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Abstract
Variational metapragmatics—the study of how speakers talk or write about pragmat-
ic actions and how they use their metapragmatic awareness to manipulate language 
perception across varieties of English as reported by Culpeper and Haugh (Pragmat-
ics and the English language, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke 2014) (Schneider 
in J Pragm 179:12–18, 2021)—has recently sparked attention amongst linguistic 
scholars. Yet, despite notable exceptions (Schoppa in Corpus Pragmat 6:63–88, 
2022; J Pragm 237:30–41, 2025) studies into postcolonial varieties of English are 
still sparse. As a result, metapragmatic realizations of apologies in South Asian 
Englishes—in general and in written genres such as newspaper writing in specific—
remain underexplored. This paper fills that gap by investigating apology framing 
in four South Asian Englishes—Bangladeshi English (BdE), Indian English (IndE), 
Pakistani English (PkE) and Nepali English (NpE)—using the South Asian Variet-
ies of English 2020 (SAVE2020) newspaper corpus (Bernaisch et al. in ICAME J 
45(1):5–32, 2021). This study employs a random forest (Breiman in Mach Learn 
45(1):5–32, 2001) including both structural (e.g. wordclass) and sociobiographic 
(e.g. variety, gender) predictors to model adherence to the pragmatic maxims of 
modesty and approbation as reported by Leech (Principles of pragmatics, Longman, 
London, 1983). Our results, amongst others, identify the interaction between vari-
ety and wordform as the most influential predictor: The findings demonstrate that 
South Asian Englishes exhibit their own pragmatic systems, even in presumably 
highly standardised genres. By applying a multifactorial, corpus-based approach to 
newspaper data, this study advances variational metapragmatics in terms of writers’ 
report on apologies and underlines the value of empirical methods for uncovering 
subtle interaction effects in world Englishes.
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Introduction

Variational metapragmatics—the study of how language users explicitly label, evalu-
ate, and negotiate pragmatic actions—has emerged as a dynamic field at the intersec-
tion of (variational) pragmatics, sociolinguistics and world Englishes (Culpeper & 
Haugh, 2014; Schneider, 2021). By attending to speakers’ and writers’ metapragmatic 
comments (e.g. The Prime Minister hardly apologised for the actions.), variational 
metapragmatics studies how talking about language use might vary across contexts, 
registers, and particularly across regional varieties of English. Studies have so far 
concentrated primarily on historically inner-circle varieties of English (Schneider, 
2022), and recent studies have begun to explore metapragmatic variation in postco-
lonial contexts, where English holds diverse statuses and is spoken by both native 
and non-native users (Schoppa, 2022, 2025). Nevertheless, South Asian Englishes—
despite their vast speaker populations and rich sociopolitical landscapes—remain 
insufficiently researched.

Understanding how apologies are framed in South Asian English newspapers is 
both theoretically and socially significant. Newspapers and authors of newspaper arti-
cles function not merely as passive reporters but as active participants in constructing 
narratives of responsibility and accountability (Harris et al., 2006; Kampf, 2011). 
In South Asia, where political controversies and religious sensitivities frequently 
intertwine, mediated apologies play a crucial role in shaping public discourse. Yet, 
no systematic, corpus-based investigation has shown how anglophone South Asian 
newspapers evaluate and reflect on acts of apologies.

This study addresses that gap by drawing on the SAVE2020 newspaper corpus 
(Bernaisch et al., 2021), extracting all instances of apology-related lemmas, such as 
apologise or regret, across the varieties of English spoken in Bangladesh, India, Paki-
stan and Nepal (BdE, IndE, PkE, NpE). Following careful annotation of all instances 
that reflect the writer reporting on apology behaviour of others, and by employing 
R and a random forest model, the study incorporates both structural predictors (e.g. 
wordclass, wordform) and two sociobiographic writer variables (gender, vari-
ety) to predict adherence to Leech’s (1983) approbation and modesty maxims (as 
further explained in Sections “Apologies” and “Data and analysis”). This multifac-
torial, data-driven approach demonstrates the importance of corpus-based multi-
factorial studies for capturing subtle metapragmatic patterns in varieties of English 
that might go unnoticed in more intuition-based analyses. Thus, this paper’s core 
contributions may be summarised as follows: It enriches our understanding of how 
global varieties of English deploy metapragmatic knowledge on how to shape public 
perceptions of apologies, and it highlights the contribution of empirical, statistical 
approaches for exploring the complex interplay of linguistic, social, and contextual 
factors in variational metapragmatics.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In Section “Theoretical 
background”, we review the theoretical foundations of variational metapragmatics, 
outline a taxonomy of apology speech acts, and introduce the historical and soci-
olinguistic profiles of the four South Asian Englishes under consideration, before 
identifying key research gaps and formulating our research questions. Section “Data 
and analysis” details our data sources, extraction and annotation procedures, and the 
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statistical modelling employed in the present study. In Section “Results”, we present 
the main results of our random forest analysis, including variable importance and 
partial dependence plots. Section “Discussion” interprets these findings in light of 
our research questions, discussing implications for the possible autonomy of South 
Asian English pragmatics and for methodological advances in variational metaprag-
matics. Finally, Section “Conclusion” concludes by acknowledging the study’s pilot 
nature, outlining caveats and proposing avenues for future research.

Theoretical Background

Variational Metapragmatics

Variational metapragmatics examines how metapragmatic awareness—the ways 
speakers explicitly label, discuss and negotiate communicative actions—varies 
across contexts, genres and varieties of a language (Schneider, 2021). Hence, the 
term metapragmatics refers to the reflexive dimension of language use where speak-
ers display an awareness of how language functions in interaction. It covers both the 
ability to reflect on linguistic form and meaning (metalanguage) and to signal how 
utterances should be interpreted within a communicative context (Verschueren, 2000: 
441). As Silverstein (1976: 48–51) explains, metapragmatic phenomena occur when 
signs function with reference to other pragmatic signs, effectively framing and struc-
turing interactional events, thus providing coherence to discourse (Silverstein, 2010: 
37). Haugh (2018: 621–623) emphasizes that metapragmatics involves “language 
about language use”, where speakers explicitly or implicitly comment on their own 
or others’ communicative acts, shaping social meaning and evaluations of appropri-
ateness. The present study is based on Haugh’s (2018) definition of metapragmatics.

Against this background, unlike traditional pragmatics, which often focusses on 
universal speech act theories (e.g. Searle, 1969), variational metapragmatics investi-
gates how ordinary language users categorise and evaluate speech acts like apologies, 
requests or threats in real-world discourse (Culpeper & Haugh, 2014). Moreover, it is 
a combination of studying intra-lingual pragmatic variation (Schneider, 2021: 13) and 
analysing how speakers show awareness of their language use, for example by com-
menting on or referring to their own linguistic choices (Hames et al., 2025: 3). Varia-
tional metapragmatic investigations are of narrower scope in that they often focus 
on the meta-illocutionary lexicon—that is, lexical items such as apology, request, 
or promise that explicitly label speech acts and specifically refer to the illocutionary 
force (Schneider, 2022). Studies have shown that these metapragmatic-comments 
can vary significantly across different varieties of English, such as those in Ireland 
and Canada, in terms of their frequency, distribution, and conceptualization (Schnei-
der, 2021). This suggests that while the core functions of metapragmatic comments 
referring to speech acts remain consistent, their usage can differ based on regional 
linguistic norms. However, research further indicates that cross-varietal differences 
in the use of these comments are relatively small, whereas differences between types 
of illocutions—such as the ways speakers label or comment on requests versus apolo-
gies—are more pronounced (Schoppa, 2022). This highlights the importance of con-
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sidering both semantic and pragmatic characteristics, as well as cross-cultural and 
social factors, when studying metapragmatic comments (Schoppa, 2022).

Just like in general pragmatic research, language use in context is also at the core 
of variational metapragmatics. As such, the development of metapragmatic aware-
ness and “the competence to exploit” metapragmatic knowledge (Groth, 2012: 23) 
varies with, for example, speaker age and is influenced by cultural and linguistic 
factors. For instance, Chinese children develop significant metapragmatic awareness 
during early school years, with cultural and linguistic structures playing a crucial role 
(Cheng et al., 2024).

Key aspects of variational metapragmatics include cross-contextual variation, i.e. 
how speech act labels are used differently in spoken vs. written discourse, private vs. 
public/institutional settings or across varieties of English (Schneider, 2021), genre-
specific patterns—legal discourse, for example, often requires explicit labelling of 
apologies to assign responsibility, while casual conversation may rely on implicit 
cues (Colonna Dahlman, 2022)—and cultural or institutional norms. A prime exam-
ple of the latter are mediated contexts like news media, where lay users’ definitions of 
‘sincere’ apologies may clash with scholarly taxonomies (Harris et al., 2006).

Despite growing interest in metapragmatic phenomena, there remains a notable 
research gap concerning South Asian varieties of English, particularly in how meta-
illocutionary comments function in public discourse such as newspaper writing. 
Much of the existing literature has focused on Anglo-Saxon contexts, leaving the 
metapragmatics of South Asian English(es) underexplored. Therefore, this study 
aims to address that gap by offering a preliminary investigation into how apologies 
are constructed and signalled metapragmatically in South Asian English(es) print 
newspaper writing. As a pilot study, it seeks to offer initial insights and methodologi-
cal pathways for future, more extensive cross-cultural analyses, and thus contributes 
to a more inclusive and comparative understanding of variational metapragmatics.

Apologies

Apologies are illocutionary acts (Searle, 1969) that function as remedial exchanges 
(Goffman, 1971), serve to acknowledge a perceived offence and aim to restore social 
harmony (Olshtain & Cohen, 1983: 20). In pragmatics, apologies belong to the speech 
act category of expressives (Leech, 1983), and they are classified as negative polite-
ness strategies to save face (Brown & Levinson, 1987). However, apologies extend 
beyond interpersonal interactions, particularly in institutional, political and media 
contexts where they often serve strategic functions, such as reputation management 
(Benoit, 1995), transcend face-work and instead address moral accountability (Harris 
et al., 2006).

Building on Austin’s (1962) speech act theory, apologies have often been clas-
sified according to their felicity conditions, which determine their appropriateness 
and effectiveness. These include preparatory conditions (i.e. the apologiser recog-
nises a transgression occurred and believes the hearer perceives it as such), sincerity 
conditions (i.e. the apologiser expresses genuine remorse) and essential conditions, 
which establish the speech act as an apology in the first place (Ancarno, 2011). Fra-
ser (1981) and Owen (1983) also emphasize the importance of acknowledging harm 
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and expressing regret. Yet, in public and institutional contexts, the sincerity aspect 
often becomes ambiguous or performative rather than authentic, which challenges 
traditional felicity frameworks. Nevertheless, research in pragmatics generally iden-
tifies several key elements that constitute a prototypical apology (Harris et al., 2006; 
Holmes, 1995; Olshtain & Cohen, 1985):

1.	 Illocutionary Force Indicating Device (IFID): Explicit markers of regret, such as 
I’m sorry,

2.	 Acceptance of responsibility: Acknowledgement of fault (e.g. It was my mistake),
3.	 Explanation/account: Justifications or contextual reasons for the offence,
4.	 Offer of repair: Attempts to compensate for the harm (e.g. financial restitution),
5.	 Promise of forbearance: Commitment to avoid repetition (e.g. This won’t happen 

again).

While the acceptance or acknowledgement of responsibility is often vital for the 
restoration of harmony between interlocutors, apologies also differ in structure and 
function across languages and cultures. Olshtain and Cohen (1985) demonstrate that 
while the basic taxonomy of apologies remains consistent globally, the choice and 
frequency of strategies (e.g. opting for a simple expression of regret versus an elabo-
rate explanation) vary significantly. Not all apologies contain every component, and 
their presence depends on contextual factors such as the perceived severity of the 
offence, underlying cultural attitudes toward face, power and the management of 
interpersonal relations (Harris et al., 2006).

Apologies can be categorised along several dimensions. A form-based approach 
differentiates between explicit apologies (i.e. the direct expression of regret as in I 
apologise for the error) and implicit apologies (i.e. indirect or mitigated statements 
as in We regret the inconvenience) that avoid full accountability (Kampf, 2009). Sim-
ilar to that, sincerity-based approaches distinguish between full apologies, in which 
the speaker combines IFIDs with clear responsibility-taking, and non-apologies, in 
which the speaker uses regret markers, but deflects blame (Kampf, 2009). Function-
based approaches could, for instance, make a distinction between interpersonal apol-
ogies, which are aimed at reconciling individuals in private settings, and institutional/
political apologies, which are public statements addressing collective offences and 
are often mediated through official channels, such as newspapers (Harris et al., 2006).

In addition, apologies can also be investigated from the perspective of Grice’s 
(1975) conversational maxims. Drawing on Leech’s (1983: 132ff.) framework of 
politeness, both the approbation maxim and the modesty maxim can be applied to 
expressive speech acts such as apologies. Adherence to the approbation maxim is 
given if the speaker/writer (a) minimises dispraise of other(s) and/or (b) maximises 
praise of other(s). Adherence to the modesty maxim is given if the speaker/writer 
(a) minimises praise of self and/or (b) maximises dispraise of self (Leech, 1983: 
132). Consequently, violating either of the two maxims with their two subcategories 
respectively is to act contrary to what they postulate.

From the point of view of variational metapragmatics (Schneider, 2021), meta-
illocutionary lexicon functions of meta-illocutionary apology realisations typically 
correlate with specific types of grammatical constructions: While the performative 
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function of apologies is often expressed via a first person singular + present verb 
construction (e.g. “I apologise for my mistake.”), reporting about an apology typi-
cally features a third person singular + past verb construction (e.g. “She apologised 
for her remarks.”), and commenting on an apology often includes a first person sin-
gular + present progressive verb structure (e.g. “I’m just saying he’s apologising to 
save face.”) (Schneider, 2021). Schneider (2021) further suggests that the majority 
of meta-illocutionary apologies occur with representative acts and primarily serve a 
reporting function. While this has been attested for first-language varieties of English, 
functions of meta-illocutionary acts when referencing apology behaviour as well as 
linguistic structures employed to do so may vary in postcolonial varieties of English.

Apologies in Newspaper Writing

Newspapers play a crucial role in shaping public perceptions of apologies by selec-
tively framing, amplifying or commenting on them, the latter of which is a clear 
instance of a metapragmatic act (Harris et al., 2006). Unlike interpersonal apologies 
(i.e. apologies that one interlocutor directly addresses to another), mediated apologies 
(i.e. apologies reported on by some other instance) are highly performative in that 
they are designed for public consumption rather than direct reconciliation, evaluative 
as they are subject to journalistic scrutiny regarding sincerity and accountability, and 
often politicised by being tied to broader narratives of power, responsibility and insti-
tutional credibility (Kampf, 2009, 2013: 3). Furthermore, Kampf (2011: 3) argues 
that in the “age of apology”, apologies by public figures have become a frequent and 
expected component of public discourse, especially in terms of crisis communica-
tion. Hence, the press and newspapers play a key role not merely as a passive trans-
mitter but as an active participant in constructing and amplifying these apologies. 
Therefore, journalists contribute to the construction of what Kampf (2011: 21) terms 
“social dramas of apology” (SDA), a framework adapted from Turner’s (1957) con-
cept of social dramas. In SDAs, journalists do more than report; they frame actions 
as norm violations, call for apologies, and interpret the sincerity and adequacy of 
the apologetic act. In this way, journalism becomes a performative genre in its own 
right (Kampf, 2011: 14). Moreover, the media not only initiate and shape the apology 
process but also arbitrate its reception. Various strategies of presenting apologies in 
newspaper discourse, such as the choice of using direct quotations or by providing 
metapragmatic commentaries on the apologiser’s demeanour and wording, help the 
press influence whether the public accepts or rejects the apology (Kampf, 2011: 19). 
An investigation of possibly ritualised metapragmatic patterns in newspaper writ-
ing is particularly promising in the South Asian context, where political and reli-
gious topics are often a prominent part of public discourse, offering a rich backdrop 
against which the press’s metapragmatic strategies may be even more nuanced and 
consequential. Consider, for example, the reported rise in freedom of press violations 
prevalent across South Asia (Namgay, 2025), which showcases the importance of a 
carefully designed media strategy.
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Anglophone South Asia

Geographically, South Asia comprises eight nations. When studying South Asian Eng-
lishes, research commonly considers the varieties of English spoken in Bangladesh, 
India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. All of these countries developed 
varieties of English in some way because of Great Britain’s colonial efforts. How-
ever, not all countries actually were British colonies or even under British control in 
some way (Gargesh, 2020: 109). Given obvious space constraints, the following will 
be but a short overview of each variety’s history and current status in order to be able 
to situate this study’s results appropriately.

Before reviewing the varieties at hand, a short introduction of Schneider’s (2003, 
2007) Dynamic Model of Postcolonial Englishes is required, as we will rely on it 
for the variety descriptions. Schneider posits that after initial contact with English, a 
variety may develop along five evolutionary stages, each with its own linguistic and 
sociolinguistic characteristics:

	● Foundation
	● Exonormative Stabilisation
	● Nativisation
	● Endonormative Stabilisation
	● Differentiation

Most important for our purposes are the phases of nativisation and endonormative 
stabilisation. Schneider posits that it is in these phases, as host countries attain politi-
cal independence and speech communities begin to provide norms rather than rely on 
external ones, that we move from “English in X” to “X English”. That is, Schneider’s 
model can be used as a classification measure of the development and linguistic inde-
pendence of a variety.

It seems prudent to start with Indian English as the oldest of the varieties under 
observation. India was first systematically exposed to the English language after the 
English East India Company began setting up for trade in the 17th century (Gargesh, 
2020: 109). However, language contact was initially limited and so any dissemina-
tion of English was slow-going (Sedlatschek, 2009: 9). What followed were tumultu-
ous years including, but not limited to influential events such as the dissolution of the 
East India Company in favour of the British crown, effectively creating British India 
(Hickey, 2009: 538–539; Lemke & Rink, 2010: 48), and the famous Minute on Indian 
Education by Thomas Babington Macaulay that made English the language of educa-
tion on the subcontinent (e.g. Evans, 2002). By the time of independence in 1947, 
English had become a ‘pan-Indian’ language (Mukherjee, 2007). As Hickey puts it, 
“after independence in 1947, English remained the principal language of interethnic 
communication in India” (2009, 540). Today, it has the status of an ‘official associate 
language’ and the country practices the Three-Language Formula, which stipulates 
English as one of three languages of education (Bhatia, 2022: 65). It is unsurprising 
that Bolton and Bacon-Shone estimated there to be approximately 280 million speak-
ers of (Indian) English in India, making it the largest second-language variety in the 
world (2020: 53).
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Indian English is by and far the best-researched South Asian variety of English. 
Based on this research, it is generally taken to be endonormatively stabilised, mean-
ing Indian English relies heavily on its own internal norms of usage rather than on 
external norms from British English and becomes widely accepted within the speech 
community (e.g. Mukherjee, 2007; Schneider, 2007; Sedlatschek, 2009). A substan-
tial amount of this research is indeed of the pragmatic kind. To name but a few recent 
examples Indian English has been explored in terms of pauses (Revis & Bernaisch, 
2020), backchannels (Kraaz & Bernaisch, 2022), thanking strategies (Funke, 2022), 
requests (Degenhardt, 2023), parentheticals in general (Degenhardt, 2025a) and 
tag questions in specific (Columbus, 2009; Degenhardt, 2025b; Lange & Leuckert, 
2021). With regard to apologies in spoken Indian (and Sri Lankan) English, Degen-
hardt and Bernaisch (2022) find that sorry is the most frequent apology form across 
all three varieties, but its relative frequency is highest in SLE (86.21%), followed by 
BrE (72.08%) and IndE (69.23%) in the British, Indian and Sri Lankan English com-
ponents of the spoken parts of the International Corpus of English (ICE). BrE speak-
ers use a wider range of apology forms beyond sorry, while IndE and SLE speakers 
tend to rely more heavily on sorry as a dominant apology form. Moreover, sorry is 
more likely to occur as a single word unit (swu) rather than a multiword unit (mwu) 
in all varieties, but this tendency is particularly notable in SLE whereas there is little 
difference between the effect of swu and mwu on the use of sorry in IndE. Degen-
hardt and Bernaisch (2022) thus conclude that IndE speakers do not make a polite-
ness distinction between one-word and longer apologies. They also include factors 
other than variety in their study, namely age, gender, group gender composition, topic 
and lexical diversity (type-token ratio). Findings show that the frequent use of sorry 
in IndE and SLE may reflect a “lexical teddy bear” phenomenon (Hasselgren, 1994), 
where L2 speakers favour a comfortable, dominant apology token. Since many local 
Indian languages lack a word equivalent to sorry, the English sorry might be adopted 
as an all-purpose apology token.

Despite the growing amount of studies on the pragmatics of South Asian Englishes, 
and IndE in particular, there is a clear gap when it comes to variational metapragmat-
ics with regard to South Asian Englishes in general, though interest in the field of 
study has recently sparked regarding selected other first- and second-language variet-
ies, such as British English (Schoppa, 2025) and Irish English (Schneider, 2022) or 
comparative studies involving Hong Kong, and Kenyan English (Schoppa, 2025: 33).

Indian independence created the new state Pakistan, comprising what we know 
as Pakistan today and what we know as Bangladesh today (Gargesh, 2020: 111). 
The areas that are Pakistan today were integrated into British India relatively late, 
starting with Sindh in 1843 and the Punjab in 1848 (Rahman, 2020: 130). After inde-
pendence, English was made the language of the new nation in the realms of (elitist 
and higher) education, newspapers and (higher) administration (Gargesh, 2020: 111). 
After Bangladesh had split from Pakistan, a new constitution was written up in 1973. 
In this, English was provisioned as a stand-in for a maximum of 15 years whilst a 
switch was being made for Urdu, the national language. That provision was renewed 
in 2015 but English continues to be used in policy making, administration and parts 
of education to this day (Rahman, 2020: 131). Pakistani English is the second largest 
variety in South Asia. Bolton and Bacon-Shone estimated at least 55 million speak-
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ers of (Pakistani) English in Pakistan in 2020 (2020: 53). There is currently little 
research on this variety, especially regarding structural analyses that would allow its 
classification within Schneider’s (2007) Dynamic Model of Postcolonial Englishes, 
a framework describing how English varieties evolve in postcolonial settings. The 
same can be said for (meta-)pragmatic research.

As implied above, Bangladesh gained independence in 1971. Its separation from 
Pakistan was, in fact, the result of a hard-fought war over the status of the majority 
language of Bengal, that is Bengali (Roy, 2017: 332). Given this history, it is unsur-
prising that Bengali is the sole language mentioned in the constitution (Gargesh, 
2020: 11). Nevertheless, English remains just as entrenched in Bangladesh as in the 
other South Asian contexts. It has become a highly valued and sought-after commod-
ity in education, in business and it is even used in administration (Roy, 2017: 336). 
This is reflected in the number of speakers: Bolton and Bacon-Shone (2020: 53) 
estimated 33 million in 2020. However, it is perhaps no surprise that research-wise, 
Bangladeshi English is as much a blank space as Pakistani English is.

Lastly, Nepal was never under British control in any form. The British did estab-
lish a permanent residence in Nepal’s capital city Kathmandu in 1801 (Pandey, 2020: 
501), but left it at that meaning that Nepal, as opposed to the other countries in South 
Asia, never had as much of an entrenched relationship with the English language as 
was possible in other circumstances. Nepal is a multilingual society but English does 
not have lingua franca status. In fact, it does not appear in the Nepali constitution, 
which lists Nepali as the official language (Götz, 2022: 347–348). However, English 
is the language of some official domains, chief among them tourism and (higher) 
education (Giri, 2015: 99). There were approximately 8.7 million speakers of Nepali 
English in 2020 (Bolton & Bacon-Shone, 2020: 53). Although there is not much to go 
on in terms of structural research in the framework of the Dynamic Model (Schnei-
der, 2007), Nepali scholars have proposed nativisation—a stage in which English 
undergoes structural adaptation under the influence of local languages and functional 
expansion across societal domains, while speakers begin to appropriate English as 
part of their own identity (Schneider, 2007)—as the appropriate characterisation of 
current Nepali English (Pandey, 2020: 10).

Although they have different histories of English and afford the language differ-
ent statuses, the four South Asian countries under scrutiny all place a similar kind 
of importance on English. It is increasingly the language of official domains and 
often associated with economic growth and climbing of the social ladder. It will be 
interesting to see how this interplay of differences and similarities is reflected in the 
discussion of pragmatic events. Hence, with metapragmatic realisations viewed as 
“comments that operate with general principles, norms and maxims” (Hübler, 2011: 
109), the present study is interested in how writers use their metapragmatic compe-
tence to exploit metapragmatic knowledge in newspaper writing, regarding the likeli-
hood of a violation of a pragmatic maxim despite the fact that newspaper writing is 
a presumably rather standardised type of writing. Consequently, we have derived the 
following research questions to be answered in this paper:

1.	 Do South Asian English newspaper articles reflect variety-specific ways of writ-
ing about someone else’s apology behaviour?
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2.	 Are writers’ choices of reporting on apologies related to factors other than vari-
ety, that is structural factors derived from the linguistic context and/or author 
gender?

3.	 To what extent can the corpus-based empirical investigation of newspaper writ-
ing in various varieties of English contribute to the theoretical description of 
variational metapragmatics?

However, the third question will not be answered in full in the paper at hand. Given 
the pilot nature of this study, it should be regarded as a preliminary attempt to explore 
how corpus-based data and methods can be combined with a topic traditionally 
approached in a qualitative manner, such as metapragmatics.

Data and Analysis

The data at hand come from the South Asian Varieties of English 2020 corpus 
(SAVE2020; Bernaisch et al., 2021). It is a newspaper corpus comprised of articles 
from two English-language newspapers per variety sampled. We thus include data 
from the following English-language newspapers: New Age & Daily Times (Ban-
gladesh), The Statesman & Times of India (India), The Himalayan Times & Nepali 
Times (Nepal) and Daily Times & Dawn (Pakistan). Each newspaper spans from 
2018 to 2020 and includes roughly 1.5 million words (Bernaisch et al., 2021). The 
lack of Maldivian and Sri Lankan English data in our study is due to our extrac-
tion process. In order to collect as many instances of meta-commentary on acts of 
apologies as possible, we extracted all instances of the following lemmas from the 
entire corpus: APOLOGY, APOLOGISE, EXCUSE, SORRY, REGRET, FORGIVE, 
FORGIVENESS, ADMIT, MISTAKE, ERROR, FAULT. These lemmas were cho-
sen based on Leech’s (1983) distinction of coding conscious metapragmatic writer 
choices to either

(a)	 Paraphrase the original apology formula, as in Mr Winston regretted his behav-
iour, or

(b)	 Quote the original apology formula, as in ‘I apologise for my behaviour’, Mr 
Winston stated.

From this initial data set we then automatically extracted only those hits for which 
information on the author’s gender was available, which excluded Maldivian and Sri 
Lankan English. Finally, the data underwent a process of manual disambiguation in 
order to only include those data that actually express apologetic means. This resulted 
in a final data set of 630 data points spread as follows across four varieties (Table 1):

The dependent variable was already illustrated briefly in Section “Theoreti-
cal background”: It denotes whether the current author adhered to the approbation 
maxim or the modesty maxim (Leech, 1983), as is evident from the abbreviated name 
max_adh. The dependent variable has two levels, yes vs no. If the author adhered 
to either of the two maxims, we annotated yes. If the author violated the respec-
tive maxim, we annotated no. Crucially, the first independent variable (see Table 3) 
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captures the types of maxims laid out in Section “Theoretical background” (APP = 
approbation maxim, MOD = modesty maxim) and is thus labelled max_type, with _a 
and _b referring to the respective subcategory of each of the maxims:

	● APP_a yes: The writer softens or downplays any criticism of the apologiser in 
the context of their apology or includes any pragmatic move that neutralises a 
negative portrayal.

	● APP_a no: The writer reports or repeats an apology but does nothing to temper 
any implied criticism (or even amplifies it).

	● APP_b yes: The writer adds positive evaluation of the apologiser in connection 
with their apology.

	● APP_b no: The writer merely quotes or paraphrases the apology formula without 
any additional positive spin.

	● MOD_a yes: The writer keeps the apologiser’s own language or stance as unal-
tered as possible without highlighting their possible sincerity or effort.

	● MOD_a no: The writer implicitly or explicitly praises the apologiser’s courage, 
speed, sincerity, effort, etc. in making the apology.

	● MOD_b yes: The writer embeds the apology in language that underscores the 
apologiser’s fault or weakness.

	● MOD_b no: The writer simply uses the apology formula with no added negativity 
about the apologiser’s stance.

Though these categories are not always clear-cut when working with empirical data, 
they offer a starting point for classifying metapragmatic strategies on a scale of writer 
choices. Sometimes, with the ‘default’ choice of the scale, i.e. when the writer sim-
ply reports an apology, the violation-zones of both maxims might overlap in terms 
of linguistic form, yet they still target different pragmatic moves. Table 2 illustrates 
how instances in the corpus were coded according to Leech’s (1983) approbation and 
modesty maxims. Each row shows whether an utterance adheres to or violates the 
maxim (max_adh = yes/no), alongside the maxim type (max_type) and a concrete 
example. For instance, the first APP_a example (“no fault of his”) demonstrates mini-
mising dispraise of others, while the second APP_a example shows no such mitiga-
tion, resulting in a violation. Similarly, the APP_b examples contrast praise of others 
(“really honest”) with a generic statement lacking praise. The MOD_a and MOD_b 
examples are structured in the same way, illustrating differences in minimising or 
maximising self-(dis)praise. These examples help clarify how each code was applied 
in practice and how adherence or violation was determined.

Table 1  Final data distributed by wordform and variety
ADMIT APOLOGY EXCUSE FAULT FORGIVE MIS-

TAKE
RE-
GRET

SORRY TOTAL

BdE 12 18 21 11 1 21 22 5 111
IndE 10 23 4 12 5 17 14 4 89
NpE 19 20 31 14 1 34 16 6 141
PkE 29 42 31 14 5 30 118 20 289
TOTAL 70 103 87 51 12 102 170 35 630
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Table 2 shows that while texts can refer to or interpret behaviour as apologetic 
without a speech act of apology having actually occurred, the present corpus-based 
study focusses on metapragmatic references to apology, operationalised via lemmas 
such as apologise and sorry. These lemmas may occur in direct quotations of apolo-
gies, in reported speech or in evaluative or hypothetical comments about apologis-
ing. The present analysis, thus, concerns how apologies are reflected in the corpus, 
not whether a genuine apology act was performed. Moreover, these examples show 
that a change in overall meaning can be caused by other pragmatic markers, such 
as hedges or intensifiers. Therefore, we included them in our annotation (inter-
pers_dis). Other structural factors, also summarised in Table 3, we annotated for are 
ind_speech, which denotes whether the apology speech act is related in indirect or 
direct speech. mismatch encodes whether the data point, which is commentary on 
an apology, reflects the speech act ‘apology’ or actually encodes a different type. We 
also added four non-pragmatic predictors in the form of tense, denoting the tense of 

Table 2  Overview and examples of annotation scheme
max_adh max_type Example Explanation
Yes APP_a

(= minimise 
dispraise of 
other)

He said he pledged to abolish 
executive presidency right from 
the beginning but it could not be 
done for no fault of his.

Here the writer is softening the 
blame on the president (“no fault of 
his”) and thus obeys to the maxim of 
minimising dispraise of others.

No APP_a Members of the party issued an 
apology for the controversial 
statement, but the impact of their 
words remains uncertain.

This example simply reports an apol-
ogy formula; it does not soften or ex-
cuse the members’ behaviour. There 
is no minimisation of dispraise, so it 
violates the approbation maxim.

Yes APP_b
(= maximise 
praise of 
other)

Ali was really honest to accept 
his mistake in leaving the exam 
preparation so late and discussed 
his dilemma.

This highlights Ali’s virtue (“really 
honest”) and reflects a positive evalu-
ation of Ali, hence the writer adheres 
to maximising praise of other.

No APP_b […] anyone could apologise by 
claiming that they were not think-
ing straight, acknowledging their 
mistake […].

This is a generic statement about 
apologies, without praising the 
apologiser. It does not praise the 
other, thus violating the maxim.

Yes MOD_a
(= minimise 
praise of self)

“I had to admit to my mistake 
that […]”, she stated.

This is an example of a bare conces-
sion of self-error with no additional 
praise of self. Therefore, this state-
ment minimises praise of self.

No MOD_a “I even said sorry to him on 
Facebook but he was not willing 
to compromise”, she said.

Here, the “even” and the Facebook-
public setting draw attention to the 
speaker’s effort, which leans towards 
self-praise and, thus, does not mini-
mise praise of self.

Yes MOD_b
(= maximise 
dispraise of 
self)

This clearly shows that our 
conscience is too weak to even 
apologise and admit mistakes 
made by one of our own.

The writer explicitly highlights the 
weakness of “our” self and therefore 
adheres to the maxim of maximising 
dispraise of self.

No MOD_b The one shop open in the termi-
nal made a killing in overpriced 
chocolate and fizzy drinks. 
Sorry, no cappuccinos, only 
black coffee.

In this example, the writer reflects 
on the coffee shop’s perfunctory 
apology.
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the utterance containing commentary on an apology, wordclass, referring to the part 
of speech of the extracted key word, as well as wordform, denoting which lemma 
was extracted for the hit. We also annotated for voice but due to seeing almost no 
passives and having the information on verbal/non-verbal elements already encoded 
in wordclass, voice was not included in the analysis. Finally, we added two socio-
linguistic variables to the data, namely the aforementioned gender in order to intro-
duce a measure of control for speaker idiosyncrasies and, crucially variety, to reflect 
this study’s focus on variational metapragmatics. We also annotated for two factors 
to control for any corpus peculiarities, namely the newspaper each data point is taken 
from and the word count of each sampled file, which was logged to create the predic-
tor wordcount_log2.

This data set was used for the statistical analysis which will be explained in detail 
next. Before conducting the analysis proper, we followed a recommendation from 
Gries (2020) and added manually computed interaction predictors to the data.1 Due 
to the variationist focus of the study, we chose to include interaction terms of gender 
and variety with all other variables, respectively.

Having thus annotated the data for multiple variables, we opted for a multifactorial 
method in the form of a random forest. Random forests allow the researcher to set 
hyperparameters in the form of how many prediction trees the model grows overall 

1 Random Forests do not allow for the direct inclusion of interaction parameters, that is the combination 
of two or more independent variables to account for how they influence each other. In order to be able to 
test for interaction effects nevertheless, we manually combined variable levels together, creating one new 
variable per desired interaction term. Note that Strobl et al. (2024) recommend a different approach to 
interactions in random forests.

Variable Type Levels
max_adh Binary 

response
Yes vs no

max_type Categorical APP_a vs APP_b vs 
MOD_a vs MOD_b

gendera Binary Male vs female
ind_speech Binary Yes vs no
interpers_dis Categorical Hedge vs intensifier vs 

none
mismatch Binary Yes vs no
newspaper Categorical Daily Times vs Dawn vs 

Nepali Times vs New Age 
vs Daily Star vs Himala-
yan Times vs Statesman 
vs Times of India

tense Categorical Past vs present vs future
variety Categorical BdE vs IndE vs NpE vs 

PkE
wordcount_log2 Numeric Unlogged: [131, 5795]
wordclass Categorical Adjective vs noun vs verb
wordform Categorical Admit vs apology vs ex-

cuse vs fault vs forgive vs 
mistake vs regret vs sorry

Table 3  Variables annotated in 
the final data set

Note that information on 
author gender is not nominally 
included in SAVE2020, but the 
metadata do list author names 
where available. We retrieved 
gender information from a 
combination of first names 
and author websites, where 
possible. We acknowledge both 
that this approach is subject 
to error and that a binary 
gender construction does not 
necessarily reflect current 
understandings of gender but 
chose to proceed because of the 
absence of data with verified 
sociocultural metadata.
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and how many variables are randomly sampled per tree. In order to achieve the best 
possible results, we looped over a combination of these hyperparameters in order to 
determine the settings for the model that resulted in the lowest out-of-bag error rate. 
This approach led to the computation of a random forest that uses eight parameters 
per tree and grows 3000 trees in total. All computations were done in R (R Core 
Team, 2024) using the random forest package (Breiman, 2001).

Results

The final model achieved a classification accuracy of 80.3% which is significantly 
better than the accuracy of a baseline model always guessing the more frequent level 
of the response variable (p < 0.001). Figure 1 is a variable importance plot of the final 
model. It shows all included variables in terms of their importance for the forest’s 
performance, operationalised in terms of the mean decrease in accuracy of the model 
were a variable to be removed.

As we can clearly see, the sociolinguistic interactions are an important addition to 
the model given that the four most important variables comprise of such interactions. 
Although somewhat unorthodox, we will not discuss the most important predictors 
identified by the model in their order. Rather, in view of our research questions, we 
opt to focus on one of the top interactions with variety and one of the top interactions 
with gender.

Figure 2 is a partial dependence plot of VA_WF, that is the interaction between 
variety and wordform. wordform, as a reminder, does not refer to the typical 

Fig. 1  Variable importance plot of the random forest
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meaning but is used to denote the lemma of the search term representing the over-
arching lexical item under analysis.

Firstly, note the scaling of the y-axis, which starts at 0.5. Although there is clear 
fluctuation in the predictions, the model never predicts a possibility of maxim adher-
ence below 0.5 for this predictor. In other words, no matter the combination of 
variety and wordform, the model always expects adherence to the current con-
versational maxim from the current writer. Overall, we can see that there are clear 
differences between the individual word forms, regardless of how they are governed 
by variety. When the word is a form of admit, chances of maxim adherence are high-
est, whereas excuse comes close to being predicted with a maxim violation except 
for Indian English.

There are too many levels to this interaction to discuss it in true detail, but we 
would nevertheless like to zoom in on at least two cases in order to provide some 
more qualitative input on what hides behind these predictions. Consider the afore-
mentioned excuse, which has a comparatively low chance of maxim adherence for all 
varieties but Indian English.

(1)	 […] embassy abroad had drawn up the passenger manifest based on their priority 
lists. But it abruptly cancelled the permission giving the lack of quarantine hotels 
as an apologetic excuse. […] (SAVE2020 India 4500477; our emphasis)

(2)	 The excuse from local politicians is always the same. (SAVE2020 Bangladesh 
4607413; our emphasis)

Examples (1) and (2) illustrate this gap. While in Example (1) the IndE writer makes 
clear that they view the embassy’s reasoning to be a mere excuse, they still minimise 

Fig. 2  Partial dependence plot of the interaction between variety and wordform
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their dispraise by featuring two apology formulae. Here, the metapragmatic comment 
does not only fulfil reporting function, but criticises the embassy’s approach, albeit 
cautiously. This appears to be a pattern of IndE in general as writers appear rather 
cautious when using excuse, especially with political or health-related topics. There-
fore, IndE seems to be the variety where excuse is less likely to signal a violation, 
possibly reflecting cultural interpretations of accountability or L1 pragmatic trans-
fer effects, although this assumption cannot be confirmed without further empirical 
investigation. IndE newspapers might also adopt a more neutral stance towards jus-
tifications and apologies, whereas in PkE or BdE media the use of excuse may more 
strongly imply an acknowledgment of wrongdoing or norm violation. BdE, NpE, 
and PkE’s lower adherence for excuse might potentially reflect local expectations of 
more direct accountability, where indirect apology forms could be perceived as less 
appropriate or even harsher, though this remains speculative in the absence of empiri-
cal evidence. This can be seen in Example (2) in which a BdE writer clearly does not 
minimise dispraise in the same way the IndE writer does, therefore outwardly violat-
ing the approbation maxim. Contrary to IndE, this pattern can be observed amongst 
BdE writers especially with political topics.

We continue with the interaction between, once again, wordform, as well as gen-
der in Fig. 3.

Just like in Fig. 2, this is another variable where the model never predicts a viola-
tion of the maxim but there is still a degree of fluctuation. Interestingly, we see four 
word types where there is virtually no difference in choice between men and women, 
namely apology, excuse, forgive and sorry. The biggest difference between female 
and male writers is predicted when wordform is regret, for which we would once 
again like to discuss examples.

Fig. 3  Partial dependence plot of the interaction between gender and wordform
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(3)	 Yesteryear actress zeenath has penned an emotional note regretting her deci-
sion to not support her son Nithin’s passion for filmmaking. (SAVE2020 India 
4509880, female writer; our emphasis)

(4)	 He also kept focusing most of the time on the country's politics during press 
conferences, regretted the official. (SAVE2020 India 4690520, male writer, our 
emphasis)

Example (3) was written by a female writer who adheres to the approbation maxim 
when using regret. This example stands representative of many instances of female 
IndE writers who reflect on other women’s apologies, mentioning their more emo-
tional reactions while apologising. In contrast to that, as illustrated in Example (4), 
IndE male writers—while still adhering to the maxim—when writing about other 
men’s apologies often focus on highlighting the more “logical” aspects of the apology.

Discussion

The study at hand set out to investigate variational metapragmatics in SAEs by ana-
lysing how newspaper writers across four varieties—Bangladeshi English, Indian 
English, Pakistani English and Nepali English—evaluate and frame apologies. Using 
a multifactorial approach, we identified systematic patterns in how structural and 
sociobiographic factors interact to shape metapragmatic choices. Below, we interpret 
these findings in light of our research questions and discuss their implications for the 
study of world Englishes and (variational meta) pragmatics.

Our first research question asked whether SAE newspaper articles reflect variety-
specific metapragmatic evaluations of apologies. The results confirm this unequiv-
ocally. The interaction between variety and wordform (e.g., excuse vs. admit) 
emerged as the most influential predictor, with IndE displaying distinct patterns com-
pared to the other varieties. For instance, while excuse was associated with near-vio-
lations of pragmatic maxims in BdE, NpE and PkE, it was more neutrally evaluated 
in IndE. This divergence could imply that IndE developed its own norms for fram-
ing accountability, setting it apart from the patterns observed in the other varieties. 
Such a development would be in line with its developmental status, suggesting that 
the variety should be considered for endonormative stabilisation in terms of not just 
its lexicogrammar but also pragmatically. Meanwhile, the consistency of admit as 
a marker of maxim adherence across all varieties points to a shared understanding 
of directness in apologies, though the cultural underpinnings of this trend warrant 
further exploration. Interestingly, the model assigned low importance to variety as 
a main term (see Fig. 1), which highlights the intricacy of metapragmatic varietal 
development and is a clear indicator for the usability of multifactorial models in the 
field of study (see below for the discussion of the third research question).

The second research question examined whether writers’ choices are influenced 
by structural and sociobiographic factors beyond variety. Here, the findings reveal 
a complex interplay of variables. gender, for example, significantly moderated the 
use of regret, with female writers employing it more in personal, reflective contexts 
and male writers in public, professional ones. This aligns with broader sociolinguis-
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tic research on gendered discourse patterns, where women are often socialized to 
express affect more openly (e.g. Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2013; Holmes, 1991; 
Lakoff, 1973). More recent approaches also contextualise these patterns as socially 
constructed rather than biologically determined (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2013). 
However, the lack of gender differences for sorry and apology suggests that some 
apology markers have become conventionalized across genders, possibly due to 
their frequent use in media discourse. Structural factors like ind_speech and word-
class also played notable roles, though their effects were often mediated by variety. 
Together, these results again underscore that metapragmatic choices in SAEs are not 
monolithic but emerge from a dynamic negotiation of linguistic and social factors.

Finally, the third research question considered the theoretical contributions of cor-
pus-based methods to variational metapragmatics. The study demonstrates the value 
of empirical, data-driven approaches in uncovering nuanced pragmatic variation. For 
instance, the random forest model’s ability to detect interaction effects (e.g., vari-
ety × wordform) highlights the limitations of traditional, intuition-based analyses, 
which might overlook such subtleties. At the same time, the model’s gaps—such as 
its inability to account for contextual factors like audience or power dynamics—point 
out avenues for future research.

These findings reinforce the idea that SAEs are not derivative of British or Ameri-
can English but possess their own pragmatic systems. The variety-specific trends we 
observed challenge the notion that postcolonial Englishes deviate from a possible 
British or American English ‘norm’. Secondly, this study underlines the importance 
of register-specific analyses. Newspaper writing, as a relatively formal and public 
register, may impose constraints on pragmatic choices that differ from those in spo-
ken or online communication. Future research could and should test whether the pat-
terns identified here hold in other registers.

Conclusion

This study has increased our understanding of variational metapragmatics by examin-
ing apology-related discourse in four South Asian Englishes. Through a multifactorial 
analysis, we have shown that these varieties exhibit systematic, internally coherent 
patterns in how they evaluate and frame apologies. The findings not only answer our 
research questions but also contribute to broader debates about the autonomy of post-
colonial Englishes and the role of empirical methods in pragmatics research.

One caveat of this study could be the absence of explicit comparison to British or 
American English, which some might argue limits claims about the distinctiveness 
of SAEs. However, as discussed earlier, postcolonial varieties need not be measured 
against colonial benchmarks to validate their autonomy. The systematic patterns 
uncovered here—such as the variety-specific hierarchies of apology terms—are evi-
dence of internal coherence, not “deviation”.

There are clear methodological caveats to consider, however. We concede that the 
data at hand may not be optimal for such a speaker- and culture-dependent field as 
metapragmatics. However, given the absence of other large-scale data sets of written 
South Asian Englishes that lend themselves well to comparative studies, SAVE2020 
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certainly provides the best possible starting point. In addition, the set of variables 
used in this study should be considered incomplete. Despite the availability of quali-
tative monofactorial insights that provide ground for the inclusion of, for instance, 
the dependent variable of the present study, the absence of multifactorial studies 
means there are no precedents for the combination of a larger number of variables. 
Establishing a broad core of variables to be considered for work rooted in speech 
act theory, mirroring, for example, those that exist for areas of study such as syn-
tactic alternations, will be a key objective of the field in the future. In addition, the 
usual caveats also apply, of course: Newspaper writing is but one genre—and a very 
rigid one at that—and apologies are but one speech act. Both could and should be 
expanded upon and replaced.

Thus, future research could expand this framework by incorporating additional 
dimensions that are methodologically operationalisable. For instance, diachronic 
analyses could rely on time-stamped corpora to test whether the frequency and dis-
tribution of metapragmatic lemmas (e.g., apologise, sorry) change over decades, 
allowing trends in pragmatic norms to be quantified. Register comparisons (e.g., 
newspapers vs. social media) could be operationalised by applying the same coding 
scheme to corpora from different platforms and testing for statistically significant 
differences. Similarly, multilingualism could be examined through complementary 
annotations for code-switching or language mixing within apology-related utter-
ances, while possible differences regarding the target audience could be investigated 
via metadata on readership or through complementary analyses of co-text framing 
strategies. Finally, incorporating qualitative methods, such as interviews with jour-
nalists or editors whose texts are included in the corpus, could provide insight into the 
sociocultural motivations behind their metapragmatic choices. For instance, inter-
views could explore how these writers conceptualise the act of apologising, what 
institutional or editorial guidelines shape their wording, and how they perceive audi-
ence expectations. These qualitative data could complement our corpus findings by 
clarifying why certain apology-related lemmas or framing strategies appear in spe-
cific contexts.

In closing, this study underscores the richness and complexity of South Asian 
Englishes as dynamic, self-regulating systems. By centring these varieties on their 
own terms, we move closer to a truly global understanding of English in all its diver-
sity. This research represents a first meaningful step towards grasping metapragmatic 
choices in SAEs.
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