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The scope of politeness — different approaches toves the politeness
phenomena

There is little agreement among researchers ifieke about what, exactly,
constitutes politeness and the domain of relatsdareh.

Watts (1992) distinguishes betwesncial politenessand interpersonal
politeness— tact. Both types of politeness social and interpersonal— are
culturally acquired, and interrelated in speeSbcial politenesss rooted in
people’s need for smoothly organized interactiothvather members of their
group.Tactis rooted in people’s need to maintain face, irtfear of losing it,
and in their reluctance to deprive others of itff@an 1967).

The difference betweemact and social politenessis that whereas the
function of social politenesss essentially to coordinate social interactioto—
regulate the mechanical exchange of roles anditesiv- the function ofact is
quite different: namely to preserve face and rdgulaierpersonal relationships.
In fact, it is probably nosocial politenesghat enables people to avoid most
everyday interpersonal conflicts, batt.

Linguistic politenessin turn, is based omterpersonal politenesd/Vatts
(1989) uses the termolitic verbal behaviouto cover various realizations of
linguistic politeness in language usage.

It is very difficult to draw the distinction betweedlinguistic and non-
linguistic politeness as there is a clear inteti@abetween them.

The social norm view

This approach assumes that each society has aytartset of social norms
consisting of more or less explicit rules that pridse a certain behaviour, a state
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of affairs, or a way of thinking in a context. Agitive evaluation (politeness)
arises when an action is in congruence with thenpn@ negative evaluation
(impoliteness) when an action is to the contrarager 1990).

The normative view historically considers politeniés be associated with
speech style, whereby a higher degree of formatifglies greater politeness.
More recently, Quirlet al.(1985:338) reveal the same orientation:

[...] The non-standard usage of ‘Me and Mary are.is] [more reprehensible, though
nonetheless common, if the offending pronoun atdates the rule of politeness which stipulates
that 1 person pronouns should occur at the end of thedioate construction...Another reason
is that ‘x and I'is felt to be a polite sequendaieh can remain unchanged [...].

It is safe to say that the social-norm approach feas adherents among
current researchers.

The conversational-maxim view

The conversational-maxim perspective relies pradgipon the work of Grice
(1975) — his now classic paper ‘Logic and convéseatin an attempt to clarify
how it is that speakers can mean more than they, ‘€arice argued that
conversationalists are rational individuals who, ale other things being equal,
primarily interested in the efficient conveying aifessages. To this end, he
proposed the Cooperative Principle (CP) which patts that one should say
what he/she has to say, when he/she has to seylithe way he/she has to say it.

Lakoff (1973) was among the first to adopt Gricedsstruct of Conversa-
tional Principles in an effort to account for pefiess. Unlike Grice, however,
Lakoff (1973) explicitly extends the notion of gramatical rule and its
associated notion of well-formedness to pragmaisshould like to have some
kind of pragmatic rules, dictating whether an ustece is pragmatically well-
formed or not, and thextent to which it deviates if it doésakoff 1973:296).
Extending this to the domain of politeness, shesitiars the form of sentences —
i.e., specific constructions to be polite or not.

In her later works she refers to politeness aglevice used in order to
reduce friction in personal interactiofLakoff 1979:64). Lakoff (1973) suggests
two rules of Pragmatic Competence: (i) Be Cleasdntally Grice’'s maxims),
and (ii) Be Polite.

She takes these to be in opposition to each adnérnotes that they are at
times reinforcing, at other times in conflict. Iddition she posits sub-maxims
(sub-rules), adapted as followsRule 1: Don't Impose (used when
Formal/lmpersonal Politeness is requireByle 2: Give Options (used when
Informal Politeness is requiredRule 3: Make ‘A Feel Good (used when
Intimate Politeness is required).

106



These three rules are applicable more or less depgron the type of
politeness situation as understood by the spe&ar.example, if a speaker
assesses the situations as requiring Intimateeifels, window shutting might
be requested by uttering: ‘Shut the window’, whiieormal Politeness might be
met with ‘Please shut the window’. The reader igendold how the speaker or
hearer is to assess what level of politeness isined)

The position of Leech (1983) is a grand elaborabbthe Conversational
Maxim approach to politeness. Like Lakoff, LeecB§3) adopts the framework
initially set out by Grice: there exists a set @xims and sub-maxims that guide
and constrain the conversation of rational people.

Important to Leech’s theory is his distinction beem a speaker’s
illocutionary goals (what speech act(s) the speaitends to be conveyed by the
utterance) and the speaker’s social goals (whatiposhe speaker is taking on
being truthful, polite, ironic, and the like). Ihis regard, he posits two sets of
conversational (rhetorical) principles — Interperao Rhetoric and Textual
Rhetoric, each constituted by a set of maxims, Wwhspcially constrain
communicative behavior in specific ways.

Politeness, never explicitly defined, is treatethim the domain of Interper-
sonal Rhetoric, which contains the following fissder principles: those falling
under the terms of Grice’s Cooperative Principl®)Ghose associated with a
Politeness Principle (PP), those associated wittngerest Principle (IP) and
Pollyanna Principle. The Interest principle is Byieharacterized as: ‘say what
is unpredictable, and hence interesting’, the RolgaPrinciple postulates that
participants in a conversation will prefer pleaséopics of conversation to
unpleasant ones (euphemism is one aspect of thise).

Each of these Interpersonal Principles has the saates in his pragmatic
theory, with the (CP) and its associated maximsdute explain how an
utterance may be interpreted to convey indirectsagss, and the (PP) and its
maxims used to explain why such indirectness nhghiised.

Leech’s Principle of Politeness can be stated eddliowing: other things
being equal, minimize the expression of beliefsolhare unfavorable to the
hearer and at the same time (but less importangimmee the expression of
beliefs which are favorable to the hearer.

Leech (1983:119) provides a finer differentiatiothm his principles. He
proposes six Interpersonal Maxims:

Tact MaximeMinimize hearer costs; maximize hearer benefit.

(Meta Maxim Do not put others in a position where they havereak the
Tact Maxim.)

Generosity MaximeMinimize your own benefit; maximize your hearer’s
benefit.

Approbation MaximeMinimize hearer dispraise; maximize hearer praise

Modesty MaximeMinimize self-praise; maximize self-dispraise.
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Agreement MaximeMinimize disagreement between yourself and others
maximize agreement between yourself and others.

Sympathy Maxime Minimize antipathy between yourself and others;
maximize sympathy between yourself and others.

Leech (1983) distinguishes between what he callatre Politeness’,
which refers to politenessis-a-vis a specific situation, and ‘Absolute
Politeness’, which refers to the degree of polissnmherently associated with
specific speaker actions. Thus, he takes someutitmts (e.g., orders) — and
presumably the linguistic forms used to effect themo be inherently impolite,
and others (e.g., offers) to be inherently polite.

A modification of Leech’s position, still within & conversational maxim
perspective, can be found in Kasher (1986) who esghat where there are
cases in which both the (CP) and (PP) apply, tugafensures, and what one
needs is overriding principles of rationality tadgithe resolution.

As has been presented above, Lakoff (1973) coresid@P) to be a subcase
of the rules of politeness. Leech (1983) claimg {G&) and (PP) are pragmatic
principles of the first-order, i.e. they are prpleis of equal linguistic status,
coordinate and complementary rather than subomif@tone in relation to the
other). Despite Leech’s postulate, it must be ainthat the (CP) is always
basic because it defines a norm from which depastare accounted for in
terms of other principles, e.g. (PP). Furthermtne, maxims of (CP) are valid
for and may apply to the maxims of (PP) rather ttienother way round; which
seems to support the view of (CP) as the basic ersational principle in
pragmatics (Kopytko 1993).

The face-saving view

Brown and Levinson's (1987) method - the face savilew — is
constructivism not analysis. Consequently, by aoiesing a Model Person (MP)
some aspects of language usage can be accounted for

For Brown and Levinson (1987), a Model Person wilful and fluent
speaker of a natural language, endowed with twoigpproperties +ationality
and face. Rationality is to be understood as the availgbild the (MP) of a
mode of reasoning ‘from ends to the means thatagliieve those end’. The MP
is also endowed witlfiace, i.e. with two particular wants: (a) the want to be
unimpeded (b) the want to be approved of in centaspects. A dyadic model of
two cooperating MP’s will account for a possiblenflizt between one MP’s
face wants and the other’s want to say things et infringe on those wants.
Thus, linguistic strategies are derived aseans satisfyingommunicative and
face-oriented ends, in a strictly formal systenraifonal practical reasoning
(Brown and Levinson (1987:58)).
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Brown and Levinson (1987) expect that the functmn(MP) may be
threefold: (1) as a reference model for the desonpof culture-specific styles
of verbal interaction; as a means of characterjz{2) the ‘ethos’ of a culture
and subculture, and (3) the affective quality afigbrelationships.

Two characteristic features of Brown and Levinso(19£87) approach
should be pointed out. The first of thesaistrictly formal system of rational
‘practical reasoning’and the second -a predictive modelThose notions
unambiguously suggest that Brown and Levinson (L9®%v pragmatics as a
formalized and predicative body of linguistic datacontradistinction to the
assumptions of the non-categorical and non-moduiagmatics. The concepts
of face and rationality are crucial to the theory of politeness. They lyief
summarize their arguments as follows (Brown andrson 1987):

(1) All MPs havepositive faceandnegative faceand all MPs areational
agents -.e. choose means that will satisfy their ends.

(2) Given that face consists in sets of wants fsaltie only by the actions of
others, it will in general be to the mutual intérestwo MP’s not to threaten
each other’s face.

(3) Some acts intrinsically threaten face; theseéfthreatening acts’ are
referred to as FTA's.

(4) S (speaker) will want to minimize the face #tref the FTA.

(5) The greater the risk of an FTA, the more S wiint to choose a higher-
numbered strategy (from the set of strategies atdiiposal to minimize face
risk).

Brown and Levinson (1987) assume that all compeddatt members of a
society have (and know each other to have):

(iyface’, the public self image that every membeants to claim for
himself, consisting in two related aspects:

(a) negative facethe basic claims to the territories, personalsgerees,
rights to non-distraction — i.e. to freedom of antiand freedom from
imposition.

(b) positive face the positive, consistent self-image or ‘personality
(crucially including the desire for this self —lbe appreciated and approved of)
claimed by interactants.

(if) certain rational capacities, in particular consisteodes of reasoning
from ends to the means that will achieve those .ends

Brown and Levinson (1987) adopted a reductionisthow by reducing
social facts — some norms of language usage —et@uicome of the rational
choices of individuals.

Brown and Levinson (1987) list 15 substrategiepasitive politeness and
10 of negative politeness and say that even thete dre not exhaustive. A
slightly simplified and modified version of the sfiategies of positive
politeness is presented in Brown and Gilman (19881
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Brown and Levinsn (1987:102) distinguish fifteerbswategies of positive
politeness: 1. Notice, attended to (H) (his intexesvants, needs, goods), 2.
Exaggerate (interest, approval, sympathy with H)ngnsify interest to (H), 4.
Use in-group identity markers, 5. Seek agreemenfv6id disagreement, 7.
Presuppose, raise, assert common ground, 8. Jokess@rt, presuppose S’s
knowledge of and concern for H's wants, 10. Offegmise, 11. Be optimistic,
12. Include both (S) and (H) in the activity, 13v&(or ask for) reasons, 14.
Assume or assert reciprocity, 15. Give gifts to Kodds, sympathy,
understanding, cooperation).

The substrategies of negative politeness Brown landnson (1987:131)
include the following: 1. Be conventionally indite@. Question, hedge, 3. Be
pessimistic, 4. Minimize the imposition FTA, 5. @ideference, 6. Apologize, 7.
Impersonalize (S) and (H), 8. State the FT A asreenl rule, 9. Nominalize, 10.
Go on record as incurring a debt, or as not indgl(H).

To conclude, Brown and Levinson view linguistic iferess as a formal,
deductive and predictive system. As they claim 88B), it finds both senses of
‘generative’ applicable (i.e. as the image of a ayon and the quasi-
mathematical sense of precise and explicit desonptlt is a deductive system
with axioms and rules of inference (distinct froodes of deductive inference).
Given a set of goals, one can derive in this systeans(i.e. strategies) that
will achieve those goals.

Critique of B&L theory of politeness

The critique of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) thetigs been summarized
in various works (Kasper (1990); Thomas (1995);aEsell-Vidal (1996); Watts
et al. (1992); Meier (1995)). This section addredse criticisms that appear to
be the most important.

A number of linguists undermine the universalityRuliteness Principles.
This criticism seems to have originated in Wierkhic(1985), later to be
followed by many others: Kerbrat-Orecchioni (199%igo (1994), Janney and
Arndt (1993), Chen (1993), Kasper (1990), Kasped &tum-Kulka (1993),
Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984), Wierzbicka (199Watts et al. (1992), to
name a few.

The second criticism of B&L is that their distirmi between negative
politeness and positive politeness is dubious (M&#95:384). This problem,
according to Meier (1995:385), has arisen from fhet that Brown and
Levinson categorize many FTA's as threatening Ibethative and positive face.

Moreover, Kopytko (1993) views Brown and Levinsertheory as a system
in which the concepts such &sce, rationality, reductionisnand contextare
vague and indeterminate in nature, thus, it woddnlshful thinking to claim
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that it is possible, at least theoretically, tonfiofate a deterministic theory based
on those notions. A more realistic view, and stdry ambitious, would be to
claim that pragmatic phenomena (including lingaisgoliteness) although,
clearly, indeterministic in character, achieve sokiad of ‘probabilistic
tendency’, especially, when analyzed as the prgzedf speech communities
rather than those of individual speakers (Kopyt63).

Culpeper (1996) attempts to build an impolitenessnéwork which is
parallel but opposite to Brown and Levinson’ s (Zpheory of politeness. Each
of Brown and Levinson’'s (1987) politeness supetsgias has its opposite
impoliteness super-strategy. They are oppositeeimg of orientation to face.
Instead of enhancing or supporting face, impoli$snsuperstrategies are a
means of attacking face.

Chen (2001) proposes a model of self-politenessryhehich is an addition
to Brown and Levinson’s theory. In other wordsfilis a void left by their
approach so that the theory of politeness becomeplete. Thus, the theory of
politeness is a kind of dichotomy: other-politenessd self-politeness. To
postulate this, however, Chen (2001) offers a dsfesf Brown and Levinson’ s
framework, arguing that their theory is fundamedmgtebrrect and is still the best
tool in the investigation of politeness — as anlydiwal tool rather than as a
dogmatic picture of reality.

The conversational-contract view

The fourth approach to politeness is that preseyeldraser (1975), Fraser
and Nolen (1981). While also adopting Grice’s notaf a Cooperative Principle
in its general sense (as quoted above), and widegnizing the importance of
Goffman’s (1967) notion of face, this approachetifin certain important ways
from that of Brown and Levinson’s (1987).

In the conversational-contract view each partydwimto a conversation an
understanding of some initial set of rights andgattions that will determine, at
least for the preliminary stages, what the parietp can expect from the other(s).
During the course of time, or because of a changhé context, there is always
the possibility for a renegotiation of the convéisaal contract: the two parties
may readjust just what rights and what obligatitvey hold towards each other.

The dimensions on which interactive participantsalgsh rights and
obligations vary greatly. Some terms of a convewsat contract may be
imposed through convention; they are of a geneatire and apply to all
ordinary conversations. Speakers, for example, exgected to take turns
(subject to the specific constraints of that sulbuca), they are expected to use a
mutually intelligible language, to speak sufficigribudly for the other to hear
clearly, and to speak seriously. These are seldmyotiable.
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Communication of politeness within the Relevanaotly, proposed by Jary
(1998), is based on the views on politeness adedcély Fraser (1990).
According to Fraser, politeness is more often rdied than communicated.
That is, the Brown and Levinson (1987) view is deumtuitive in that it
predicts that whenever the so-called polite fortratsgies are used then an
additional layer of meaning is necessarily commat@d, while people’s
experience as conversationalists proves that pilitas often go unnoticed by
the participants. To say that politeness is ardigg is, in relevance theoretic
terms, to say that communicators enter a linguistichange with mutually
manifest assumptions about what is permissiblenms of force and content.

Fraser (1990:234) also notes that the basis fowBrand Levinson’s view
of politeness as a message — Grice’s Cooperativeiple and his Maxims of
Conversation — have been challenged by Sprebewdlsdn’s (1986) relevance
theoretic account of utterance interpretation.

Jary’s (1998) account of politeness within the Rafee theory framework
consists in factoring out of Brown and Levinsonl®9§7) model only those
assumptions that are incompatible with relevaneern speech act theory and
the norm based approach to communication.

Conclusion

It seems clear that a viable theory of politenemsnot rest upon a set of
rules based on social, normative behavior. Whatviews as polite or impolite
behavior in normal interaction is subject to imnagdiand unique contextually-
negotiated factors, thus the normative perspestieeild be rejected.

Finally, inasmuch as the Brown and Levinson’s ()9%proach is the most
fully articulated version, it seems clearly the ot® be systematically
challenged. For example, can what counts as ‘taealefined within a culture?
Is there sound empirical evidence that their clasheut the use of politeness
strategies correlate with naturally occurring casadions? To what extent is
there persuasive evidence that their levels (dsyrek politeness are viewed
consistently by native speakers of a language? Hat wxtent is what they take
as indirectness in performance a function of alggéaintention of politeness?

References

Blum-Kulka, S. andE. Olshtian 1984. “Requests and apologies: A cross-culturalysaf speech
acts realization patterns (CCSARPApplied Linguistics5. 3. 192-212.

Brown, P. and A. Gilman 1989. “Politeness theory and Shakespeare’'s founomteggedies”.
Language in Societyl 8. 159-212.

Brown, P. andS. Levinson1987.Politeness: Some Universals in Language Us&mmbridge:
Cambridge University Press.

112



Chen, R.1993. “Responding to compliments: A contrastivedgtof politeness atrategies between
American, English and Chinese speakeistrnal of Pragmatics20. 49-75.

Chen, R.2001. “Self-politeness: A proposalfournal of Pragmatics33. 87—106.

Culpeper, J.1996. “Towards an anatomy of impolitenesk3urnal of Pragmatics25. 349-367.

Escandel-Vidal, V.1996. “Towards a cognitive approach to politenekghguage Sciences.
3/4. 629-650.

Fraser, B. 1975. “The concept of politeness”. Paper preseatethe 1985 NWAVE Meeting,
Georgetown University.

Fraser, B.andW. Nolen1981. “The association of deference with linguigtion”. International
Journal of the Sociology of Languag@y. 93-109.

Fraser, B.1990. “Perspectives on politenes3durnal of Pragmaticsl4. 219-236.

Goffman, E. 1967. Interactional Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face BebaviNew York:
Doubleday.

Grice, H. 1975. “Logic and conversation” [in:] P. Cole andVlbrgan (eds)Speech Acts (Syntax
and Semantics, volume B)ew York: Academic Press. 41-58.

Janney, R.andH. Arndt 1993. “Universality and relativity in cross-cultlizoliteness research:
A historical perspectiveMultilingua.12. 13-50.

Jary, M. 1998. “Relevance throry and the communication ditgress”.Journal of Pragmatics
30. 1-19.

Kasher, A. 1986. “Politeness and rationality” [in:] J. Johamsad H. Sonne (edsPragmatics
and Linguistics: Festschrift for Jacob Meydense: Odense University Press. 103-114.

Kasper, G. 1990. “Linguistic politeness: Current research ésSuJournal of Pragmaticsl4.
193-217.

Kasper, G. and S. Blum-Kulka, eds. 1993. Interlanguage PragmaticsNew York: Oxford
University Press.

Kerbart-Orecchioni, C. 1994.Les Interactions VerbaleRaris: Colin.

Kopytko, R. 1993.Polite Discourse in Shakespeare’s EngliBtozna: Wydawnictwo Naukowe
UAM.

Lakoff, R. 1973. “The logic of politeness: or minding your gisd q's”.Papers from the Ninth
Regional Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Socieg§2-305.

Lakoff, R. “Stylistic strategies within a grammar of stylehfj J. Orasanet al. (eds.),Language
Sex and Gendefhe Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences-88

Leech, G.1983.Principles of Pragmaticd.ondon: Longman.

Liao, Ch. 1994. A Study of the Strategies, Maximes and DevelopwfeRefusal in Mandarin
Mandarin ChineseTiapei: Crane.

Meier, A. 1995. “Passages of Politenes#&urnal of Pragmatics24. 381-392.

Sperber, D. and D. Wilson 1986. Relevance: Communication and Cognitigdxford: Oxford
University Perss.

Thomas, J.1995.Meaning in Interaction: An Introduction to Pragmegi London: Longman.

Quirk, R. et al.1985.A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Languagedon: Longman.

Watts, R. 1989. “Relevance and relational work: Linguisticlimess as politic behavior”.
Multilingua. 8.2 /3. 131-166.

Watts, R. et al. 1992.Politeness in Language: Studies in its History,drgeand PracticeBerlin:
Mouton de Gruyter.

Wierzhicka, A. 1985. “Different cultures, different languages fetiént speech actsJournal of
Pragmatics 9. 145-178.

Wierzhicka, A. 1991 Cross-Cultural Pragmatics: the Semantics of Humateraction Berlin:
Mouton de Gruyter.

113



