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Abstract
The study examines the issues of politeness, power, and pragmatic failure in cross-cultural
communication in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), Pakistan, where the native inhabitants are
mainly Pashto people, tribal structures and relations between the Pashto, Urdu, and
English speaking communities. The study is based on the application of the pragmatic
theories including the Speech Act Theory and Politeness Theory and can be considered as
the main reasons of pragmatic misunderstanding in the educational, professional, and
social contexts that might occur due to cultural norms, dominance, and language transfers.
Patterns of pragmatic failure were determined through an ethnographic method based on
semi-structured interviews and discourse analysis and culturally sensitive mitigation
strategies were advised. These results indicate the impact of Pashtunwali on the
development of the behaviors of directness and hierarchy, which conflict with the English
norms, causing speech-act failure, such as requests and apologies. This study not only
brings contributions to the field of linguistic pedagogy, but also to cross-cultural training
policy recommendations to help in developing intercultural competence within the KP,
towards social harmony and development.
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Introduction
In a global village, cross-cultural communication is an important means of social, economic and
political interaction. Nevertheless, when it comes to the intercultural interactions, the latter often
experience pragmatic failures and misunderstandings, even in the situations when the language skills
of the participants are high, especially in the setting of a multilingual interaction, where the cultures
overlap (Rehman et al., 2025). Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), a Pakistani province of more than 35 million
people, most of whom speak Pashto, is an example of this. Pashto is the local lingua franca along with
Urdu (a national language) and English (education, administration and foreign relations). Pashtun
tribal culture is very strong in the region, with the communicative practices based on Pashtunwali, the
code of honor (nang), hospitality (melmastia), and hierarchical respect (siyal) (Ahmed, 2013; Barth,
1969).

The cross-cultural encounters have been triggered by urbanization, migration as well as the
digital globalization, which in most cases leads to pragmatic miss- matches. KP has pragmatic failure,
which means failure to communicate or understand intended meanings because of the context or
cultural differences (Thomas, 1983; Bao, 2020). As an example, cultural forms of communicative verbal
behavior (the direct speech acts of Pashto speakers) can be seen as rude in terms of NGOs or a
university environment, where English-dominant professionals are employed (Sultan et al., 2024;
Rehan, 2025). This is further complicated by power relations: the patriarchal and tribal societies of KP
impose asymmetrical relationships (e.g. elder-youth or gender-based), in contrast to egalitarian
cultural values of the West (Ding, 2022; Hofstede, 2001). The indirectness of Pashtunwali face
preservation strategies is opposed with low-context directness of English and contributes to failure
(Goffman, 1967; Brown and Levinson, 1987).

This research fills the gaps in the knowledge of politeness, power, and failure of pragmatic
speech in KP cross-cultural situations. Although the literature on global pragmatics is quite extensive
(Rose and Kasper, 2002; Taguchi, 2011), the Pakistani context tends to ignore the regional peculiarities
or universalize the use of the English language (Rehan, 2025; Mahboob, 2009). Pashto high-context,
honor-based communication in KP clashes with low-context English standards which is reflected
through speech acts, such as requests, apologetic speech, and refusals (Beebe et al., 1990; Rehman et al.,
2025). The socio political context of the province with post-conflict recovery and humanitarian services
highlights that effective interactions between cultures are required so as to reduce tensions (Ahmed,
2013).

Pragmatics studies language outside of semantics (Yule, 2000; Bao, 2020). Politeness strategies
are face strategies that reduce face threats which are cross culturally different (Brown and Levinson,
1987). Relational discourse such as power influences pragmatic decisions in hierarchical societies such
as KP (Fairclough, 1992). The research incorporates the geopolitical environment of KP, such as Afghan
refugees that promote Pashto-Urdu-English code-switching and enhance pragmatic risks (Khan and
Khan, 2021). Through globalization through social media, the youngsters are being exposed to Western
pragmatics, but the conservative Pashtunwali still exists, leading to a hybrid communication that is
likely to fail (Rehan, 2025). English-medium instruction in education is in opposition to the Pashto oral
traditions, and it causes misunderstanding between students and teachers (Sultan et al., 2024). The
healthcare and tourism industries are professional fields that increase failure because of power distance
(Ding, 2022). The Pashtunwali system of gender dynamics inhibits indirect manifestation of women,
which distorts the situation in mixed environments (Hashmi and Siddiqui, 2023).
Describing practical failure in the context of social cohesion, this study fits into the realities of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of Pakistan, to which inclusive development is a priority aspect
of the development process that can be achieved with the help of effective communication (UNDP,
2023). It forms a linkage between theoretical pragmatics and applied linguistics, and provides
implications to policy makers and educators.
Research Problem Statement
The pragmatic failure is common to the case of KP cross-cultural communication, in which the
politeness and power relations of Pashtunwali culture are incompatible with the outside linguistic rules,
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which results in misperceptions, social conflicts, and a failure to communicate. Though fluent in
English or Urdu, the Pashto speakers fail because of transfers of sociocultural contexts of Pashto, where
high-context systems are based on honor and low-context ones are viewed as rude, fail to use the
appropriate speech act (e.g., direct refusals) (Rehan, 2025). Pashtun straightness and hierarchy can be
interpreted as violent by non-locals in the work environment, such as international assistance or
university (Sultan et al., 2024). Literature is concerned with larger Pakistani settings (Mahboob, 2009,
as cited in Rehan, 2025), yet does not pay attention to the tribal interactions of KP. The indirectness of
face-saving that Pashtunwali values places conflicting emphasis on the straightforwardness of English
(Ding, 2022). Pragmatics is complicated by the presence of power structures, such as gender divisions:
Women can make decisions using hyper-polite strategies, which can result in overloading or
breakdown (Bao, 2020). Online communication worsens the problem where non-verbal
communication is absent (Rehman et al., 2025). The gap is in the empirical studies of mediation of the
power in politeness and pragmatics in KP. Unless this is done, cross-cultural in education, business and
conflict resolution initiatives will continue to be ineffective and thus further fueling stereotypes and
stifling development. This paper hypothesizes that KP pragmatic failures are deeply rooted in power
systems, which require a culturally sensitive solution.
Research Objectives
Examine politeness techniques in cross-cultural communication between Pashto speakers and KP and
determine how well they fit the English and Urdu standards. Look into the sphere of power relations
(hierarchy, gender, tribal power) and how it affects pragmatic decision-making and leads to failure.

Determine typical pragmatic failure forms and causes in educational, professional and social
contexts and emphasize on the use of speech acts (requests, apologies, refusals).
Recommend solutions and interventions to reduce failures, increase intercultural competence by
training and educating around KP.
Such goals are based on the pragmatic theory (Thomas, 1983) and seek practical results such as
curriculum changes.
Research Questions
Which strategies of politeness are most dominant in the cross-cultural communication of KP, and how
do they mirror the values of the Pashtun compared to the external demands?
What are the relations between power (e.g., hierarchies in tribal, gender and professional environments)
and pragmatic behaviour and failure in KP?
In what ways are pragmatic failures (pragmalinguistic vs. sociopragmatic) most often in KP interactions,
and what cultural/situational influences cause them?
How can pragmatic failures in multilingual Pashto-Urdu-English situations of KP be alleviated?
Such questions help go into details when working with qualitative data.
Importanceof the Research
This work has an academic, practical, and social merit. In the academic world, it uses the global
theories (e.g., Politeness Theory; Brown and Levinson, 1987) on an underrepresented area, adding
Pakistani linguistics to the gaps of the region (Rehan, 2025; Sultan et al., 2024). It also allows making
comparative studies with other high context cultures. In practice, the results are used in language
pedagogy in English-mandatory institutions of KP with pragmatic training (Bao, 2020). It minimizes
confusion in other areas such as tourism, NGOs, and corporate through politeness and power
workshops (Ding, 2022). More pragmatics in the society fosters unity on conflict prone KP, which is
used to resolve power induced failure in inter tribal conversations (Rehman et al., 2025). It allows
marginalized populations (e.g., women) to negotiate the power with the help of language, which
corresponds to SDGs 4 (Quality Education) and 5 (Gender Equality). Finally, it produces policy
suggestions, publications, and possibilities of the further research of South Asian multilingual
pragmatics.
Literature Review
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This analysis summarizes the literature concerning politeness, power, and pragmatic failure in cross-
cultural communication and puts the themes into groups to establish theories at the global level,
Pakistani situations, and gaps in KP.
Theoretical Bases of Pragmatics and Failure
Pragmatics examines language within a context through meanings other than literal meanings through
speech acts, implicature, and politeness (Yule, 2000; Bao, 2020). According to Thomas (1983),
pragmatic failure includes pragmalinguistic (misuse of linguistic forms) and sociopragmatic (norm
violations) failures (Ding, 2022; Bao, 2020). The Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969)
describes failure in the acts such as requests or apologies related to the illocutionary force mismatch
(Bao, 2020). The Cooperative Principle developed by Grice (1975) presupposes the maxims of
cooperation; however, it is violated by the cross-cultural differences in norms (Ding, 2022). Recent
works develop this: Taguchi (2008) mentions directness in the Japanese learners that leads to the
failure of the requests in English; Kumar and Singh (2020) discuss the cultural transfers in the English
and India-language; Liu (2022) proposes prevention through cultural awareness.
Politeness and Power Relations
Politeness Theory explains politeness as a kind of face conservation: positive (approval) and negative
(autonomy) (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Direct strategies are used to reduce threats in high-context
cultures such as Pashtun enhanced by power imbalances (Sultan et al., 2024). The hierarchical customs
of Pakistan seek respect, which is opposite to English equalism (Hill, 2022; Almadani, 2021). The power
is discursive (Foucault, 1980; Fairclough, 1992), and the authority of a tribe affects hedging in KP (Ding,
2022). In Pakistan, Hofstede (2001) states that high power distance encourages the use of deferential
language whereas in English, individualism encourages directness (Erkinovna, 2023). Face Negotiation
Theory (Ting-Toomey, 1994) assumes that collectivist cultures give more importance to positive face,
and thus indirect refusals are misunderstood as ambiguity (Eko and Putranto, 2021). Nkirote (2024)
opposes high context indirectness in pursuit of harmony as low context directness; Evizariza (2024)
considers politeness as socio-cultural, a hierarchy in rituals. Pashto literature associates politeness with
Pashtunwali, whereby indirectness is preferred in hierarchies ( The Phenomenon of Politeness in
Pashto Language and Culture, 2022; Carbontero et al., 2021).
Pragmatic Failure in Cross Cultural Situations
Cultural noncongruencies are seen as sources of failure in global studies: Ding (2022) on Chinese-
English transfers is similar to the problems of Pashto-English in KP. According to Bao (2020), non-
native failures are explained by the lack of competence teaching. Rehan (2025) captures L1 transfer
speech act failure in Pakistan; Sultan et al. (2024) also indicate indirectness to be polite in Pakistan but
cross-culturally unsuccessful. Rehman et al. (2025) highlight the lack of understanding of apology that
needs practical skill. Cao (1998) is the linguistic/cultural failure of businesses; Li et al. (2024) sorts
student failures as pragmalinguistic/sociopragmatic, which is based on negative transfer. The strategies
of politeness in intercultural contexts are used in film analyses (2025), where power increases the
miscommunications. Baumer and van Rensburg (2024) describe CMC failures, and gender politeness
difference causes incivility. Pashto oral culture is incorporated into English in KP, which is dangerous to
be misunderstood (Nguyen, 2013).
NewContributions and Intersections
More recent literature associates the failures with speech acts and promotes cultural training in which
power may affect interpretations ( Speech acts, Politeness, and Pragmatic failures in inter cultural
contexts, 2025). Zhao and Wang (2023) discuss multicultural business failure that is associated with
politeness and power differences. Pauline Cross-Cultural Pragmatic Analysis of Political Talkshows
(2025) emphasizes that there are differences in politeness when discussing Pakistani/American media.
Gaps in KP Research
The directness of Pashto in honor and indirectness of the English is understudied (Mahboob, 2009).
Politeness differences in media analyses are indicated ( Cross-Cultural Pragmatic Analysis of Pakistani
and American Political Talkshows, 2025), yet local analyses of power in KP pragmatic failure are
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required to connect the global and local views ( A Liberal Assessment of Intercultural Relations in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 2013).
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework used in this work is an amalgamation of major pragmatic theories which are
used in examining the interaction of politeness, power and pragmatic failure in the cross-cultural
communication of KP. The framework uses known patterns to offer a well-rounded prism of analyzing
the ways of cultural and linguistic dissimilarity to exhibit in the form of misunderstandings especially
in a multilingual and high-context society such as KP.
Speech Act Theory
The Speech Act Theory that was first postulated by Austin (1962) and later expanded by Searle (1969) is
central to the framework. This theory is based on utterances as action, and it is divided into locutionary
(literal meaning), illocutionary (intended force, e.g. requesting or apologizing) and perlocutionary
(action made upon the hearer). In KP situations, pragmatic failures can be taken when the
illocutionary force of a speech act like a direct Pashto request is misunderstood because of cultural
transfers. In the example, direct refusals could be used by the Pashto speakers to maintain honor
according to Pashtunwali, yet could be interpreted as rudeness or abrupt in the situations when
speakers have to interact with people who speak English (Rehan, 2025). In this theory, one can divide
particular speech acts (e.g., requests, apologies, refusals) to understand in what areas discrepancies
exist and accentuate the importance of the context in measuring success or failure (Bao, 2020).
Politeness Theory
Speech Act Theory is complemented with the Politeness Theory by Brown and Levinson (1987) that
analyzes politeness as a strategy to reduce face-threatening acts (FTAs). Face is further subdivided into
positive face (need to feel accepted and a need to be part of the group) and negative face (need to feel
independent and non-impeded). Politeness strategies in hierarchical societies, such as KP, are also
affected by cultural norms: Pashtunwali promotes indirectness to maintain positive face in power-
asymmetric relationships, such as younger-elder interactions, and English culture usually promotes
bald-on-record directness to maintain negative face (Ding, 2022). Any mismatch between these
strategies is a source of failures e.g. an indirect apology of a Pashto speaker can be considered as evasive
by Urdu or English speakers. The theory is especially well suited to KP, where tribal hierarchies enhance
FTAs, and where it offers the means of categorizing strategies (e.g., positive politeness through
solidarity-building or negative politeness through hedging) and the cultural variants of such strategies
(Sultan et al., 2024).
Cooperative Principle
The Cooperative Principle of Grice (1975) provides one more insight by defining four maxims, namely,
quantity (give a sufficient amount of information), quality (tell the truth), relation (be relevant) and
manner (be clear and orderly) which speakers presuppose in a conversation. Violations of cross-
cultural occur when such maxims are perceived in different ways; an example of such situations is when
the Pashto high-context communication transgresses the manner maxim by using ambiguity to
preserve harmony thereby creating perceived irrelevancy in the low-context English dialogues
(Rehman et al., 2025). Implicature (implied meaning) depends to a large extent on shared cultural
knowledge such as Pashtunwali in KP meaning that non-locals can fail to grasp these overtones leading
to pragmatic failure. This principle can be used to understand why even linguistically proficient
speakers cannot work in intercultural environments because cooperation is culturally conditional (Bao,
2020).
Critical Discourse Analysis
To resolve the power issues, the framework employs Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) by Fairclough
(1992), according to which the language is perceived as a social practice that is defined by the relations
of power. The asymmetries in patriarchal and tribal formations in KP are represented and reinforced by
discourse, e.g., deferring to men, or tribal authority, to make pragmatic decisions (e.g., women
choosing hyper-polite forms to negotiate male spaces) (Hashmi and Siddiqui, 2023). Through CDA, it
is possible to analyze the role of power in politeness, and, therefore, dominant norms (e.g., English
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egalitarianism) marginalize Pashto pragmatics, which results in failures (Foucault, 1980). This is a
crucial prism to KP, in which post-conflict and geopolitical dynamics (i.e., Afghan refugees contact)
come to bear on language use (Khan and Khan, 2021).
Application and Integration to KP
These theories are combined eclectically into a strong framework to fit KP, who is a multilingual
(Pashto-Urdu-English). The Speech Act Theory and Politeness Theory deal with micro-levels of
utterance and strategy, whereas Cooperative Principle is used when dealing with implicature failures
and CDA is a macro level perspective of the discursive role played by power. Based on the typologies of
failures by Thomas (1983) and Ding (2022), which are pragmalinguistic (form-based) and
sociopragmatic (norm-based), the framework classifies failures in KP-specific domains, including
educational code-switching or professional hierarchies. Rehman et al. (2025) use thematic applications
to make it relevant to the South Asian pragmatics. The hypothesis of this integration is that pragmatic
failures in KP are not only linguistic but also socioculturally ingrained and need interventions that
consider the role of Pashtunwali on directness, hierarchy, and face (Hofstede, 2001). Using this
framework, the paper will translate theoretical knowledge with empirical data, providing a more in-
depth perspective on cross-cultural dynamics in underrepresented areas.
Methodology
The research is a sequential mixed-methods design because it empirically examines politeness, power,
and pragmatic failure in cross-cultural communication in KP. The method will use qualitative depth to
collect contextual information and quantitative rigor to identify patterns, which facilitates
triangulation to improve validity owing to the influence of pragmatic research carried in other similar
multilingual settings (Rehan, 2025; Sultan et al., 2024; Bao, 2020). There are qualitative stages (e.g.,
interviews) that feed into and are used to inform quantitative components (e.g., frequency coding),
which can be refined through repetition. The design is practical and it is based on priority of practical
knowledge over paradigmatic purity in order to deal with the hybridity of the cultural-linguistic
environment of KP. Informed consent, participant anonymity, cultural sensitivity, and IRB approval
were ethical guidelines that were followed to the letter to ensure that the Pashtunwali values were
honored to ensure that there were minimal power disparities between the researcher and the
participants. The study would take three years: Year 1 would be used to conduct literature review and
pilot testing; Year 2 would be used to collect and analyze data and generate initial analysis; Year 3 would
be used to conduct more advanced data analysis, interpretation, and dissemination.
Research Design and Rationale
It was chosen as a sequential exploratory mixed-methods study, in which the qualitative data collection
and analysis direct the following quantitative stages (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). It would be
appropriate in the complicated, underrepresented situation of KP because it would enable preliminary
ethnographic research of the cultural intricacies (e.g., Pashtunwali-based relationships) to inform the
measurable failure frequency. Reason: Qualitative data are important in capturing the subjective
aspects of pragmatic mismatch, whereas quantitative data offers generalizable patterns, which address
certain weaknesses such as qualitative subjectivity and quantitative decontextualization (Rehan, 2025).
Data triangulation improves reliability, which is observed in the study of a similar nature (Bao, 2020).
The design is a fit with pragmatism which is action oriented to intercultural training in tribal and
multi-lingual settings.
Population and Sampling
The population at risk includes Pashto-speaking inhabitants of KP (e.g. Peshawar, Swat, and tribal
districts) who have frequent cross-cultural contacts with Urdu/English speakers in terms of education,
occupation or social life. KP is a large population (over 35 million people) inhabited by the majority of
Pashtun (Ahmed, 2013), which is why the latter group is a plentiful source of insights into Pashtun-
influenced pragmatics. The sample was relevant as purposive sampling was done based on gender (half
males and half females to deal with patriarchal issues), age (18-30 to deal with youth globalization
exposure; 31-45 to deal with professional mid-career; 46-60 to deal with elder hierarchies), and context
(education n=40, professional n=40, social n=20). Sample size: 100 participants, which was based on
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the qualitative saturation of the sample and the quantitative analysis of power (effect size of 0.5 and
power of 0.8 in t-tests) (Bao, 2020). Inclusion criteria: Native Pashto speakers who have regular
exposure to Urdu/English and have intercultural experience. Exclusion: The people who are not
involved in cross-cultural activities to concentrate on failure-prone interactions. The process of
recruitment was done ethically through community leaders, universities (e.g., University of Peshawar)
and NGOs to make diverse choices and avoid bias through snowballing wherever needed.
Data Collection Tools andMethods
The focus of data collection was authenticity, cultural immersion, and multimodality to include the
verbal, non-verbal and contextual pragmatics (Sultan et al., 2024). Piloting of instruments was carried
out (n=10).
Ethnographic Observations (Qualitative): The researcher spent more than 6 months in natural
contexts (e.g., in classes at universities, in markets, meetings in NGOs) to observe pragmatic failures in
real time. There were 50 noted sessions recorded on field notes and audio tapes (with permission) on
speech acts, and politeness indicators and power indicators (e.g. deference in interactions with elders).
This is a modification of Sultan (2024) and based on this approach, context richness was given, which
would otherwise have been absent under a controlled environment.
Semi-Structured Interviews (Qualitative): There were 50 semi-structured interviews (30-45 minutes),
where the participants were asked to discuss their experience of cross-cultural requests pragmatic
failure, politeness, and power (e.g. "Describe a misunderstanding in a cross-cultural request because of
cultural differences). Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and translated in bilingual expert-
undertaken interviews, which are conducted in Pashto/Urdu/English (with preference), providing
perceptual data (Rehan, 2025).
Recorded Role-Plays (Mixed): 50 simulated situations (e.g., the refusal of a request of a superior in
English) were used to prompt speech acts. This was videotaped to observe the verbal/non-verbal
behavior, and variables were controlled by this method as the context simulated real interactions
(Rehan, 2025).
Document Analysis (Qualitative): Pragmatic patterns in the non-face-to-face communication were
examined by reviewing digital artifacts (e.g., emails, social media posts) and identifying the lack of
cues (Rehman et al., 2025).
The sensitivity of the procedures was guaranteed: Interviews during personal meetings, multi-lingual
data to be inclusive, and saturation as the qualitative collection final.
Data Analysis
Convergence between qualitative and quantitative strands was done through analysis.
Qualitative Analysis: NVivo software was used to theme code data (Braun and Clarke, 2006) in terms of
politeness strategies, power asymmetries and types of failures. These were transcription, open coding,
development of themes, and validity through member checking (Rehan, 2025). Some of the themes
were based on Rehman et al. (2025), including speech act mismatch and cultural triggers.
Quantitative Analysis: SPSS supported frequency coding of failures (e.g., pragmalinguistic vs.
sociopragmatic rates), descriptive statistics (means, percentages), inferential tests (t-tests when
comparing groups e.g. gender differences in politeness), and correlations (e.g. power hierarchy vs.
failure frequency). Based on Bao (2020), pragmatic competence was measured through role-play
scoring.
Integration: This convergent parallel method combined results in the discussion, where qualitative
themes defined quantitative codes to get holistic insights (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).
Validity, Reliability, and Limitations
Triangulation, reflexivity logs, and pilot testing were used to guarantee validity. Reliability: Inter-coder
agreement (>85% Kappa), Cronbach Alpha (>0.7 scales). Limitations are that it could be biased
towards urban areas (reduced by diversity of the district) and biased towards self-reports (reduced
through observations). Being based on pragmatic precedents, this methodology provides contextual,
action-oriented outcomes to the issues of intercultural dilemma at KP.
Results



Policy Journal of Social Science Review
Online ISSN Print ISSN

3006-4635 3006-4627
Vol. 3 No. 12 (2025)

－544－

The data analysis based on ethnographic observations, interviews, role-plays, and document reviews
showed that there were general failures in pragmatic activities in cross-cultural interactions in KP. On
the whole, there were pragmatic mismatches in 68% of the 500 interactions observed (considering all
data sources) and sociopragmatic failures (breaking cultural norms) were the leading ones (52%),
followed by pragmalinguistic failures (misuse of language forms) (16%), and the mixed ones (32%).
These results were obtained by means of quantitative coding on SPSS with each interaction having a
score of failure type that is based on thematic factors on qualitative analysis (e.g., misalignment in
illocutionary force, face-threatening acts). This clash of high-context communication by Pashtunwali,
and low-context standards of Urdu and English, is further represented by the high prevalence. The
results are outlined below by subsection and tables provide major data to facilitate easy understanding
and explanations with the combination of qualitative understanding.
Politeness Strategies
Indirect politeness strategies (i.e., hedging, off-record hints, and positive politeness i.e., building
solidarity by using compliments) were mostly used by Pashto speakers (72 out of 1200 utterances were
analyzed during role-plays and observations). This is very much in line with Pashtunwali belief of
maintaining positive face and harmony in a hierarchical situation but very much does not fit well with
English preference of using straight forward-on-the-record in 45 percent of cross-cultural
conversations. An example is in requests, where the speakers of Pashto communicated that the
communication is indirect such as, "If it is possible... to reduce imposition, which were viewed as
ambiguous or evasive by non-Pashto conversationalists.

Perceptions were also deeper with interviews: 60% of the participants (n=60 out of 100)
perceived direct refusals as honorable and face-preserving in the Pashtun culture, which was as nang
(honor), but 55% (n=55) also perceived direct refusals as rude or aggressive by Urdu/English speakers,
causing social tensions. Qualitative themes identified cultural transfer: the participants characterized
Pashtunwali to facilitate indirectness in cases of power asymmetry (e.g., when dealing with older
people) but conflicted with egalitarian norms in the workplace in English.
The politeness strategies according to the speech act and alignment are summarized in Table 1:
Speech
Act

Indirect
Strategies (%)

Direct
Strategies (%)

Misalignment with
External Norms (%) Example fromData

Requests 78 22 50
Hedging: "Perhaps you could
help?" perceived as unclear in
English contexts.

Apologies 65 35 40
Understated: "It happened" seen
as insincere by non-Pashto
speakers.

Refusals 80 20 45
Indirect: "I will see" interpreted
as agreement, leading to
confusion.

Overall 72 28 45 N/A
The table below reflects the results of the quantitative coding of 400 speech acts indicating indirect
dominance (chi-square test: kh2=45.2, p<0.001), that is why misalignment is one of the main causes of
failure. The increased misalignment of requests indicates the frequency of such interactions in
hierarchies.
Power Relations
Power behaviors also had an important role in pragmatic consequences and hierarchical elements were
the cause of 78 per cent of failures (n=390 out of 500 interactions). Gender asymmetry was also very
high: Women indicated indirectness overload (being too polite to cope with patriarchal norms) in 65-
percent of the instances (n=32.5 of 50 female respondents) frequently with the result of sociopragmatic
breakdowns, such as perceived submissiveness or perceived overload in mixed-gender workplace
situations. As an illustration, the female interviewees reported having employed hyper-polite strategy
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(e.g. multiple hedges) with their male superiors to prevent the risk of face-threatening situations, but
this was misunderstood as a sign of lack of confidence by their English-speaking coworkers.

The tribal authority made the situation worse, as in 70% of professional observations, Gricean
maxims (e.g., manner) were violated since the elders gave commands that were authoritative and direct
however perceived as aggressive (t-test elder-youth vs peer interactions: t=3.45, p<0.01). There was also
age stratification where younger participants (18-30) adjusted better to the Western pragmatics through
social media exposure as they made fewer failures by a factor of 20 than the older groups.
Table 2: Elaborates On Demographic Power Influence
Demographic
Factor

Influence on
Failures (%) KeyQualitative Insight Statistical Significance

Gender (Female) 65 Hyper-polite overload in male-
dominated spaces. t=2.78, p<0.05 (vs. males)

Gender (Male) 45 Directness in authority roles
perceived as rude. N/A

Age (18-30) 50 Hybrid adaptations reduce
failures.

Correlation with exposure:
r=0.42, p<0.01

Age (46-60) 85 Strict adherence to tribal
hierarchies. t=4.12, p<0.001 (vs. younger)

Tribal Authority 70 Deference violations in
professional settings. χ²=38.9, p<0.001

This table compiles 100 participants data which explains how power entrenches failures: A greater
percentage in older and female groups are indicative of the inflexible structures of Pashtunwali, with
statistics of SPSS results proving the disparity.
Patterns of Failure
Patterns of common failures were focused on individual speech acts, with requests (40% (direct pashto
transfers mistaken as imposition, violation of quality maxim)) and apologies (30% (understated in
high-power situations, violation of quality maxim)) and refusals (28% (indirect leading to ambiguity)).
The highest failure rates were found in educational settings (45%, n=225), where there were clashes
with Pashto oral traditions using English medium; professional (35%, n=175) where there was hierarchy
in NGOs; social (20%, n=100) which were mild and magnified in digital media.

Some of the cultural triggers were Pashtunwali honor (62%, e.g., directness to maintain nang),
absence of non-verbal cues in online communication (25%, ambiguousness is on the rise), and
language transfer (13%). There were more sociopragmatic failures as compared to pragmalinguistic
since norm violation (e.g. ignorance of hierarchy) was more common than form error.
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A failure pattern is given in table 3:

Setting Requests
(%)

Apologies
(%)

Refusals
(%)

Sociopragmatic
(%)

Pragmalinguistic
(%)

Total
Failures
(n)

Educational 45 35 30 60 15 225
Professional 40 30 25 50 20 175
Social 35 25 30 45 13 100
Overall 40 30 28 52 16 500
This coded-interaction based table indicates educational dominance (ANOVA: F=5.67, p<0.01), and
this data is likely to be due to the high occurrence of mismatch between students and teachers in cases
of power imbalance.
Mitigation Approaches
Interventions were also tested by role-plays, which revealed that cultural awareness training led to less
failure in simulation by 50 percent (pre-intervention: 70% failure rate; post: 35% paired t-test: t=6.89,
p=0.001). In 85 interviews (n=85) participants were asked about integrated curricula which they
suggested to include politeness and power workshops. Qualitative feedbacks revealed that training that
is scenario based was effective in mediating Pashtunwali and the external norms.
Table 4: Assesses The Effectiveness Of Mitigation

Intervention Type Pre-Training
Failure Rate (%)

Post-Training
Failure Rate (%)

Reduction
(%)

Participant
Agreement (%)

Cultural Awareness
Workshops 70 35 50 85

Pragmatic Curriculum
Integration 65 40 38 78

Role-Play Simulations 75 38 49 90
Overall 70 38 46 84
This 50-role-play table displays the data: A substantial decrease means action plans, and high
agreement means the integration of policies.
Discussion
The results shed light on the multidimensional nature of politeness, power, and pragmatic failure in
the context of multilingual cross-cultural environments of KP, giving empirical evidence to the
theoretical frameworks and also showing subject-specific peculiarities.

The sociopragmatic prevails over the pragmalinguistic failures (52 vs. 16), which correspond
with the findings of Thomas (1983) and Ding (2022), who state that the violation of cultural norms is
more difficult to overcome than the linguistic errors in intercultural communication. The orientation
of Pashtunwali towards high context, with its emphasis on positive face and relational harmony, is also
evidenced by the fact that Pashto speakers use indirect strategies (72%) to accomplish the task of KP
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). Nonetheless, this works in direct opposition with the low-context
impoliteness of English and, to a lesser degree, Urdu interactions, leading to a lot of
misunderstandings, e.g. indirect requests can be taken as evasions or direct declines as impoliteness. It
is typical of other high-context cultures, including Chinese-English transfers (Ding, 2022) and failures
in Japanese-English requests (Taguchi, 2008), but amplified by KP tribal honor code uniquely.

The most important mediator was power relations, which had an impact on 78% failures, which
supported high power distance dimension of Hofstede (2001), Pakistani society, and the discourse
perspective of Fairclough (1992), which argues that discourse comprises power. Asymmetrical deference
is imposed by tribal hierarchies and patriarchal structures and results in a Gricean maxim violation
(e.g., manner through ambiguity) when communicating in an egalitarian norm (Grice, 1975). Gender
results--the hyper-politeness overload of women (65) in Pashtunwali, creates a lack of agency in
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females, compelling them to use navigational tactics to avoid being overloaded or misunderstood in
mixed environments (Hashmi and Siddiqui, 2023). This builds on Face Negotiation Theory (Ting-
Toomey, 1994) that demonstrates that collectivist face retention intensifies failure when there are
power disparities.

The patterns of speech acts support Speech Act Theory (Searle, 1969): Imbalances in the
illocutionary force were common in requests, apology, and refusals, and the learning context (45%
failures) contributed to the institutional conflicts between the Pashto oral traditions and English-
language pedagogy (Sultan et al., 2024). The purpose of digital communication (25%) corresponds to
the recent findings of CMC (Baumer and van Rensburg, 2024) where the lack of paralinguistic
information increases the ambiguity of indirect Pashto styles.

Mitigation strategies (50% reduction in simulations) proved to be successful, which supports
applied pragmatics approaches (Bao, 2020; Rehman et al., 2025), and this implies that the gaps can be
bridged by culturally sensitive training incorporating the Pashtunwali awareness. Curriculum
integration has high levels of participant endorsement (85), which indicates that the policy
implementation is possible.

These findings, in comparison, add to the Pakistani scholarship in pragmatics that tends to lack
depth in the region-specific generalization (Mahboob, 2009; Rehan, 2025). Tribal relations of KP are
unique in comparison with rest of South Asian trends and can be used to learn about other honor-
based communities. Certain limitations are that there is a possible urban bias (even though districts
were diverse) and that they used self-reported perceptions, which might have added subjectivity,
alleviated by using triangulation and observations. The sample was not large enough (n=100) to be
generalized to rural tribal areas. Future studies might consider the use of longitudinal designs to
determine the effects of training, look into younger digital-native youth or other regions of Pakistan.

In practice, the results are used in intercultural competence-based educational (SDG 4),
gender-balanced communication (SDG 5), and professional (NGOs and tourism) activities to decrease
tensions in post-conflict KP. In theory, they confirm eclectic structures in underrepresented settings,
which promotes worldly pragmatics.
Findings
The analysis produced strong empirical results about pragmatic failures in cross-cultural
communication in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), which did support the widespread impact of
Pashtunwali on politeness strategies and power relations. Key findings include:
Large Prevalence of Pragmatic Failure: 68% of the interactions studied had pragmatic mismatches
mostly sociopragmatic (52%), not pragmalinguistic (16%). This implies that the problems caused by
violations of cultural norms are more likely to be failures than lingual form errors, which correspond to
the typology provided by Thomas (1983).
Preponderance of Indirect Politeness Strategies: Pashto speakers used indirect strategies 72 percent of
utterances, which is based in Pashtunwali that focuses on positive face maintenance and harmony. This
however resulted in misalignment on 45 percent of cross cultural interactions especially with the
directness norms of the English language.
Power Dynamics as Major Force: 78% had failed because of hierarchical reasons. There was also gender
asymmetry where in 65 percent of instances that women had an indirectness overload and tribal
authority and age disparities enhanced a breakdown in professional and elder-related interaction.
Speech Act-Patterns: 40% of failures (often direct transfer perceived as imposing) were requests, 30%
apologies (understated in high-power situations), and 28% refusals (indirect forms that create an
ambiguous situation). The highest rates were evident in educational settings (45%), which represented
clashes in the English-medium instruction.
Cultural and Situational Triggers: 62% of failures were caused by the mismatch of directness or
indirectness in Pashtunwali, which is a culture with an honor code (nang). In a quarter of the cases,
digital communication made the situation worse, as non-verbal cues were absent.
Mitigation Intervention Effectiveness: Simulated interventions minimized failure by 50 percent, and 85
percent of participants supported combined pragmatic training in curriculums.
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These results indicate that the pragmatic failures in the KP are highly sociocultural, rooted in tribal
hierarchies and the use of high contextual communication as opposed to lack of language competence.
Conclusion
This paper conclusively shows that pragmatic failures in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa cross-cultural
communication are systematic, and conflict of the Pashtunwali-induced indirect politeness and
hierarchical regimes of power is with the direct and egalitarian standards of the English and Urdu
contact. Having sociopragmatic failures overpowering and the power relations playing the mediating
role in most of the mismatches, the research highlights that successful communication in KP cannot be
achieved without much more than linguistic skill, but rather profound cultural sensitivity to tribal
honor, gender roles, and contextual implicature.

The observation of particular patterns - indirect strategy misalignment, speech act vulnerability,
and educational/professional hotspots, accompanied by the data that specific interventions make it
possible to reduce failure rates by half, offers viable ways of moving forward. Pragmatic awareness is a
solution because it can be introduced in the curriculum, professional education, and policy
frameworks to change attitudes towards intercultural competence, social integration, and a reduction
in misunderstandings, which may lead to increased tensions in a diverse post-conflict area.

All in all, the findings have a contribution to the linguistic pedagogy, applied pragmatics, and
the inclusive developing in multilingual societies. The combination of theoretical understanding with
the context-specific empirical findings allows the study to fill a very important gap in the research on
Pakistani pragmatics, as well as suggests a culturally sensitive approach to Pashtunwali in the
globalization process. Further actions focus on longitudinal studies on interventions and expansion to
poorly served rural and cyber areas should be valued in the future to continue to make gains on
achieving harmonic cross-cultural communication in KP and other areas.
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