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Abstract

It is nowadays widely accepted that different cultures structure discourse in different ways. Moreover, research has shown that this also holds for discourse genres traditionally considered as highly standardized in their rituals and formulas, written business communication being a case in point.

Taking inspiration from such research, a Computer-Based Training (CBT) System using a hybrid technology - case-based reasoning and a neural network - and based on a constructivist paradigm, has been designed to help Italian students write effective business letters in English. ‘Effective’ means that what the System aims at is to help students define and attain communicative goals consonant with proven business discourse practice in the target culture.

The present paper offers the theoretical framework for a major addition to the System in its current implementation. The point of departure is the pedagogical principle according to which making students aware of another culture’s rhetorical preferences is best achieved by making their own rhetorical tradition visible to them contrastively. The metacognitive awareness developed in this way helps students realize that discourse organization is basically a matter of making choices which are inevitably intrinsically culture bound.

To foster such an awareness, the CBT System will be enhanced with a Module that, consistent with the underlying constructivist paradigm, will help users to observe, notice, compare and contrast differences and similarities in the discourse patterns characterizing Italian and English business letters. To implement such a module, an initial corpus of authentic Italian and English ‘money chasing’ letters has been analyzed contrastively. This paper reports the findings of that analysis. As to the theoretical framework, at the macro-textual level the analysis focuses on rhetorical structure, mainly drawing on the notion of move. At the micro-textual level the analysis concentrates on mood, reference system, modality and use of metadiscourse. Both the macro- and the micro-level analyses are considered necessary to bring out the divergence in business letter discourse between the two cultures.
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1. Introduction

Business communication is a purposeful social activity. ‘Purposeful’ means that, as in any kind of communication, it serves to manifest a goal or an intent (Parisi and Castelfranchi, 1979; Searle, 1981;  Poggi and Magno-Caldognetto, 1999) which, however ritual it may be, expresses a given individual way of making things happen through words. Thus, given the goal-oriented nature of all human communication, the self-assertive character of manifesting intent verbally, and the manipulative character of business dealings in general, it may be claimed that the most common function of any business letter is that of getting the addressee to comply in some way, persuasion being therefore the prevailing communicative function.

If obtaining compliance is the most frequent goal of business correspondence, how is information to be presented and what rhetorical strategies are to be used in order to obtain compliance by a given readership in a given culture? It is our opinion that being aware of similarities and differences in the writing practices of particular cultures, i.e. adopting a contrastive stance, will help students learn to write effectively for a given audience. This conviction has led us to begin work on an addition to our CBT System for business letter writing (Boylan, Micarelli, Sciarrone, Vergaro, 1999; Boylan, Micarelli, Vergaro, 2000): a Module that, in a constructivist perspective, aims at helping students appreciate similarities and differences in Italian and English business documents. The first step of this project, now completed, has been to gather an initial corpus of authentic Italian and English money chasing letters and to analyze them contrastively with the aim of discovering whether any differences can be found in their discourse organization patterns.

This article will therefore focus on the results of this initial part of the implementation process: a contrastive analysis of the rhetorical strategies used in Italian and English money chasing letters. The term ‘rhetorical strategy’ is used here in a very broad sense to include the range of linguistic options available to the writer both at the macro- and micro-textual level.

First, the article will briefly review some relevant background notions and present the framework of analysis used in this research. It will then move on to discuss macro- as well as micro-text rhetoric, focusing on the analysis of moves and on the use of reference, mood and modality, and metadiscourse. The corpus used will consist of Italian and English ‘money chasing’ correspondence (i.e. overdue payment collection). It will be shown that, even if the genre ‘chasing money’ is one of the most ritualized and standardized kinds of written business communication, the genre constraints still leave room for rhetorical preferences - whether Italian or Anglo-American - both at the macro- and micro-textual level.

2. Theoretical background to the research

Writing is inscribed in cultures. Even within a single language, different discourse communities (academic, business, religious, etc.) have different writing conventions. This means, therefore, that writing clearly and effectively does make sense only within specific cultural contexts. It has already been found (Jenkins and Hinds, 1987; Kong, 1998; Lampi, 1992; Maier, 1992; Mauranen, 1993; Nickerson, 1993; Valero-Garcés, 1996; Yeung, 1997; Yli-Jokipii, 1996) that, even in a world embedded with formulas and rituals such as that of business communication, cultural variations play an important role. 

‘Ritualistic’ and ‘formulaic’ are recurrent ways of defining the language of the business discourse community. Certain aspects of business communication are, in fact, culturally shared and thus in a way universal. For example, ‘business letters’ constitute a genre and as such consist of a recurrent schematic structure comprising a subject, an opening salutation, a pre-propositional, a propositional, and a post-propositional section
 and a closing salutation, whether the letters be in English, Italian, or any of the languages studied by the authors cited above.

Moreover, within the genre ‘business letter’ it is possible to distinguish possibly universal sub-genres or repertoires. Van Nus (1999: 184-5) observes that

“Indeed cultures can be characterized in terms of their genre repertoires, i.e. the recurrent activities performed through language ... The corporate world ‘possesses’ genres to accomplish commercial aims.” 

These genre repertoires (chasing money, requesting, offering, promoting sales, etc.) are classifiable because they are clearly intended to perform a specific social action (Miller, 1984) within the business organization; moreover, they share certain prototypical features. Swales (1990: 58) defines genre as follows:

“A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share some set of communicative purposes. These purposes are recognised by the expert members of the parent discourse community and thereby constitute the rationale for the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of the discourse and influences and constraints choice of content and style.”

Now if discourse types (genres) tend to be universal, utterance types are more variable, notwithstanding the ritualized and formulaic language typical of business communication. Utterance types are the rhetorical and stylistic figures that the writer chooses to achieve his purpose within a communicative event; by rhetorical figures we mean the kinds of ploy that a writer chooses in order to persuade, while the term stylistic figures refers to the kind of concepts and images used to render an idea or create an emotional effect. In persuasive discourse, the choice of stylistic figures is subordinated to the argumentative scheme adopted (see Aristotle, Rhetoric, Book III)
. 

Rhetoric includes both the pragmatic disposition of the macro-textual level and the linguistic choices of the micro-level. Text patterning, i.e. the pragmatic disposition of the macro level, can be analyzed using the notion of move, one of the identifying features of genres and thus a notion widely used in the analysis of discourse patterns (Swales, 1990; Longacre, 1992; Bhatia, 1993; Mauranen, 1993). A move is a meaningful unit represented in linguistic (lexical-grammatical) forms and related to the communicative purposes of the activity in which members of the community are engaged. Mauranen’s (1993) definition also focuses on the functional aspect of moves in presenting the writer’s claim. Analyzing the move structure of a text would thus mean to assign a pragmatic function to a stretch of language, and to build the schematic structure through which its communicative purpose is achieved. According to Swales (1990), the schematic structure of a particular genre is the result of the conventions of a specific discourse community. However, within the overall structure, cultural variation is possible and writers can make specific rhetorical choices.

Co-occurring with the macro-structure of the text are the discourse elements and the discourse relations in the text. Certain micro-linguistic realizations are, indeed, a matter of choice and thus can be analyzed as belonging to the rhetoric of the text: the reference system, particularly the set of personal pronouns, mood and modality through which the speaker manifests his/her perception of the addressee’s needs
, and metadiscoursal elements (or metatext), by which we mean the textual elements (single words as well as sequences of sentences) whose primary function is to make a contribution not to the propositional content of the text but to the processing of the text. 

Vande Kopple (1985, in Mauranen, 1993: 9) proposes the following classification of metatextual elements:

1.
Text connectives: first, next, however, but

2.
Code glosses: x means y

3.
Illocution markers: to sum up, to give an example

4.
Narrators: according to Einstein

5.
Validity markers: perhaps, might, clearly, obviously

6.
Attitude markers: surprisingly, it is fortunate that

7.
Commentaries: you may not agree, dear reader

This framework is further elaborated and used by Mauranen to explore cultural differences in economic texts written by Finnish and English writers. According to her, the use of more metatext by Anglo-American writers reflects a more reader-oriented attitude and a more positive notion of politeness compared with Finnish writers. These results are consistent with Hinds’ (1987) categorization of the rhetoric of various cultures. In fact, Hinds categorizes them according to the degree to which the reader is required to make inferences and to deduce meaning from a text, as opposed to the degree of the writer’s duty to explicitly provide explanations of propositions. Thus he analyzes English as using a ‘writer-responsible’ rhetoric whereas Japanese, for example, uses a ‘reader-responsible’ rhetoric. This classification may be compared with Hall’s (1977) more general distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low context’ cultures, i.e. cultures in which both writers or speakers tend to allude, thereby leaving it up to their readers or listeners to guess meaning through context, versus cultures in which writers or speakers abundantly contextualize their affirmations to make them immediately clear (readers are not asked to infer from the situation, which is considered low in contextual clues). Anticipating Hinds’ findings, Hall concludes that English culture is generally ‘low context’ while Japanese culture is generally ‘high context’. 

Valero-Garcés (1996) has used Hinds’ as well as Mauranen’s work to carry out an analysis of metatext on Spanish and English economics texts. Her research confirms Mauranen’s conclusions on Anglo-American rhetoric and shows a prevailing reader-responsible rhetoric in Spanish writers.

Cultures also differ in the amount of politeness they require in specific communicative events and the weight they give to positive and negative politeness strategies. In this paper the notion of politeness will be used in a broad sense to explain the range of linguistic choices both at sentence and text level. Indeed, politeness strategies operate within the sentence, but they also combine at the macro-textual level of choice and distribution of moves. It will be shown that certain discourse organization patterns within the texts can be concerned with avoiding face-threatening acts.

The methodologies illustrated so far, i.e. both those used for the analysis of the macro- and the micro-textual choices, will be applied to the analysis of the Italian and English corpora of money chasing letters with the aim of discovering whether any difference can be found in their discourse organization patterns. 

4. Data

The corpus used for the present research consists of authentic money chasing letters, 21 Italian and 36 English. The former were written by Italians to Italian customers and the latter by English writers addressing an English readership. 

Our native speaker informants
 told us that, even if most of today’s business communication is carried out by fax and more and more by e-mail, given the necessity of keeping a stable record of business transactions, soliciting payment continues to take place through traditional letters written on paper (although mostly sent by fax). Both in Italy and England, it is a common procedure to send various reminders to defaulting customers, the tone of which varies according to the gravity of the debtor’s position. Of course, there are differences among these types of money chasing correspondence. However, it was decided to propose a single uniform model for two main reasons: (1) most differences are slight and can be included in a single model; and (2) being slight, differences are irrelevant to the present research, which aims at defining differences significant enough to be useful in a CBT letter writing tutorial.

To identify the genre ‘chasing money’ within the broader category ‘business letter’, both social and cognitive approaches to language comprehension and production have been used. The social perspective given to genre analysis (Miller, 1984; Swales, 1990) has been integrated with the pragmatic view of genre proposed by Paltridge (1995).

From a social perspective what defines genres is their communicative purpose, i.e. the social activity that the genre is intended to produce and that is recognized as such within a culture.  In this perspective society functions through genres, i.e. societies establish discourse models that their members follow. Indeed, in the words of Miller (1984: 151) 

“A rhetorically sound definition of genre must be centered not on the substance or form of the discourse, but on the action it is used to accomplish.”

However, meaning does not reside in the signs each text consists of. It is constructed by people through cognitive acts. There are thus cognitive reasons that lead users of a language to recognize communicative events as instances of particular genres, and to assign particular terms, or labels, to these events. In this perspective, the notion of prototype becomes central
. As a consequence of their experience of the world 

“people categorize items and concepts in keeping with a prototypical image they built in their mind of what it is that represents the item or concept in question” (Paltridge, 1995: 394). 

Thus human beings will have built a prototypical image of a specific genre and as a consequence, they will come to assign a particular text to a prototype genre. In the absence of a sufficient number of properties that match the stereotypical properties of the prototype, they will assign a text to a particular genre on a pragmatic and perceptual basis.

“Within such a framework, instances of genre are assigned to particular categories, not on the basis of a response to a property that is internal to them, ...but on the basis of pragmatic and perceptual, rather than linguistic, aspects of communicative events” (1995: 395).

Therefore we pragmatically and perceptually recognize a money chasing letter as a type of business letter having a precise social role within a well-defined context, i.e. a business transaction. A money chasing letter is in fact part of a business communication sequence, it is a feature of ‘in conflict’ situations (Pilegaard, 1997), appearing typically at a later (sometimes final) stage of a business dealing.  Its social role is that of a request asking the buyer to respect his or her obligations towards the seller. A more accurate definition of ‘request’ is given by Bargiela-Chiappini and Harris (1996: 640):

“[a business request is] ... a legitimate attempt ... by the writer to get the reader to perform an action required by the business circumstances through evoking the reader’s need for compliance on the grounds of corporate and personal motivators such as necessity, duty and goodwill”.

Money chasing letters fall into the broad category of ‘business requests’.

In the following sections the results of the analysis of the letters in the corpus will be presented and discussed. 

5. Comparison of Italian and English chasing money correspondence

5.1. Macro-textual level: move structure analysis

5.1.1. The Italian corpus

The communicative purposes of Italian chasing money correspondence may be inferred from the following model of structural moves:

subject

(no opening salutation)

address the issue

give reasons to justify action

solicit payment


warn








end politely


Step legal action


Step suspension of supply

or

state consequences


Step interests on delayed payments


state consequences


Step additional expenses

closing salutation

Fig. 1. The recurrent schematic structure of Italian money chasing letters

The discourse pattern seems rather regular. Most of the letters in the corpus have a subject line that helps the reader identify what the text is about, but none of them has an opening salutation. 

address the issue is the first move found in the letters. It mostly contains details of the overdue amount or references to enclosed documents that give evidence of the writer’s claim to ‘chase money’.

[1] Riesaminando la Vs. partita contabile rileviamo che risultano tuttora scoperti, salvo pagamenti in corso, i documenti riportati in allegato

Upon examining your balance we notice that, unless payment has been recently made, the enclosed documents remain unpaid

Before payment gets solicited, the move give reasons to justify action is introduced with the aim of explaining why such an unpleasant action has to be taken. This move in a way serves the purpose of showing that what is going to be done is something the writer/seller is pushed forcefully into by the reader’s/buyer’s behaviour. This is clearly shown in the microlinguistic realisations of mood and modality inside the move (see 5.2.1). 

[2] ... vista l’anzianità dello stesso e l’inefficacia dei nostri numerosi solleciti…

… since these documents are long overdue and since our numerous reminders have produced no result…

Once payment is solicited there are two possible paths that the pattern can take, according to the gravity of the reminder. If the letter is just encouraging a slow payer to make payment or if it is just a reminder to a customer paying late for no apparent reason, the final part of the letter will generally ask the addressee to disregard the message in case he has already paid (end politely).

[3] Se nel frattempo avete già provveduto al pagamento vogliate ritenere la presente quale ringraziamento

If in the meantime you have already remitted  payment, please consider this letter as a thank you note.

However, letters sent to customers who are persistently refusing to pay are characterized by the introduction of a warn move followed by a final move in which consequences are stated (state consequences).

[4] Se non riceveremo immediata risposta alla presente, invieremo la Vs. pratica al nostro legale con addebito degli interessi di mora e delle conseguenti spese legali

If full payment is not immediately forthcoming, we shall turn your case over to our legal department.  You will be held liable for interest accrued as well as for legal costs.

In general, when the position of the customer is not so bad, the seller simply reminds the buyer that not paying within the established terms will mean paying interest on the overdue payment, but no threat is added.

5.1.2. The English corpus 

The communicative purposes of English chasing money may be inferred from  the following model of structural moves within which, more than in the Italian corpus, variation is not only possible but frequent:

opening salutation

subject

address the issue

give details

(give reason to justify action)

[warn]

Step legal action

Step suspension of supply

(play down the receiver’s behavior)

solicit payment

[warn]

Step legal action

Step suspension of supply

express availability

end politely

closing salutation

Fig. 2. The recurrent schematic structure of English money chasing letters

All the letters in the corpus have an opening salutation move, always realized through formal address, i.e. “Dear Sir/Madam”, “Dear Sirs”. 

In two thirds of the letters, the subject move comes in between the opening salutation and the address the issue move.

After this pre-propositional pattern, a series of preparatory moves are introduced before the central move, i.e. solicit payment.

All the letters start with the address the issue move (e.g. In examining our records it has come to our notice that your account is overdue; we note that your payment is overdue; the balance of your account remains outstanding, etc.). When the issue has been addressed, it is common procedure to introduce in the corpus of the letter a scheme giving details of the overdue amount.

Once details have been given, some sort of justification for the act the letter is performing is proposed, either referring to the company’s established procedures or to the various attempts already made to get the money. In one letter in our corpus, the sender justifies the action by claiming common ground with the receiver, i.e. by referring to a sort of shared knowledge and experience which, as members of the same professional community, they certainly have.

[5] Certainly, you must realise that we cannot continue to maintain your account in its present condition indefinitely!

Half of the letters in the corpus have a warn move before payment gets solicited. Half of them have the same move after payment has been solicited. Warning mostly refers to legal action or suspension of supply. Almost no reference to interests for delayed payment could be found.

solicit payment is, of course, the central move in the letters. Sometimes, for reasons of politeness, it is preceded by a move that plays down the receiver’s behavior by giving him or her the benefit of the doubt.

[6] We are sure that this is an oversight on your part, but would be grateful for the balance outstanding at your earliest convenience.

In addition, whereas in the Italian corpus this move is always direct, it does not seem odd in English that payment soliciting be carried out indirectly, for example by whetting the reader’s appetite for the advantages that prompt payment will bring him.

After payment is solicited, it is common procedure in the English corpus to introduce an express availability move to redress the face threatening act performed by the request.

[7] We request you to settle the account in the next 7 days.

solicit payment

If there is any particular reason why payment has not been made, and this may include your company’s financial policy, we will gladly assist if it is possible for us to do so, but, in that event, please do notify us immediately by telephone or fax.

express availability

This move realizes a positive politeness strategy, i.e. that of making the reader feel that he is being noticed and attended to.

The end politely move is similar to the realization in Italian: in general it asks receivers to disregard the letter in case they have already made payment.

All letters have a closing salutation.

5.1.3. Discussion of the results of the move structure analysis

The differences between the two corpora of letters can be illustrated by discussing mainly (i) the number, type and frequency of moves realized, and only secondarily (ii) their order of presentation.

As far as (i) is concerned, the English corpus shows a greater variety of moves than the Italian one. English writers tend to write more and in a more thorough and detailed way, with the immediate consequence that information is more easily retrievable.

The opening salutation move appears in all English letters but in none of the Italian corpus. For an English writer it would probably look odd to start a letter without an opening salutation. In contrast, this does not seem to be the case for Italians.

The give details move is very common in the English corpus, where in general a scheme to show the debtor’s situation is directly introduced into the corpus of the letter. This does not seem to be a common procedure in Italian, where references to enclosures are introduced or details are put outside the propositional part of the letter.

Both corpora have the give reason to justify action move. However, it is interesting to notice that whereas this move is always present in the Italian letters as a kind of preparatory, mitigating move for solicit payment, English writers do not seem to like using any kind of mitigation for what they are about to ask. Only 6 out of 36 letters in the corpus have this move. In a way, this is not surprising: this move is, in fact, introduced as a negative politeness strategy aiming at dissociating the sender from the act and thus mitigating the weight of imposition represented by the following request for money. As the analysis shows, both in the Italian and the English corpus there is a prevalence of negative politeness strategies mainly due to the type of letter we are dealing with. However, whereas in the Italian corpus positive politeness strategies are almost absent, the English corpus shows a great variety of positive politeness strategies. Now, if on the one side the letter typology imposes constraints on the kind of politeness to be used, on the other these results are consistent with the fact that social distance, restraint, and decorum are valued more highly than intimacy in the Italian culture and therefore it can be expected that negative politeness strategies will occur more often than in the English corpus.

This observation is supported by the presence of two moves, one before and one after the solicit payment move, completely absent in the Italian corpus. The first is the play down the receiver’s behavior move and the second the express availability move. They both employ a positive politeness strategy, i.e. that of making the addressee feel he is noticed and attended to.

solicit payment is, of course, a central move and it appears in all the letters in the corpus. The English writer, however, shows more creativity in the way in which payment gets solicited and thus in the way he persuades the receiver to comply. In fact, whereas the Italian writer just asks for money, more or less mitigating his request, the English writer in some cases asks for money indirectly, for example whetting the reader’s appetite by showing the advantages that a prompt payment would mean.

As for (ii), no relevant differences in the order of moves presentation could be found. The only small difference is the introduction of the warn move before the solicit payment move. However, the Italian preferred order of presentation is also possible in English.

As a conclusion, we may say that an underlying universal macro-schematic structure of the money chasing genre is shared by the two cultures. Approximately, it consists of a subject, an address the issue, a solicit payment, a warn or state consequences, an end politely and a closing salutation. However, the move structure analysis shows that different organizational strategies are employed by Italians and English writers, based on different textual practices observable in the two cultures. The English writer tends to construct the text having the addressee always in mind. Information is thus more thorough and detailed, i.e. even ancillary components of the subject matter are mentioned and everything is explained.

[8] When our credit terms of 30 days from invoice date have been exceeded, it is our practice to send our customers a timely reminder. We hope you will welcome this and appreciate how necessary a balanced cash flow is, if we are to maintain the high quality service expected of us.

This is clearly shown by the move structure analysis. English writers use a far greater variety of moves in order to achieve their purposes. The aim of such a strategy is that of achieving closeness with the interactants, even if the formal opening salutation would seem to deny this. As a demonstration of our point we should like to quote the first lines of one letter in the English corpus:

[9] Dear Sir/Madam

What would you do if you were in our position?

Italian writers, instead, tend to be more cryptic and to rely much more on the reader’s co-operation (or at least awareness of the situation) to be interpreted. In addition, there seems to be no interest in solidarity. Instead, no more than what is needed is introduced and if something is not explicitly stated (for example payment procedures), the reader is expected to infer what is missing. 

Following Hinds (1987) we could say that English texts are more writer-responsible, i.e. the person primarily responsible for effective communication is the writer, whereas Italian texts are more reader-responsible, i.e. the person primarily responsible for communication is the reader.   

It might be argued that, in the case of a money chasing letter, this second (Italian) approach is less effective, since the reader has no reason to make an effort to understand the writer’s point of view. But — an Italian writer might reply — it could also be argued that the first (English) approach is a waste of time, since defaulting customers are fully aware that they are defaulting and of the risks they are running. Who is right? We know of no comparative study of the effectiveness of varying money chasing letter style and can, at this point, only surmise that, as in food tastes, each style is appropriate within a given culture. An Italian style letter apparently works best with Italians, although it would appear terse and bureaucratic to an English reader, and an English style letter apparently works best in England, although it would appear strangely solicitous and probably hypocritical to an Italian. The results of the present study are therefore of interest not so much to business administrators as to translators and international correspondents: there are cultural differences in the way business letters are formulated and so, when writing in Rome (or in London), do as the Romans (or the  Londoners) do.

5.2. Micro-textual level: reference, mood, modality and metadiscourse

The results of the move structure analysis are supported by a micro-linguistic analysis of the two corpora, as dealt with in the following sections.

5.2.1. Reference

References to the sender and the receiver are always pronominal or adjectival. 

As far as the writer is concerned, in the Italian corpus pronominal reference is always realized through the first person plural pronoun, even when the letter has the signature of the manager of the Financial Department and so a first person singular pronoun would be expected. This means (1) that the communication/interaction is seen as corporate more than individual and (2) that there is no reluctance on the part of the writer to identify himself or herself with the company.

The same holds true for the English corpus. However, whereas none of the Italian letters is written in the first person singular pronoun, in 7 out of the 36 letters in the English corpus the writer uses the first person singular pronominal reference when the opening salutation is still “Dear Sir/Madam” and the level of acquaintance is therefore still quite formal. Of course, such a small number of first person singular pronoun references can only confirm that interaction in general is seen as more corporate than individual. However, at the same time, this finding is in line with Yli-Jokipii’s suggestion (1996: 320) that

“The British business writers perhaps see themselves as individuals rather than employees performing an institutional role and thus refer to self more frequently with a first person singular pronoun than plural.”

As for the addressee, the options are between the T (familiar) and V (formal) modes of address. In Italian, the choice is evident in the personal reference and extends to verb morphology. In English, the level of acquaintance is inferred from the initial greeting: a T level is characterized by an opening salutation such as “Dear [first name]” or just “[first name]”, whereas the V level identifies the reader by his/her surname, e.g. “Dear Mr/Mrs/Ms [surname]” or contains another formal address such as “Dear Sir/Madam” or “Dear Sirs” (1996: 311). 

The familiar T level is never used in the corpora. Instead, the more formal V level is used whereby the receiver is identified as a group referred to with an all-inclusive second person plural pronoun (you and Voi). 

Thus, both in the case of the sender and the receiver there is a predominance of vague uses of personal pronouns and adjectives where “a vague use applies to specific individuals but they are not identified by the speaker” (Kitagawa and Lehrer, 1999: 742). It also includes cases where no individual person is thought about when writing the letter, this being addressed to whoever has the task to deal with the situation in hand. The use of vague reference is consistent with the corporate nature of communication characterizing this level of business interaction.

[10] Restiamo in attesa di una Vostra rimessa nelle modalità stabilite

We await your remittance according to the established modalities

[11] We therefore trust that your payment in full will be sent by return mail

Reference distribution patterns also give information on the participant perspective in this communicative event. According to Yli-Jokipii (1996: 315),

“the writer may select between a writer- or reader-oriented perspective or may choose to refer to neither of the participants. In the latter case the writer may for example select a neutral noun phrase or use a device which does not call for a participant at all. The writer-oriented perspective may be realised with a first person singular or plural pronoun or with a noun phrase denoting the writer’s firm. Correspondingly the reader-oriented perspective is effected with a second person or with a noun referring to the reader’s company”.

The application of such an approach to reference patterns in the two corpora shows that almost two thirds of the letters have great interactive value with both the sender and the receiver being actively present. Thus, notwithstanding the power position of the sender, both positive and negative politeness strategies are used to call the receiver into action and to lower the degree of imposition that any request implies.

The writer-oriented perspective especially prevails in those letters sent when the situation has really become critical and nothing can be done to further the business relationship. When this perspective is used, the treatment of the action is only seen from the part of the seller, who uses his or her power position towards the buyer to get what he or she should be given, appearing as the only actor in control of the situation.

[12] Vista l’inefficacia dei nostri numerosi solleciti Vi comunichiamo che stiamo per intraprendere azione legale nei Vs. confronti per il recupero del credito che vantiamo e che è così articolato:

[dettagli del credito]

Pertanto, se non riceveremo una immediata risposta alla presente invieremo la Vs. pratica al nostro legale.

Distinti saluti

Given that our previous requests have been ineffective, we inform you that we are about to take legal action to recover the following outstanding balance as follows:. 

[Details]

Therefore, if a prompt answer to the present letter is not received, we will forward your file to our legal office.

Yours faithfully

To sum up, the analysis of personal reference use and distribution shows a corporate approach to chasing money mostly realized through a vague use of personal reference. More precisely, we could say that reference is of the defocalized type, with a preference for class-inclusive referential strategies.

Personal reference distribution also helps identify how the action performed by the letter is treated as far as the participants are concerned. The writer-oriented perspective is mostly used in documents sent when it is clear that the business relationship cannot be saved. Otherwise the letters show a great interactive value with both the sender and the receiver being actively present in the action. This can be explained by the fact that even in a situation of conflict, both positive and negative politeness strategies are used to resolve the business deal in a satisfactory way.

5.2.2. Mood and modality

Italian is among those languages that rely on verb mood (indicative, subjunctive, imperative, etc.) to help express modal meaning (possibility, necessity, volition, etc.) In other words, besides the use of modal auxiliaries and other lexical items expressing possibility, volition, etc., modal meaning can also be represented by mood. In English, on the other hand, the chief exponents of modality are the modal auxiliaries can, could, will, would, shall, should, may, might, must, ought, need, dare; the other lexical items such as perhaps, possible, allow, able, willing are few in number and less universal.

The analysis of the corpora shows that mood and modality are especially used in the expression of politeness. Thus mood and modality will be analyzed in a pragmatic perspective. As it is generally acknowledged, politeness is an important variable governing language production. Most work on politeness is based on the notion of face. According to Brown and Levinson (1987), three variables determine the weightiness of face-threatening acts in a communicative event:

1.
the social distance between participants

2.
the power relation between them

3.
the weight of any imposition they are negotiating.

As far as money chasing letters are concerned, the social distance can be considered symmetric, whereas the power relation is asymmetric because the firm soliciting money is in a position of relative power and the degree to which it can impose is a relevant one. The weight of imposition varies according to the debtor’s position, but in any case, any money chasing is a kind of request and so it will always contain a degree of imposition. The consequence will be that positive as well as negative politeness strategies will be used in order to mitigate the face threatening act of requesting money. 

The distribution of positive and negative politeness strategies depends, of course, on discourse dynamics. In fact, if in ‘making contact’ situations one has a fairly even distribution of negative and positive politeness strategies, in situations of conflict, negative politeness will account for most of the strategies recorded (Pilegaard, 1997). 

Let’s start with the Italian corpus. The analysis shows that the receiver is given freedom of action by (i) dissociating the sender from the act (=chasing money), thus minimizing imposition, and (ii) being indirect, by basing the request on the receiver’s willingness to co-operate.  In the rest of the paragraph it will be shown how these strategies are linguistically realized through mood and modality; politeness strategies, in fact, combine at the micro-level, i.e. within sentences and across sentences, and they operate on the textual macro-level as well.

Mood is mostly indicative. The only subjunctive used in independent clauses is the so-called ‘congiuntivo esortativo’ (hortatory/exhortational subjunctive). This is a more polite form than the imperative and in example [13] it is used to minimize the request by basing it on the receiver’s willingness to perform the action:

[13] Vogliate verificare e, se con noi d’accordo, provvedere al saldo...

Would you kindly check and, should you agree with our findings, remit  full settlement of the overdue account …

The sender’s dissociation from the act he is performing is the most recurrent negative politeness strategy used in the corpus. Modality plays a crucial role in this case. In fact, most of the letters in the corpus realize the warn and state consequences moves through the use of modal operators verbs and lexical items of obligation suggesting that the sender is in a way obligated to do what he is doing, even if he is unwilling to do it.

[14] In caso contrario e senza altra risposta da parte Vostra, dovremo intraprendere...

Otherwise, your failure to respond will oblige us to...

[15] In caso di un Vs. mancato riscontro secondo le modalità indicate, ci vedremo costretti, nostro malgrado a...

If full settlement of the outstanding balance is not forthcoming, we will unfortunately be obliged to take…

The use of modals of obligation in the above examples is thus a form of hedging. Example [14], for instance, could work as well without the use of the modal. 

[14i] In caso contrario e senza altra risposta da parte Vostra, intraprenderemo...

Otherwise and without any reply from you, we will undertake …

However, the meaning would be different: the possibility that any further action (maybe legal) could be taken would become more real.

Imposition is mainly minimized through the use of sentences such as the following:

[16] Ci permettiamo di richiamare la vostra attenzione...

May we draw your attention…

Of course this kind of modality is mostly used in first reminders and gives the letter quite a formal tone.

In many cases in the corpus, the use of modals of volition is referred to the receiver, i.e. it refers to his willingness to comply.

[17] Vi invitiamo a voler provvedere…

You are requested to…

The indirectness implied by the modal volere in each of examples [16] and [17] means that the action requested in the act should be seen by the receiver as a personal, willing act, i.e. something he will do because he decides so to do, without external imposition.

Contrary to the Italian letters, mood in the English corpus does not appear to realize any politeness strategy. The indicative prevails but the imperative is also widely used, always mitigated by please or just. There are only a few examples of use of mood as a means for the expression of politeness:

[18] It would appear from our records that...

Here, the conditional is used as a form of hedging for the purpose of minimizing the imposition on the receiver. Although the subjunctive exists in English (e.g., Would that your compliance be forthcoming! Your previous promptness be an example! Your failure to pay, whatever be the cause, can no longer be accepted.), only one example was found in our corpus (see: [22]).

Instead, modality plays a very important role in the realization of politeness. As in the Italian corpus, negative politeness strategies are more common within this typology of letter. However, whereas in the Italian corpus positive politeness strategies are quite rare, in the English letters they are many and varied.

The positive politeness strategy of noticing, attending to the receiver is mainly found within the express availability move:

[19] Should you have any queries relating to this account...

[20] Should you wish to pay...

However, claiming common ground and focusing on co-operation are also expressed in the corpus through modal operators or modal adjuncts:

[21] Certainly, you must realise that we cannot continue to maintain your account in its present condition indefinitely!

As in the Italian corpus, dissociation of the sender or the receiver from the act is the most recurrent negative politeness strategy in the English corpus. Also in this case such a strategy comes to be mostly realized by modals of obligation:

[22] In order to prevent the possible interruption of... we must insist that the amount concerned be paid

Freedom of action is given in a mostly receiver-oriented fashion, i.e. basing the request on the receiver’s ability or willingness:

[23] Could you please arrange for payment to be made...

[24] Would you please set your account at your earliest convenience...

Imposition is minimized through the use of modals of possibility, generally in the pre-propositional section of the letter:

[25] May I draw your attention to...

[26] May we remind you that...

Finally, whereas in the Italian corpus the warn move is mostly realized through modal operators of obligation, in the English corpus it seems to be mostly realized by modals of possibility:

[27] Otherwise you may become liable for the additional cost of legal action

[28] Failure to settle our invoices may result in future orders being suspended

To sum up, from a pragmatic perspective, both mood and modality play an important role in the expression of politeness in our corpus. However, mood is especially salient in Italian. This can be explained by linguistic rather than cultural reasons. This cultural preference permeates the language as a whole, of course, and not just business correspondence. Modality plays an important role in the realization of politeness strategies in both corpora. Given the letter typology, negative politeness strategies are prevalent in both corpora. However, the English corpus also shows a variety of positive politeness strategies almost completely missing in the Italian corpus. This rhetorical preference can be explained culturally by noting that Anglo-Americans show a preference for strategies that aim at achieving closeness between interactants, whereas Italians in positions of authority prefer to create and maintain more distance.

5.2.3. Metadiscourse

The analysis of metadiscoursal elements in our corpora is striking for the absence of most of the items classified as metadiscourse by Vande Kopple (1985, in Mauranen, 1993). Only a few examples of text connectives, illocution markers and attitude markers were found in the corpora.

As far as text connectives are concerned, in the two corpora certain connectors have an interesting pragmatic function, i.e. redressing the face threatening act of chasing money. More precisely, they are used to realize a ‘distancing from the act’, which is the most recurrent negative politeness strategy to be found in the corpora.

We refer to the Italian pertanto (therefore, thus, so) and to the English therefore, alternatively and otherwise.

[29] In data odierna non ci è pervenuto alcun vostro pagamento. Vi invitiamo pertanto al saldo di tale importo

Today we have not received any payment from you yet. We therefore request you [to attend to] this balance

[30] If you have not made payment within the last five days, are unable to pay today or are withholding payment because of a query, please contact us immediately. Otherwise you may become liable for the additional costs of legal action

As for illocution markers, a great number of letters in the Italian corpus present acts realized by explicit performatives which name the speech act or mark the illocutionary force of the sentence and so make it explicit to the receiver what the text is going to be about.

[31] Vi avvertiamo che, in caso di un vostro mancato riscontro secondo le modalità indicate, saremo costretti a...

We warn you that, in the event of your failure to respond according to the terms indicated, we shall be forced to…

Illocution markers seem instead to be absent in English money chasing correspondence.  The same can be said of attitude markers. On the contrary, there is a recurrent attitude marker in the Italian corpus, i.e. nostro malgrado (against our will, unwillingly). Again, this is a lexical item used to redress the negative face threatening act of the cotext immediately preceding it by dissociating the sender from the act that he or she is performing.

5.2.4. Discussion of the results of the micro-textual analysis

Differences at the micro textual level might seem to be of little consequence.  Such a judgement depends on how much importance one attaches to the choice of shades (and not just colors) in creating an image. What emerges from our analysis, in any case, is that the ‘signals’ of stylistic preferences are consistent with the rhetorical procedures described in our macro-structural analysis. Cultures are indeed wholes in which ‘tout se tient’. 

As far as reference is concerned, it is mainly defocalized and class-inclusive. Indeed, business communication is generally seen as corporate more than individual, i.e. both the sender and the receiver are considered as members of a group, i.e. their company. However, the use of ‘I’ in some English letters (and absent in the Italian corpus) perhaps shows that even in such a formulaic genre, the British writer in some cases still sees himself or herself as an individual rather than as a member of an organization.

In the use of mood and modality, letter typology imposes the use of mostly negative politeness strategies and this is confirmed by the data.  But whereas in the Italian corpus positive politeness strategies are almost completely missing, they are widely used in the English corpus. This rhetorical preference can perhaps be explained by the fact that closeness in Anglo-Americans is valued more highly than distance, deference and decorum.

Metadiscoursal elements are not so frequent in our corpus. There is a similarity in the pragmatic value attributed to some text connectives, but apart from this, metadiscoursal phenomena are so rare that trying to attribute them to cultural preferences would be far fetched. A further study, using a larger corpus, might give more weight to these phenomena within particular rhetorical ploys.

6. Implications for the System

The results of the preceding analysis will be used to create tips and drill sessions for our CBT Business Letter Tutor. The System, as currently implemented, is a non-directive learning aid: it uses an Artificial Intelligence engine to offer the user a palette of paragraphs, move by move, with which to compose a letter.  The paragraphs are presented in decreasing order of probable suitability to the current context, but the final choice is left up to the user and the system makes no judgment.  Evaluation of the effectiveness of a given letter, composed with the aid of the System, comes exclusively from the user’s environment — a boss’s smile, a colleague’s snicker, a client’s response, or lack of it. This information is subsequently fed into the System to orient the paragraph selection process. The user is, in other words, asked to interrogate his or her environment to determine the suitability of certain rhetorical/stylistic choices. 

At times, however, the user may wish to receive an explicit justification for the desirability of one kind of paragraph over another, given by a so-called ‘expert’ (i.e. one of the linguists, among whom the writer of this article, who is also responsible for designing the System). This is especially true if the paragraph presented by the System as most suitable, sounds strange on the basis of cultural preferences. Moreover, the more serious user may wish to dedicate time to learning to compose letters on his/her own, instead of simply copying the fragments of successful letters furnished by the system. We have therefore decided to augment our system in order to supply explicit, directive pedagogical help in the form of tips that appear in a help window and that contrastively justify the suitability of a paragraph, or as tutorials for the user who wishes to learn to write on his/her own.  

Tutorials will use the ‘discovery’ approach: given a particular communicative intent, the user will choose from a series of linguistic realizations, only one of which will prove to be culturally appropriate; the user will do so by predicting the rhetorical and/or stylistic value of the linguistic realization he/she chooses, thus learning to think of form and content as a whole and as the expression of a specific, contextualized intent, and not simply as the implementation of general norms. As the tutorial becomes more advanced, multiple choice will be replaced with open answers, i.e. the student will: (1) write chunks of sentences instead of choosing among those provided; and (2) improvise a description of their probable rhetorical and stylistic value. In this way, it is hoped that the user will acquire — inductively and creatively — a ‘sense’ of the most appropriate language for given business contexts in a given culture.  In other words, instead of simply learning to apply rules of discourse, the user will hopefully acquire a feel for the mindset characterizing a particular discourse community and thereby know how to cope even with unforeseen communicative events when addressing members of that community.

7. Conclusions

Money chasing letters constitute one of the most standardized and formulaic genres in business communication. By comparison, sales promotion letters seem to offer much more leeway, notwithstanding the existence of recurrent schematic structures even in this genre. Interestingly enough, however, various rhetorical preferences emerge from the two chasing money corpora we have examined. As far as the English corpus is concerned, many of the discoursal characteristics observed seem to tally with the contrastive studies made on other types of English writing. As for the Italian corpus, there is not much published research to go on.  Italian business language is little studied, and this is particularly true of contrastive studies with English.  Indeed, there have been few contrastive studies of business rhetoric and style in any European language other than Spanish (Leki, 1991), German and Finnish. Nonetheless, the analysis of our corpus offers a number of useful starting points for further research. 

One unexpected conclusion is that, in spite of globalization, uniformity of expression in the business community is limited to the conventions imposed by the genre used; cultural variables still affect writing at the level of the utterance or strings of utterances.  These variables are evident in the rhetorical choices made both at the macro- and micro-textual level and in the resulting discourse patterns.

Given that more research is needed to establish how far our conclusions can be generalized (especially with regard to Italian business letters), the implications that these results have for the implementation of our Contrastive Module may provisionally be listed as follows:

1) a system designed to help  learners acquire the ability to write effective business letters need not teach genre constraints, since these appear to be universal;

2) nor is it necessary for the system to teach the majority of micro-differences in the linguistic realizations of given intents; these differences, too elusive to be categorized, may be assimilated globally. The analogy here is with spelling or pronunciation rules in English: too complex for native or non-native learners to learn explicitly, they are best acquired through guided imitation (learners are guided to ‘sense’ consistencies);

3) a certain number of micro-differences, both rhetorical and stylistic, can however be effectively learned as the expression of a particular mindset (or Weltanschauung) characterizing a particular linguistic community; in other words, these differences are best learned, not as linguistic realizations (e.g. ‘rules of verb modality’), but rather as pragmatic or ethnolinguistic realizations (e.g. ‘kinds of intent to achieve this or that kind of effect’);

4) in English and Italian business correspondence, at least within the genre we have called ‘money chasing correspondence’, the micro-differences to be taught by our CBT system are the following: use of reference, mood, modality, and metadiscourse.
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� Pre-propositional, propositional, and post-propositional respectively refer to an introductory section which in a way is preparatory to the central section whereby good/bad news is communicated. The post-propositional part is introduced as a kind of conclusion to the core part.


� Swales’ definition of ‘genre’ is able to catch the complex interplay of factors at the basis of discourse production which was not underlined enough in literary genre studies. Indeed, “traditional definitions of genre focused on textual regularities. In traditional literary studies the genres were defined by conventions of form and content. …recent analyses focus on tying these linguistic and substantive similarities to regularities in human spheres of activity. In other words, the new term ‘genre’ has been able to connect a recognition of regularities in discourse types with a broader social and cultural understanding of language in use” (Freedman and Medway, 1994:1).


� Mauranen (1993:34) offers a more modern definition: “Rhetoric is realised in language through choices ... The selection that writers make can be said to indicate an underlying rhetorical strategy. A writer’s rhetorical strategy can be defined as a writer’s path through his or her text, made up of a series of choices.” In a persuasive genre of writing such as business correspondence, rhetoric covers and determines every linguistic choice.





� Coates’ studies of spoken discourse (1990) are particularly relevant in highlighting the addressee-oriented function of modality. Particularly clear, in a pragmatic perspective, is the use of mood and modality for the expression of politeness. However, choice of politeness strategies can be culturally determined (Maier 1992) and thus analysis of the choices at the level of mood and modality will give insights into cultural preferences as far as politeness strategies are concerned. 


� By ‘native speaker informants’ we mean the employees working for the companies where the letters were collected.


� Paltridge’s pragmatic perspective on genres also draws upon the notions of intertextuality, i.e. “the factors which make the utilization of one text dependent upon the knowledge of one or more previously encountered texts” (Beaugrande and Dressler, 1981: 10) and inheritance, i.e. “the translation of knowledge among items of the same or similar type or subtype” (1981: 91). Witte (1992: 253) says that “At its most basic level ‘intertextuality’ refers to a social fact, namely, as Todorov (1984) puts it, that “there is no [meaningful] utterance without relation to other utterances” (p. 60), and that each text “relates to a culturally enacted stream of discourse that allows people to construct particular meanings through particular sorts of texts”.







