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P O L IT E N E S S  S TR A TE G IES  M A N IF E S T E D  IN C O N V E R S A T IO N S  IN 
"THE Q U IE T  AMERICAN"

1. Communicative competence involves 
three different aspects: linguistic
knowledge, interactional skill and cultural 
knowledge. Therefore, in order to 
communicate effectively and naturally, it is 
necessary that language learners in 
general, English learners in particular, 
have a good language knowledge and  be 
aw are of w hat to say to whom and  how 
to say it appropriately. One of the  most 
im portan t e lem ents of th a t  aw areness  is 
the consideration of linguistic politeness 
markers.

Politeness m anifests  itself in all 
kinds of conversations: in real life and  in 
li terary works. So far, there  have been 
many discussions on the manifestation of 
politeness in every day conversations. 
Politeness used in conversations between 
characters in literary works, however, has 
not been discussed very extensively.

As far as language teaching is 
concerned, studying politeness in literary 
works, especially modern literature, can 
serve the purpose of improving language- 
teaching activities, because language in 
li te ra tu re  is a tru e  reflection of everyday 
language.

In th is  paper, we will deal with the 
m anifestation of politeness s tra teg ies  in
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a literary  work: th e  novel “The Quiet 
Am erican” by G ra h a m  G reene (1952).

2. Politeness, in general, m eans  to show 
considerations to o thers  and  to behave in 
such a way th a t  m akes  o thers  pleased. 
Yule (1996) defines politeness as  “being 
tactful,  generous,  modest  and 
sym pathetic tow ards  o th e rs”. It was not 
until the prom otion of A u s t in ’s speech 
act theory in  th e  1960s th a t  the  concept 
of politeness s ta r te d  to be system atically  
studied in pragmatics .  Since then, 
politeness theories  have been developed 
based on the speech act theory  and  on 
Goffman’s concept of “face”. T here  have 
been different t re n d s  of approaching 
politeness so far.

Lakoff (1973) a n d  Leech (1983) 
connect th e ir  s tu d y  of politeness with 
Grice’s conversational m axim s. Lakoff 
(1973) details  her  Po liteness  Principle 
into 3 rules: Don't Impose, Offer Options 
and Encourage the Feeling o f  Camaraderie. 
Leech (1983) proposes 5 politeness maxims, 
namely: Tact, Generosity, Approbation,
Modesty and Sym pathy. From another 
perspective, Brown and Levinson (1987) 
discuss politeness as a set of face- 
m anaging  s tra teg ies .  T he ir  theory is 
based on the concept of “face”.
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“Face is the  public self-image of a 
person. It refers to th a t  emotional and 
social sense th a t  everyone has and 
expects everyone else to recognize.” 
(Yule 1996: 60). Face consists  of two 
aspects: positive face and  negative face. 
Positive face is th iT need to be 
sym pathized w ith  and  to be trea ted  as a 
m em ber of the  sam e group. Negative 
face, on the o th e r  hand , is th e  need to be 
independent and  to have one’s own

On-record

Do the FTA

4. Off-record

5. Don’t do the FTA

If the face - th rea ten in g  potentia l of 
th a t  FTA is too g rea t,  s can  decide to say 
nothing, (i.e. option 5-Don’t do the FTA).

If s decides to perform  th e  FTA, he 
has 4 choices: one off-record option 
(option 4) and  th re e  on-record ones. The 
f irst way of going on-record in 
perform ing an  FTA is to do it baldly 
w ithout redressive  actions (option 1 ). 
The second way is to do it  toge ther with 
a redressive action: option 2  (positive 
politeness) a n d  option 3 (negative 
politeness). T hese  two options will be the 
focal discussion in th is  paper.

A ccording to B row n  a n d  Levinson , 
“positive po liteness is redress directed to 
the addressee s positive  face, his

territory respected by others. According 
to Brown and Levinson [2,1987], most 
speech acts have the potential to damage 
or th rea ten  e ither  the speaker’s 0 1 ' the 
h eare r’s expectation regarding self- 
image (their face wants). Such speech 
acts are  called face threatening acts 
(FTAs). Brown and  Levinson claim th a t  
when confronting an  FTA, a speaker has
5 options i l lu stra ted  in the following 
diagram:

1. Without redressive action, baldly

2.Positive politeness

With redressive action

3.Negative politeness

perennial desire th a t his w ants (or the 
actions /  acquisitions  /  values resulting  
from  them ) should  be thought o f as 
desirable. Redress consists in partia lly  
satisfying  tha t desire by com m unicating  
tha t one's own w ants (or some o f them) 
are in some respects s im ilar to the 
addressee s w a n ts’ Positive politeness is 
oriented to the positive self-image th a t  H 
claims for himself. It shows solidarity, 
em phasizes th a t  both speakers share 
sim ilar wants, share  common ground 
and common knowledge and th a t  they 
have common goals. It a t tends  to H’s 
positive-face w an ts  and save H’s face by 
the assurance th a t  in general, s  wants 
a t least some of Hls wants. For example, 
s  regards H to belong to the same group
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as himself, and  th a t  they have the sam e 
importance, sam e r igh ts  and  duties; or s 
may show th a t  he likes H so tha t,  in 
general, the FTA which H performs does 
not mean a negative evaluation of H’s face.

Since positive politeness is associated 
with in tim ate  language usage, positive 
politeness techniques are  usable not only 
for FTA redress  bu t also as a kind of 
social accelerator, w here s, in using 
them, indicates th a t  he w an ts  to “come 
closer” to H.

Brown and Levinson [2,1987] list 
fifteen positive politeness s tra teg ies  and 
ten negative politeness s tra tegies, which 
were il lu stra ted  by various exam ples 
from a variety of languages.

Negative politeness, on the  o ther 
hand, is defined by Brown and Levinson 
[2,1987] as “redressive action addressed to 
the addressee’s negative face: his wants to 
have freedom of action unhindered and his 
atten tion  un im peded”. Thus, negative 
politeness is oriented towards H’s negative 
face, and is aimed at partially satisfying 
H’s want to maintain claims of territory 
and self-determination. It manifests itself 
in the use of conventional politeness 
markers, difference markers, imposition 
minimizers, etc. It gives redress to FTAs by 
means of apologies for imposition or 
interruption, of linguistic and lion- 
linguistic difference, of hedges, of 
impersonalising and softening mechanisms 
and so forth. Utilizing negative politeness, 
s  shows his recognition and respect of H's 
negative face wants, expressing his 
willingness of not interfering with H’s 
freedom of action. Therefore, typical 
features of negative politeness are self- 
effacement, formality and restraint, with 
attention to very restricted aspects of H’s

self-image, centering on his w ant to be 
unimpeded.

Brown and Levinson also claim th a t  
the choice of politeness is de term ined  by 
three  social factors: the  social d istance  
(D) of s  and  H, the relative power (P) 
between them , and  the  absolute ran k in g  
of impositions in the par t icu la r  
culture(R). Social distance (D) is “a 
symmetric social dim ension of 
similarity/difference within which s  and  
H stand  for the  purpose of the  ac t” 
(Brown and Levinson [2,t r .76,1987]). 
Normally, the  sm aller  D is, the less 
redress  one needs to give to his FTAs. 
T h a t  m eans positive politeness or even 
bald-on-record s tra teg ies  a re  preferable 
among people of in tim ate  re la tionships.

The relative power (F) is “cin 
asym m etric social d im ension  o f  relative  
pow er” T h a t  m eans the g rea ter  power H 
has over s ,  the  sm aller  power s  h as  over 
H and vice versa, p  indicates the  r igh t of 
one p art ic ipan t to impose on the  o ther in 
te rm s of p lans and  self-evaluation (face). 
Generally, there  are  two sources of 
power: m ateria l control (over economic 
distribution  and  physical force) and  
m etaphysical control (over the  actions of 
others). The rela tive  power of a person 
may orig inate from either  source or both.

Unlike D and p, R is not 
associated with the  relationship  between 
partic ipan ts  of a conversation bu t has  
much to do with the  contents  of the ir  
u tterances. The rank ing  of imposition of 
an illocutionary act on the  h e a re r  
determ ines  the  am oun t of redress  th a t  
the  speaker needs to give w hen he does 
th a t  act. T h a t  m eans the  more face- 
threatening  an  FTA is, the  more polite 
the speaker ap p ears  to be. For FTA
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against negative face, there  are  2  scales: 
the ranking  of impositions based on the 
receipt of service and  on goods. For FTA 
against positive face, the  rank ing  
involves an assessm en t of the  am ount of 
pain given to H’s face.

The manifestation of politeness strategies 
in the novel 'The Quiet American" will be 
discussed in the next section.

3. On investigating  more than  850 
u tterances  made by the  charac ters  in 
th is  novel, each of which is considered as 
an  FTA and  contains a t  least one redress 
action for th a t  FTA, we figure out th a t  
politeness s tra teg ies  were employed 
more than  1 1 0 0  times.

3.1. The investigation uncovers th a t  
all positive and  negative politeness 
stra teg ies  proposed by Brown and 
Levinson [2,1987] are  employed in these 
utterances. The d a ta  shows th a t  positive 
politeness occurs a t  a h igher frequency 
th an  negative politeness (43.64% of the 
politeness s tra teg ies  used was negative 
and  56.36% was positive). That m eans 
on the whole, charac ters  in th is  novel 
are  prim arily  positively polite to one 
another. This  resu lt  challenges the 
presum ption  th a t  between English 
speakers, negative politeness is more 
frequently used th a n  positive politeness 
because W estern  cu ltu re  a ttaches  more

im portance on individual territory. A 
possible explanation for this 
phenom enon is th a t  most characters  in 
th is  novel have close relationships 
(friends, acquaintances). Furtherm ore, 
a lthough  they are  from W estern Culture 
(British, American, French), they have 
lived in Indo-China, particularly  
V ietnam , for a long time, so they are 
more or less influenced bv Oriental 
cu ltu re , which is positive politeness 
oriented. Of 17 positive politeness 
s tra teg ies , s tra tegy  4 (Use in group 
iden tity  m arkers) is the  most preferable 
one w hen a speaker tries  to give redress 
action to a h e a re r ’s positive face; and 
s tra tegy  2  (Questions, hedges) is most 
preferable regard ing  negative politeness. 
The leas t common positive politeness 
s tra teg y  is s tra tegy  14 (Assume or assert  
reciprocity), w hereas stra tegy  9 
(Norminalize) is the least preferred 
negative politeness strategy.

The frequency of occurrence of 
positive and  negative politeness 
s tra teg ies  in “The Quiet American” can 
be sum m ed up in the  following tables 
(The percentage shown in the following 
section is based on the  total num ber of 
t im es th a t  positive and negative 
politeness s tra teg ies  occur in the novel, 
not on the  total num ber of utterances):

Positive
politeness
s trateg ies

F r e q u e n c y  
o f  o c c u r r e n c e E x a m p le s

1 3.27% “Good bye a n d  good luck. Be careful o f  the 
sn ipers ' (p. 50).

2 1.45% You have such an a w fu l lot o f  experience, Thomas, (p. 
1 0 2 )

3 1.45% “He's a doctor o f  engineering, you know  w hat it is? (p. 
78)

4 8.44% * Address forms: “B u t Thom as , dear , I  do th in k  o f 
yours, too. (p. 118)
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* Use of jargon or slang: Hullo, T hom as . (p. 154)
* Contraction and ellipsis: Better not. (p. 1 1 )

5 2.63% * Safe-topic: It's like aụ enorm ous fa ir , isn 't it? (p. 49)
* Repetition:
Vigot: He's a good chap in his w ay , a very quiet 
Am erican.
Fowler: Yes, a very quiet A m erican, (p. 17)

6 4.81% *Token agreement:
Fowler: W hat is D io la tion? It sounds like condensed  
m ilk?
Heng: It has som ething in com m on w ith m ilk. I t is one 
o f the Am erican plastics, (p. 129)
* W hite lies:
Phuong: Which sca rf do you like best ? I  like the yellow  
Fowler: Yes, the yellow, (p. 122)
* Hedging opinions:
Fowler: Im p o rta n t?
Dominguez: It m igh t be.

7 7.89% * Gossip, small talk:
Come in; come in , Tom , g la d  to see you. How's your  

leg? We dorit often get a visit from you to our little  
outfit. P ull up a chair. Tell me how you th in k  the new  
offensives going. Saw  Granger last n igh t at the 
C ontinental. He's for the north again. That b oys keen. 
Where there s news there's Granger. Have a cigarette. 
Help yourself. You know  M iss Hci? C a n t rem em ber a ll 
these nam es - too hard  for an old fellow like  me...(p. 
146)
* Presupposition m anipulations:
“As a frien d , is there no th ing  you can tell me?” (p. 29) 
‘Tra not Leqoq, or even M aigret..."  (p. 28)

8 0.82% “Y ouve  got a piece o f  tail. I  w ant a piece o f ta il too.” (p. 
36)

9 3.09% ‘7 have his nam e written down because I  know  you fin d  
it d ifficu lt to rem em ber Chinese nam es', (p. 123)

1 0 5.35% “S h a ll I  m ake a pipe for y o u r  (p. 14)
‘7 could take it to the Legation. It w ould save a stam p."  
(p. 1 2 2 )

1 1 3.99% “We m u st have a party  together som etim es to celebrate 
it.” (p.  1 2 1 )

1 2 2.27% “Let's have a lo o k ’ (p. 141)
13 3.54% “You haven't bought a sca rf for a long time. Why don't 

you go shopping tom orrow ?” (p. 188)
14 0.09% ‘77/ take h im  home (for you) i f  you get h im  into m y  

c a r ” (p. 37)
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15 5.44% “I t’s not very nice being question like I'm  questioning  
you", (p. 169)

16 1.18% “Don't worry, T h o m a s (p. 113)
17 1.54% “W hat are you th in k in g  about?” (p. 1 0 1 )

T able  1: Positive politeness s tra teg ies  manifested in “T he Q uiet A m erican”

Positive
politeness
strategies

Frequency of 
occurrence

Exam ples

1 2.45% “May I make your pipe?’ (p. 13)
2 12.79% “You could probably find the driver”, (p. 19)
3 7.80% “You can’t help us at all?” (p. 21)*

“If you and Miss Phuong would have dinner with me?” (p. 36)
4 1.90% “Can I sit with you for a little?” (p. 41)
5 2.27% “If you and Miss Phuong would have dinner with me?" (p. 36)
6 7.53% * Admit the impingement: “I t’s not very nice being questioned 

like I’m questioning you” (p. 169)
* Indicate reluctance: “I have to come up here, you 
understand” (p. 48)
* Beg forgiveness: “Would you mind identifying him? I'm 
sorry, it’s a routine, not a very nice routine” (p. 2 0 )

7 5.81% “It sounds as though you were examining Mr. Pyle”s marriage 
ability” (p. 42)

8 1 .0 0 % “I don’t believe in divorce: my religion forbids it, and so the 
answer, Thomas, is no- no” (p. 119)

9 0.27% “I only mention this as showing the strength of my objection” 
(p. 72)

1 0 1.81% “Thanks for the company.” (p. 167) 
“Always a pleasure.” (p. 107)

Table 2: Negative politeness strastegies manifested in “The Quiet American”

3.2. Apart from the occurrence frequency of each politeness strategy, our research also 
reveals the proportion of positive: negative politeness seen from S-H relationship.

There are 5 main kinds of relationship between the characters of this novel: lovers, 
friends, wife-husband, acquaintances and strangers. Graphically, the comparison between 
the use of positive and negative politeness can be illustrated in the following chart:
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L F W-H A

Relationship

□  Positive 
Politeness 
strategies

□  Negative 
Politeness 
strategies

Chart 1 : Politeness strategies seen from S-H relationship 

L: Lovers W-H: Wife - Husband

F: Friends A: Acquaintances

3.3.1. Lovers

Between lovers, positive politeness is 
dom inant over negative politeness. 
Positive politeness accounts for 79%, 
which is a lm ost 4 tim es as  much as 
negative. This significant difference in 
the ra te  between the  m anifesta tion  of 
positive politeness s tra teg ies  and 
negative politeness s tra teg ies  is not 
unusual as the  re la tionsh ip  between 
lovers is one of the most in tim ate . Since 
lovers know each o ther  very well and 
their  relationship  is bu ilt  up on the 
grounds of sharing  common desires, 
in terests  and  even knowledge, they tend 
to use s tra teg ies  th a t  m ark  the  closeness 
of their  relationship. S tra tegy  4 (Use in 
group identity  m arkers) and  s tra tegy  7 
(Assume/Assert/Raise common ground) 
are the most commonly used positive 
politeness s tra teg ies  and  s tra tegy  2

S: Strangers 
(Questions, hedges) is the  most 
frequently occurring negative politeness 
strategy.

3.3.2. Friends

Sim ilar to conversations between 
lovers, conversations among friends in 
this novel (e.g. between Fowler and 
Vigot, Thom as and  Joe) employ a far 
h igher ra te  of positive politeness than  
negative. 65.01% of the politeness a t  
work in th is  group’s u tte ra n ces  is 
positive, and  34.91% is negative. Like 
lovers, friends are  in tim ate ly  related 
people, so positive politeness is more 
common in the ir  talk. However, in 
comparison with lovers’ conversations, 
the ra te  of positive politeness s tra teg ies  
moves down rem arkably . A suggested 
explanation for th is  phenom enon may be 
th a t  friends are  not as close to each 
other, in te rm s of relationship , as  lovers.
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Moreover, the w an t for self- 
determ ination is bigger between friends 
than lovers, thus  the ra te  of negative 
politeness is higher. (In normal life, 
people tend to th ink  of losing some part 
of their freedom when they have a lover, 
yet no one th inks  so when they make 
new friends).

3.3.3. Wife - husband
It is assum ed th a t  a wife and a 

husband always talk  to each other in the 
most in tim ate  language, and  if they ever 
do any FTAs, they will be redressed by 
positive politeness strategies. However, 
the resu lt  of th is  s tudy m ay challenge 
tha t assum ption. Couples in th is  novel 
tend to employ more negative than  
positive politeness s tra teg ies  (60% vs. 
40%). This phenom enon can be 
tentatively explained by the  fact th a t  the 
characters  in the  novel do not have 
successful family lives. The w ar and  its 
hardsh ip  drive m arriage  into unstable  
s ta tus. For example, Thom as and Helen 
are  going to get divorce, so it is not 
su rp ris ing  th a t  they do not w ant to 
“become closer” to each other. They 
would r a th e r  keep off each other's 
territory; therefore, when they need to 
give redress  to some FTA, they choose 
negative politeness s trategies.

3.3.4. A cquain tances

This group of people belongs to some 
kind of “n e u tra l” relationship , i.e. their  
relationship  is ne ith e r  formal nor 
informal. Therefore, the  proportion of 
positive politeness versus  negative 
politeness is a lm ost equal: 49.12% vs. 
•50.88%. In com parison with the  ra te  of

positive politeness used among friends, 
the ra te  of positive politeness among 
acquain tances decreases a t  15.89%. This 
difference can be explained by the role of 
social d istance (D) in the  choice of 
politeness forms (cf. 1.2.3.4). Since the 
distance between friends is sm aller than  
that between acquaintances, more 
positive politeness is at work in 
conversations among friends.

3.3.5. Strangers

Conversations between characters  of 
th is  group have more to do with negative 
politeness s tra teg ies  th a n  with positive 
politeness s trategies. However, the 
difference between the  ra te  of positive 
and  negative politeness is not very big: 
17.48%. It seems su rp ris ing  th a t  such a 
large portion of politeness between 
s trangers  in th is  book is positive. 
However, it is not unexplainable. The 
reason is probably th a t  they meet in 
such s ituations  th a t  they are  in need of 
sym pathy and  sharing. For example, 
Fowler meets a p r iest  in a religious 
holiday of the  Caodai. He w ants  to get 
news about the w ar from this  holiday, so 
it is necessary th a t  he try  to get the 
priest like him and to gain his good 
impression. Therefore, he employs 
positive politeness s tra teg ies  in his talk 
with the p riest to m ake the  priest feel 
“closer” to him.

Apart from the above analysis of each 
group of characters, our investigation also 
shows th a t  even among the same group, 
the choice of politeness forms varies 
depending on the improvement of their 
relationships. For example, when Pyle and 
Fowler meet for the first times, their 
conversation manifests a lot of negative

Tap I III Khoa học 01 /(JCjH N , NỉỊOí/i HỊỉữ, I  .XXI, So 4, 2005



8 2 ___________________________________________________________________________________N g o  D inh P h u o n g .  D ang  Thị M a n  lì

politeness because they are still strange to 
each other.

E.g. iCDo you m ind?” He asked with 
serious courtesy, “m y nam e is Pyle” (p. 18)

After meeting each o ther  for several 
times, the ir  conversations become 
increasingly more informal with more 
positive politeness s trategies.

E.g. 'Have another bottle o f beer and  
III try to give you an idea o f things." (p. 24)

In short, as far as the S-H relationship 
is concerned, the research findings show 
that in conversations between lovers, 
positive politeness strategies occupy the 
major proportion: 79%, whereas only 21% 
is taken up by negative. Likewise, friends 
overwhelmingly incline tow ards positive 
politeness, so the  ra te  of positive 
politeness s tra teg ies  (65.01%) is much 
higher th an  th a t  of negative politeness 
strategies (34.99%) in the ir  talk. 
Husbands and wives in th is  novel are 
mainly negative politeness oriented, so 
the ra te  of positive politeness is sm aller 
than  we expected: 40%. As for the  group 
of acquaintances, positive politeness

counts for 49.12% and negative 
politeness counts for 50.88%, an  a lm ost 
equal rate. The last group of ch arac te rs  
analysed is s trangers . It is not out of our 
assum ption  th a t  the ir  u tte ra n ces  employ 
more negative politeness s tra teg ies  
(58.74%) th an  positive politeness 
s tra teg ies  (41.26%).

4. In conclusion, ch a rac te rs  in “The 
Quiet Am erican” are  m ainly  reso rt to 
positive politeness. The choice of 
politeness forms varies depending on 
kinds of relationship between characters, 
which is not unexpectable regarding 
Brown and Levinson’s theoretical 
framework. However, th e  ra te  of positive 
and  negative politeness s tra teg ies  used 
in conversations am ong each group of 
characters  suggests th a t  the  choice of’ 
politeness in the ir  conversations may be 
determ ined not only by cu ltu re  or by the 
kinds of social re la tionsh ip  (which 
correlate with Brown and  Levinson’s 
notions of D, p, R), b u t  also by the 
par t ic ipan ts ’ living condition, personal 
dem ands and  the s ta tu s  of the ir  
relationship.
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CHIẾN LƯỢC LỊCH sự THE HIỆN QUA NGÔN NGỮ HỘI THOẠI 
TRONG “NGƯỜI MỸ THẦM LẶNG”

TS. Ngô Đ ình  P h ư ơ n g
Khoa Ngoại ngữ, Đại học Vinh

Đ ặn g  Thị M ạnh
S in h  viên lớp 42A1, Khoa Ngoại ngữ; Đại học Vinh

Mức độ lịch sự của  p h á t  ngôn là một trong nlìừng n h â n  tô có ản h  hương lớn đến 
hiệu quá giao tiếp. Bài viết này  nói vê quá tr ình  khảo sá t  các chiến lược lịch sự thê hiện 
qua ngôn ngừ hội thoại của các n h ản  vật trong tiểu th u y ế t  “Người Mỹ trầm  lặng” 
(G raham  Greene: 1952) dựa trên  khung  lý thuyế t của Brown và Levinson [2,1987]. Kêt 
quá cho thấv, các n h â n  vậ t  chủ yếu th iên về hành  vi lịch sự dương và tỷ lệ sử dụng 
chiên lược lịch sự dương: âm  là khác nhau  tuỳ theo quan  hệ người nói - người nghe. Kêt 
quá đó dược chứng  m inh bằng  sô liệu cụ thê, phản  ánh  sự ản h  hưởng của các yêu tỏ 
tâm  lý-xà hội đên h à n h  vi ngôn ngữ của từng n h ân  vật.
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