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A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF LINGUISTIC
ROUTINES IN TWO LANGUAGES: ENGLISH AND EWE

Felix AMEKA*

It is very widely acknowledged that linguistic routines are not only embodiments of the socio-
cultural values of speech communities that use them, but their knowledge and appropriate use also
form an essential part of a speaker’s communicative/pragmatic competence. Despite this, many
studies concentrate more on describing the use of routines rather than explaining the socio-cultural
aspects of their meaning and the way they affect their use. It is the contention of this paper that
there is the need to go beyond descriptions to explanations and explications of the use and meaning
of routines that are culturally and socially revealing. This view is illustrated by a comparative
analysis of functionally equivalent formulaic expressions in English and Ewe. The similarities are
noted and the differences explained in terms of the socio-cultural traditions associated with the
respective languages. It is argued that insights gained from such studies are valuable for cross-
cultural understanding and communication as well as for second language pedagogy.

1. Introduction

There is increasing evidence in a number of interesting studies (for example, the
papers in Coulmas (1981a)), which indicates that “linguistic routine (...) may
(...) conceal the many intricacies of man’s verbal behaviour and its study is
sure to be of value both in practice and in theory” (Drazdauskiene (1981: 55)).
Much of the work done though does not seem to have much to offer from a
theoretical or even a wider practical point of view (cf. Haggo and Kuiper
(1983)). Thus, although it is widely acknowledged that linguistic routines are
culture-specific phenomena and their meanings cannot be interpreted apart
from the socio-cultural context in which they are used, and furthermore that
their use constitutes one problem area in cross-cultural and inter-ethnic
communication, few have attempted to make explicit the meaning and cultural
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content of these routines in individual languages. Fewer still have essayed the
task of comparing routines across cultures in a culture independent manner.

The purpose of this paper is to present an analysis of the meanings! of
functionally equivalent linguistic routines in two languages: English and Ewe?2,
and compare them in a culturally revealing manner.- The aim is to bring out the
similarities and differences and explain the latter in terms of the socio-cultural
milieu in which the routines are used.

The plan of the paper is as follows: In section 2, some preliminary comments
are made on linguistic routines and the method of analysis explained. This is
followed in section 3 by a discussion of the meanings of selected expressions
used in English and Ewe to give felicitations to people when good things
happen to them. Section 4 examines some of the routines in both languages
addressed to people who experience something bad. Section 5 concentrates on
one conversational routine in Ewe which reflects an interesting social and
cultural norm in Ewe society. Explicit semantic formulae are proposed to
account for the meanings of each of the routines discussed.

2. Linguistic routines: Some observations

Communication in daily social intercourse in speech communities is largely
manifested through the enactment of routines — be they verbal or non-verbal.

! In this paper, ‘meaning’ is viewed in a very broad sense. It refers to any information that is
associated with a linguistic routine and is needed for its interpretation — and which is coded
systematically and conventionally expressed by it. Thus all the shared beliefs, attitudes and values
of the speech community that uses the routines (and of the participants in a speech event) as well as
the cognitive content, the social, cultural, affective and situational factors that have bearing on their
use are all relevant. It is my conviction that all these aspects of routines can be explicated and
represented in semantic formulae. Granting that such semantic representations are adequately
formulated, it should be possible to predict various things about the usage of routines such as
politeness and various conversational implicatures.

2 Ewe is a major dialect of the dialect-cluster which is preferably referred to now as Gbe (Capo
(1983)) — a language of the Tano-Congo (or Kwa) branch of the Congo-Kordofanian family. Ewe
is spoken in the south-eastern corner of Ghana (southern parts of the Volta Region of Ghana, to be
precise) where it is in contact with English and across into the southern parts of Togo as far as and
just across the Togo-Benin border where it is in contact with French. Ewe is also one of the two
national languages of Togo.

Traditional Ewe orthography is used throughout the paper. In this system, f* ‘v’ and ‘d; represent
[o] [B] and [d] respectively in IPA. (All other letters have their IPA value.) Although tones are
sparingly marked traditionally, all high tones as well as the low tones that are conventionally
marked are indicated with " and ' respectively. * represents a rising tone while ~ represents
nasalisation. The following abbreviations are used in interlinear translations.

FOC = Focus PRO = Pronoun HAB = Habitual SG = Singular 1 = First person
NEG = Negative POSS = Possessive PL © = Plural Q = Quest. Part.2 = Second person
PRT = Particle 3 = Third person

i

[
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The attention and interest of linguists have been drawn to prepatterned and
prefabricated utterances or sequence of utterances that are used recurrently in
more or less standardised communication situations in various communities.
We follow Hymes (1968: 126) in referring to such expressions as /linguistic
routines® (cf. Saville-Troike (1982: 44-46)).

Linguistic routines used to be considered as ““part of the dust of social.
activity, empty and trivial” conventions (Goffman (1971: 90)) used in everyday
interaction for phatic communication. Now, the widespread view is that
routines embody a lot of social, situational and cultural meanings. Few aspects
of language furnish better clues to the cultural ecology and preoccupations of a
speech community than linguistic routines (see Matisoft (1979), Tannen and
Oztek (1981), Verschueren (1981) and Wierzbicka (1986a)). Furthermore, the
use of some of these expressions involves politeness. Laver (1981: 290), for
example, contends that: “routine behaviour is polite behaviour. The linguistic
behaviour of conversational routines involving greetings and partings as well
as pleas, thanks, excuses, apologies and small-talk is part of the linguistic
repertoire of politeness™ (see also Ferguson (1976: 138), Brend (1978: 253),
Lakoff (1973), Brown and Levinson (1978)).

These aspects of routines — the socio-cultural content of their meaning and
politeness — which are culture-specific phenomena make the character and
incidence of linguistic routines in various languages highly idiosyncratic to
particular cultures (as reflected in particular (groups of) languages). Conse-
quently their appropriate use in second language situations creates many
difficulties (cf. Coulmas (1979), Ameka (1985), Akere (1978), Borkin and
Reinhart (1978) among others). A practical value then of studying these should
be the promotion of cross-cultural understanding and easing of problems in
second language acquisition of these forms. ;

In addition, following from their culture-specific nature, one needs to enter
the psycho-socio-cultural world of the particular speech community in order to
understand, interpret and elucidate the knowledge that these expressions
encapsulate. This, for some people, is perhaps the most important property of
linguistic routines (cp. Saville-Troike (1982: 147)). Several studies of formulae
in many languages bear testimony to this (e.g. Coulmas (1979, 1981b),
Matisoff (1979), Verschueren (1981) inter alia). What is less easy to find are
rigorous and explicit analyses of the very crucial cognitive, social and cultural
components of the meanings of routines which are not couched in obscure and

3 Recent interest in the phenomenon of linguistic routines has led to a proliferation of terms.
Unfortunately many writers do not make clear what the conceptual similarities and differences are
between these terms although some of them are used interchangeably. Some of the terms likely to
be encountered in the literature are: formulae; formulaic expressions; deference formulae; politeness
formulae; routines; politeness routines; discourse routines; routine formulae; prepatterned discourse
units, and stereotypes and gambits. The first two of these are used in this paper as synonyms of
linguistic routines.
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ethnocentric language. No criticism of many available accounts of routines
could be more apt than the challenging words of Matisoff (1979: 83): “How
well have we isolated the individual psychosemantic components of such
familiar speech acts as thanks, blessings, curses, oaths and the rest? How well
have we translated the elusive inner language of our mental processes into the
pseudo-precise language of expository prose?” (see Haggo and Kuiper (1983)
for similar comments). The usefulness of most of the studies for cross-linguistic
or cross-cultural comparative studies is as a result severely impaired.

This short-coming may be traced to the difficulty in incorporating socio-
cultural meanings within semantic frameworks. A number of proposals have
been recently advanced for doing this, some with specific reference to repre-
senting the meaning of formulae in presumably a scientific manner. Thus
Haggo and Kuiper (1983) call for a full lexical entry format a la Jackendoff
(1975) which rigorously specifies the set of conditions of use — a codified
pragmatics — of each formula. Coulmas (1979: 244) has suggested the use of
situational frames for the “conceptual representation of the ensemble of those
factors that determine typified speech behaviour” (cf. also Van Dijk
(1977,1981)). This approach is informally illustrated with a comparison of
functionally similar expressions in English and Japanese. Verschueren (1984)
thinks that a theory of meaning capable of incorporating a ‘prototype-and-
frames semantics’ is what is needed as a starting point for the study of
communication whether cross-cultural or not. Each of these proposals may
have some worth, but the approach I favour is the one espoused by Wierzbicka
(1985b, 1986a, 1986b). She argues that the meanings of linguistic acts can and
should be decomposed and represented in a metalanguage of semantic primi-
tives based on natural language but which is culture independent. She demon-
strates very convincingly how this reveals the differences and similarities not
only between speech acts in a particular language but also across languages
and cultures. Besides, this method is not just an ad hoc one for specific parts of
language (see Wierzbicka (1972, 1979, 1980, 1984) among others for illustra-
tions). ; ,

The analysis in this paper is done in Wierzbicka’s framework. The method
of analysis essentially involves paraphrasing the linguistic routines in a- meta-
language based on intuitively intelligible natural language, and in simple terms
which permit a precise comparison of both the similarities and differences
between the items in the two languages. The simple terms are intuitive because
they are not abstract and are open to verification. They are linked to the ideas
that they have in the natural language which can be understood by themselves.

Linguistic routines constitute illocutionary acts (cf. Ferguson (1976: 148),
Caffi (1984)). As such their meanings (i.e. their illocutionary forces) are
amalgams of feelings, assumptions, thoughts, intentions and purposes (cf.
Norrick (1978), Searle (1976), Van Dijk (1981), Wierzbicka (1972)). Conse-
quently, the analysis of their meaning, or rather the force and use they have in
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verbal communication to my mind, involves unravelling al/ the situational,
attitudinal, cultural, social and psychological functions, conventions and
purposes embodied in them and making these explicit in perusable language.
This is what I attempt to do in the following sections. I start with expressions
which I have dubbed, for sheer convenience, allo—bono recognitive expressions
following Matisoff (1979).

3. Allo-bono recognitive expressions
3.1.  English expressions

Happy events keep happening to people in every society almost ddily. When
one realises that something good happens to another, s/he has an obligation
socially and culturally to give felicitations to that person. This may be done
through the enactment of routines. Members of the English speech community,
for example, have a repertoire of fixed expressions from which to select in such
situations which include inter alia: Congratulations! Well done! Congrats! and
in Australian English Good on you! (see Wierzbicka (1986a)). Needless to say,
new ones could be created. We focus on the first two of these.

Congratulations can be said to someone who has achieved something
personally such as having had a baby, passed an exam or graduated from a
course. In such instances something good has happened to the addressee. In
addition the addressee is the agent, more or less, of the good event. However,
congratulations is also used in situations where the addressee is not a direct
agent of the event compared to the situations mentioned before. ‘Congratula-
tions on your birthday!” is a frequent and appropriate salutation to people on
their birthday in English. Certainly, birthdays are pleasant occasions for the
celebrants but one cannot find a direct manipulation of events to lead up to the
happy event by the one involved. It could be argued though that if one messed
up one’s life, one would probably not live to attain the anniversary. In a sense,
then, one is congratulated on one’s birthday presumably for preserving one’s
life. This is even more evident when the celebration is that of an important age
such as twenty-one or fifty. On such occasions, people are usually addressed
with the words: ‘Congratulations on making it to eighteen/twenty-one/fifty/
seventy-six etc!’.

Similarly, congratulations may be said to someone who has had a stroke of
luck, such as having won a lottery. Here too, it is hard to perceive any direct
agency of the addressee involved. But it should be remembered that one has to
buy a lottery ticket first before one can win. So, if one had not played a game,
the happy event would not have occurred. Thus the recipient of congratulations
in such cases has done something however indirectly to bring about the
pleasant moment.
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Part of the meaning of congratulations should include the fact that it is said
to someone to whom something good has happened and who is directly or
indirectly the agent of the good thing.

By contrast, well done is said to someone who has done something good such
as graduating successfully from a course, winning a race or having produced a
good piece of work. It is inappropriate if the good thing is due to a stroke of
luck. It is thus infelicitous as a birthday wish. In the same way, it is odd to be
used for someone who has won a lottery. Thus well done differs from
congratulations in this respect. In fact, the lexical content of well done is very
instructive in explaining the difference. It implies that the addressee has done
something well. Thus if one has not caused directly, so to speak, the happy
event, this expression cannot be used. Furthermore, there is a sense of
appreciation and praise for the addressee on the part of the speaker who seems
to say that other people cannot do the thing as well as the addressee can do it.

Naturally, anybody to whom something good has happened can be expected
to feel pleased, Hence one of the assumptions underlying these expressions is
that the addressee feels glad because of the happy event. In this aspect of their
meanings both expressions are very similar. It has sometimes been thought that
these expressions like any other routines are used perfunctorily; performed
without thought or feeling, and are very predictable and as such they are
devoid of any feelings and meanings (cp. Owen’s (1983).distinction between
routine and heartfelt apologies). I don’t believe that this is the case. It is the
frequency of their occurrence in speech that has led to such perceptions about
these routines. As Matisoff (1979: 5) has rightly pointed out, “the formula has
become a surrogate for the true feeling, an almost automatic linguistic feature
that constant usage has rendered as predictable as the concord in number
between subject and object”. Thus even if formulae are sometimes said without
feelings, their content has feelings and that is what is relevant for the analysis
of the conventional illocutionary meanings of the routines.

Next, we consider the illocutionary purpose of these utterances. The point of
an illocutionary act — a very important component of its illocutionary force — is
different from its real purpose (Austin (1962), Searle (1976)). Furthermore, the
social functions of expressive illocutionary acts, under which these routines fall,
are also different from both the illocutionary and the real purpose (Norrick
(1978), Owen (1983)). What is essential, from a semantic point of view, for an
account of these expressions is their illocutionary purpose and maybe their
conventionalised social functions. This is because what we are interested in is
the expressed intentions of the speaker. Undoubtedly anyone who proffers
good wishes to somebody on the occasion of a happy event has the purpose of
displaying and expressing to the addressee that s/he feels happy for him/her.
Congratulations indicates friendliness, warmth and . appreciation for the
addressee. Well done, on the other hand, focuses primarily on the good thing
that has been done. It registers a speaker’s appreciation and admiration for the
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thing that has been done rather than towards the doer of the thing (the
addressee). This subtle but important difference between the two expressions is
reflected in the components of their meaning that represent their dicta (propo-
sitions in Searle’s terms). (Compare component (¢) of the formula for congratu-
lations and component (d) of that for well done below.)

Congratulations!

(a) I perceive that something good has happened to you.

(b) T think it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t done something to cause it to
happen.

(¢) I assume you feel something good because of that.

(d) T want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her.

(e) Isay: I feel something good towards you because of that.

(f) 1 say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

Well done!

(a) I know you have done something good that one couldn’t expect everyone to be able
to do.

(b) T assume you feel something good because of that.

(c) T want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when s/he does a
thing of this kind.

(d) I say: You have done something good.

(e) I feel something good because of that.

It is clear from the analysis that congratulations differs in dictum as well as in
terms of whether the addressee is directly or indirectly responsible for bringing
about the happy event from well done. Both are, however, similar in the
purpose as well as in the feelings involved. These are very easily discernible
from the explications proposed for the two expressions.

3.2. Ewe expressions

We proceed to consider some of the fixed expressions used in Ewe in similar
situations. When some happy event occurs to someone such as his/her having
had a baby, any of the following could be said to the one.

(la) Mawi sé pu!
God strong side
‘God is strong.’
Response:

(1b) Yoo, mia-wo-¢ do  gbe dal
O.K. 2PL PL FOC send voice up
‘0.K. (it is) you all (who) have prayed.’

(2a) Thgbé-wo s€ na!
Grandfather PL strong side
‘Ancestors are strong.’
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Response: (Ib), or
(2b) Yoo, mia —to - wo hi!
O.K. 2PL POSS PRO PL also
‘0.K. yours too. '
(3) ni-wo  na-wd  sé nal’
-Side 2SG thing PL strong side
‘Beings (things) around you are strong.’
Response: (2)b
(4) Mawu wo da!
God do work
‘God has worked.’
Response: (1)b
(5) Thgbé — wo wo di!
Grandfather PL do work
‘Ancestors have worked.’
Response; (1)b or (2)b
(6) pgi—wo ni- wd wo di!
Side 2SG thing PL do work
‘Beings (things) around you have worked.’
Response: (2)b

To facilitate our understanding of these expressions, let us digress a little to
look first at gratitude expressing constructions used in Ewe that bear some
resemblance to the forms above. The relevant ones are:

(7) Mia-wé

2PL PL £ 6 na!

Wo FOC strong side

2SG

‘(It is) You (who) are strong.’

(8) Mia-wo
2PL PL - wo dd!

Wo FOC do work

28G

(It is) You (who) have worked.’

The predicates of these latter expressions as well as those of the former ones
are identical. In contrast to English thank you, for example, which is used both
for material and immaterial services rendered (Coulmas (1981b), Verschueren
(1981)), these Ewe expressions are used only for tangible things done for you.*

*Coulmas (1981b: 74) suggests that acts of thanking can differ from one another along at least four
particularly important dimensions. One of these has to do with whether thanks are offered for
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However, the two expressions differ in meaning. Warburton et al
(1968: 129) have erroneously suggested that the difference lies in (7) being
more colloquial than (8). Both expressions, to my mind, are used inter-
changeably, though not synonymously, irrespective of the formality or
otherwise of the occasion. It must be conceded though that the preference for
one form over the other may have to do with the dialectal background of the
speaker.

Briefly, by using (7) the speaker conveys the idea that the addressee has done
something good for him/her. S/he recognises or admits that the addressee has
strength or power presumably over him/her. This is borne out by the literal
translation. Furthermore, the speaker feels glad and demonstrates this by
uttering the expression. There is an element of praise in (7) which is not found
in (8). The speaker, as it were, considers him/herself as being incapable of
doing the thing that has been done for him/her. This is evident from the
jocular, or rather the ‘praise shift response’ (as ethnomethodologists would put
it) that friends use for (7) but not for (8). The following is a typical exchange
between friends:

(9) A: Wo- ¢ s& ph!
2SG FOC strong side
‘(It is) You (who) are strong = Thanks.’
B: Nye - ¢ s& wi wo a?
1ISG FOC strong surpass you Q
‘Am I stronger than you?

On the other hand, all that is involved in (8) is that the speaker expresses an
awareness that the addressee has done something good for him/her and shows
that s/he feels pleased because of it. Incidentally, if we adopt Leech’s
(1983: 132) idea of politeness maxims one of which enjoins the speaker to
maximise praise of other (addressee) and minimise praise of self (speaker) — the
approbation maxim — then we can say that (7) is more polite than (8). This
implies and illustrates that different degrees of politeness are involved in the
same language for seemingly synonymous expressions. This is a pointer, it
seems to me, that politeness strategies are not enough to make explicit the
implicit knowledge of linguistic signs (cp. Staab (1983)).

We return now to the expressions for felicitations. Note that one member of
the community does something good for another and s/he is said to have
strength or have worked. Similarly, when something good happens to you,
which you may or may not be responsible for having brought about, it is God,
ancestors or other supernatural beings that are said to have strength or have

material goods (e.g. gifts and services) received or for immaterial goods (e.g. wishes, compliments
and congratulations) received. The point here is that the Ewe expressions are not used for the latter.
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worked. This is one significant difference between English and Ewe. It is
fascinating that the Ewe expressions include the words: Mdawn ‘God’,
Tigbéwé ‘ancestors’ and yu-wo nuwé ‘beings’ or ‘forces’, (in fact, they refer
to spirits and divinities) in them. It is important to realise that English
expressions used in similar situations do not encode the idea of the happy event
happening to somebody as coming from God or any supernatural powers, but
the emphasis is a relationship of speaker and addressee and a concentration on
and probably praise of the individual. This should not be surprising to anyone
familiar with the Anglo-Saxon tradition of individuality and personal auto-
nomy.

For the Ewes on the other hand, anything that happens to you is the work
ultimately of God who may work in diverse ways through the ancestors
or other spirits and divinities. So first, we get an idea of how the Ewes
conceptualise the causation of good (and bad) things from these expressions.
Second, the expressions viewed in their totality furnish excellent glimpses about
the structure of the religion of the Ewes. Needless to say, these views are not
unique to the Ewes. They are aspects of the African world-view (see Ameka
(1985)).

To capture fully the meanings of the expressions, then, we need to enter the
belief system of the Ewes and grasp the assumptions that relate to the concepts
of God, ancestors, divinities and spirits. The Ewes, like many other Africans,
believe in a Supreme Being called Mawi ‘God’ (Dzobo (1975), Pazzi (1976)).
All life and activity, material and non-material, derive from him. Besides God,
however, there are other forces or powers which aid not only God in the
discharge of his duties, but also humans. These forces comprise spirits — good
as well as evil, divinities or lesser deities and ancestors. These various entities in
the structure of religion of the Ewes (and of Africans in general) permeate and
manifest themselves in all human experiences so that ““at every point in the
universe of African reality, the person is in contact with life forces that are
expressed by means of God, spirits, ancestors, natural objects, even the
universe itself” (Williams (1985: 435)). It is not surprising then that God,
spirits, divinities and ancestors are ascribed the source of good things that
happen to humans and are, as it were, praised for it.

But what exactly is the role of these beings in the life of humans? “The
divinities”, to use the words of Idowu (1973: 170-171), “are ministers each
with his own definite portfolio in the Deity’s monarchical government. Each in
his own sphere an administrative head of a department. They are also
intermediaries between Deity and man especially with respect to their particu-
lar functions.” These ‘ministers’, obviously, should play a part in bringing
about good things to people. This is why the Ewes can say that they are strong
or have worked in bringing about good things that happen to them.

In addition, “[T}he ancestor is a departed spirit who stands in peculiarly
close relation to the tribe or the family: the life of the latter has been derived
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from him and because he is still in a sense one with it; his favour or disfavour
has therefore a sharply focussed relation to it and is more urgently to be
sought or avoided” (Farmer quoted in Idowu (1973: 179)). The ancestors are
considered as moral superintendents of the living. As such they do help to
cause good things to happen to the living as the routines indicate. All these
issues are crucial cultural ideas that must be incorporated in an adequate
formulation of the meanings of these expressions.

In Ewe then, because of these views, the praise for good things happening to
somebody goes to supernatural beings and not to the individual. This conten-
tion is important because it exposes the Anglo-centric nature of Leech’s
comment that ““... the Approbation Maxim [i.e. (a) Minimise dispraise of other
(b) Maximise praise of other, FA] is exemplified in the intrinsic courtesy of
congratulations” (Leech (1983: 132)).

Another dimension of the differences between English behaviour and Ewe
behaviour as manifested in these routines has to do with how the people think
of the happy event. For the English, the happy event happens to an individual
and it is the individual’s day, while for the Ewes the event is shared by the
whole community. Recall that the response to the English expressions is thank
you or one of its variants whose meaning can be tentatively paraphrased as:

I perceive that you have done something good for me.

I say: I feel something good towards you because of that. ;

1 say it because I want to show how I feel and to cause you to feel something
good.

Notice again that the emphasis is on the speaker and the addressee and their
relationship. The focus is on the congratulator having done something good
for the recipient of congratulations. ’

In contrast, however, the Ewe responses (1b) and (2b) reproduced below as
(10) and (11) portray the communality of the happy event:

(10) Yoo, mia — wo — ¢ d6o gbe da!
OXK. 2PL PL FOC send voice up
‘0.K. (it is) you all (who) have prayed.’
(11) Yoo, mia — to — wo hil
O.K. 2PL POSS PRO PL also
‘O.K. yours too (i.e. your ancestors and divinities etc.).”

(10) indicates that the speaker i.e. the experiencer of the happy event conveys
the idea that s/he is conscious of the fact that the good thing would not have
happened to him/her if the addressee and other members of the community did
not wish for it, even if only passively through their solidarity and group
membership.
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(11) further conveys the recognition on the part of the speaker that the good
thing was not brought about only by his/her ancestors or divinities etc. but
also by those of the addressee and indeed other members of the community as
well. This, in fact, illustrates agdin the communal nature of the beings. God,
ancestors, divinities, spirits are not ‘personal’ and ‘private’ preserves of indivi-
duals but they belong to the whole community and work together in their
various roles for the community.

This major difference between the English and Ewe expressions, in my view,
largely explains the differences in the situational contexts in which they are
used. Thus, in addition to the contexts mentioned so far, the Ewe expressions
are also said to someone who has come out of hospital or has had an
operation or in short, someone who has been in a dangerous situation but did
not succumb to it. In such situations, the English expressions are inap-
propriate. On the other hand, the English expressions are very appropriate at
weddings. An etiquette rule, it is claimed, is that congratulations are said to the
groom rather than the bride. However, the Ewe expressions are infelicitous
when said to either the groom or the bride or both. Why?

My speculation is that in Ewe society, taking a partner is probably not
regarded in itself as a spectacular achievement. Rather, marriage is the
beginning of a process aimed at attaining something else (e.g. procreation).
What one needs for such tasks is good wishes for prosperity and children etc.,
and not an adulation of an achievement. On the contrary, in Anglo-Saxon
society taking a partner is a great personal achievement and one has to be
congratulated for attaining it. Anna Wiezbicka (personal communication) has
suggested that congratulations and well done are used felicitously in such a
context in English presumably because in this society an individual has to
search for and find a ‘matching’ and ‘desirable’ partner. If you succeed in
doing this you must be praised for attaining something spectacular and good.

Be that as it may, our primary concern is to explicate the messages
conventionally conveyed by a speaker who utters these expressions. I suggest
the following semantic formulae for the Ewe expressions. The reader is invited
to compare the paraphrases with one another and with those proposed for
congratulations and well done (on p. 305).

Méwi sé nit!

‘God is strong!’

(a) T perceive that something good has happened to you.

(b) I assume you feel something good because of that.

(¢) Tassume we understand that things of this kind don’t happen if God does not cause
them to happen.

(d) T assume we feel something good towards God because he has caused this thing to
happen to you.

(¢) I want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her.



F. Ameka | Linguistic routines in English and Ewe 311

() Isay: God has done something good for you which people couldn’t do.
(g) 1 feel something good because of that. ,
(h) I say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

T3gbéwo sé pii!

‘Ancestors are strong!’

(a) I perceive that something good has happened to you.

(b) T assume you feel something good because of that.

(¢) Tassume we understand that it couldn’t have happened if the ancestors did not want
it to happen.

(d) T assume we feel something good towards the ancestors because of that.

(e) I want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her.

(f). I say: the ancestors have done something good for you which people couldn’t do.

(g) 1 feel something good because of that.

(h) I say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

Bi-wo ni-wo sé pi!

‘Beings around you are strong.’

(a) I perceive that something good has happened to you.

(b) T assume you feel something good because of that.

(c) T assume we understand that it couldn’t have happened if the beings that could
cause things to-happen to people did not want it to happen.

(d) I assume we feel something good towards the beings because of it.

(e) I want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her.

(f) Isay: the beings have done something good for you which people couldn’t do.

(g) T feel something good because of that.

(h) I say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

Mawt wo d3!

‘God has worked.’

(a) 1 perceive that something good has happened to you.

(b) I assume you feel something good because of that.

(¢) I assume we understand that it wouldn’t have happened if God did not cause it to
happen.

(d) 1 assume we feel something good towards God because of that.

(e) I want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her.

(f) 1say: God has done something good for you.

(g) 1 feel something good because of that.

(h) I say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

Tsgbéwo wo d3!

‘Ancestors have worked.’

(a) I perceive that something good has happened to you.
(b) I assume you feel something good because of it.
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(c¢) T assume we understand that it wouldn’t have happened if the ancestors did not
cause it to happen.

(d) I assume we feel something good towards the ancestors because of it.

(e) I want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her. ’

(f) 1 say: the ancestors have done something good for you.

(g) 1 feel something good because of that.

(h) I say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

yu-wo ni-wé wo di!

‘Beings around you have worked.’

(a) I perceive that something good has happened to you.

(b) T assume you feel something good because of it.

(c) I assume we understand that it wouldn’t have happened if the beings that could
cause things to happen to people did not do something to cause it to happen.

(d) I assume we feel something good towards the beings because of that.

(e) T want to say the kind of thing that one should say to another when things of this
kind happen to him/her.

(f) I say: the beings around you have done something good for you.

(g) I feel something good because of that.

(h) T say it because I want to show you what I feel because of it.

Certain doubts have been raised by a number of people (including an
anonymous referee) concerning the analysis of the Ewe expressions presented
here. In general, it is claimed that by the nature of formulaic expressions, the
surface compositional meaning of the individual items may not have any
bearing on their illocutionary meaning because the latter is derived not so
much from the morpho-syntactic and lexical content as from the contextual
factors at play in their use. Consequently, it is argued, if these expressions are
routines then it can hardly be proved that speakers are aware of the meaning
of the individual items of the expression in question when they use the
expressions; let alone the conceptions and cultural ideas that I have claimed
are associated with them. In other words, it is questioned whether some of the
components of the explications proposed are part of the speakers’ knowledge,
and even if they are, whether they are accessed when the expressions are used.
These are interesting objections but their foundations, in my view, are mis-
conceived.

As I see it, formulaic expressions and for that matter idioms, in general, vary
in terms of how frozen and opaque they are. Thus “there are formulae which
are exactly like certain grammatical structures of the language in being entirely
grammatical and having entirely predictable semantic interpretations” (Haggo
and Kuiper (1983: 539)). Others are completely frozen and their meaning bears
no relation to the meanings of the individual lexical items. A number of
expressions lie between these two end-points of what may be called a frozen-
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ness or opacity hierarchy. For those fixed expressions that are less frozen,
(parts of) the meanings of (some of) the individual items usually contribute to
the total meaning of the expression in question. Other components of the entire
meaning come from the situation (and other contextual factors such as speaker
attitudes and emotions) in which the formulae are regularly used (which makes
them routines). (Cf. the explication of How dare you! by Wierzbicka
(1986b: 103) in which dare is used and its justification.)

I think that the Ewe expressions in question are not completely frozen and
so the content of the individual lexical items is relevant for the analysis of their
illocutionary meaning. In fact, one way of looking at the expressions is to
consider them as having open slots (X) in their structure; viz. X sé yiz and X wo
d3. One of the tasks of a speaker in communication is to select a term from a
set of possible items that could fill the slot to match the appropriate situation.
Thus if a human does something good for the speaker, s/he fills the slot with
an item that refers to and identifies the doer of the good thing (see examples
(7) and (8)). If something good happens to somebody else and the speaker
wants to show how good s/he feels because of it, one of Mdawu (God),
T3gbéwé (ancestors), and yuwo nawé (beings around you) is selected. It can
hardly be denied that if these choices are open to the speaker and one of 