 
not much research on politeness in Pakistani languages though much that is said about Hindi is also 
relevant for Pakistani Urdu. Braun's brief comments on Afghan Pashto (1988: 37-38) are also partially 
relevant for Pashto-speakers in Pakistan. Another relevant article is on the expression of politeness in 
Indian English by Pandharipande (1992). In this article the author claims that 'the Indian or Indianized 
strategies of politeness [are] determined by overall constraints of appropriateness' (ibid 24). The 
definition of 'politeness', based as it is on the notion of 'adequacy' we have encountered earlier, gives us a 
good starting point for our investigation of what is 'polite' for the addressee, the receiver of linguistic 
signals, in Pakistan and how Western norms of 'adequacy' ignore this subjective reality. 
 
 
Another Definition of Politeness 
 
The problem with 'adequacy' or 'appropriateness' as criteria of politeness is that these notions presuppose 
a static community with a fairly stable consensus on values and norms of behaviour. But modernity brings 
about bewildering changes so that there are very few societies in the world which are like that any longer. 
The ex-colonies of the West, like Pakistan, are and have been in a state of transition since their initial 
encounter with modernity through their Western colonial masters. Thus there is very little agreement on 
what is 'appropriate' in most modern societies. Moreover, what is 'appropriate', even if there is agreement 
about it, may not be perceived as being 'polite' by all concerned. Thus, in non-egalitarian societies it is 
appropriate to use T-forms with social inferiors or address them by their names without honorifics. It is 
'appropriate' because the norms, shaped by or in the interest of the 'superiors', deem it to be adequate. But 
it may be resented or some other form of address may be considered 'polite' by the addressees. Thus 
Tazeen Murshid reports that the Muslim peasants of pre-partition Bengal, who were always addressed by 
the T-form by their feudal superiors, did not consider this form polite. She says: 

 
By the 1930’s, Krishak Samitis had mushroomed and were active in defending peasant 
interests. Among the demands made, was one which aimed at asserting their self-respect-
-the right of Muslim tenants to seats in the landlord's kacchari and to be addressed by the 
polite apni rather than the familiar tui (Murshid 1985: 119). 

 
In Pakistan too working class people are very gratified, as the present author found on countless 
occasions, when they are addressed by the polite aap rather than tum or the least polite (and most 
intimate) tu. These considerations bring us to a new definition of politeness. 
 
Politeness is defined here as the use of verbal or non-verbal signals which gratify the addressee i.e. which 
the addressee interprets, or is most likely to interpret, as being meant to boost his ego, give pleasure or 
avoid pain. Gratification, or ego-boosting, are part of `recognition' which is defined by Francis Fukuyama 
as follows:  
 
Above all, he desires the desire of other men, that is, to be wanted by others or to be recognized (Fukuyama 
1992:146). Social interaction functions smoothly as long as people co- operate to `recognize' each other 
according to the accepted, prevalent norms of behaviour of that particular society. So, without being 
necessarily conscious of it, people do not cause pain to others (i.e gratify them) when they behave in the 
ordinary way in their society.  
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In case a speaker A addresses a person B who is older and much higher in social status and power, A will 
`recognize' B's place in that particular social setup. If, indeed, he omits to do so, it will be considered rude. 
Thus, A's behaviour gratifies B by giving him the `recognition' he considers his right. The latter (B) takes that 
gratification, that `recognition' of his status, as a `norm'. Only its transgression shocks him into feeling 
outraged.  
 
Essentially, the addressee is made to feel as if he or she is significant and not powerless. This definition takes 
into account face-needs as pointed out by Levinson. Thus being unimpeded and being approved of are both 
gratifying and hence polite. But there is a dilemma here. If one is impeded less, one must be powerful. But if 
one is powerful and imposes one's will over others (so as to be least impeded) then one is not likely to be 
approved of. In short the desire for the exercise of power and the desire to be approved of are in clash with 
each other though they both lead to gratification. Politeness then gives the illusion of possessing power and 
being approved of at the same time. Thus if someone asks a paid employee to 'please open the door', the use of 
the word 'please' keeps up the illusion that the employee is not powerless; that the employer is not exercising 
his power on him; that he will open the door if he pleases. This would gratify the employee and would be 
perceived as polite by him/her1  
 
But the problem here is that, since the power differential remains unaltered, such `polite' usages are merely 
what Pierre Bourdieu calls `strategies of condescension'. This consists of `symbolically negating that relation, 
namely, the hierarchy of the languages and of those who speak them' (Bourdieu 1991: 68). But in Bourdieu's 
example when a French mayor, competent in standard French, addressed the audience in Bearnais the audience 
(from south-west France) `was greatly moved by this thoughtful gesture'. Quoted from Bourdieu 1991: 261. 
Thus, some acts which may be interpreted as being condescending by an outsider, may be experienced as 
being ego-boosting by their recipients. Perception, which is subjective, is what determines the meaning of 
interactions. 
 
Politeness, then, is that which is considered gratifying by the addressee. It is a matter of subjective 
interpretation and is not necessarily bound to verbal or non-verbal signals without reference to context. A few 
examples will make this clear. 
 
Example-1 
A: (Giving way to B) Please go in. 
B: After you please. 
A: After you. 
 
Example-2  
A: Oh, so you grow roses. How wonderful! 
B: Well, one has to do something to keep busy. Thank you for admiring them. 
A: What a lovely way of keeping one's self occupied. So creative. I wish I could do something like that. 
 
According to Brown and Levinson's definition, Example-1 would be classified as an act of negative politeness 
since the speakers do not impede each other. Example-2 would be an example of positive politeness as speaker 
A approves of addressee B. In both examples the addressee's ego is boosted while the addresser belittles his or 

                                                 
1  Consider the imperative `open the door' vis-a-vis `please open the door'. The former is perceived (by 

the addressee) as less polite because it does not hide the fact that the one who is ordered is 
powerless to disobey. Please `recognises' or appears to recognise, the humanity of the addressee 
indicating that he/she is not an automaton but a human being with a will. 
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her own self. As the signals are perceived as being gratifying by the addressee, they are polite. Now let us take 
an example of rudeness from Susan Erwin-Tripp. 
 
Example-3 
A policeman encountering a physician of African Negroid racial origin accosts him as follows; 
'What's your name, boy?' 
'Dr. Poussaint. I'm a physician.' 
'What's your first name, boy?' 
'Alvin.' 
The nature of the insult is given by Joshua Fishman as follows: 

 
The policeman insulted Dr.Poussaint three times. First, he employed a social selector for 
race in addressing him as 'boy', which neutralizes identity set, rank and even adult status. 
If addressed to a white, 'boy' presumably would be used only for a child, youth or menial 
regarded as a non-person. 
 
the officer next treated TLN (title and last name), as failure to answer his demand, as a 
non-name, and demanded FN (first name); third, he repeated the term 'boy' which would 
be appropriate to unknown addresses (Fishman 1960: 22). 

 
In terms of the definition given above, the policeman deliberately hurt Dr. Poussaint by lowering his ego 
because he was not white. Since the policeman was perceived as denying gratification through verbal 
signals by his addressee, he was being impolite. Had the signals been interpreted differently, for example 
in a play, they would have caused no real pain for the actor-addressee. Thus, among intimate friends even 
invectives gratify because they show that the friends are close enough to dispense with words of 
conventional politeness. Members of tightly knit groups such as the gangs of New York (Labov 1972), 
Rugby players (Kuiper 1991), and other such coteries (Hughes 1992) use swear words or apparently 
insulting language to indicate their solidarity. Just as impolite words are not always interpreted by 
addressees as being impolite, so polite words are not always interpreted as being polite. They may be used 
ironically, insincerely or in jest. Politeness then does not inhere in linguistic or non-linguistic form, it 
inheres in the decoding of that form by addressees. This places the addressee at the centre of any inquiry 
regarding politeness. 
 
 
Cultural Invasion and the Role of the Elite 
 
When a powerful culture comes in contact with a less powerful one, it 'invades' the latter in the sense that 
its norms and values start replacing indigenous ones. This phenomenon has been called cultural 
imperialism which is one of the six types of imperialism -- the other five being economic, military, 
communicative, political and social -- pointed out by Galtung (1980: 128). As language is a part, perhaps 
the most important part, of culture, linguistic imperialism is part of cultural imperialism (Phillipson 
1992: 54). This imperialism can be measured in terms of domination. A language dominates when it 
is preferred over another one in a certain domain or domains. Generally, when the people of a less 
powerful group encounter those of a more powerful one they are impressed by them. When the 
dominated start devaluing things indigenous, including their language, they make the more powerful 
group's cultural norm and language dominant. This may go on to the extent that the indigenous 
language is replaced by the foreign language. This would be complete domination, cultural 
imperialism of an extreme, and possibly irreversible kind. In some situations, such as the African 
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slaves in America, the loss of their own languages and religions was inevitable because the white 
majority was powerful and the slaves were not in control of their lives. In most other situations 
language death is caused both by the imposition of a language by foreigners and its acceptance by the 
locals. Thus the Hawaiian language 'became a victim of linguistic genocide' (Day 1985: 170) because 
the Hawaiians themselves came to accept the superiority of the American way of life and the English 
language which was necessary to enjoy it. Similarly the Chamorro language is dying because 
'Americans and things American have been highly regarded by Chamorros' (Day 1985: 177). Indeed, 
the replacement of indigenous norms, whether of politeness or any other, can hardly take place if 
they are not accepted by a trend-setting local elite. Thus, cultural imperialism does not presuppose 
only an outside power as an invader. The 'invasion' is real enough but the invader is not the foreigner, 
or at least not the foreigner alone, but also his indigenous ally. The values internalized by this ally 
lead to what Paulo Freire calls 'the cultural inauthenticity of those who are invaded' in a process 
which takes place as follows: 
 
For cultural invasion to succeed, it is essential that those invaded become convinced of their intrinsic 
inferiority. Since everything has its opposite, if those who are invaded consider themselves inferior, 
they must necessarily recognize the superiority of the invaders. The values of the latter thereby 
become the pattern for the former. The more invasion is accentuated and those invaded are alienated 
from the spirit of their own culture and from themselves, the more the latter want to be like the 
invaders: to walk like them, dress like them, talk like them (Freire 1989: 151). 
 
The acceptance of foreign norms is to 'become ambiguous beings "housing" another' (Freire 1989: 
134). Thus the Westernized elite of British India, and now that of Pakistan, 'houses' the Western 
(Anglo-American) person. Since this elite is partly exo-normative, it discards or condemns 
indigenous norms of politeness as 'backward' when they do not conform to Western fashions. In this 
sense, then, the Westernized elite of South Asia helps in the cultural invasion of their part of the 
world. 
 
Western civilization, having become technologically sophisticated, rich and powerful because of 
modernity, has influenced even civilizations it has not ruled at all or not for long. Thus, when China 
got increasingly modernized, it also left some of the aspects of its culture behind. Thus, one of the 
changes in the politeness pattern of China is that the more elaborate, ritualistic, interactive type of 
greeting is being replaced by short greetings of the Western kind. The author of the article which 
reports this suggests that the new greetings which are 'natural and poised' and 'keeping pace with the 
further progress of our social life' would become common (Song-Cen 1991: 60). Clearly the author's 
use of evaluative terms like 'natural and poised' shows that he considers the modern as better than the 
'pre-modern'. Like most members of the Westernized elite in most parts of the non-Western world, he 
too values modernity and Westernization is often inextricably associated with it. 
 
In India too the new norms from the West were considered 'progressive' on the Social-Darwinist 
assumption that European society was at a higher stage of evolution than the Indian one. Members of 
the Anglicised Indian elite behaved like 'brown sahibs' as Vittachi (1987) so hilariously describes. 
Among other things they also started using the honorific Mister instead of the indigenous Maulvi or 
Munshi which was used for educated Muslim gentlemen. The title of Doctor replaced Hakeem which 
is now reserved for practitioners of Oriental medicine who are sometimes considered no better than 
quacks. In short, in Pakistan, the prestigious titles are English while the less prestigious ones are 
indigenous. In India too 'terms as guruji (for teachers), saheb (for male boss), and baisaheb (for 
female boss in Maharashtra, Gujrat, and Rajasthan) are used only for non-Westernized people 
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(Pandharipande 1992: 246). However, in Pakistan the honorific sahib, which was in use even before 
the British arrived in India, is used for officers without their name (e.g. Sahib busy hai= the officer is 
busy). When used with the name it is, indeed, used as a non-Westernized politeness marker whereas 
the Western one would be the use of English titles (Asad sahib busy hain= Mr. Asad is busy). In both 
India and Pakistan the major term of deference is Sir or Madam. The people for whom these forms of 
address are used belong to the Westernized domains which were either created by the British or 
mostly dominated by them. In such cases, says Pandharipande, 'the speaker and the hearer conform to 
the non-Indian (English) conventions of appropriateness' (Pandharipande 1992: 246). English forms 
of address, and indeed the English language itself, remain symbols of state-related power as well as 
modernity even now. 
 
Other indigenous honorifics which have become devalued and now serve as markers of lower middle 
class or working class social origins are Haji (Pilgrim to Mecca), Ustad Ji (Respected Teacher or 
Expert), Seth (Rich Businessman), Munshi (Clerk), Subedar (Governor of a province) and so on. 
Nowadays Haji is used only for people from non-Westernized backgrounds such as traders. Ustad is 
used for village school masters, bus drivers and singers while ji is an honorific which is used as a 
vocative for addressing strangers in Pakistan though in India it is still used interchangeably with 
sahib after the name of men and sahiba after the name of women e.g Pandit Ji was often used for Mr. 
Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India and the great Indian singer Lata Mangeshkar is referred to as 
Lata ji as well as Lata Sahiba. Seth is used for traditional city traders but not for modern businessmen 
who are called businessmen. Munshi is reserved for the clerks of feudal lords or people who write 
letters for illiterate people while Subedar has, since British days, been used for junior commissioned 
officers, who are below commissioned officers(who were either British or from the Indian 
Westernized elite). The only indigenous honorifics which are still a source of pride are those 
connected with the aristocracy such as Nawab (lord), Sardar (chief), Khan (chief), Chaudhry (head), 
Malik (owner of land) and so on. Thus Pakistani politicians like Nawab Akbar Khan Bugti, ex-
Governor of Balochistan, like to be addressed as 'Nawab Sahib'. But, prestigious though these tiles 
are, they are still indicative of feudal (i.e. non-Western) background. Most other indigenous 
honorifics are not only non-Western but also not prestigious. The situation is parallel to that in 
Turkey: 
 
Some of the educated urban and upper-class speakers, though, are inclined to use nominal forms of 
the Mr/Mrs type -- efendi, bey, beyefendi (to Males) and hanim, hanimefendi (to females) -- or to at 
least avoid KTs, since they function as indicators of low addressee status (Braun 1988: 22). 
 
In Pakistan too if KTs (Kinship terms) are used to address unrelated powerful people they would be 
taken as an attempt at undue familiarity. However, they are used so as to avoid taking the name of 
older people even if they are of lower class and social status. This will become more clear in the 
following section on verbal interaction among educated Pakistanis. 
 
 
Interaction Among Educated Pakistanis 
 
As mentioned earlier, educated Pakistanis use English informally if they are highly Westernized and 
at home in that language but otherwise only in formal situations. Indeed, very often code-switching, 
the use of English with a Pakistani language which is generally Urdu, is an indication of informality 
and equality while the use of only English indicates distance. The following examples illustrate 
interaction among non-egalitarian institutions such as the officer corps of the armed forces. The 
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example given below is based upon a real conversation between a Pakistani colonel and a major in 
Rawalpindi in 1995 but the names have been changed. 
 
Example-4 
Major A: Assalam-o-alaikum, Sir [Peace be Upon You= a Muslim greeting in Arabic used by 

all Muslims] 
Colonel B: Valaikum Assalam [Response to the greeting] 
A: Colonel Khalid Sir, did you see the file on your table? 
B: I did. Will you tell the General that I will send it to him, Asad. 
A: I will, Sir, but General Abid wished to see you, Sir. 
B: Oh, all right. 
 
The above conversation follows British (Victorian) norms of appropriate subordinate-superior 
interaction which are still used in the armed forces, the bureaucracy and many other Pakistani 
hierarchical institutions. As the conversation does not use indigenous deference markers, the colonel 
is not called Colonel Sahib but Colonel+name+Sir. Similarly Sir is used by the subordinate whereas 
the superior (called senior in the armed forces and the bureaucracy as if it were only a matter of 
length of service which conceals the fact that the relationship is one of superiority of rank and not 
just one of years) uses the name of his subordinate without honorifics. This conversation was 
'appropriate' according to customs of service and the norms of a hierarchical society, in this case that 
of Pakistan, but the subordinate (A) did not think it was 'polite'. Other Pakistani recipients of the 
name or the T-forms of pronouns of address know that such behaviour from their superiors is 
'adequate' but they do not consider it polite2 
 
The following example is taken from a conversation in Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad. It has 
been edited slightly and the names of the interlocutors (Vice Chancellor B and Professor A) have 
been concealed. 
 
Example-5 
A: Assalam-o-alaikum, Doctor Sahib, How are you? 
B: Valaikum Assalam, Doctor Sahib. Thank you. I am fine. Aur aap ka mizaj kaisa hai? [And 

how are you?] 
A: Shukar hai, ji [I am grateful to God, ji] 
B: Doctor Sahib, if you could spare some time I wonder if we could discuss that case you sent 

in. 
A: Ji, Doctor Sahib. If you have time we could do it today. 
B: Ji. Today then at eleven. 
A: Thik hai [all right]. 
                                                 
2  These conversations were shown to 123 middle class, English- using Pakistanis in the military and the 

bureaucracy where seniors address juniors by first name but get `sir' in response. They were asked 
the following question: "kindly indicate how polite this conversation [the one given in the text] is by 
ticking one of the following responses. If you tick `adequate' it will mean that you do not think it 
especially polite or impolite but do consider it `normal' as such conversations go". The response was 
as follows:  

 Polite 11 
 Impolite  6 
 Adequate 92 
 Don't know 18 
  120 
NB: Three respondents chose not to reply at all. 
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The use of honorifics with the name, code-switching and the use of request forms for orders make this 
conversation 'very polite' in the eyes of A and all Pakistanis who hear it (When this conversation was 
repeated in a public lecture in the Sustainable Development Policy Institute , Islamabad on 19 October 
1993 all the twenty participants agreed it was polite. Since then hundreds of students have given the same 
response in 1994 and 1995 in Pakistan). Let us now take a third form of verbal interaction which is 
egalitarian, as is the conversation in Example-5) and 'polite' but only according to Western norms of 
politeness. It is taken almost verbatim from an NGO (Non-Government Organization) in Islamabad. 
Names have been changed and the conversation, which took place on 12 June 1995, has been edited. 
 
Example-6 
A: (a 25-year-old research assistant): Hello Kashif. 
B: (a 50-year-old senior scholar under whom A works): Hello Ali. How's life? 
A: Not bad. How's it with you? 
B: Surviving. But there was something I wanted to talk to you about. Let us sort out that business 

about that guy's lecture -- the one on poisonous rivers, remember? 
A: Yeah. Ashfaq's lecture. Let us do it now if you have time. 
B. No. Right now I am tied up. But noon is O.K. 
A: O.K. Bye. 
 
This conversation is egalitarian and 'relaxed' from the Western point of view but it breaks one of the 
strongest taboos of Pakistani society-- that of using the name of an older person. Not a single Pakistani, 
according to surveys A and B, addresses all older people by name alone (see Appendices A and B). In this 
example both interlocutors were comfortable with this usage because they had been exposed to the 
fashion of using the first name with colleagues, irrespective of age, in the West where they had been 
educated. In examples given later, interlocutors have resented the breaking of their internalized rules. 
Before seeing those examples, let us see how Pakistanis avoid using only the names when they wish to be 
polite. 
 
First, there is 'no-naming'. This is not much in evidence nowadays except in some conservative middle 
class families but in the last generation both wives and husbands would not call each other by name. 
Husbands would address their wives with reference to children (so-and-so's mother) as did wives or use 
some other evasive term of address. Wives often began with 'suniye' (listen) and referred to absent 
husbands as vo (he) or un (his). These terms were also used by men since they are also used for she and 
her. Strangers of the same age and apparently of the same class are often addressed as Ji even nowadays 
though such conversations cannot be carried out in this manner for long. The other strategy is to use 
Kinship Terms (KTs). The following figure illustrates how this is done: 
 
Figure-1 
KT  Addressee 
Uncle  Male of English-using senior generation  
Auntie  Female of English-using or middle class senior generation. 
Bahen  Sister. Used for any unrelated woman of the same generation. 
Bhabi  Brother's wife. Generally used for friend's wives. 
Baba  Father. Used for all old men of the working class. 
Khala  Mother's sister but used for female of non-English using senior generation. 
Masi  As above but generally for maid servants. 
Mai  Mother. Generally used for old maid servants. 
Chacha . Either one's father's brother or working class male of the senior generation. 
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All the indigenous KTs given above are generally used by children for servants. Even grown ups use them 
for working class people who may even be younger than them. For instance in the Pakistan Air Force not 
only young officer cadets in training institutions but middle aged officers call waiters and valets 'Chachu' 
(a form of Chacha=uncle) because not using the KT would be impolite. 
 
Some KTs are still in use among all sections of the English-using elite (such as Uncle and Aunty for 
people of the same class and senior generation) but others are becoming unfashionable in the avant garde 
section of this elite. which will be dealt with in detail later. 
 
 
Apologizing, Thanking and Requesting 
 
Apologies are acts, verbal or non-verbal, which make amends for an offense or inconvenience. According 
to Brown and Levinson they are acts of 'negative politeness' which is 'the heart of respect behaviour' 
(1987: 129). Since they serve to 'save face' i.e. reduce pain and gratify the addressee, they are also part of 
norms of politeness as defined here. In English the most common apologies are: 'sorry', 'beg your pardon', 
'excuse me' and their variants. The most common expression of gratitude is 'thank you' or 'thanks' while 
requests generally begin with 'please'. Since South Asians do not use equivalent expressions in all 
contexts according to the norms of the English-speaking world (Apte 1974), they have been stereotyped, 
at least in Britain, as abrupt and impolite by some observers (Gumperz 1978; Robert et. al. 1992). 
Obversely, Americans using Hindi or Marathi may be perceived as being 'overly effusive' (Apte 1974) or, 
which is more likely, simply 'foreign' and 'unnatural'. 
 
Among Pakistanis apologizing and thanking is done differently in formal and informal situations. Words, 
originating from Persian and Arabic and used in Urdu, are used only in the formal contexts and not 
among family and friends. With the latter, one may use body language and certain less formal words to 
thank and apologize. These words are given below: 
 
Figure-2 
English Term    Formal Term  Informal Signal 
     Mehrabani   Smile; nodding the head; 
Thank You    Shukriya   Raising right hand to brow. 
Thanks     Inayat  
 
Apologizing is done as follows: 
 
Figure-3 
English Term    Formal Term  Informal Signal 
Sorry Afsos hai (I regret) Contrite smile; expression of 
Excuse me Ma'af Kijiye (Pardon me) concern; putting hand on  

 the person's shoulder; 
 saying: 'lagi to nahin' 

 Ma' af farmaiye (hope you aren't hurt) 
  (as above) 
 
 
 
 



Cultural Invasion and Linguistic Politeness Among English-using Pakistanis 

 12 

Requesting is done as given in Figure-4 below: 
 

Figure-4 
English Term    Formal Term   Informal Signal 
Please barai mehrabani (if you A requesting smile on the 
 would be so kind); face; 
  zara ('a little') 
Kindly Takleef to ho gi (it will supplicating wave of 
 cause inconvenience) hand. 
 Takleef Ma'af (as above) 
 
Thus a request to pass the sugar in Urdu could take the following informal form: 
(1) Zara shakar to dijiye ( a little sugar do give) 

which is translatable as 'please pass the sugar'. 
 

Pashto-speakers often say: 
(2) Lug chae raora (a little tea bring) 

which is translatable as 'please bring some tea'. 
 
The terms zara and lug, both meaning 'little', appear to minimise the effort which the addressee is being 
asked to make. This gives the impression that the order is not an imposition and is hence construed as a 
request in the cultural milieu of all Pakistani languages.  
 
The children of the English-using elite, or at least the children of most people who use English informally 
and have had much exposure to it, are taught to use English expressions -- sorry, please, thank you -- 
nowadays. According to Appendix A, 36 percent educated Pakistanis use these expressions while among 
the children of the Westernized elite, 60 percent use them (Appendix B, Question 12). Even this seems to 
be an understatement because some respondents might have felt that their nationalistic pride was being 
questioned or that different terms are used in different languages whereas, in fact, people might be 
spontaneously using the English terms. The formal Urdu terms given earlier are considered too formal 
and unfamiliar whereas the informal signals are not perceived as being expressive of politeness or, at 
least, not to the degree words are (Appendices A & B: Questions 13 & 15). Not only parents but elitist 
schools too encourage their children to use the English expressions (observation and interviews of twenty 
teachers of English-medium schools in Islamabad). Indeed, so widespread is the use of English 
expressions among educated Pakistanis that many people, who are obviously not fluent speakers of 
English, use 'please' and 'sorry' in Pakistani cities (52 percent according to Appendix A: Q. 11 and 88 
percent among the Westernized elite according to Appendix B: Q. 13). Another instance of borrowing 
from English is the use 'mind' (in the sense of 'being offended') and 'bore', 'bored' and their derivatives. 
Educated people often use the word 'mind' in Urdu and other Pakistani languages (apne mind to nahin 
kiya= I hope you did not mind) as well as bore (vo bara bore hai= He/ She is a bore). In a word then the 
use of indigenous expressions, except on the most formal Urdu-using occasions, is on the decline among 
English-using Pakistanis. This is an instance of cultural invasion expressed through language but it is not 
as disruptive of internalized rules of politeness as the 'name only' invasion to which we come now. 
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The Name-Only Cultural Invasion 
 
While the Westernized elite has brought in changes in the address system of educated Pakistanis, as 
mentioned earlier, it is only recently that the taboo against using only the name of one's equals or seniors 
in age has been broken. As the number of people who use the 'name only' where most educated Pakistanis 
still use honorifics or KTs, I interviewed all those who did so. The results used here are from structured 
interviews of 25 people on the basis of a questionnaire described in Appendix B. While none of them said 
they used only the names of all older people, they did show a bias towards dispensing with titles in actual 
behaviour if they could do so. Only 32 percent said they would prefer to address older colleagues and 
others by name, but 48 percent said they would prefer to do so if the respondent had the kind of lifestyle 
and personality which would allow them to do so. When asked to explain this, some of them agreed that 
they would not use the name of obviously traditionalist elderly people. In practice, however, it was 
observed that most of them did not even try to use the names of powerful government functionaries, 
preferring to experiment with first names only with people who were somewhat Westernized and 
unintimidating. In short, the first name was used more readily when there was less apparent cost of 
breaking a social taboo than when there was such cost. It was done from a position of strength rather than 
from that of weakness. 
 
Apart from these unstructured interviews and observation the following examples, abstracted from several 
such instances, are presented. The following example is from an NGO in Islamabad in which a young 
man of twenty five (A) introduced a 55-year-old scholar (B) in a public lecture as follows: 
 
Example-7 
A: Hi 
B: Salam alaikum 
A: Salam alaikum. I am Najib. I was sent by Ali to welcome you for the lecture. 
B: Thank you. My name is Salim Ullah. I believe I am a little early for the lecture? 
A: Oh that's fine Salim. I'll tell Ali you are here and you can have a cup of tea by the time we are 

ready to start. 
 
A, who was a student of the present author, said that he felt very uncomfortable about not using A's title 
or sahib after his name but he had been constantly told to use only names by his seniors in that particular 
organization. They told him it was more 'relaxing' though he always felt embarrassed when he did it to 
people like B. B felt he had reconciled himself to these 'modern' conventions in the West but that he still 
did no think it was 'polite'. However, he also said that he was 'rather old fashioned' and that in 'upper class 
company' first names were the norm. 
 
The examples which follow are based upon many real conversations in several cities of Pakistan. They 
illustrate the norms governing the use and non-use of KTs with family friends and acquaintances. The 
first example is from rather conventional conventional English-using people. A is an army officer, B is a 
physician and C is his wife.: 

 
Example-8 
A: Salam alaikum, Doctor Sahib. Salam alaikum, Bhabi. Please come in. 
B: Salam alaikum, Colonel Sahib. 
C: Valaikum Salam, Bhai. Kya Bhabi bhi hain (Greetings Brother. Is Brother's wife at home?) 
A: Ji, ji. [yes, yes] 
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Now let us look at another example in which A is a highly educated consultant with an American agency 
in Islamabad, B is his friend who works in the World Bank and C is his wife. All of them are highly 
exposed to Western norms and have lived in English-speaking cultures for some time at least. 
 
Example-9 
A: Hi, Javed, how are you? 
B: Hi. Let me introduce my wife, Nasreen, to you. We came to see you and Shahla. 
A: Pleased to meet you, Nasreen. 
C: Pleased to meet you. Is Shahla in? 
A: Yes. Do come in. 
 
In Example-8 the Pakistani norms of politeness were not broken because the woman called her husband's 
friend bhai and was addressed as bhabi in return (In Appendix A: Q. 8 at least 73 percent people used 
these KTs). In Example-9 the first name was used. However, the behaviour of the interlocutors in 
Example-9 is far from usual because most educated Pakistanis still use some KTs for unrelated males and 
females.(Appendix B: Questions 9&10 suggest that over 71 percent men and 45 percent women use only 
names) In the army circles Bhabi, which was ubiquitous, is being replaced by bahen (sister) but first 
names are very rarely used by men towards their colleagues wives or vice versa. This particular taboo 
derives from the idea that if one used the name of an unrelated female or male without an honorific or a 
KT, one saw them as possible sexual partners. Hence, females were addressed as beti (daughter) if they 
were from the younger generation, mother or aunt if they were from the senior generation and bahen or 
bhabi if they were roughly from the same generation.  
 
Out of the Westernized elite those who did say that they preferred to use names without honorifics 
sometimes said that it was more 'democratic'. When confronted with the reciprocal use of honorifics they 
agreed that it too could be equally egalitarian and democratic. However, more than 45 percent of them 
said that names without honorifics were more 'relaxed' and 54 percent said that they 'facilitated better 
communication' (Appendix B: Q.8). Some simply found the Pakistani norms old fashioned but did not say 
so in the interview situation. At least some were committed to the promotion of 'a wider spread of 
informal terms on an egalitarian basis' like young Germans and other Europeans mentioned by Braun 
(1988: 28) but did not say why they found indigenous norms less egalitarian. As in most cases of this 
kind, the atypical address system is mostly symptomatic of the thinking of the addresser just as the use of 
beradaer/ xahaer (brother/ sister) in Iran, being 'mainly used by those who supported the policy and the 
religious attitude of the' Islamic revolutionary regime are 'markers of the speaker's political standpoint' 
(Braun 1988: 27). In Pakistan such usage symbolizes a modernist, Western lifestyle. 
 
Another aspect of the use of Western norms of politeness in Pakistan is that they serve as class-markers. 
They are the identity label of the English-educated, fashionable, modern and self-consciously elitist class 
which is much more highly exposed to English and is much more affluent and powerful than other middle 
class educated Pakistanis who still adhere to certain indigenous norms of politeness. This aspect also 
connects with power. As mentioned earlier, these norms are not used by a besieged or embattled minority 
as among leftist students in modern Europe or among the Quakers who tried to use 'thou' with everyone. 
They are used in fashionable meetings among such highly educated and socially well connected people 
that the addressee has no choice but to acquiesce to them. In any case, though one may agree with Becker 
that as 'individuals move from one context to another .they may be observed shedding old values and 
adopting new. more situationally appropriate ones' (Becker 1964 as given in Barnes 1988: 28), it must be 
suggested that such a change may not always be free from distress or humiliation. Moreover, the context 
producing such a change must be one of such power that resistance against it is either pointless or 
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unacceptable costly. The norms of those who are seen as more powerful, fashionable, sophisticated or 
better are much more difficult to resist than those of weaker or supposedly less civilized people. 
Moreover norms which appear to be egalitarian, humble, democratic or progressive are also very difficult 
to resist. Thus it is very difficult for a Pakistani, however much he or she prefers indigenous norms, to 
insist on addressing people with honorifics and demanding the same in turn either in the West or among 
Westernized Pakistanis. Indeed, it would be impossible, without looking incredibly pompous and fatuous, 
to tell people that one desires to be addressed as 'Mister' or 'Doctor' when everyone else says that they 
prefer the first name only. The point, then, is that norms are held together as long as there is a tacit, or 
sometimes acknowledged, consensus on adhering to them. That consensus is being attacked by the 
Westernized elite from a position of strength. That is why the use of the name without honorifics is an act 
of cultural invasion rather than one of humility, egalitarianism and informality which it is made out to be 
by members of the Westernized elite. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This article defines politeness as the use of verbal and non-verbal signals which gratify the addressee. 
This makes it possible to suggest that new or foreign norms of politeness which do not gratify, or which 
cause pain , to the addressee are impolite for him/ her. In Pakistan new norms of politeness come from the 
West and are promoted by the avant garde of the Westernized elite. This elite, having been first created 
by the British as an imperialist policy, devalues indigenous norms of politeness, replacing them at times 
with Western ones. Thus a number of indigenous titles and other expressions have been devalued. 
Recently the expressions for thanking, apologizing and requesting are increasingly being taken from 
English. Among the avant garde of the elite the Pakistani taboo against using the name without honorifics 
of older people or casual acquaintances, colleagues etc. is also being replaced with the Western 
convention of using more 'first names'. This is an act of cultural imperialism because it is imposed from a 
position of strength, ignores the feelings of addressees and implies disrespect for indigenous values. 
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Appendix A 
 
 
The following questionnaire was filled in by people between the ages of 25 and 60 in private, government and 
semi-government organizations in Karachi, Islamabad-Rawalpindi, Lahore, Peshawar, Hyderabad and Quetta 
between July to September 1996. The only criteria for handing out the questionnaires were that the respondent 
should be educated (at least up to the bachelor's level) and should be in a job where the official written work is 
carried out in English or English and some other Pakistani language. As most English-users are concentrated in 
the above cities, in the order given above, questionnaires too were issued in a descending order. Initially 300 
questionnaires were distributed in as many organizations as possible and among volunteering military officers. 
Only 160 were returned and 30 were not filled out properly. Eventually, out of the questionnaires filled out 
properly, 25 were picked out at randomly out of the Karachi ones; 25 from Islamabad-Rawalpindi ones; 20 out 
of Lahore; 15 from Peshawar; 10 from Hyderabad and 5 from Quetta. The total was brought up to 100 so that 
the numbers given below also represent percentages. 
 
The first part of the questionnaire, which was personal, is not being reproduced for brevity. It indicates that 
most of the respondents were men (85 percent), earning incomes between Rs. 3, 500 to Rs. 100, 000 per 
month. Most respondents, however, earned an average of Rs. 9000 per month only. Although the 
questionnaires were filled out in all the major cities of Pakistan, they do not represent the ethnic composition of 
the country. This is because the English-using elite has few speakers of Balochi, Brahvi and even Sindhi 
compared to those of Punjabi and Urdu. The second part of the questionnaire is being reproduced below: 

 
 

Questionnaire A (Answers to Part 2) 
 
Q.1. Tick which language you mostly speak at home. Please tick only one response. Option (c) can be 

ticked only if you speak English and some other language equally i.e.if you are unable to decide which 
you speak most of the time. If you tick 'Other' indicate which one. 

(a) English 5 percent. 
(b) Other Pakistani language 7 
(c) English and Other Pakistani language 15 
(d) Other 2 
Note: One of the 'Others' was Bengali and the other was German. 
 
Q.2. Tick which language you mostly speak among your friends and social acquaintances. All the 

instructions given above also apply here. 
(a) English 8 percent. 
(b) Other Pakistani language 75 
(c) English and Other Pakistani language 17 
(d) Other Nil 
 
Q. 3. Tick which language do you mostly speak among your colleagues at work. All the instructions given 

in Q.1 also apply here. 
(a) English 9 
(b) Other Pakistani language 60 
(c) English and Other Pakistani language equally 30 
(d)  Other 1 

The one 'Other' language was French. 
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Q.4. Do you usually address older, unrelated people by their names only or do you address them by 
using some term for respect before or after their names (examples are kinship terms such as 
Uncle, Aunty, Chacha; titles such as Mister, Doctor etc and terms such as sahib, sahiba and ji 
which people use after names). 

(a) Name only Nil 
(b) Some term of respect 78 
(c)  Both-- depending on person and occasion 21 
(d)  Don't know 2 
 
Q.5 Do you usually address older colleagues by their names only or do you use some term of respect 

with their names? 
(a)  Name only 5 percent 
(b)  Some term of respect 63 
(c)  Both-- depending on person and occasion 30 
(d)  Don't know 2 
 
Q.6. Do you prefer to address people roughly in the same age group whom you have met socially or 

professionally by their name only or would you prefer to use some term of respect before and 
after their names as given above. 

(a)  Name only 9 percent 
(b)  Some term of respect 80 
(c)  Don't know 11 
Note: The high number of 'Don't knows' probably indicates that preference was not easy to determine or 

the question was not easy to answer. 
 
Q. 7 How do you prefer to be addressed by people you meet professionally and colleagues 

(irrespective of age)? 
(a)  Name only 9 
(b)  Some term of respect with name 70 
(c)  Don't care 3 
(d)  Don't know 12 
Note: The question was difficult to answer, but if options like 'depends from occasion to occasion' had 

been given the responses would have been more ambiguous as a pilot study indicated earlier. 
 
Q.8. If you are a man, how do you mostly address the wives of your friends? If you are a woman, how 

do your husband, brother or close male acquaintances do so? 
(a) Bhabi (bother's wife) 62 
(b) Bahen (sister) 11 
(c)  Mrs. So-and-So 1 
(d)  Name 9 
(e)  Differs so much from friend to friend that  
 one cannot be sure 13 
(f)  Don't know 4 
 
Q. 9. Which is the most common term for thanking people among educated Pakistanis whether 

speaking English or some Pakistani language or a mixture of both? 
(a)  Thank you or Thanks 36 percent 
(b)  Mehrabani  32 
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(c)  Shukriya 25 
(d)  Inayat  2 
(e)  Other Nil 
(f)  Don't know 5 
 
Q.10. Out of the terms given below which one, in your opinion, should be taught to children for 

thanking people among educated Pakistanis whether speaking English, a mixture of English and 
some other Pakistani language or some Pakistani language? 

(a)  Thank You 21 
(b)  Thanks 5 
(c)  Shukriya 40 
(d)  Mehrabani  30 
(e)  Inayat  Nil 
(f)  Other 3 
(g) Don't know 1 
Note: Among 'Others' were two instances of jaza kallah [Let God reward you] used by identity-conscious 

Muslims. There was also a variant of 'Mehrabani' in an indigenous language. 
 
Q.11. Which is the most common term for apologizing among educated Pakistanis (say if someone collides 

with somebody by mistake). If you tick 'Other' mention which. 
(a). 'Excuse me' and 'sorry' according to occasion 52 percent 
(b) 'I beg your pardon' and 'pardon me' 5  
(c) 'Ma'af kijiye'  20 
(d) "Takleef ma' af' 13 
(e) Other 10 
Note: Among 'Other' were 'lagi to nahin' [hope you are not hurt]; ghalti ma' af [pardon the mistake]. 
 
Q. 12. Which is the most common term for making requests among educated Pakistanis (say for asking for a 

cup of tea) whether speaking English or other Pakistani languages or both at the same time. 
(a) Please 60 percent 
(b) 'Barae mehrabani' 'mehrabani ho gi agar . ' 25 
(c) Takleef to ho gi magar or 'Agar takleeef na ho to' 17 
(d) Other 8 
(e) Don't know Nil 
Note: Those who ticked (d) generally gave variants of (b) 'Mehrabani kar ke', 'barae shukriya', 'inayat ho 

gi', 'nawazish ho gi' etc. All of them mean 'with thanks'. or 'it would be kind of you if .'. 
 
Q.13. Sometimes Pakistanis express the idea of being sorry, apologetic or grateful only through certain 

expressions of the face and words which do not appear to mean those ideas (for example one may say 
in Urdu 'Zara chae dijiye'= a little tea give. Here zara is being used for please because one is saying 'I 
do not want to make you do something difficult. I want to ask you to make only a little effort). What 
do you think of this informal way of expressing politeness. 

(a) As polite as formal terms 5 percent 
(b) Less polite than formal terms 57 
(c) Gestures can be misunderstood 6 
(d) Words are used among all civilized nations 30 
(e) Don't know 2 
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Appendix B 
 
 
The following questionnaire served as the basis of structured interviews of 25 respondents who had been 
observed using the names of people on social occasions and workplaces where most educated Pakistanis 
would use honorifics. Part 1, which is not being reproduced, indicates that all of the respondents were 
fluent users of English. They were between the ages of 23 to 54 and their average income was Rs. 25, 000 
per month. Part 2 is being reproduced below. The figures on the left are numbers out of 25 unless 
otherwise indicated. Those on the right are percentages. There were 11 women in the sample which is a 
higher number than the average in a random sample of educated Pakistanis. Time period: July to August 
1997. 
 
Q.1. Which language do you mostly speak at home. Please choose option (c) only if you speak English 

and some other language equally to the extent where you cannot decide which you speak more. 
(a) English 13 56 percent 
(b) Some Pakistani language 5 20 
(c) English and a Pakistani language equally 6 24 
(d) Other 1 4 
Note: The 'Other' was Persian. It can, however, be considered a Pakistani language being used by some 

people in Baluchistan. 
 
Q.2. Which language do you mostly speak among your friends. Option (c) can be used as above. 
(a) English 15 60 
(b) Some Pakistani language 2 8 
(c) English and some other Pakistani language equally 8 32 
(d) Other Nil 0 
 
Q.3. Which language do you mostly speak with your colleagues at work. Option (c) can be used as 

above. 
(a) English 16 64 
(b) Some Pakistani language 3 12 
(c) English and some Pakistani language equally Nil 0 
 
Q.4. You were observed addressing people (the occasion was described if necessary) with their (first) 

name only without using honorifics (some honorifics generally used are sahib, sahiba, or titles 
such as Doctor, Mister). Is this how you normally address everybody on all occasions irrespective 
of age? 

(a) Yes Nil 0 
(b) No 25 100 
 
Q.5. Would you, prefer to address colleagues, even if older than you, as well as people you come 

across professionally, by their name only or would you rather use honorifics? 
(a) Name only 8 32 percent 
(b) Name+ honorific 4 16 
(c) Depends on the person's personality and lifestyle 12 48 
(d) Don't know 1 4 
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Q.6. Do you prefer to address people roughly in your own age group whom you have met socially or 
professionally but are not intimate friends, by their first names or would you like to use honorifics 
with their names? 

(a) Name only 11 44 
(b) Name+Honorific 1 4 
(c) Depends on the person's lifestyle and personality 13 52 
(d) Don't know Nil 0 
 
Q.7. How would you like to be addressed by colleagues and people you meet professionally 

irrespective of age? 
(a) Name only 17 68 
(b) Name+honorific 2 8 
(c) Don't Care 2 8 
(d) Don't know 4 16 
Note: The option 'As the occasion demands' was not given since a pilot survey indicated that it would 

not bring out ostensible preferences. The 'don't knows', however, argued that occasion and 
personality would influence their preference which would be situational and not absolute. 

 
Q.8. What are your reasons for preferring to use only the name of colleagues and business 

acquaintances and not honorifics with their name? 
(a) It is relaxed 5 out of 11 45.45 %  
(b) It facilitates better communication 6 out of 11 54.54 
(c) It is modern Nil 0 
(d) It is fashionable Nil 0 
(e) Don't know Nil 0 
Note: Only those 11 who had said they would prefer to use names only in reply to Q. 6 were asked. 
 
Q.9. How do you mostly address the wives of your friends? Only the 14 men answered this question. 

The percentages on the right are out of 14. 
(a) Bhabi  1 7.14 
(b) Bahen  Nil 0 
(c) Mrs So-and-So Nil 0 
(d) Name 10 71.42 
(e) Differs so much from friend to friend that one cannot be sure 3 21.42 
(f) Don't know Nil 0 
 
Q.10. How do you mostly address the friends of your husband? [Only the 11 women answered this 

question]. The percentages on the right are out of 11. 
(a) Bhai  2 18.18 
(b) Mr. So-and-So (or other honorific) Nil 0 
(c) Name only 5 45.45 
(d) Differs from friend to friend so one cannot be sure 4 36.36 
(e) Don't know Nil 0 
 
Q.11. Which one term should be taught to children for thanking people among educated Pakistanis. 
(a) Thank you or Thanks 8 32 
(b) Shukriya  6 24 
(c) Mehrabani Nil 0 
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(d) Inayat Nil 0 
(e) Other 5 20 
(f) Don't know 6 24 
Note: Those who said 'Other' and 'Don't know' explained that they would change their preference as the 

language and occasion demanded. 
 
Q.12. Which is the most common term used for thanking people among the children you come across 

socially irrespective of the language they are speaking at that time? 
(a) Thank you and Thanks. 15 60 percent 
(b) Shukriya  4 16 
(c) Mehrabani Nil 0 
(d) Inayat Nil 0 
(e) Other 5 20 
(f) Don't know 1 4 
Note: Those who said 'Other' and 'Don't know' said that most children did not use any term till reminded 

by their parents or teachers. Some said that they did not understand whether coming across 
children meant children in villages or the children of servants who did not use English at all. 
When told that the intended meaning was the children of educated Pakistanis of their social circle, 
3 respondents said that they probably would say 'Thank you' but only because of prompting. 

 
Q.13. Which is the most common term for apologizing among educated Pakistanis you come across 

socially (say if someone collides with somebody by mistake). 
(a) 'Excuse me' and 'Sorry' according to occasion 22 88 percent 
(b) 'Pardon me' and 'I beg your pardon' 2 8 
(c) Ma' af kijiye or ma' af farmaye  Nil 0 
(d) Other 1 4 
Note: The respondent who said 'Other' argued that Urdu terms were used in certain contexts. 
 
Q.14. Which is the most common term for making requests among educated Pakistanis you know 

socially (say for asking for a cup of tea)? 
(a) Please 21 84 percent 
(b) Barae Mehrabani, mehrabani ho gi, barae karam  2 8 
(c) Agar takleef na ho to etc Nil 0 
(d) Other 2 8 
Note: Those who said 'Other' explained that in certain contexts Urdu terms were used. This is probably 

what was in the mind of those who answered (b). 
 


