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Abstract: This study investigates the relationship between verbal aspect and politeness
strategies in English conversational discourse. While verbal aspect has traditionally been
examined as a grammatical category expressing temporal structure, and politeness has been
studied as a pragmatic mechanism for managing interpersonal relations, little attention has
been paid to their intersection. The study aims to analyze how English aspectual forms
function as pragmatic resources in polite communication. A qualitative discourse-analytic
design was adopted. Data were drawn from naturally occurring spoken interactions in the
Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English and from scripted dialogues in
contemporary English-language television dramas, including The Crown, Succession, and
Fleabag. Utterances were analyzed according to aspectual type, speech act classification, and
politeness strategy. The findings demonstrate that aspectual choices systematically contribute
to politeness functions. The progressive aspect was frequently associated with mitigation and
indirectness in requests and suggestions, the perfect aspect with responsibility and relevance
in apologies, and the perfect progressive with sustained emotional involvement in complaints.
The study argues that English verbal aspect functions not only semantically but also
pragmatically as a resource for managing face, distance, and interpersonal alignment. These
findings contribute to theories of aspect and politeness and have implications for pragmatic
competence in English language teaching.
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INTRODUCTION

Verbal aspect in English encodes the internal temporal structure of events, including
duration, completion, repetition, and continuity. Traditional linguistic studies have examined
aspect primarily from semantic and syntactic perspectives (Comrie, 1976; Binnick, 1991). At
the same time, politeness has been extensively explored within pragmatics, particularly
through the framework proposed by Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson, who
conceptualized politeness as a system of strategies for mitigating face-threatening acts.

Previous research on politeness has concentrated mainly on lexical and syntactic devices
such as modal verbs, hedges, interrogative structures, and politeness markers like “please.”
However, the pragmatic role of grammatical aspect has received comparatively little
attention. Although some studies have observed that progressive and perfect forms may
contribute to indirectness or interpersonal stance, aspect has not been systematically
analyzed as a politeness resource.

701



MexxayHapoHbIA Hay4YHbIH KypHaJ Ne 44 (100),4actb 1
«Hay4HbIN UMITyJIBCY» Anpensb, 2026

This study addresses that gap by examining how speakers employ aspectual forms in
conversational interaction to achieve politeness effects. The research focuses on four English
aspectual categories: simple, progressive, perfect, and perfect progressive. Particular
attention is paid to their role in requests, apologies, suggestions, and complaints.

The study aims to analyze how English verbal aspect functions as a pragmatic tool within
politeness strategies in conversational discourse.

The research is guided by the following questions:

1. How are English aspectual forms distributed across different speech acts?

2. What politeness functions are associated with progressive, perfect, and perfect
progressive constructions?

3. How does aspectual choice contribute to mitigation, indirectness, and interpersonal
positioning?

The study is theoretically grounded in politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987),
speech act theory (Searle, 1976), aspect theory (Comrie, 1976; Binnick, 1991), and pragmatic
approaches to contextual meaning (Yule, 1996).

Methods.

Research Design. The study employed a qualitative, descriptive, discourse-analytic
design. Since politeness is highly context-dependent and interactional, qualitative analysis
was considered more appropriate than a purely quantitative approach. The study prioritized
contextual interpretation of utterances and their interpersonal functions in discourse.

Data Sources. The data consisted of spoken conversational dialogue from two primary
sources:

1. Naturally occurring spoken interactions drawn from the Santa Barbara Corpus of
Spoken American English.

2. Scripted conversational exchanges from contemporary English-language television
dramas, including The Crown, Succession, and Fleabag.

Approximately four hours of spoken interaction were analyzed. Scripted dialogues were
included because they reflect native-speaker intuitions regarding pragmatically appropriate
communication and frequently reproduce naturally occurring conversational patterns.

All dialogues were transcribed orthographically with attention to turn-taking structure
and sequential organization.

Data Analysis. The analysis was conducted in four stages.

First, all aspectual forms were identified and categorized into four types:

e simple aspect,

e progressive aspect,

e perfect aspect,

e perfect progressive aspect.

Second, utterances were classified according to Speech Act Theory using John Searle’s
taxonomy of speech acts, including assertives, directives, commissives, expressives, and
declaratives.
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Third, politeness strategies were coded according to the framework developed by
Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson:

¢ bald on-record,

e positive politeness,

* negative politeness,

e off-record strategies.

Finally, aspectual forms were compared across speech acts and politeness strategies in
order to identify recurring pragmatic patterns.

Contextual interpretation was central throughout the analysis. The pragmatic meaning
of aspectual choices was interpreted in relation to speaker intention, participant
relationships, degree of imposition, and discourse sequence.

Results.

Aspect and Politeness Correlation. The analysis revealed a strong relationship between
aspectual choice and politeness function. The progressive aspect frequently appeared in
indirect and mitigated speech acts, especially requests and suggestions. In contrast, simple
aspect forms tended to occur in more direct utterances.

For example:

e Simple aspect: “You need to move your car.”

* Progressive aspect: “lI was wondering if you might need to move your car.”

The progressive construction reduced directness and softened the imposition of the
request.

Aspect in Requests. Requests showed a particularly high frequency of progressive
constructions, especially past progressive forms such as:

e “| was wondering...”

e “l'was hoping...”

These forms introduced temporal distancing and reduced the force of the directive.
Direct requests in simple forms appeared less frequently in contexts involving unequal social
status or higher interpersonal distance.

Aspect in Apologies. Apologies frequently employed the perfect aspect:

e “| have made a mistake.”

e “I've forgotten to call you back.”

The perfect form emphasized present relevance and ongoing responsibility for past
actions. Compared with the simple past (“I made a mistake”), the perfect construction
signaled greater interpersonal engagement.

Aspect in Suggestions. Suggestions commonly combined progressive forms with modal
verbs:

e “| was thinking you might want to arrive earlier.”

e “We’ve been considering another approach.”

These constructions framed suggestions as tentative and collaborative rather than
authoritative.
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Aspect in Complaints. Complaints frequently contained perfect progressive forms:

e “I have been waiting for twenty minutes.”

e “We’ve been trying to contact you since Tuesday.”

The perfect progressive highlighted duration and persistence, portraying the speaker as
patient and reasonable while emphasizing accumulated inconvenience.

Pragmatic Functions. Four recurring pragmatic functions were identified:

e Mitigation — reducing the force of face-threatening acts.

e Softening — minimizing emotional or evaluative harshness.

e Emotional involvement marking — expressing speaker stance and emotional
investment.

e Temporal distancing — creating psychological distance between speaker and
utterance.

Discussion.

The findings suggest that aspectual choice in English serves important interpersonal
functions beyond temporal reference. The progressive aspect contributes to politeness
primarily through indirectness and temporariness. By presenting an action or intention as
ongoing rather than fixed, speakers reduce the force of directives and avoid excessive
imposition.

Past progressive constructions such as “l was wondering” create additional distancing
effects. Although the speaker’s intention exists in the present moment, the use of past
marking softens the utterance and increases politeness. This supports the negative politeness
strategies described by Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson.

The perfect aspect was strongly associated with apologies and justifications. Its
pragmatic role extends beyond temporal meaning by establishing current relevance and
accountability. In apologetic contexts, speakers use the perfect aspect not merely to report
past events but to acknowledge their continuing interpersonal consequences.

The perfect progressive showed a specialized function in complaints. By emphasizing
duration and sustained effort, speakers construct themselves as patient and reasonable while
implicitly highlighting the hearer’s failure to respond appropriately.

These findings extend previous work on aspect and politeness by demonstrating
systematic correspondences between particular aspectual forms and specific speech acts. The
study also supports the view that grammatical categories can perform significant pragmatic
functions in conversational interaction.

The results have implications for English language teaching. Traditional ESL instruction
presents aspect mainly as a temporal system, often neglecting its interpersonal meanings.
Consequently, learners may produce grammatically correct but pragmatically inappropriate
utterances. Integrating aspectual politeness functions into language instruction could
improve learners’ communicative competence and sociolinguistic awareness.

Conclusion
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This study examined the relationship between English verbal aspect and politeness
strategies in conversational discourse. The findings indicate that aspectual forms function not
only as markers of temporal structure but also as pragmatic resources for managing
interpersonal relations.

The progressive aspect was frequently associated with mitigation and indirectness in
requests and suggestions. The perfect aspect commonly appeared in apologies and
expressions of responsibility, while the perfect progressive specialized in complaints and
justifications involving duration and persistence.

The study demonstrates that aspectual choice contributes systematically to politeness
strategies in English interaction. These findings expand existing theories of aspect and
politeness by showing that grammatical forms participate actively in pragmatic meaning-
making.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The dataset was relatively limited in size
and focused exclusively on English conversational discourse. Future research could
investigate larger spoken corpora, institutional interactions, and cross-linguistic comparisons.
Experimental studies may also explore whether hearers consistently perceive aspectual
variation as a politeness cue.
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