Could you please close the door? VS. Zatvaraj vrata! Translation of directive speech acts from
English into Serbian and from Serbian into English

This paper presents a qualitative analysis of directive speech acts and their translations between
English and Serbian. The study aims to highlight subtle differences in the translation of
directives, considering both linguistic/typological and cultural factors. The research sample
consists of three plays originally published in English and translated into Serbian, as well as
plays written in Serbian and translated into English. Directive speech acts are categorized into
three broad types—direct, conventionally indirect, and non-conventionally indirect directives—
with numerous subcategories (Blum-Kulka et. al. 1989). Both English and Serbian employ
various strategies for issuing directive messages, with imperatives being the most direct. Some
morphological forms in Serbian that convey directive messages and carry emotional weight—
such as the imperative construction Zatvaraj vrata, where the verb zatvaraj implies urgency and
hierarchy—Ilack direct formal equivalents in English. Conversely, translations from English into
Serbian sometimes exhibit a shift in directness, where indirect English directives (e.g.. Could you
close the door?) are occasionally rendered as more direct forms in Serbian, often using
imperatives (e.g. Zatvori vrata.). Similarly, Serbian imperative constructions tend to be translated
into English using more indirect forms, such as questions examining preparatory conditions.
These deviations can be attributed to cultural and politeness differences, with English favoring
negative politeness strategies more than Serbian (Prodanovi¢ 2014, Ze€evi¢ 2016, Pani¢ Kavgi¢
2019). This raises the question of when such shifts are acceptable and when the original form
should be preserved, particularly since both languages can employ similar indirect structures.
The analysis considers interlocutor relationships to provide insights into this issue. Examples for
the analysis were manually extracted rather than software-generated, with each play carefully
read, and illustrative examples noted first from the original texts and then from their translations.
Both original and translated instances were classified into direct, conventionally indirect, and
non-conventionally indirect directive categories, allowing the study to systematically depict how
directives are translated between the two languages. Preliminary results indicate that deviations
in translations from English into Serbian primarily stem from cultural factors, whereas deviations
in translations from Serbian into English are more often due to morphosyntactic mismatches.
Additionally, it appears that the level of conventionality is inversely proportional to the level of
(in)directness. In other words, conventionally indirect utterances are more likely to be translated
directly, while non-conventionally indirect utterances typically preserve their original form in
translation. A comparative analysis of this kind is valuable for translation studies, as it examines
a specific issue from the perspective of two languages. Therefore, translators should be aware
that unnecessary deviations from the original forms can deprive the target audience of the
nuances of directness, as well as the cultural and emotional weight embedded in the source
language.
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