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The purpose of the present study was to investigate non-manual features (NMF) that
convey politeness in Iranian sign language. The data was collected through
interviews with 18 deaf people (including nine men, and nine women), and six hard-
of-hearing women from Tehran, Zanjan, and Anzali. All the participants used the
Iranian sign language and were of different ages and educational levels. The
questions of this research are in the field of three speech acts requesting, rejecting,
and apologizing. Non-manual features are a complex aspect of all sign languages
and perform a range of grammatical and paralinguistic functions, and the second is
highlighted in this study. For linguistic analysis, sign orders and the type of words
were used first, and then the use of non-manual features with each sign was
checked. According to the findings of this research, to convey politeness /
impoliteness through Iranian sign language, it is not enough to use signs, and NMF
complements the meaning. Non-manual features include movement of the body,
head, eyes and eyebrows, lips, chin and nose. The data from this study shows that
the movements of the body, head, eyebrow, eyes, and mouth gestures are crucial in
every three speech acts. Results show that Squint is the most used NMF across
requests, Side tilt is the most used NMF across rejections and polite pucker has the
highest frequency of NMFs in apologies in the Iranian Sign Language. The type and
extent of use of these NMFs are context-dependent. Distribution of these NMFs
depends on context: formal or informal and the variety of functions. This research
proved that non-manual features act as the equivalent of prosodic in the Iranian Sign
language. The results of this research can help sociologists understand the culture of
the deaf community, sign language researchers understand linguistic factors, and
translators provide fluent translation.

Politeness, Linguistic politeness, Sociolinguistic, Sign Language, Iranian Sign
Language, non-manual Features, Prosody.
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1. Introduction

The present study examines marked and unmarked non-manual features and their impact on
conveying politeness in Iranian Sign Language (Esharani). Recent research in most sign
languages underscores that hand movements alone cannot fully and accurately convey concepts;
a combination of hand movements, head, body gestures, and facial expressions is essential for
successful communication. Non-manual features in sign language sometimes serve as
suprasegmental elements in spoken languages, fulfilling grammatical roles, while at other times,
they convey paralinguistic meanings (Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006). In sign language, as in
other languages, proficiency in vocabulary and syntax, along with an understanding of
pragmatic components, is crucial. To enhance communication with the deaf, it is imperative to
grasp the elements that convey politeness. This study investigates the meaning-distinguishing
non-manual features within the category of politeness in Iranian Sign Language, explores the
factors influencing their occurrence, and examines whether their use is optional or mandatory.

2. Literature Review

Hoza (2007) states that among facial expressions, tight lips are the most common in
conveying politeness in American Sign Language (ASL) and have the most significant
function in this language. Hoza introduces two specific expressions, tight lips, and
polite grimace-frown, which help create balance in communication. He adds that the use
of these signals largely depends on the degree of imposition. Roush (2012), by
presenting various forms of signs of different concepts, aimed to establish a cognitive
link between the signs. According to Mapson (2014), in conveying politeness in speech
acts of requesting and apologizing, certain non-manual features such as mouth and lip
movements, and head and upper body movements, play a more prominent role than
hand gestures. Mapson believes that in the phenomenon of politeness, the complexity of
interaction between these two components (manual and non-manual features) becomes
more evident, paralleling the impact of prosodic features in conveying politeness in
spoken languages. This study examines the presence of these non-manual features, their
impact on conveying politeness, and the differences and similarities in their use in
Iranian Sign Language.

3. Methods

The statistical population of this study comprises all Iranian deaf individuals who use
Iranian Sign Language (Esharani) as their first language. The sampling process was
conducted purposefully and non-randomly. The research methodology involves both
participant and non-participant observation. Data were gathered through interviews and
video recordings involving 9 deaf men, 9 deaf women, and 5 hard-of-hearing women.
The interview questions were categorized into three sections: requests, refusals, and
apologies, each containing eight questions, with consideration for the power factor.
These questions drew inspiration from similar studies conducted in American Sign
Language (Hoza, 2007) and British Sign Language (Mapson, 2014). Some questions
were directly replicated, while others were adapted to new contexts introduced by the
researchers. Following data collection, expressions were classified based on situational
contexts, and each expression group was reported according to frequency. Notably,
special attention was given to facial expressions that complement the meaning and their
frequency of occurrence in sign language.
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4. Discussions and conclusions

Data analysis revealed that non-manual features play a significant role in conveying
politeness in Iranian Sign Language (Esharani). Some of these markers, like nose
wrinkling, appear in only one type of speech act, while others, like squinting, are
observed in all three speech acts. Certain facial expressions, such as tilting the head and
squinting, are prevalent among the deaf when it comes to politeness, with the highest
occurrence among non-manual features to mitigate the degree of threat. It seems that the
higher the threat level of a request, the more frequent and intense the use of these
features will be. For instance, the degree of head tilting and squinting is greater when
requesting leave from a boss compared to asking a classmate to complete a task.
Additionally, if the power dynamic between interlocutors is equal, the subject of the
request becomes a differentiating factor.It was also found that the use of one or several
facial expressions cannot be strictly tied to a specific word, speech act, or context.
Behavior considered impolite in one context might be viewed positively or neutrally in
another. It may be inferred that the speaker's immediate intention to establish either a
formal or informal, friendly connection is the primary factor. Furthermore, the data
indicated that one should not assume that power imbalance always leads to greater
discrepancies in the use and frequency of these features.

Another finding of this study pertains to the neutral facial expression. If a deaf person's
facial expression remains constant while performing any speech act or even during
everyday conversations, it cannot be concluded that they are being impolite. A neutral
expression could have various reasons. However, comparing this with an expression
clearly indicating impoliteness or lack of politeness might provide insight into how
much politeness is conveyed through words or facial expressions in different situations.
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1. forward tilt
2. backward tilt
3. polite duck
4. squint

5. raised brows
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1. frown

2. tight lips

3. polite pucker

4, redressive action
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