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A WAY WITH WORDS 
THE INFLUENCE OF LANGUAGE USE ON NATIONAL PERCEPTIONS 

RevaMarine Robinson and Sandra Zimmermann 

1. Introduction 

The English language is spoken natively by over 300 million people across six continents 
(Gordon, 2005), and given that each individual has his or her own idiolect, it is 

inevitable that a great degree of variation exists. However, according to linguists Quirk 
and Stein (1990), the reason that English has persisted as a single language is due to 

the duality of speakers’ linguistic identities: ―Besides (and without rejecting) a uniquely 
personal or local identity, we learn to acquire a sense of identity with a wider group—
such as the nation‖ (p. 29). Viewed from this perspective, in conjunction with Social 

Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979)—in which the psychological basis for social 
grouping is defined—it follows that English speakers from various countries will use 
language as a tool by which intergroup biases are reinforced. For example, let us turn 

to the dynamic between Canada, the United States and England: Both Canada and the 
United States are former British colonies, and therefore all use English as their 
dominant languages; however, the social and political culture of these countries differs 

greatly. Cultural differences directly correspond to differences in language use, and 
variation is in turn interpreted by listeners as markers of social identity. 

In this paper, we argue that variation in language use among native English speakers 

from Canada, the United States and Great Britain informs our perceptions of Canadians, 
Americans and Britons. We predict that Britons will be the most direct in language use, 
and therefore be considered curt; Americans will be neutral in their language use 

(alternately direct and indirect), and be considered aggressive; and Canadians will be 
the least direct in their language, and therefore be considered the most polite.  The 

discussion of our research is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a brief overview 
of speech acts, namely, what constitutes ―direct‖ and ―indirect‖ speech,1 and how these 
are perceived by listeners. Section 3.1 describes our methodology for gathering data, 

which are then analyzed in Section 3.2. In Section 3.3 we briefly describe the use of 
profanity (or lack thereof) among the various groups, the impact it has on listener 
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2. Defining Speech Acts 

According to Searle (1969), speech acts are defined as linguistic events that are 

composed of several layers:  

a) the utterance itself,  
b) the reference and proposition expressed in the utterance, and 

c) the intention of the utterance (or its compliance-gaining strategy), for 
example, demand, request, assertion, etc. 

Each of these components coalesces to form the basis of interpretation in discourse. 

Aside from these foundational elements, other factors exercise influence over 
interpretation, such as 
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Furthermore, Figure 2, below, illustrates that in circumstances where the intention of 
the speech act relates to some physical need (for example, one is being stepped on, or 

one would like to sit down), Americans are likeliest to use the most direct language.  
Direct illocution in circumstances of physical need is the expected result because, as 
Brown and Levinson (1987:69) point out, the purpose of direct speech acts is maximal 

efficiency
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intensifier. Speakers’ use of profanity, Bradac argues, correlates to a reduced evaluation 
of them by others. 

The participants in this survey completed a series of six questions pertaining to their 
individual use of profanity and their expectations of its use, both in their home countries 
and abroad. We also made the distinction between discourse among friends and among 

strangers because any such differences indicate a willingness to adjust language (which 
may in itself be considered more polite). In reporting their own use of profanity among 
friends, Canadians say they use the least (see Table 1); Americans tend to use 

profanity more for emphasis, but 20% also say that when among friends, they use 
obscenities frequently. Britons who are among friends are the most apt to use 

profanity, as 40% report frequent use. The most noticeable, and perhaps most 
relevant, differences in usage occur when people are among strangers: 70% of 
Canadians say they never use profanity among strangers (see Table 2), 60% of Britons 

say the same, but only 50% of Americans avoid profanity when among strangers. 

 

Table 1: Use of profanity among friends, by nationality of respondent 

Nationality Never Occasionally Frequently 

Americans 0% 80% 20% 

Britons 0% 60% 40% 

Canadians 20% 80% 0% 

 

 

Table 2: Use of profanity among strangers, by nationality of respondent 

Nationality Never  Occasionally  

Americans 50% 50% 

Britons 60% 40% 

Canadians 70% 30% 

 

 

This discrepancy in use among strangers is meaningful in that we now have valuable 
insights into why Canadians (50%), Britons (70%) and Americans themselves (80%) 

say they expect Americans to use the most profanity.
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3.4 Directness and Nationality 

Attitudes towards speakers and their ways of speaking clearly come into play when we 

analyze the responses regarding national perceptions. In our survey we asked 
participants to indicate which nationalities they perceived to be the least and most 
aggressive as well as the least and most linguistically direct. The responses regarding 

aggressiveness strongly correlate to responses regarding directness: Of respondents 
who say they find Canadians to be least aggressive, the largest group (36.6%) also 
believe Canadians use the least direct language.  Of respondents who say Americans 

are the most aggressive, the largest group (40%) also say that they are the most 
direct.    

4. Conclusion 




