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This study explores the speech act of congratulation in university gradua-
tion notebooks, a new communicative context in Jordan. Using the concept
of the pragmeme as a situated speech act, a total of 1064 congratulatory mes-
sages, found in 35 notebooks, were analyzed. The analysis demonstrated
that the cultural concept of baraka ‘blessing’ plays a central role in the Ara-
bic congratulation speech act. Embedded in its production are other speech
acts such as compliments and advice, sociocultural beliefs and concepts
such as fatalism and collectivism, and sociocultural practices such as naqout
‘money given as a gift’. Invoking these values and beliefs when performing
congratulations was accomplished through ritualistic religious invocations,
formulaic expressions, reference to collective identity, and acts of material
support, showing how this Arabic speech act is situated in sociocultural
beliefs and values.
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1. Introduction

Congratulations have been traditionally investigated in spoken language through
the lens of speech act theory as expressives that channel the speaker’s psycho-
logical state (Searle 1976). The present study examines their use in written com-
munication as situated speech acts, or pragmemes, whose performance is situated
in social practices, embedded in the sociocultural context, and intrinsically con-
nected with social facts (Mey 2001; Capone 2010, 2018; Wong 2010; Allan et al.
2016). The present study investigates how the congratulating speech act is per-
formed in a local social practice that has recently appeared in Jordan, namely
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what is referred to as ‘graduation notebooks’ (henceforth, GNs). This written form
of congratulation, as this study demonstrates, offers the congratulators greater lat-
itude in expressing their feelings and emotions toward the addressee, and helps
reveal underlying cultural values and assumptions of the community when per-
forming congratulations. This form of offering handwritten congratulatory mes-
sages to graduates has become a sociocultural practice that provides rich data on
the connection between speech acts and culture. For the purpose of this study, the
definition put forward by Verschueren is adopted, according to which congratula-
tion is “an expression of the speaker’s being pleased about the hearer’s success in
doing or obtaining something important” (Verschueren 1985, 47).

2. Research overview

Existing research has investigated different aspects of congratulations in a variety
of contexts. Emery (2000) found that the use of congratulation formulas in Omani
Arabic shows a ‘battle’ between traditional vernacular forms and ‘imported’ pan-
Arabic usages, while Keshishian (2018) found that both collectivistic and indi-
vidualistic congratulation strategies are used in Lebanese Arabic as a result of
the society’s multilingual and cosmopolitan nature. In other contexts, congratu-
lations reflected cultural ‘relatedness’ and display of positive politeness and man-
ifested solidarity strategies of pride and expression of support (García 2009;
Trujillo 2011). Other researchers found congratulations to function as solidarity-
enhancing devices in political discourse (Kampf 2016). In birth congratulation
cards, Willer (2001) found that these cards represent a means of conveying mes-
sages about gender roles and expectations. In foreign language learning, Celaya
et al. (2019) found that less proficient learners used congratulations that involve
a focus on themselves rather than on the interlocutor, whereas more proficient
learners used categories which directly involve the interlocutor. In ancient texts,
congratulations were found to be “an expression of politeness of respect” used by
“individuals with an inferior social position to their interlocutor” (Unceta Gómez
2016, 286; see also Kochovska 2013).

From a cross-cultural perspective, Elwood (2004) compared English and
Japanese congratulations and proposed the following taxonomy for strategies
used to express congratulations: Illocutionary force indicating device; Expression
of happiness; Request for information; Expressions of validation; Self-related
comment; Exclamation/expression of surprise; and other types such as a predic-
tion regarding the recipient’s future, an offer of good luck, an expression of pride,
and a joke. Using this taxonomy, Nasri et al. (2013) found interesting differences
between the speakers of American English, Armenian, and Persian: American
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participants opted for illocutionary force indicating devices, requests for informa-
tion and offers of good wishes, while Persian and Armenian speakers preferred the
first and the last as the most frequent congratulation strategies. Elwood’s taxon-
omy will be drawn upon in the present study, in combination with culture-specific
strategies revealed by the Jordanian data.

These studies, however, paid little attention to the sociocultural situatedness
of the speech act of congratulation and the norms and values embedded in its per-
formance. The present study aims to fill this gap by focusing on and explicating
the cultural meanings embedded in the speech act of congratulation in Jordanian
Arab culture.

3. Arab culture

Arab culture is predominantly collectivist. Community members “feel they
belong to larger in-groups or collectives” from which they derive much of their
“material and emotional security”, and hence “the collective self is emphasized”
due to the “understanding of personal identity as knowing one’s place within the
group” (Darwish and Huber 2003, 48–49). Accordingly, they are motivated by the
norms and duties imposed by the collective entity and hence they give priority
to group goals (Triandis 1995). Any individual accomplishment is taken to be an
accomplishment of the group, given the collectivistic emphasis on the interdepen-
dent self and collective self-esteem (Ting-Toomey 1999). Another characteristic is
fatalism, the belief system that all events are ultimately controlled by divine will.
It is one of the established religious beliefs considered sacrosanct in Arab culture,
most apparent in the ritual phrase inshallah (Nydell 1996). Finally, Arab culture
is characterized by ornate and effusive discourse, resulting in effusive self- and
other-enhancement talk and a tendency to use somewhat charged or even hyper-
bolic expressions (Ting-Toomey 1999, 109). As shown below, the data gathered
provide evidence for these cultural features (see Sections 6.2.2 and 6.2.7).

4. Theoretical background

Congratulations are classified as speech acts whose “illocutionary point is to
express the psychological state specified in the sincerity condition about a state
of affairs specified in the propositional content” (Searle 1976, 12). Congratulating,
according to Searle (1969,67), is governed by four rules: there is some event
or act that is related to the hearer (propositional content rule); the event is in
the hearer’s interest and the speaker believes the event is in the hearer’s interest
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(preparatory rule); the speaker is pleased at the event (sincerity rule); and it
counts as an expression of pleasure at the event. Congratulations belong to a class
of ‘acknowledgements’ which express, perfunctorily if not genuinely, certain feel-
ings toward the hearer and these feelings and their expression are appropriate to
particular sorts of occasions (Bach and Harnish 1979). As an expressive act, its
performance indicates that the speaker has observed that the recipient has either
benefitted from or carried out a positively valued event (Norrick 1978). Congrat-
ulating allows the speaker to share in the experience and feelings of the recipient,
showing the recipient that the speaker shares the pleasure for the good thing that
has happened (Wierzbicka 1987).

This speech act conceptualization has been critiqued as “individual-oriented
rather than societal-oriented” and as “thought of atomistically, as wholly emanat-
ing from the individual” (Mey 2001, 214). As a result, speech act theory is seen as
too philosophical and artificially studied (Capone 2016). This creates a need to
focus on units of pragmatic analysis such as the pragmeme (Mey 2001), defined
as “a situated speech act in which the rules of language and of society synergize
in determining meaning, intended as a socially recognized object, sensitive to
social expectations about the situation in which the utterance to be interpreted is
embedded” (Capone 2005, 1357). Wong (2010, 2932) views language as consisting
of three “faces” (form, meaning, and culture) and points out that “pragmemes are
best analyzed with respect to a cultural context”. The use of culturally embedded
pragmemes is “intimately associated with culture-specific ways of thinking”, some
of which “may be articulated in ways that reflect an insider perspective” and which
“can only be satisfactorily explained with reference to culture” (Wong 2010, 2932).

This approach views language from a societal perspective, with acts of inter-
pretation being essentially embedded in culture (Allan et al. 2016). Capone (2016,
xvii) argues that the “the speech act (of Searlian origin) is too philosophical as
a unit”, “a sentence with a bit of context, often artificially studied”. We need not
only to be exposed to the language, but also to the culture, as linguistic expres-
sions “come as part and parcel of a certain culture” (Capone 2016, xvii). Speech
act theory does not have the “potential for evoking a unit that is intrinsically made
up of language, culture, and society” (Capone 2016, xviii). The pragmeme is “dif-
ferent from the speech act in that it consists of various utterances and its force
is tied to convention”, whereas “the force of the speech act is computed on the
basis of inferential powers”, and “unlike the speech act, a pragmeme is embedded
in culture” (Capone 2016, xxiii). A speech act needs therefore to be embedded in
a cultural context, that is, “the set of beliefs shared by the speakers of a particu-
lar community with regard to values, whether religious, social, political, culinary,
etc.” (Capone 2018, 92).

162 Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-Jahmani



5. Data and methodology

5.1 Data

Toward the end of their graduation semester, graduates start displaying their GNs,
custom-tailored for senior students expected to graduate, on campus, or offering
them in person, so that classmates, family members, friends, relatives, and profes-
sors, can write congratulatory messages in these notebooks (see Appendix). Thus,
graduates will have GNs containing congratulatory messages, which they would
keep as a permanent record of their academic work and social life during their
period of study. After this, the third author started contacting graduates who had
GNs which already contained congratulatory messages, in two major public uni-
versities in Jordan. The third author then requested the graduates to grant her
access to their GNs. Out of ethical concerns, of course, the third author informed
the graduates of the nature of research that was being conducted and asked them
for the permission to read and use the messages in the GNs, which was granted
after explaining to them the aim of reading the notebooks and that it was solely
for research purposes. A total of 30 graduates agreed to grant access to their GNs
for a week, after which the GNs were returned to them after the data had been
extracted. The congratulators whose congratulatory messages were already in the
GNs were all Jordanians whose native language is Arabic. Each GN obtained con-
sisted of around 50 pages of congratulatory messages. Out of the 30 GNs obtained,
a total of 1064 congratulation speech acts were drawn. Thus, the data collection
process consisted merely of obtaining the GNs, obtaining consent from the gradu-
ates to read the congratulations already handwritten in the GNs, and then extract-
ing the congratulation speech acts found in these GNs and any other speech acts
embedded within them.

5.2 Methodology

The analysis of data depended on both previous similar studies on congratula-
tions, especially Elwood (2004), and on the researchers’ background knowledge.
The opening, body, and closing of the congratulatory message were analyzed and
this analysis was based on uncovering the cultural, social and religious meanings,
assumptions and values underlying the congratulations. This was done by expli-
cating the meaning of culture-specific words, terms, or expressions that were used,
why a particular word, term, or expression was used, and how it contributed to the
illocutionary force of the speech act. The analysis was grounded in the societal
meanings of the utterances rather than the individual utterances in themselves.
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6. Analysis

6.1 Opening

Most congratulators started their congratulatory messages by addressing the
recipient by their first name, e.g. fāṭimah ‘Fatimah’, nickname, e.g. asīl asūlih
‘Aseel Aseelie’, or family name, e.g. Rawāšdih, depending on the social relationship
between the two. Some congratulators showed emotiveness by addressing gradu-
ates in a more intimate manner to index the close relationship they have with the
graduates. This is often realized by the use of terms of endearment so as to com-
municate a casual and friendly relationship:

(1) a. ḥabībti manār ‘My loved one, Manar’
b. ibnati al-ʕazīzah ʕala qalbi balqīs ‘To my daughter who is precious to my

heart, Balqees’
c. qalbi ʕazīz ‘To my heart, Aziz!’

These openings involve using the first name of the recipient preceded by emotive
descriptions that center on ‘love’, as in (1a), and metaphorical use of the ‘heart’
as the locus of affection and the seat of emotions, as in (1b) and (1c). In (1b)
the ‘heart’ is used as the center of emotions to which the graduate is psycho-
logically and emotionally presented as close, which shows that the heart stands
for the person (Maalej 2008). In (1c) the recipient is addressed as if he were
the heart of the congratulator, and since the heart is a vital and precious body
organ, the addresser metaphorically expresses the highest degree of emotionality
toward the addressee. The two examples thus reflect the sociocultural practice of
metaphorically establishing the heart as a repository for emotions and cultural
values, and presenting the HEART FOR PERSON metonym, where the heart
stands for the person (Maalej 2008). This is a case of “cultural embodiment” in
which “physiological embodiment is departed from in significant ways” to con-
struct “a culturally-situated form of embodiment” and in which a body part is
“imaginatively exploited and hijacked by culture” (Maalej 2008, 396–397).

In other instances, congratulators showed closeness and rapport by address-
ing the graduates using a distinctive physical or intellectual attribute:

(2) a. Dāna il-ammūrah il-ḥabbābih ‘(To) Dana, the cute and lovely’
b. ila ṣadīqi al-ʕazīz ṣāḥib aḍ-ḍiḥkah al-jamīlah wa-r-rūḥ al-ḥilwah ‘To my

dear friend, the one with a beautiful smile and sweet spirit’

In (2a–b) above, positive traits (‘beautiful smile’, ‘sweet spirit’, ‘lovely’, ‘cute’) of the
recipients are used in the opening. These laudatory epithets are embedded in the
congratulation as a way of reinforcing it and showing why the recipient deserves
to be congratulated. This practice of opening with praise can be seen as a vestige
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of Arabic oratorical convention in which the use of praise formulae is considered
a necessary introductory segment (Qutbuddin 2019). However, a number of con-
gratulators employed a more formal way of saluting the graduate by using either
gender-oriented address terms such as ānisah ‘Miss’, or job-oriented titles such as
muhandis ‘engineer’:

(3) a. addaktūr ṯāmir ‘Dr. Thamer’
b. ila al-ānisah šahid ‘To Miss Shahed’
c. muhandisna ʕabdallah ‘Our engineer Abdullah’

Although these salutations are formal and are characterized by deference, and
hence appeal to negative face, they do appeal to the recipients’ positive face by
showing acceptance and approval of the graduates. This is marked by the use of
first rather than last name in the three examples. In (3c), furthermore, the writer
used the job-oriented title in a different way, namely, the plural possessive muhan-
disna ‘our engineer’. Such use of title is employed in the sociocultural context of
Jordanian Arabic to signal collectivist affiliation and belonging and hence collec-
tive identity of the recipient whose graduation is therefore viewed as an accom-
plishment for the whole family or tribe to which the graduate belongs.

Some congratulators opened their congratulation speech act by the use of the
Islamic formula known as basmalah, an acronym of b-ismillah ar-raḥmān ar-
raḥīm ‘In the name of Allah, the most Gracious, the most Merciful’. This formu-
laic expression is an invocation uttered at the beginning of each chapter in the
Quran, but is traditionally spoken or written before undertaking any task, physi-
cal or intellectual, so that the person performing the task will earn assistance from
Allah. The formula is socioculturally understood as opening a space of mercy
and compassion from the divine and putting the speaker/writer and the audience
in the presence of the divine as the name of the divine has been appropriately
invoked. Opening the speech act with this formula hence indexes the writer’s reli-
gious (Muslim) identity and shows his/her belief in the perceived utility of the
formula as imparting value, derived from the divine and the sacred, to the upcom-
ing text/discourse and the belief that any speech or task not opened with bas-
malah is socioculturally inappropriate. However, this formula is not expected to
be used when performing a congratulation speech act orally, that is, a spoken con-
gratulation is not preluded by uttering this formula. In the current data, the bas-
malah is placed separately at the top center of the page, followed by the salutation,
whether formal or informal, as in this example:

(4) bismillah ar-raḥmān ar-raḥīm
zamīlati wa ṣadīqati Asīl
‘In the name of God, the most Gracious, the most Merciful
My colleague and friend Aseel …’
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While the great majority of these written congratulations open with one of the
devices above, there are a few cases where the congratulatory notes had no open-
ing. In such cases, congratulators wrote their felicitations immediately with no
introductory salutation. This can be attributed to different factors, such as the
nature of relationship between the congratulator and the recipient and possible
constraints of space and time at the moment of writing. Table (1) below summa-
rizes the components of the opening in terms of their frequency.

Table 1. Components of the opening in terms of frequency

Component Frequency

Names and nicknames   36.7%

Terms of endearment   24.3%

No opening   19.2%

Salutation   11.5%

Basmalah    8.3%

Total 100%

6.2 The body

The central typical expression in the performance of congratulation speech acts in
Arabic is the formula mabrūk and its variant mubārak, both equivalent to English
‘congratulations!’ which is the predominant illocutionary force indicating device
(IFID) for performing congratulation in Arabic and occurs in the majority of the
messages. The two are derived from the trilateral root b-r-k whose literal mean-
ing is ‘increase’ or ‘intensify’. The formula thus literally means ‘May (the achieve-
ment) increase’, which constitutes an invocation to God to bless and multiply what
the addressee is being congratulated on. The difference in the morphology of the
two expressions, however, is evaluative: mabrūk, being morphologically an erro-
neous, but nonetheless established, derivation from b-r-k, is associated with ordi-
nary, uneducated parlance, whereas mubārak, being the correct morphological
derivation, tends to be preferred by educated or prescriptivist speakers/writers.
Both variants appear in the data, reflecting these sociolinguistic preferences:

(5) a. mabrūk at-taxarruj ‘Congratulations on (your) graduation’
b. mubārak at-taxarruj ‘Congratulations on (your) graduation’

In (5a), mabrūk is the main formula that is used to perform the speech act of con-
gratulation. While this formula can be used alone in speech, which is the same
as in (5a), accompanied by the appropriate paralinguistic gestures, a great num-
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ber of congratulations in the data were performed with an intensifier, probably
to compensate for the lack of supportive paralanguage in speech. Typically, this
intensifier is the cardinal number alf ‘one thousand’ which modifies the formula
mabrūk, though it is a non-count, abstract term. As it was not used to intensify
the other formula, mubārak, the use of alf mabrūk ‘literally: one thousand con-
gratulations!’ shows that ‘one thousand congratulations!’ (comparable to English
mega congrats!) has gained the status of an idiom in the performance of con-
gratulation in Jordanian Arabic. The cardinal number itself is sometimes redupli-
cated to further reinforce the illocutionary force of the congratulatory message
as in alf alf mabrūk at-taxarruj ‘literally: A thousand, thousand congratulations
on (your) graduation!’ The congratulation formula in Arabic is thus based on the
utterer’s wish for the ‘increase’ and ‘prosperity’ of one’s achievement, rather than
the meaning of ‘sharing joy’ and ‘being happy’ encoded in the etymology of Eng-
lish ‘congratulate’ and ‘felicitate’.

The notions of ‘increase’ and ‘abundance’ encoded in the Arabic congratu-
latory formula as used above can be understood in the light of Islamic religious
beliefs that a good achievement, work, or possession is one that is ‘blessed by
Allah’ so that it continues, grows, and prospers. This sociocultural notion of
‘blessing’ is referred to as baraka, which is understood as a “beneficent force, of
divine origin, which causes superabundance in the physical sphere and prosperity
and happiness in the psychic order” (Colin 1986, 1032). Thus, the central sociocul-
tural component of the Arabic congratulation speech act is invoking the divine to
bless the addressee’s achievement by intensifying it and making it more produc-
tive than it normally would be, which makes this cultural notion of baraka inher-
ent to the Arabic congratulation speech act. Embedded in this speech act are a
variety of cultural concepts, beliefs, values, and practices that are summarized in
Table (2) below in terms of their frequency and explicated in the subsequent sec-
tions.

6.2.1 Expressing well wishes
This component is defined here, following Wierzbicka (1987,226), as future-
oriented action in which the congratulator wishes the recipient good fortune and
success in time to come. In several cases, the speech act of congratulation is fol-
lowed by an expression of well wishes, which shows “the compatibility of the
expressions of congratulations and of well wishes” (Kochovska 2013, 30). Well
wishes are described as borderline cases between expressives and directives as
“the speaker expresses emotions toward the state of affairs that is not yet real-
ized and whose realization often involves some kind of action by the addressee”
(Kochovska 2013, 31).Well wishes in the data are formulaically realized through the
use of the prospectively oriented optative formula ʕuqbāl, which is a distinctive
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Table 2. Components of the body in terms of frequency

Component Frequency

Illocutionary force indicating device (IFID)   43.9%

Expressing well wishes   40.1%

Complimenting    5.6%

Banter    3.3%

Evoking shared experiences    2.6%

Expressing validation    1.9%

Using expressions of encouragement    0.8%

Expression of happiness    0.7%

Using self-directed well wishes    0.6%

Attaching a ‘gift’    0.5%

Total 100%

feature of the congratulating speech act in Arabic. The expression is a combina-
tion of the standard Arabic noun ʕuqba ‘after’ and the preposition li ‘for [some-
one]’. It is uttered after the basic congratulatory formula mabrūk or mubārak
and is accompanied by mention of another achievement that the congratulator
wishes the recipient to accomplish in the future after the current one. Accord-
ingly, ʕuqbāl constitutes a positive politeness expression with the meaning of ‘may
this (achievement) be followed by (another achievement)’, thus wishing the recip-
ient further success and progress in his/her future plans, such as graduate studies,
work, or marriage:

(6) a. ʕuqbāl il-ʕaru:s ‘May this (degree) be followed by a bride!’
b. ʕuqbāl il-ʕarīs ‘May this (degree) be followed by a groom!’
c. ʕuqbāl il-farḥah il-kubra ‘May this (degree) be followed by the biggest joy!’
d. ʕuqbāl il-dakto:rāh ‘May this (degree) be followed by a doctorate!’
e. ʕuqbal id-dirāsāt il-uʕlya ‘May this (degree) be followed by graduate stud-

ies!’
f. ʕuqbāl il-waḍīfih ‘May this (degree) be followed by a job!’

The addition of the formula ʕuqbāl to the basic congratulatory message, besides
boosting the illocutionary force of the speech act, indicates that the speech act
extends beyond the present moment in which it is performed and, via this for-
mula, is projected into the future, making the formula a type of future-oriented
discourse that serves as a positive prediction of the graduate’s future prospects.
As Examples (6a–f) illustrate, these prospects may be universal, like getting a job
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after graduation (6f), pursuing a graduate degree (6d–e), or specific to the socio-
cultural context in terms of importance or priority, like getting married after col-
lege. The notion of marriage as a prospective achievement after graduation is seen
in (6a–c). Reference to this notion can be understood in light of Arab-Islamic
normative cultural understandings of marriage. While wishing someone to ‘get
a job’ after graduation may be universal, wishing someone to ‘get a bride’ (6a)
or ‘get a groom’ (6b) after graduation reflects to a great extent how marriage is
framed and constructed in Islamic discourse. Regardless of the influence of exter-
nal cultural narratives and discourses, marriage in the traditional Arab context is
so significant that it is metaphorically quantified as fulfilling ‘half of one’s faith’,
which makes an “unmarried man or woman rather an oddity in Muslim society”
(Hassan 2005,246). Thus, wishing the recipients to get married after graduation
may be viewed as communicating desire that the recipient would avoid this social
‘oddity’. These references to marriage can further be understood in terms of the
significance of marriage in traditional Arab culture, in which it is considered as
a paragon of manhood and procreation for men, and metaphorically depicted as
sitr wa ġaṭā “cover and protection” for women (El-Aswad 2014, 39). Well wishes
of marriage, however, are conveyed via the gender-neutral expression al-farḥah
al-kubra ‘the biggest joy’ in (6c) which conventionally refers to getting married
in Jordanian Arabic, thus being subtle, less direct and less intrusive concerning
the idea of marriage after graduation. In (6d) and (6e), the congratulators’ future-
oriented ʕuqbāl refers to a different prospective accomplishment, namely, getting
a graduate degree, which has become a common practice when congratulating
someone who has just earned an undergraduate degree. This reflects the increas-
ing sociocultural importance attached to shahada ‘university degree’ in Jordan
and its centrality as part of social identity in Jordanian society today (Cantini
2016). This formula ʕuqbāl is an optional yet an important component of the con-
gratulation speech act, especially when congratulating the addressee on only the
first step in their endeavors. As Kochovska (2013, 31) points out, “some expressions
of well wishes, when used in an appropriate context, are actually expressions of
congratulations by their illocutionary point: by performing the expression of well
wishing, the speaker actually congratulates the hearer”.

In addition to using the ʕuqbāl formula, some congratulators chose to express
well wishes through the use of the ‘Allah Lexicon’, that is, expressions heavily used
in Arabic discourse and involve reference to God (Morrow 2006). Among those
found in the data are the common expression inshallah ‘God willing’ and the
more formal formula bi-iḏn illāh ‘with the permission of God’, as in (7):

(7) a. inšallah minha l-ad-dakto:rāh ‘God willing this (degree will lead you) to a
doctorate’
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b. kul it-tawfīg bi-iḏn illāh ‘(I wish you) all success, with the permission of
God’

From a sociocultural perspective, the presence and use of these expressions in
everyday communication is motivated by the predominantly fatalist view of the
Arab society, namely, that one’s plans and volition are ultimately controlled by and
attached to divine will. Thus, the well wishes expressed in (7) above, namely, get-
ting a doctorate and achieving more success, are presented as achievements that
ultimately depend on divine will, rather than only on one’s own individual abili-
ties. In addition to indexing one’s identity and beliefs, linking one’s well wishes for
the recipient to divine will shows the congratulator to be socioculturally appro-
priate and as an ‘insider’. This reference to God thus becomes an act whereby
congratulators “express their faith and obedience to God” and “express common
attitudes” (Vanderveken 2001, 246) of the speech community.

6.2.2 Complimenting
As might be expected, the congratulatory messages contained compliments
toward the recipient, defined here as explicitly attributing positive traits to the
recipient. Given the context, all of these compliments praised the graduate only in
terms of his/her personal attributes and qualities, thus making the congratulating
speech act as a testimony of the graduate’s character and personality:

(8) a. ʕahidnāk aṭ-ṭālib almuʔaddab al-xalūq ‘We have always known you as a
polite and well-mannered student.’

b. inti min aḥsan banāt il-jāmʕah ‘You have been one of the best female stu-
dents in this university.’

c. inta min arwaʕ iš-šabāb illi tʕarrafit ʕalayhum ‘You are one of the most
wonderful young men I have ever known.’

d. inti binit muʔaddabih wa mujtahidih wa mutafawwiqah ‘You have been a
well-mannered, diligent and outstanding young woman.’

The illocutionary force of the congratulating speech acts in which these compli-
ments were embedded is boosted by complimenting the graduate’s polite behavior
(8a), kindness and great character (8b and 8c), and diligence, excellence and hard
work (8d). This shows that there is a strong compatibility between expressions
of congratulations and expressions of compliment, so that congratulating some-
one is essentially complimenting them for some accomplishment. This is consis-
tent with compliments being expressions of positive evaluation or approval that
attribute credit to the addressee.

When congratulating someone, one often needs to “compliment, laud, and
sometimes acclaim” the recipient (Vanderveken 2001, 248). However, the way such
complimenting is done varies across cultures since “compliments are culture-
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specific” and “loaded with cultural values and associated with cultural norms”
(Taavitsainen and Jucker 2008, 15). The compliments in (8) tend to be hyperbolic,
which can be attributed to Arabic sociocultural norms of exaggerated praise,
whose origin can be traced to Arabic panegyric tradition. Propensity for hyper-
bolic compliments can be seen in the positive evaluation conveyed by the use of
hyperbolic adjectives which are an integral part of direct compliments (Farenkia
2012, 458). This is seen in the juxtaposition of the two adjectives almuʔaddab
‘polite’ and al-xalūq ‘well-mannered’ in (8a), and of the three adjectives muʔadd-
abih wa mujtahidih wa mutafawwiqah ‘polite, diligent, and outstanding’ in (8d).
The use of the superlative aḥsan ‘best’ in (8b) and arwaʕ ‘most wonderful’ in (8c)
further attests to the propensity for exaggeration in these congratulations, which
is facilitated by the writing medium and the fact that the speech act will be a per-
manent record of the writer’s positive evaluation of the recipient.

While exaggerated praise would be face-threatening in face-to-face interac-
tion, the medium of writing allows the writer to perform the congratulating
speech act and add somewhat elaborate compliments that would be otherwise
rather awkward in face-to-face compliments. This awkwardness stems mainly
from compliments, and the expression of emotions they involve, being inherently
face-threatening in face-to-face encounters. Furthermore, while a compliment is
at the same time face-enhancing and face-threatening (Taavitsainen and Jucker
2008, 195), these written compliments are only face-enhancing since they only
describe the recipient’s personal qualities as commendable, but do not describe
any of their possessions as desirable, which in some cultures may put an oblig-
ation on the addressee to offer the desirable good to the complimenter
(Taavitsainen and Jucker 2008).

6.2.3 Banter
Some congratulators exploited ‘mock impoliteness’ (Leech 1983), defined here as
jocular/humorous insults or ‘banter’ used to display or create solidarity, and con-
stitutes a form of “underpoliteness” that has the effect of “establishing or maintain-
ing a bond of familiarity” (Leech 1983, 144). As explained by Haugh and Bousfield
(2012, 1099), “banter appears to be impolite, but since what is said is regarded
as untrue by participants, it is understood as really being a means of conveying
politeness, and creating or affirming solidarity”. Therefore, in the present context,
the function of such impoliteness is face-supportive and affiliative rather than
face-threatening and disaffiliative (Haugh 2010), as in (9):

(9) a. wa-axīran biddik txalsi w-txalsīna wallah biddi azaġrit
‘Finally, you will finish college and leave us alone! I really want to ululate
(in joy)!’
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b. ilmuhim xliṣna minik w-min nakadik
‘Finally we will get rid of you and your grumpiness!’

c. miš tinsīni baʕd it-taxarruj ba-mawtik
‘Don’t you forget me after your graduation, or I’ll kill you!’

These mock impoliteness remarks followed the performance of the central (gen-
uine) speech act of congratulating. Their occurrence communicates a close rela-
tionship between the congratulators and their recipients, so this jocular
impoliteness is used by way of displaying camaraderie toward the recipient. In
(9a), the congratulator jocularly expresses relief that the recipient is finally grad-
uating and leaving them alone, implying that the recipient was ‘a nuisance’. The
use of the verb azaġrit in biddi azaġrit ‘I want to ululate!’ adds to the banter as
azaġrit is jocularly used in colloquial speech to express relief that a ‘bad’ situation
has ended. This is in turn borrowed from the sociocultural practice of zaghareed
which refers to the successive trilling ululation made by women at local weddings,
and on other happy occasions, as an expression of celebration and joy, which is
described by Jacobs (2008) as a widely recognized, culturally reproduced, affec-
tive display in Levantine communities that is both ‘emotional’ and ‘communica-
tive’. Through this reference to ‘celebratory sounds’, the congratulation speech act
is embedded in a local cultural practice, thus giving the speech act situatedness in
the local culture’s wedding traditions. Referring to this practice hence serves as a
membership marker whereby the congratulator shows him/herself to be a social
insider and a member of the same community as the recipient.

The banter in (9b), ‘Finally we will get rid of you and your grumpiness!’ jocu-
larly attributes a negative quality to the recipient, that of a grumpy character, again
expressing ‘impolite’ relief that the ‘grumpy’ student in question will graduate and
leave. Finally, (9c) contains the directive ‘do not forget me after graduation’, which
is “a request for continuing friendliness” (Elwood 2004, 366) and expresses the
wish that the congratulator and the recipient will see each other again. This direc-
tive contact formula is followed by the jocular speech act of threat ‘… or I will
kill you!’ in case of noncompliance. This is a case of “mock impoliteness” that
“remains on the surface, since it is understood that it is not intended to cause
offence”, which “reflects and fosters social intimacy” (Culpeper 1996, 352). These
instances of mock impoliteness constitute “a means for implying that the relation-
ship is so close and well-established that it cannot be endangered even by seem-
ingly rude utterances” (Kienpointer 1997,262). Although such impoliteness can be
used in speech in face- to-face interaction, the medium of writing here seems to
eliminate or minimize “high risk” teasing and banter that may arise in conversa-
tional encounters. These humor practices serve face-supportive functions in the
congratulatory message and reaffirm the social connection among the congratu-
lators and recipients.
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6.2.4 Evoking shared experiences
Evoking shared memories and experiences is defined here as the framing of col-
lege study as a shared experience between the congratulator and the recipient.
Shared memories “play a central role in everyday communications. They are usu-
ally based on interpersonal and cultural knowledge of a shared past among group
members” (Bietti 2010,499). Thus, the GN and congratulations therein become
a way of briefly telling a story or reminding the graduate of a particular event or
moment during their study. The congratulation speech act in this way functions as
a means of not only staying connected via the permanence of the medium of writ-
ing, but also as a symbolic connection through reminding of past shared expe-
riences, feelings, activities, and events. These GNs thus serve as a record of past
events and discourses in the lives of participants:

(10) a. kul ḏikrayāt l-fasl l-awwal kānat maʕik lahalaʔ mā bansa lamma in
inṭaradti min l-muhādarah
‘All memories of my first semester were with you – I will never forget
when you were kicked out of class!’

b. kunti awwal waḥdih sāḥabt-ha b-il-jāmʕah w-miš raḥ ansa kul gaʕdātna
‘You were the first (female) I became friends with on campus and I will
never forget the time we spent together!’

c. btiḏḏakkari lamma tʕrrafit ʕalayki b-muhādarit l-manijmint yā rayt tirjaʕ
hāḏi il-ayyām
‘Remember when I first met you in the management class? If only those
days come back!’

This evocation of past memories and experiences constitutes supportive moves
for the overall speech act of congratulating. This practice, which is based on
past spoken interactions, serves to reinforce the congratulator and the recipient’s
social relationship beyond college, as evoking such past encounters, experiences
and memories help the congratulator and the recipient reorient to their personal
rather than academic or professional self. These evocations further show how the
congratulators and the recipients utilized the medium of this celebratory note-
book to evoke and recycle certain memories in their college study, express feelings
of nostalgia, and recall past important moments. Key words used in evoking these
memories are the interrogative btiḏḏakkari? ‘remember?’, the commissive miš raḥ
ansa ‘I’ll never forget’ and the noun ḏikrayāt ‘memories’. In (10a), the congratu-
lator reminds the recipient of a common experience that the latter had, namely,
when she was expelled from class, presumably for transgressive classroom behav-
ior. Although being dismissed from class is a negative experience in the academic
space, the congratulator recycled and reproduced it in a new way, transforming it
into a nostalgic experience that has become a positive part of their personal rela-
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tionship. As being expelled from the classroom for some transgression was part
of the graduate’s experience, evoking this memory reflects peer discourses on the
perceptions these graduates, as a community, have of themselves, in terms of nor-
mative classroom behavior and challenging teacher authority as an expression of
their student identity.

Example (10b) evokes shared memories regarding the formation of friendship
between the congratulator and the graduate, followed by a statement nostalgically
cherishing the time the two participants shared together. Finally, Example (10c)
evokes a sense of nostalgia, specifically evoking a nostalgic experience that
occurred in the collectively shared space of the campus. The sharing of the mem-
ory of the moment of meeting for the first time, put in the form of a question,
is followed by the optative yā rayt tirjaʕ hāḏi il-ayyām ‘If only those days come
back!’ This expression of wish serves to signal the discontinuity of the ‘college
journey’ and the shift toward a new one. Taken together, these evocations consti-
tute “reminders of shared knowledge of the past” (Bietti 2010, 499) embedded in
the congratulation speech act. They constitute shared remembering and shared
memories whose function is to “create a feeling of connection and maintain a con-
sistent feeling of identity”, which suggests that the local congratulation notebook
has become a sociocultural praxis in which “a shared past is managed, commu-
nicated and negotiated” (Bietti 2010,499). Embedded in the speech act thus is a
process of remembering through which the participants construct their sense of
community and identity as college students and hence their sense of togetherness
and belonging.

6.2.5 Expressing validation
Validation refers to the use of expressions conveying that the deeds of the gradu-
ates are well-earned and merited. Just as “smiles can be used to validate or rein-
force, or conversely nullify and void whatever speech act they are accompanying”
(Mey 2017, 395), the written congratulation speech acts in the data were validated,
with the main function of confirming that the graduates in question did deserve
their degrees. In contrast with compliments which praised personal aspects of the
graduate (cf. 5.2.2 above), these expressions of validation serve as an attestation of
the recipients’ academic strengths, abilities, and distinction, and the efforts they
made to finish their degrees. Expressions of validation are used when “the speaker
wants to show a higher degree of strength of the sincerity condition of the speech
act of congratulating” (Kochovska 2013, 31). This validation embedded in the con-
gratulation speech act positions the recipient as having made exceptional or extra
efforts in their academic endeavors:
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(11) a. zāda faxri fīki kaṯīran ‘I am even much prouder of you (now)’.
b. ana aṯiq anna laka markizan marmūqan yantaḍ̱iruk ‘I’m sure you have a

prestigious position waiting for you’.
c. wallah b-tistāhali ‘You really deserve it.’
d. ibnati anti illati aftaxir biki ʕala najāḥaki al-bāhir wa-aʕtazz biki

‘My daughter, I am proud of you for your distinguished success. You make
me proud.’

The examples in (11a–d) involve expressions of support, pride and approval of the
graduate. Being embedded within a speech act of congratulating, these comments
serve as a validation and confirmation of the recipient. This supportive function
becomes even clearer in the case of written congratulations in which the writer
has the time and space to be more elaborate in the performance of the speech
act. In (11a), the writer emphasizes increased pride in the graduate, which is sim-
ilarly stressed in (11d) in which, given the vocative ibnati ‘my daughter’, a father
is congratulating his daughter and lauding her success, which is reinforced by
the compliment wa-aʕtazz biki ‘and you make me proud’. Believing in the recipi-
ent’s abilities and competence is made clear in (11b) in which the writer predicts
that the recipient will have a ‘prestigious position’. In (11c), the validation is done
through the conversational oath formula wallah, literally ‘by Allah’. Apart from its
judicial use in a court of law, this formula has become an extra-judicial conver-
sational oath used routinely in Arabic daily interactions (Abdel-Jawad 2000, 218).
One main function of this conversational use is to validate speech acts such as
inviting, offering, apologizing, and, as in (11c), congratulating. This pragmatic use
of a God-invoking formula to validate a speech act in Arabic reflects how oaths
can function as “a cultural index of the community” as they “reflect the cultural
patterns, values and themes that are dominant in this community” (2000, 217).

6.2.6 Using expressions of encouragement
This component refers to the use of future-oriented, supportive, and affiliative
expressions within the congratulating speech act to motivate the addressee to
achieve more accomplishments. These expressions of encouragement aim to give
the graduates motivation and hope about their future. Accordingly, they serve
as a form of advice-giving whose purpose is to add support and encouragement
and convey a sense of optimism (DeCapua and Dunham 2007) for the graduates
regarding their emotional states or potential new post-graduation experiences:

(12) a. xallīki dāyman mabsūṭah ‘Be always happy!’
b. inbasṭi b-ilayyām il-jāyyih ‘Be happy in the days to come!’
c. šiddi ḥaylik w-xallīna nšūfik daktorah ‘Work hard and let us see you a doc-

tor!’
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These examples illustrate a kind of supportive advice embedded in the congratu-
lating speech act. The encouraging imperatives offered support for the graduates
by expressing sympathy and encouragement. Although advice is intrinsically face
threatening, the threat is neutralized and offset, first, by being embedded in the
face-supportive speech act of congratulation, and, second, as a result of commu-
nicative setting of traditional written communication via GNs, in which no direct
interaction is possible between the congratulator/advisor and the recipient, and
the congratulator/advisor cannot register face threat. Furthermore, although the
three examples all begin by imperative verbs, which are associated with directness
and strong illocutionary force, the imperatives used here, following DeCapua
and Dunham (2007, 326), “reflect weak illocutionary force” since the information
following the imperative form, i.e. be (always) happy and work hard, “carries a
“counseling” tone that mitigates the force of these imperatives”. The weakly com-
municated illocutionary force is further influenced by being part of a congratula-
tory message emphasizing the achievement of the recipient.

6.2.7 Expression of happiness
Expression of happiness in the data refers to the use of linguistic expressions that
manifest pleasure at the good fortune of others. Such empathetic expressions of
happiness develop an illocutionary force of congratulation (Unceta Gómez 2016)
and reinforce the positive face of the graduates by emphasizing shared feelings of
joy and happiness. These expressions thus fit appropriately into the overall speech
act of congratulating within which they are used, which is inherently ‘expressive’
in speech act terms. These statements “express psychological conditions, and thus
not beliefs or intentions” (Norrick 1978, 279):

(13) a. hāḏihi al-laḥẓah asʕad laḥaẓāt ḥayāti ‘This is the happiest moment of my
life’.

b. inni ašʕur bi-dumuūʕ il-faraḥ wa-hiya tatasāqaṭ min ʕaynay faraḥan bi-
munasabat taxarrujak ‘I feel the tears of joy falling from my eyes out of
happiness on the occasion of your graduation.’

c. ana saʕīd bi-taxarrujak ‘I am happy for your graduation!’

The congratulators here show emotional involvement in the congratulation event.
As such, these examples illustrate the type of speech acts in which the congrat-
ulators are referring to their “inner” rather than “external” world (Maíz-Arévalo
2017). In (13a), through describing the graduation as the happiest event in their
life, the writer expresses happiness about the graduation of a friend in a hyper-
bolical way by resorting to “a rather strong formulation”, as congratulations, in
contrast with assertions, “can be – and often are – exaggerated” since the speaker/
writer feels that they have to use “an exaggerated formulation in order to seem
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more credible” (Claridge 2010, 18). The expression of happiness in (13b) is simi-
larly based on hyperbole. It involves even a stronger degree of exaggeration, which
suggests that the writer put greater effort in writing it, making it a more conscious
speech act “based on a greater degree of intentionality” (Claridge 2010, 101). This
shows that “the more striking forms of creative hyperbole are more common in
writing”, which “reflects the simple fact that there is more time to think of and to
refine new instances of hyperbole or build constructionally more complex forms
of exaggeration” (Claridge 2010, 101). This is supported by the fact that this con-
gratulatory speech act was written in Standard Arabic rather than in the colloquial
variety that was used in the majority of the congratulatory messages.

Example (13c) provides a normative case of congratulation whereby the con-
gratulator performs a direct speech act to convey happiness about the referent’s
graduation. In contrast with the hyperbole seen in (13a–b) where the writers exag-
gerated their feelings, the writer in this example conveys their happiness in a basic
and less affective way. This way most probably conveys an ordinary relationship
between the congratulator and the addressee, while in (13a–b) this relationship
seems stronger and more affective. This is in line with the findings that “peo-
ple who are emotionally involved often choose to express themselves in a more
exaggerated manner in order to convey their affect” (Claridge 2010, 78). Thus,
although the writer of this particular congratulation had all available space and
time to construct a more elaborate and refined congratulatory message, it seems
that the nature of the social relationship played a crucial role in the performance
of congratulations. Thus, the speech act of congratulating seems to be hyperboli-
cally heightened when the congratulator and the recipient have a strong and well-
established relationship, leading to further ratification of the recipient’s positive
face, which is made all possible through the unfettered availability of space and
time when performing the congratulation speech act in writing.

6.2.8 Using self-directed well wishes
Some congratulatory messages contained what will be called ‘self-directed well
wishes’. These are expressions whereby the congratulator wishes that he/she will
graduate soon after the recipient, as illustrated by the following example:

(14) ilʕuqbāl ʕindi atxarraj miṯlak ‘May I follow and graduate like you.’

The use of such self-directed well wishes is part of showing identification with
the recipient and sharing with him/her the celebration of graduation. While the
expression ʕuqbāl is typically other-directed, that is, used to wish the recipient
more and more achievements after graduation (see Examples (6a)–(f) above), it is
used in (14) reflexively to wish one’s own self graduation from the university and
thus joining the recipient in this accomplishment. This self-directed discourse
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conveys the message that the writer so highly values the recipient’s graduation
that he/she views it as an accomplishment which he/she wishes for him/herself,
which boosts the accomplishment of the recipient. This self-directed wish consti-
tutes a request speech act embedded within the main congratulation speech act.
However, while a request is a directive speech act in which the speaker asks the
hearer to perform an action for the benefit of the speaker (Trosborg 1995), and
hence is intrinsically face-threatening, this case of requesting is both literally and
figuratively monological: it appears as if the writer is ‘making a request to him/
herself ’ to finish study and graduate. This ‘figurative self-directed request’ con-
stitutes a culture-specific formulaic requesting expression in which no addressee
or hearer is asked to perform the action in question, i.e. graduating. Here it is
the ‘self ’ that is addressed and is implicitly motivated to achieve the same accom-
plishment as the ‘other’. Addressing the self in this culture-specific congratulation
speech act signals a transition from social talk to self talk and continuity between
social talk and self talk, showing how congratulations in this context can be both
“other-directed and self-directed speech acts” (Geurts 2018, 284).

6.2.9 Attaching a ‘gift’
A non-verbal component of the congratulation speech act in the data is the prac-
tice of attaching banknotes or coins to the page on which the congratulatory mes-
sage is written. This is a manifestation of a sociocultural contextually constrained
practice of gift-giving known in Jordan as naqūṭ, whereby a gift in the form of
cash is given to a newlywed couple, which constitutes community members’ rit-
ual contribution to the wedding expenses. This tradition is deeply rooted in Arab
society, but has been extended nowadays to include giving money as a gift on
three other social occasions, namely, getting engaged, having a baby, and gradua-
tion, with the same sociocultural function of providing communal material sup-
port (see Figures (1)–(3) below).

As Figures (1)–(3) show, this non-verbal component is embedded in the con-
gratulation speech act, with all three texts involving a compliment toward the
receiver. However, the three examples differ in terms of the communicative mean-
ings of the gift-giving. In (1) the gift-giving is real and genuine as a banknote of
50 is attached, the highest denomination in Jordan (about $70), reflecting a gen-
uine wish to give this sum of money as a naqūṭ. In addition to actually attaching
the money to the note, the genuine intent of gift-giving is evidenced by the mes-
sage ‘you deserve this naqūṭ’. In (2) and (3), the money gift-giving is playful rather
than genuine since the money attached is trivial, only $1.40 in (2), and $0.14 in
(3), offered in coins. Therefore, this gift-giving has only a symbolic and humorous
function as it playfully imitates the social frame of naqūṭ in the culture. Brown
and Levinson (1987) listed gift-giving as a positive politeness strategy by which
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Figure 1

Figure 2
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Figure 3

the giver shows closeness and rapport with the receiver. However, this particu-
lar practice of gift-giving, enacted semiotically in these congratulatory messages,
is more of a “social ritual”, or “an expression of duty” (Paltridge 2012, 54) than
a positive politeness strategy, since Jordanians have several gift-giving occasions
throughout the year that cover the events listed above, which is a physical man-
ifestation of the supportive function of congratulations. The examples illustrate
how community norms regarding gift-giving naqūṭ are practiced by the congrat-
ulators/givers and embedded in the overall written congratulation speech act.

6.3 Closing formulae

As part of their supportive ritual orientation, the congratulatory texts were all
ended by closing formulae that signal a transition to the concluding part of the
message. These closing formulae are conventionally used to index participants’
social relationships, their identity and values, and cultural scripts:

(15) a. allah yijʕalha fātḥit xayr ʕalayki ‘May God make it an auspicious begin-
ning for you!’

b. asʔal allah an yanfaʕaka bi-hāḏa il-ʔilm wa yazīdaka minh ‘I pray to God
to benefit you with this knowledge and give you more and more of it!’
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c. allah ywafgik b-ḥayātik ‘May God give you success in your life (after grad-
uation)!’

d. allah ytammimlik ʕala xayr ‘May God conclude (your graduation) with
good (things)!’

These closings immediately precede the congratulator’s name and date (and
sometimes his/her signature). Being formulaic in nature, the closings involve reli-
gious invocations that foreground the relationship between the congratulator, the
recipient, and the divine world. They are Islamic-ritual formulae that are predi-
cated upon an appeal to God to make the event of graduation conducive to more
success. The ritualistic concluding appeals, in which overt reference to God is
made, further point to a religious identity display of the congratulators and their
recipients. In (15a) the writer deployed the ritualistic formula fātḥit xayr ‘aus-
picious beginning’ (literally, ‘opening of good’) which is used as an invocation
that the graduation is a propitious beginning to further accomplishments and it
evokes in the recipient feelings of bliss and hopeful expectations.

In (15b), the writer used a Standard Arabic formula invoking God to make
the knowledge the student had acquired beneficial for them and to increase their
knowledge in their field of study. This formula reflects Islamic discourse on al-
ʕilm al-nāfiʕ ‘beneficial knowledge’ as it is based on the ritual Islamic invocation
‘O Allah! Bring us benefit by what You taught us, and teach us that which brings
us benefit, and increase our knowledge’. This invocatory speech act is grounded in
the Islamic doctrine that one should seek knowledge in order to both glorify God
and put this knowledge to beneficial use.

The invocation allah ywafgik b-ḥayātik ‘May God give you success in your
life’ in (15c) is based on the cultural concept of tawfīq, which reflects the religious
belief that one’s knowledge and ability are not enough in themselves to be success-
ful; one eventually needs tawfīq, that is, success that can only be attained through
divine guidance (Quran XI, 88). This concept mirrors the fatalistic outlook of
Muslims, which also underpins the invocation allah ytammim(lik) ʕala xayr in
(15d), a formula invoking God that an accomplishment be not disrupted by any
negative event. The formula presupposes that the event in question is not com-
plete and becomes complete through the ‘final say’ of God.

The writer’s positive feelings toward the recipient were thus expressed in the
closing part in formulae fixed by the conventions of the sociocultural context and
framed by formulaic invocations that function as requests directed to God rather
than a human agent or participant.
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7. Conclusion

Congratulations in Jordanian Arabic have been shown to be intrinsically embed-
ded in Arab-Islamic culture and situated in sociocultural practices. Culture-
specific values and assumptions play a crucial role in shaping this speech act,
which has been considered from a societal rather than a strictly individual/
philosophical perspective since it is the society that plays a major role in how
this speech act, and presumably other speech acts, is produced, interpreted and
received. Sociocultural beliefs such as collectivism and fatalism, and cultural
understanding of concepts like community, identity, education, and marriage,
have been shown to underlie the congratulation speech act. Other speech acts,
with their own cultural meanings, were embedded in the congratulatory messages
which even involved material display of particular social practices like naqout
‘money-gift’ offered genuinely or symbolically.

A crucial aspect of these congratulations is the use of formulaic language,
especially formulaic invocations based on Islamic ritualistic discourse. This use
of formulaic invocations indicates that shared values and communal language
shaped the discourse of this speech act. This heavy reliance on formulaic language
can be seen as enacting the congratulator’s identity as a member of the community
through exploiting normative ritualistic appeals to the divine. This is in line with
the findings of other similar studies that have shown how sociocultural beliefs and
concepts are embedded in the production of different speech acts in Arabic, such
as refusals (Morkus 2014), disagreement (Harb 2020), and advice giving (Hosni
2020).

Considering speech acts as merely emanating from the individual does very
little justice to the role of society and its worldview and values in producing and
giving meaning to speech acts: “analyzing language without giving culture any
consideration is to take a rather myopic view of what language is about” (Wong
2010, 2933). Analyzing congratulating in the fatalistic Arab culture requires under-
standing that the congratulation formula mabrūk or mubārak is in effect an invo-
cation to God to bless the hearer’s achievement, which communicates that the act
of congratulating is essentially ‘performed’ and ‘ratified’ by the divine. A philo-
sophically oriented theory of speech acts would fall short of accounting for such
cultural meanings necessary for amplification that would enrich the interpreta-
tion of speech acts (Capone 2005).

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for their constructive suggestions
and comments. Any shortcomings are, of course, the authors’ own responsibility.

182 Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-Jahmani



References

Abdel-Jawad, Hassan. 2000. “A Linguistic, Sociopragmatic and Cultural Study of Swearing in
Arabic.” Language, Culture and Curriculum 13: 217–240.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310008666600

Allan, Keith, Alessandro Capone, and Istvan Kecskes (eds.). 2016. Pragmemes and Theories of
Language Use. Cham: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43491-9

Bach, Kent, and Robert Harnish. 1979. Linguistic Communication and Speech Acts. Cambridge:
MIT Press.

Bietti, Lucas. 2010. “Sharing Memories, Family Conversation and Interaction.” Discourse &
Society 21: 499–523. https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926510373973

Brown, Penelope, and Stephen Levinson. 1987. Politeness. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511813085

Cantini, Daniele. 2016. Youth and Education in the Middle East. London: I.B. Tauris.
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781350989917

Capone, Alessandro. 2005. “Pragmemes.” Journal of Pragmatics 37: 1355–1371.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2005.01.013

Capone, Alessandro. 2010. “Introduction.”. Journal of Pragmatics 42: 2861–2869.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2010.06.006

Capone, Alessandro. 2016. “Introducing the Notion of Pragmeme.” In Pragmemes and Theories
of Language Use, xv–xxiv. Cham: Springer.

Capone, Alessandro. 2018. “Pragmemes (Again).” Lingua 209: 89–104.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lingua.2018.04.004

Celaya, M. Luz, Laura Panelli, and Júlia Barón. 2019. “‘I’m Jealous but I Am Very Happy’:
Congratulating in an EFL Context.” In Cross-Linguistic Influence, ed. by
M. Juncal Gutierrez-Mangado, María Martínez-Adrián, and
Francisco Gallardo-del-Puerto, 149–167. Cham: Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22066-2_8

Claridge, Claudia. 2010. Hyperbole in English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511779480

Colin, Georges. 1986. “Baraka.” In Encyclopedia of Islam, ed. by H. A.R. Gibb, J.H. Kramers,
E. Lèvi-Provençal and J. Schacht, 1032. Leiden: Brill.

Culpeper, Jonathan. 1996. “Towards an Anatomy of Impoliteness.” Journal of Pragmatics 25:
349–367. https://doi.org/10.1016/0378-2166(95)00014-3

Darwish, Abdel-Fattah, and Günter Huber. 2003. “Individualism vs. Collectivism in Different
Cultures: A Cross-Cultural Study.” Intercultural Education 14: 47–55.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1467598032000044647

Decapua, Andrea, and Joan Dunham. 2007. “The Pragmatics of Advice Giving: Cross-Cultural
Perspectives.” Intercultural Pragmatics 4: 319–342. https://doi.org/10.1515/IP.2007.016

El-Aswad, El-Sayed. 2014. “Metaphors Arab Women Live By.” Journal of Women of the Middle
East and the Islamic World 12: 36–48. https://doi.org/10.1163/15692086-12341258

Elwood, Kate. 2004. “‘Congratulations!’ A Cross-Cultural Analysis of Responses to Another’s
Happy News.” The Cultural Review 25: 355–386.

Emery, Peter. 2000. “Greeting, Congratulating and Commiserating in Omani Arabic.”
Language, Culture and Curriculum 13: 196–216. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310008666599

The pragmatics of the congratulation speech act 183

https://doi.org/10.1080%2F07908310008666600
https://doi.org/10.1007%2F978-3-319-43491-9
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0957926510373973
https://doi.org/10.1017%2FCBO9780511813085
https://doi.org/10.5040%2F9781350989917
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2005.01.013
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2010.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.lingua.2018.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1007%2F978-3-030-22066-2_8
https://doi.org/10.1017%2FCBO9780511779480
https://doi.org/10.1016%2F0378-2166%2895%2900014-3
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F1467598032000044647
https://doi.org/10.1515%2FIP.2007.016
https://doi.org/10.1163%2F15692086-12341258
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F07908310008666599


Farenkia, Bernard. 2012. “Compliment Strategies and Regional Variation in French: Evidence
from Cameroon and Canadian French.” Pragmatics 22: 447–476.
https://doi.org/10.1075/prag.22.3.05mul

García, Carmen. 2009. “¿qué::? ¿cómo que te vas a casar? Congratulations and Rapport
Management: A Case Study of Peruvian Spanish Speakers.” Pragmatics 19: 197–222.
https://doi.org/10.1075/prag.19.2.03gar

Geurts, Bart. 2018. “Making Sense of Self Talk.” Review of Philosophy and Psychology 9:
271–285. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13164-017-0375-y

Harb, Mustafa. 2020. “Disagreement among Arabic Speakers in Faceless Computer-Mediated
Communication.” Journal of Politeness Research. https://doi.org/10.1515/pr-2017-0045

Hassan, Riffat. 2005. “Marriage: Islamic Discourses.” In Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic
Cultures, ed. by Suad Joseph, vol. 3, 246–249. Leiden: Brill.

Haugh, Michael. 2010. “Jocular Mockery, (Dis)affiliation, and Face.” Journal of Pragmatics 42:
2106–2119. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2009.12.018

Haugh, Michael, and Derek Bousfield. 2012. “Mock Impoliteness, Jocular Mockery and Jocular
Abuse.” Journal of Pragmatics 44: 1099–1114. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2012.02.003

Hosni, Hala. 2020. “Advice Giving in Egyptian Arabic and American English: A Cross-
Linguistic, Cross-Cultural Study.” Journal of Pragmatics 155: 193–212.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2019.11.001

Jacobs, Jennifer. 2008. Ululation in Levantine Society: The Cultural Reproduction of an
Affective Vocalization. Ph.D. thesis, University of Pennsylvania.

Kampf, Zohar. 2016. “All the Best! Performing Solidarity in Political Discourse.” Journal of
Pragmatics 93: 47–60. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2015.12.006

Keshishian, Lara. 2018. Speech Act of Congratulation in Lebanese Arabic and English among
University Students in Lebanon. M.A. thesis, American University of Beirut.

Kienpointer, Manfred. 1997. “Varieties of Rudeness: Types and Functions of Impolite
Utterances.” Functions of Language 4: 251–287. https://doi.org/10.1075/fol.4.2.05kie

Kochovska, Svetlana. 2013. “Expressing Congratulations in Latin: The Case of Cicero’s
Correspondence.” Literatūra 55: 27–37. https://doi.org/10.15388/Litera.2013.3.2503

Leech, Geoffrey. 1983. Principles of Pragmatics. London: Longman.
Maalej, Zouhair. 2008. “The Heart and Cultural Embodiment in Tunisian Arabic.” In Culture,

Body, and Language, ed. by Farzad Sharifian, René Dirven, Ning Yu, and
Susanne Niemeier, 395–428. Berlin: De Gruyter.

Maíz-Arévalo, Carmen. 2017. “Expressive Speech Acts in Educational E-chats.” Sociocultural
Pragmatics: 1–28. https://doi.org/10.1515/soprag-2017-0016

Mey, Jacob. 2001. Pragmatics. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.
Mey, Jacob. 2017. “Unloading the Weapon: Act and Tact.” In Doing Pragmatics Interculturally,

ed. by Rachel Giora and Michael Haugh, 389–397. Berlin: De Gruyter.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110546095-021

Morkus, Nader. 2014. “Refusals in Egyptian Arabic and American English.” Journal of
Pragmatics 70: 86–107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2014.06.001

Morrow, John (ed.). 2006. Arabic, Islam and the Allah Lexicon. Lewiston: Edwin Mellen.
Nasri, Najmed, Hossein Dastjerdy, and Momeneh Ghadiri. 2013. “Congratulation across

Cultures: English versus Armenian and Persian Speakers.” Procedia 70: 67–73.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.01.039

Norrick, Neal. 1978. “Expressive Illocutionary Acts.” Journal of Pragmatics 2: 277–291.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0378-2166(78)90005-X

184 Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-Jahmani

https://doi.org/10.1075%2Fprag.22.3.05mul
https://doi.org/10.1075%2Fprag.19.2.03gar
https://doi.org/10.1007%2Fs13164-017-0375-y
https://doi.org/10.1515%2Fpr-2017-0045
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2009.12.018
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2012.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2019.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2015.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1075%2Ffol.4.2.05kie
https://doi.org/10.15388%2FLitera.2013.3.2503
https://doi.org/10.1515%2Fsoprag-2017-0016
https://doi.org/10.1515%2F9783110546095-021
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2014.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.sbspro.2013.01.039
https://doi.org/10.1016%2F0378-2166%2878%2990005-X


Nydell, Margaret. 1996. Understanding Arabs. Yarmouth: Intercultural Press.
Paltridge, Brian. 2012. Discourse Analysis. London: Bloomsbury.
Qutbuddin, Tahera. 2019. Arabic Oration. Leiden: Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004395800

Searle, John. 1969. Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139173438

Searle, John. 1976. “A Classification of Illocutionary Acts.” Language in Society 5: 1–23.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404500006837

Taavitsainen, Irma, and Andreas Jucker. 2008. “Speech Acts Now and Then: Towards a
Pragmatic History of English.” In Speech Acts in the History of English, ed. by
Andreas Jucker and Irma Taavitsainen, 1–26. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.176.02taa

Triandis, Harry. 1995. Individualism and Collectivism. Boulder: Westview Press.
Ting-Toomey, Stella. 1999. Communicating Across Cultures. New York: Guildford Press.
Trosborg, Anna. 1995. Interlanguage Pragmatics. Berlin: De Gruyter.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110885286

Trujillo, Victoria Eugenia Velez. 2011. Sociopragmatic Study of Politeness in Speech Acts:
Congratulating in Colombian Spanish. M.A. thesis, Arizona State University.

Unceta Gómez, Luis. 2016. “Congratulations in Latin Comedy: Types and Functions.” Journal
of Politeness Research 12: 267–290. https://doi.org/10.1515/pr-2016-0005

Vanderveken, Daniel. 2001. “Illocutionary Logic and Discourse Typology.” Revue
Internationale de Philosophie 2: 243–255.

Verschueren, Jeff. 1985. What People Say They Do With Words. Norwood: Ablex.
Wierzbicka, Anna. 1987. English Speech Act Verbs. New York: Academic Press.
Willer, Lynda. 2001. “Warning: Welcome to Your World Baby, Gender Message Enclosed. An

Analysis of Gender Messages in Birth Congratulation Cards.” Women and Language 24
(1): 16–23.

Wong, Jock. 2010. “The “Triple Articulation” of Language.” Journal of Pragmatics 42:
2932–2944. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2010.06.013

The pragmatics of the congratulation speech act 185

https://doi.org/10.1163%2F9789004395800
https://doi.org/10.1017%2FCBO9781139173438
https://doi.org/10.1017%2FS0047404500006837
https://doi.org/10.1075%2Fpbns.176.02taa
https://doi.org/10.1515%2F9783110885286
https://doi.org/10.1515%2Fpr-2016-0005
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.pragma.2010.06.013


Appendix. Sample congratulations from the data

186 Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-Jahmani



The pragmatics of the congratulation speech act 187



188 Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-Jahmani



Address for correspondence

Muhammad A. Badarneh
Jordan University of Science and Technology
Department of English Language and Linguistics
P.O. Box 3030
Irbid 22110
Jordan
mbadarn@just.edu.jo

The pragmatics of the congratulation speech act 189

mailto:mbadarn@just.edu.jo


Publication history

Date received: 3 June 2020
Date accepted: 28 May 2021
Published online: 16 August 2021

190 Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-Jahmani

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4765-0938
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4765-0938

	Invoking divine blessing: The pragmatics of the congratulation speech act in university graduation notebooks in Jordan
	Muhammad A. Badarneh, Fathi Migdadi and Maram Al-JahmaniJordan University of Science and Technology
	1.Introduction
	2.Research overview
	3.Arab culture
	4.Theoretical background
	5.Data and methodology
	5.1Data
	5.2Methodology

	6.Analysis
	6.1Opening
	6.2The body
	6.2.1Expressing well wishes
	6.2.2Complimenting
	6.2.3Banter
	6.2.4Evoking shared experiences
	6.2.5Expressing validation
	6.2.6Using expressions of encouragement
	6.2.7Expression of happiness
	6.2.8Using self-directed well wishes
	6.2.9Attaching a ‘gift’

	6.3Closing formulae

	7.Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References
	Appendix.Sample congratulations from the data
	Address for correspondence
	Biographical notes
	Publication history


