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LINGUISTIC POLITENESS: THE STATE OF THE ART '

MARY SIFIANOU

The aim of this paper is to examine Brown and Levinson’s theory of interpersonal interaction in the
1ght of both confirmatory and contradictory research which followed 1ts original publication.
Thus. the paper outlines the theory briefly, focusing on those aspects which have invoked greater
sontroversy. such as its alleged universal applicability. It is maintained that to date rescarch 1s
radeguate to support such claims and that other aspects of politeness and related culturaliy-
specific concepts, such as generosity, tact, even impoliteness. should also be investigated. Final-
v, areas of the theory which require reconsideration are suggested.

1. Introduction

Despite their great significance in social life. politeness phenomena did not receive by
scholars the explicit attention they deserved until the late 1970s with the exception of that
given by Lakoff (1973, 1975). In 1978, the publication of Brown and Levinson's politeness
theory was a major breakthrough. Their work triggered off a wealth of research on the
issue undertaken in a variety of fields. such as linguistics. psycholinguistics, soctolinguis-
tics, applied linguistics, pragmatics and anthropology. This extensive interest presumably
led to the reissue of the publication in 1987. which. interestingly enough, coincided with
the establishment of October 2nd as the «National Courtesy Day» in England.

The original theory has been partly supported and partly contested by subsequent
studies, a great number of which are presenied and assessed in the extended introduction
of the new edition. Given the widespread and continuing interest, and the extent of the
ensuing literature on the subject, it would be impossible to consider 1t all 1n a single
article. Consequently, this paper is an attempt to present briefly the major issues with
a view to reappraising the phenomena and suggesting directions for future research. We
shall first outline the model briefly and then focus on specific aspects which appear to be
controversial.

However, it should be stressed from the outset that no discussion concerning polite-
ness phenomena can detract in the slightest from the significance and impressiveness of
Brown and Levinson's contribution to the study of a highly complex subject of investi-
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gation. Their achievement 1s retlected in that «the theory of politeness is becoming a
virtual movement» (Coupland. Grainger and Coupiand 198K, 253).

Brown and Levinson developed a theory of politeness, where linguistic devices are
realisations of politeness strategies. The striking parallels between the three unrelated
languages they investigated convinced them that there are underlying universal prin-
ciples of politeness. They postulate a Model Person (MP). whois a «wilful fluent speaker
of a natural language». endowed with two properues: rationality and face. Fundamental
to therr theory is the notion ot face. which they define as «the public self- image that every
member wants to claim for himself. consisting of two related aspects» (1987. 61). These
are roughly, «the want to be unimpeded and the want to be approved of in certain
respects» (1bid., 38). which thev call «negative» and «positive» face. respectively. Face
is vulnerable and can be lost. maintained. or enhanced. Bemng rational. all MPs will select
appropriate linguistic means to safeguard euch other’s face.

For Brown and Levinson. almost 4!l verbal actions pose a threat to either the positive
or the negative aspect of face of the addressee and or the Speaker; they are. thus, face-
threatening acts (FTAx). For instance. orders. threats and requests threaten the addres-
see’s negative face since they impose on s her freedom of action: whereas complaints
and cnticism threaten his her posiiive face since ey mdicate disapproval. Accepting
thanks and offers threatens the speaker™s nevative face. whereas apologising and accept-
Ing compliments threaten hisx her posiiinve fuce. Interactunts will seek to avold commit-
ting such threatening acts by cmpioving the appropriate aliernative to ensure that the
communtcation of the messave s Clear und that they are polite. Appropriateness is
determined by the summative effect of three social variahles — the vertical social dis-
tance between mteraciants. the horizontal social distance hetween interactants. and the
welght of imposition entailed by the particular act.

The tollowing diagram illustrates the five major alternatives proposed for dealing
with tace-threatening acts. Each strategy is numbered to indicate that the higher the
number. the more polite the utterance realising it
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Possible strategies for doing FT 4s i from Brown and Levinson 198 7, 69

I'hus. for various reasons the speaker may decide to pertorm on record, baldiv
without redressive action (1). Such an utterance will he clear and concise, adhering to
all ot Grice’s (1975) conversational maxims. An instance of this is «Open the window». S/
he may, however, decide to go on record hut with redressive action Redressive action
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means action taken to counteract the potential face-threat, achieved through addittonal
elements or structural varianion. Such action can take two forms., according to which
aspect of face is prevalent: (a) the spea ker may decide to consider the addressee’s positive
face by indicating general approval and solidarity, in other words, resorting to posiive
politeness strategies (2). or (b) s'he may decide to consider his/her addressee’s negative
face by indicating reluctance (o impinge on him her: in other words. resorting Lo negarive
politeness strategies (3). For example. «Open the window. mate» versus «] wonder il you
could open the window».

Finally. the speaker may decide 10 20 off record. i.e., to verbalise his/her act in a way
that interpretation is left to the addressee (4). For example. «Are you going to the
university comorrow?». which can be interpreted either as a simple question for informa-
tion or as a request for a lift. The content of such utterances will be obscure and
ambiguous. violating all Grice's maxims. In this way, the speaker can easily avoid
responsibility for the imposing act, if challenged. Actually. what Brown and Levinson
claim is that politeness (consideration of face)is a strong motivation tor not adherimg to
Grice's conversational maxims. The fifth strategy is rather paradoxical in that the speak-
er simply decides not to perform the act at all (5) since the estimated risk of loss of fuce 1s
very high. These broad strategies are supplemented by a wide variety of more specific
devices. Brown and Levinson’s commitment to this hierarchical order of the strategies
ctems from the assumption that the more imposing the act, the more freedom of action
the addressee should be given. Their pleasant surprise to find extensive paralleis in the
unrelated languages they studied justified their conviction about underlying untversal
principles of the phenomena. However. as Hymes (1986, 80) aptly points out. «the
occurrence of parallel forms of utterance 1s not enough to provide the basis for a
aniversal theory. One has to know the social struciure in which the forms of utterance
occur and the cultural values which inform that structure». Moreover, growing research
which has stemmed from their theory but which has expanded to cover a variety of other
aspects and cultures provides evidence that diversities may not be as superficial as they
were at first assumed to be.

2. Universality of politeness

The question of whether politenessis a universal value or not features prominentyvin
most sociolinguistic discussions, tn particular in research concerning politeness phenom-
ena. Although scholars are unanimous n accepting the universality ot the concept,
dissent arises when the particulars are explored. A common denominator for the major
politeness models, notabdly those by Lakoff (1973, 1975), Brown and Levinson {1978.
1987) and Leech (1983), is that their rules, strategies and maxims of poiiteness are
aniversal. with some leeway for cross-cultural varation. Such contentions have, how-
ever. been challenged and the theories have been charged with inadequacy and cthno-
centricity. Forinstance, Hymes (1986) raised serious objections concerning the universal
applicability of such models. For him. neither the maxims nor the rules or strategies of
politeness are justified as candidates for universality, since evidence is lurgely based on
individual utterances. Consideration of cultural orientation and norms of interaction
may change the perspective of linguistic forms.

The hasic source of this dissent seems to be the still limited research into a great
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variety of entirely diverse language communities. Only findings from such a carefully
compared and contrasted, large scale project can guarantee validity of claims concern-
ing the universality or otherwise of the phenomena. However, in the light of fascinating
evidence from research which has accrued to date, one is tempted to side with those who
are sceptical about the universality of the models proposed. This may be just a reflection
of the fact that current research, despite its extent, is still fragmentary, and this contri-
butes to the downplaying of commonalities, and the emphasising of differences. In any
event, there1sno doubt that more research is needed asit is also clear that current theories
need revision and elaboration (cf. Kasper 1990).

This dearth of research is also probably responsible for the relative lack of definitions
of the concept of politeness and the bias exhibited in those definitions which are pre-
sented. In this respect, linguists share the problem with laymen, who can describe polite,
and normally impolite verbal and non-verbal behaviour, but find it extremely difficult to
define the concept itself.

2.1 Definitions of politeness

Despite the different approaches to politeness espoused by the prominent theorists
mentioned earlier, their common denominator is the visualisation of politeness as a
means of avoiding conflict. This is made explicit by Lakoff (1975. 64). who says that
«politeness is developed by societies in order to reduce friction in personal interaction»
and by Leech (1983,19), who defines «tact» as «strategic conflict avoidance». This view.
basic though implicit, permeates Brown and Levinson's entire theoryv. since they view
politeness as redressive action addressed to threats affecting the interactant’s face un-
favourably.

Such conceptualisation probably reflects a cultural bias of societies where the indi-
vidual’s territory is so sacred that any encroachment constitutes a serious reason for
conflict. This orientation is not surprising since theorising originated in Northen- Eur-
opean type of societies, where the individual’s rights to non- imposition are at a premium,.

Remarkably, what has been ignored in such definitions is that not all societies place
the same emphasis on the individual’s rights, and that politeness. besides being a means
of restraining feelings, is also a means of expressing them. Compliments. for instance,
are polite means of expressing positive feelings and emotions. at least in some cultures.
However, Brown and Levinson (1987, 66) discern primarily face- threatening aspects
even in such acts. True though this may be for some contexts and cultures. a model with
claims to universality should cater for all possibilities. People are not always on the verge
of war which they try to avoid by being polite, and communication is not a kind of
«fundamentally dangerous and antagonistic endeavour» (Kasper 1990, 194). as the
predictions of these theories would have us believe.

Other definitions, notably that proposed by Hill, et al. (1986, 349), are more positive
since they acknowledge that although politeness constrains interaction., it also promotes
rapport. Ide (1989, 225) defines politeness as «language usage associated with smooth
interaction». This rather simple definition seems to cover the range of the term, which
could be broadly defined as «appropriate social behaviour according to expected
norms». However, it i1s my contention that at the present stage of research one could
reasonably assume that politeness as a concept representing an abstract, social value is
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most probably universal. even though the way in which this concept 18 visualised (and
‘hus defined). and how 1t 1s realised verbally and non-verbally will most probably be
culture-specific. Furthermore. as [de (1989) argues, there are aspects pertinent to polite-
ness in Japanese which are neglected by the theory. She considers «volition» and
discernment». integral aspects 10 the universals of politeness, and proposes a compre-
Lensive framework for their incorporation. Discernment, which is basic to Japanese
politeness. refers 10 the almost automatic observance of rules based on social conven-
ion. An instance of this could be the choice between singular and plural to single
Lddressees in Greek-. Volition. which is more basic to European politeness, refers to
choices based on ~onsiderations of face. Her convincing arguments seem 10 require a
raconsideration of Brown and Levinson’s model.

Consequently. it may be safer for the time being to concentrate on extensive and
sxhausi e intra-cultural research and bi-cultural comparisons and only when there are
idequate findings from a wide range of entirely diverse societies. to investigate the

~ocebility of convergent points and formulate a definition and strategies which stand

.

. -hance of being recognised as universally vahd.

~ ~ The notion of face

As mentioned earher, central to Brown and [ evinson's theory ts the notion of face.
Brown and Levinson argue that the notion of face 1s universal. although they acknow-
ledge the possibility of cross-cultural variability concerning the types of acts which
‘hreaten face and the importance attached to cultural notions of for instance, honour
and virtue.

Directly related to this is the variability allowed by the theory. concerning the
srientation of certain societies towards more positive or more negative politeness pre-
ferences. Oriental cultures have been attributed a more negative politeness orientation
(Brown and Levinson 1987, 245). What is striking is that researchers investigating
politeness phenomena in these cultures are among those who have challenged the
alleged universality of face. Hill. et al. (1936) and Matsumoto (1988) in their studies
concerning Japanesec, and Gu (1990) in the study, of Modern Chinese argue that the
conceptualisation of face in these societies 15 incompatible with the notion of negative
face. They attribute this concept of negative face to the dominant role of individualism1n
Western cultures and contrast this with the signiticance placed on social relationships in
Oriental cultures. They conclude that the differences observed cannot be accommodated
within the existing theory and, consequently. question the universality of the notion of
face being comprised of a positive and a negative component. On similar lines. Ide (1989,
241) argues that it 18 not the content but the weight of face which differs in different
cultures. adding that in Japanese honorifics are used even in non-face- threatening
activities.

On the other hand, studies considering politeness phenomena in Western, Eastern
.nd Mediterranean cultures seem 10 have endorsed, though indirectly in certain cases.

<ome of the basic claims of the theory. The interesting common denominator in these

»  For an extensive study of the various uses of the pluraln Greek. see A. Bakakou- Orphanou.
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studies is that societies such as the Israeli (Blum-Kulka [987). the Polish (Wierzbicku
1985) and the Greek (Sifianou 1987) have been identilied as bearing a positive politeness
orientation. Although these findings may reflect a certan similarity of cultural values
pertaining to these societies, there is also evidence {rom other cultures such as Ojibwa
(Rhodes 1989). which exhibit a positive politeness orientation, based on the presumed
cooperation between language users. Thus. relevant research so far concerning cultural
orientation directs attention to the inadequacy of predictions relating to negative polite-
ness in particular. To my knowledge, no society other than the English has been happily
identified so far as exhibiting a4 negative politeness orientation.

As far as Greek society is concerned, evidence to date does indicate that 1t s @ more
nositive politeness oriented society (Marmaridou 1987, Sifianou 1987 and 1989). This1s
not unrelated to the fact that. for historical and geographical reasons. relatively small
and tightly-knit groups. rather than individuals, constitute the basic structure of the
society. Thus. appropriate behaviour among members of such groups. including close
friends and relatives. entails every kind of support for one another. The individual’s
actions are a mirror of the group as a whole and his‘her endeavours are directed at
enhancing the group image through his/her own image. For instance. members of an
achiever’s in-group share part of the success. smce achievement is viewed as depending
on the group s support.

in this framework. the notion of face has little if anything to do with being unimpeded
by others (negative aspect) as an individual. Furthermore. the desire for approvai
(positive aspect) is not limited to approval for the self but extends to cover the face of
the whole group. Itis extremely difficult for a member of a disliked. shame-faced group 1o
achieve any personal goals and satisfy any of his/her face-wants. This positive politeness
arientation means neither that negative politeness strategies are absent nor that all
positive ones postulated by the theory are observed. One might well express reservations
relating 1o some of these stratcgies. but that goes beyond the scope of this work. Suffice 1t
‘o note that the «Seek agreement» and «Avoid disagreement» which are nresented as
positive politeness strategies appear mncongruous within such a framework. One ¢an
speculate that sate topics. such as comments on the weather. which are seen as realisa-
tions of these strategies, rather characterise a society like that of the British. in which one
should try to avoid being seen as imposing his/her views on the addressee. By contrast.in
Gireece. interactants tend to raise «unsafer to pics. such as their views on politics. Though
common ground and agreement may be revealed, this does not have the highest priority
ander such circumstances. Presenting different views is challenging and contributes to
long and lively interactions. This attitude can be seen as a way of showing interest in the
interiocutor. who has worthv. though different views.

2.3 Hierarchy of politeness strategies

As mentioned earhier. one of Brown and Levinsen's basic assumptions 1s that thetr
noliteness super-strategies are mtrinsically ranked. with off-record strategies being the
most polite. followed by negative strategies and then by positive ones. This ranking has
been challenged by a number of scholurs on various gro unds.

The verv first problem relates to the nature of positive and negative strategies. Brown
ind Levinson (1987, 70) acknowledge differences between them when they say that
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positive politeness is approach-based and not directed at a particular act. whereas
negative politeness is aveidance-based and addressed towards a particular act. The
nossibility of a mixture of positive- and negative-politeness elements 1n an utterance IS
viewed as a kind of hybrnid strategy (1bid.. 230).

Scollon and Scollon (1981) distinguish more basic differences between these strate-
otes and argue that since they are different phenomena they cannot be ranked on a
anidimensional scale. Brown and Levinson, however. insist, though with some scepti-
cism in their second edition. that these strategies are so ordered and that they are
mutually exclusive. This ranking follows, according to them (thid.. 18). «from the Dur-
kheimian perspective: rituals of approach are for lesser deities. those of avordance for the
ultimate deitv».

Two related questions naturally arise here: a) Does this hterarchy conceal any
mmplicit assumption of degrees of politeness exhibited by different societies, singe thetr
theory allows for politeness orientations? Are. for instance, the British more polite than
the Americans. since the former exemplify a negative politeness and the latter a positive
boliteness orientation (Brown and Levinson 1987, 245)7 b) How does this orieniation of
societies fit with the claim that the extent of threat entailed by the act determines the
choice of the strategy to minimise 1t7 If we allow for cross-cultural vaniability on the
weight of threats, how can we expect them to be appropriately softened through the same
means? Considerations such as these make one wonder whether this hierarchy 1s indeed
srobiematic. The only plausible explanation that one could ofter at Lthis stage 1s that this
ranking reflects the culturally-specitfic significance attached to social distance and non-
imposition, which obviously cannot hold cross-culturaiiy.

Brown and Levinson are not alone in viewing negative politeness as inherently more
polite than positive politeness. Leech (1983 1331 claims that there 1s a more general law
which professes that «negative politeness (avoidance of discord) is a4 more welghty
consideration than positive politeness (seeking concord . Although these terms as used
by Leech differ from the way they are used by Brown and [evinson®. the underlving
implication of distance and formality being characteristic of negative politeness is still a
powerful determining factor of politeness. Contrary to such claims, Baxter (1984, 451)
presents evidence in support of u reverse ordering in the hierarchy of politeness; in some
respects positive politeness strategies were assessed by his intormants as more polite than
negative politeness strategies.

Related is the concern shared by various scholars (Harris 1984; Brown and Gilman
19%9), namely that positive and negative politeness strategies are not as distinct as
presented by the theory. For one thing. they can be mixed in discourse. 1.€. pOSILVE
politeness markers can be employed within negative politeness strategies. The growing
avidence seems to confirm the need to re-examine the issue. It may be true. as Brown and
Levinson (1987, 17) suggest, that in short stretches more than one face-threatening act 1S
performed, and that these encode different degrees of imposition and thus motivate
different politeness strategies. If, however, this is evidenced in shorvt stretches, what
would prevent its appearance in longer exchanges?

Assuming that in a specific context the values of honzontal and vertical socal

3. For Leech (1983, 83) negative politeness consists i minimising the mmpohtencss of impolite
1locutions and positive politeness consists in maximsing the politeness of polite iHocutions



190 M. Sifianou | Linguistic politeness: The state of the art

distance remain stable, the acts performed in long exchanges may or may not have the
same value as regards the degree of imposition encoded. Thus, a shift of devices is only to
be expected. Given also the fact that in longinteractions the vertical social distance which
may exist between interactants, may not remain constant throughout the exchange, the
shifting of strategies is made possible and understandabile. If true, this weakens the claims
of independence and mutual exclusiveness of positive and negative politeness and the
relationship of increased weight of imposition with increased tormality remains to be
verified both empirically and cross-culturally. The crucial point s that since interaction 1s
a dynamic process (participants can evaluate the features of context at any particular
moment and can contrive ways of succeeding). a certain mixture of strategies 1s under-
standable. The difficulty of perceiving mixtures of strategies may stem from the fact that
Brown and Levinson’s theory is largely based on short decontextuahsed utterances,
where mixtures are more difticult to find.

A second problem relates to the award of higher levels of pohiteness to off-record than
on-record negative politeness strategies. Blum-Kulka (1987) challenged this assumption
suggesting that, at least for requests. politeness is associated with conventional indirect-
ness (on-record, negative politeness). but not necessarily with non-conventional (ofl-
record) indirectness. leaving room for cross- cultural variation. Her basic argument 1S
that a certain interactional balance between clarity and non-coerciveness is necessary for
any utterance to count as polite. This balance is achieved in the case of conventional
(structural)* indirectness constructions which are rated in her experiments as the most
polite. In the case of direct constructions, clarity overrides non- coerciveness and 1n the
case of non-conventional (pragmatic) indirectness. non-coerciveness overrides clarity;
thus, they can both be perceived as not polite since the necessary balance 1s destroved.

Brown and Levinson (1987, 19) admit that there might be an «efficiency» tactor
involved in assessing politeness, since it is not polite to impose interential demands on
superiors, but argue that Blum-Kulka's experimental design and results do not offer
genuine counter- cases to their contention that off-record strategies are generally more
polite than negative politeness strategies. it seems to me. however. that more Cross-
cultural investigation should be conducted before any definitive conclusions can be
safely drawn regarding degrees of politeness in indirect constructions in general.
Blum-Kulka examined perceptions of directness and politeness in Hebrew and Eng-
lish. However. what she calls «English informants» are all native speakers of American
English. This choice of informants seems to have an important consequence. because
although it is true that the Americans and the English largely share the same linguistic
code, there is no doubt that they do not share exactly the same values and attitudes (note
also Brown and Levinson’s observation of the different politeness orientations of the two
societies). It is. therefore. not unreasonable to assume that there may have been very
different findings had the informants been native speakers of British English. bearing in
mind Gumperz’s (1982, 135) assumption that the English are a lot more indirect than the
Americans. The above observations should not be interpreted as justification of Brown

4. 1 prefer to call «conventional» indirectness «syntactic» indirectness because it 1s based on
structural elaboration mainly in the form of hedged performatives, and to call «non- conven-
tional» indirectness «pragmatic» indirectness because it is characterised by structurally simple
constructions and can also be conventional.
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and Levinson’s ranking of politeness strategies, as they only point to the need for further
cross-cultural research on the subject. It seems that a lot depends on what has been
conventionalised to function as more polite or more formal in the specific context.
Conventionalisation diminishes the length of the inferential process necessary for the
interpretation of both structurally and pragmatically indirect constructions. It could be
argued that the degree of conventionalisation contributes decisively to the balance
between clarity and non-coerciveness and thus to the degree of politeness.

Furthermore, pragmatic indirectness is also frequently found, at least in Greek. in
tamiliar and familial contexts, where it is extremely difficult to see any need for employ-
Ing the highest levels of politeness. For Instance, it is extremely doubtful that the father
who says «Where is the newspaper’» implying «Bring me the newspaper» has any
Intention of being extremely polite.

In conlusion, it should be noted that it is not at all clear that «polite friendliness» will
be less polite than «polite formality» or «polite off-recordness» in appropriate context.
Overt markers of politeness associated mainly with polite formality will tend to be rated
as more polite exactly because they are marked for politeness. or rather for formality.
They are drilled into everybody as typical politeness markers and they will inevitably be
the first ones to come to mind.

Brown and Levinson (1987, 20), however. argue that the various deviations from
their hierarchy which emerged from research. are not convincing. because these devia-
tions do not provide any clear evidence of an alternative form of ranking. It is really
surprising that Brown and Levinson are asking for a universally valid alternative rank-
Ing, since the hierarchy they propose 1s based on a cost benefit analvsis, 1.e.. on the
imposition involved, a notion which clearly nas culturallv-specific definitions.

2.4 Variables determining politeness

The three social variables (the relative power. the social distance and the weight of
Imposition) presented by the theory as crucial for determining the levels of politeness
have attracted considerable attention from scholars. Although these seem to be basic
factors, they may be too simple and misleading to account for the complexity of human
relations and social behaviour. as Rosaldo (1982 208) argues convincingly and as Brown
and Levinson (1987, 16) concede. The two variables concerning the relationship between
speaker and addressee are the same as those proposed by Brown and Gilman (1960) to
account for the semantics of pronouns of address.

Holtgraves (1986) introduces reciprocal liking between interactants as yvet another
variable affecting the choice of phrasing of a particular utterance. Similarly, Brown and
Gilman (1989, 192) demonstrate that in the four Shakespeare tragedies they examine,
politeness and liking rather than famtliarity are proportionate. i.e. more liking results in
greater politeness and vice versa. Baxter ( 1984) also posits a liking factor as influencing
choice of linguistic strategy and claims that the power factor was not found to be as
influential as one would have expected. He, too. concludes that greater politeness is used
In closer relationships.

It becomes apparent from such studies that social distance must be distinguished

trom affect; in other words, social factors from psychological ones (cf. Kasper 1990). 1de
(1989, 240) suggests that psychological factors such as affect or [ntimacy are more
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relevant to positive politeness, whereas social variables like power and distance are
more relevant within the «discernment» aspect of politeness. 1t is intuitively clear that
aftect/liking is a determining factor with regard to the choice of behaviour in general
because familiars or close relatives do not necessarily hke one another and, consequently,
are not necessarity concerned with satisfving one another's face wants. What seems 1o
deserve further investigation is exactly what 1s meant by more liking entailing greater
politeness; thatis, what type of politeness 1s invoived. I would find it extremely difficult to
believe that more liking between familiars would entail higher degrees of classical polite-
ness markers such as please and thank vou or pragmaticatiy imndirect constructions. What
can be expected in such cases is acts mdicating mutual concerr and support and fewer
formal expressions.

3. Conciuding remarks

The foregoing has been an attempt to present briefly the state of the art in linguistic
politeness. Brown and Levinson's theory. being the cornerstone in its breadth and
claboration, has been the one most extensively challenged and supported. Despite the
wealth of research that their endeavour has generated. an adequate detinition of the
concept still seems to be much needed. The conceptualisation of politeness as «strategic
conflict avoidance» leaves one puzzled about the nature of interaction In general. Such
visualisations miss what is intuitively clear, namely, that politeness is the norm. Compe-
tent native speakers usually comment on the absence of politeness rather than its pre-
sence. exactly because the norm usually goes unnoticed. whereas what is perceived to fall
beyond the bounds of particular norms attracts attention and comments.

It seems that a lot of discussion concerning politeness really applies to formality and
deterence. but clearlv deference and politeness are not svnonymous. The same is true of
other concepts such as tact and gencrosity, which though related are not svnonvmous
with politeness. The extent of their relatonship deserves careful consideration. Further-
more, there may be culturally-specific concepts and manifestations. viewed as appro-
priate behaviours. which deserve serious attention 1n that they may open up other
avenues of investgation of politeness phenomena which have heen ignored so far. The
tact that people can more easily identify impolite rather than polite behaviour mayVv point
to the importance of considering this aspect of behaviour more systematically.

Apart form soctal conventions and cultura systems and values, which are important
to recognise. we need to consider the psychological factors and even personal traits which
mfluence behaviour. Affect was found to be such a factor and 1t seems intuitively clear
that traits such as shyness and effusiveness will ajso play a significant role.

Consequently, claims to universality regarding both the concept and the strategies
emanating from it will have to await a fuller understanding of the forms and meanings of
politeness in a wide variety of entirely diverse societies and contexts. 11 1s not enough to
Know merely that there are some universal principles of interaction. Understanding of
and sensitisation towards the minutiae of cultural particulars is-also a prerequisite for
successtul social relations and interactions.

The significance of extensive research cannot be underestimated since what 1s in-
volved in being polite or impolite extends bevond the bounds of academic interests and
touches every individual on both individual and international levels. Iie Importance
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becomes even more salient in Europe 1n view of 1ts unification. As language barriers fall
and contact among people from various backgrounds increases, the importance of the in-
depth study of issues pertinent to such contacts becomes apparent. Polite behaviour is
one such essential 1ssue. A better understanding of what 1s involved 1n being polite will
contribute to the necessary sensitisatton of the similarities and differences between
peoples and will, consequently, reduce the anxiety and bitter feelings of people who
may be perceived as rude, domineering or standoffish when their intentions deep down
are the opposite.

M. Sifianou
University of Athens

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bakakou - Orphanou A. 1989: Chrisis tou plithindikou tou prosopou sti Nea Elliniki
(Unpublished Ph. D. the.is. University of Athens).

Baxter L.A. 1984: «Annvestigation of compliance-gaining as politeness». Hunian Coni-
munication Research 10, 427- 56,

Blum-Kulka S. 1987: «Indirectness and politeness in requests: same or ditterent». Jour-
nal of Pragmatics 11, 131 - 46.

Brown P. — S. Levinson 1978: « Universals in language usage: politeness phenomena». In
E.N. Goody (ed.). Questions and politeness 1Cambridge Cambnidge University
Press) 56 - 324

Brown P. — S. Levinson 1987 Politeness some wniversals v dunguage usage (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Pressi.

Brown R. - A. Gilman 1960 «The pronouns or powerand sohidaritv», In P. Gigaoli{ed.)
(1972). Language and social contexrtHarmondsworth Penguin) 252 - 8.2,

Brown R. — A. Gilman 1989; «Poeliteness theory and Shakespeare’s four major trage-
dies». Languuge in Sociery 18,139 - 212

Coupland N. — K. Grainger — J. Coupland 198&: «Politeness in context: intergenera-
tional 1ssues (Review article». Language in Sociery 17. 253 - 62.

Grice H.P. 1975; «Logic and conversation». In P. Cole — J. L. Morgan (eds), Svnrax and
Semantics: Speech Acts Vol. 3 (New York: Academic Press) 41 - 58.

Gu Y. 1990: «Politeness phenomena tn Modern Chinese». Journal of Pragmatics 14,237 -
57.

Gumperz J.J. 1982 Discourse strategies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

Harris R.M. 1984: «Truth and politencss: a study in the pragmatics of Egyptian Arabic
conversation» (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation. University of Cambridge).

Hill B. — S. Ide — S. TIkuta — A. Kawasaki — T. Ogino 1986: «Universals of linguistic
noliteness». Journal of Pragmatics 10, 347 - 71,

Holtgraves T. 1986: «Language structure 1n social interactions: perceptions of direct and
indirect speech acis and interactants who use them». Journal of Personality and Social
Psvchology 51, 305 - 14, |

Hymes D.H. 1986: «Discourse: scope without depth». International Journal of the So-
ciology of Language 57, 49 - 9.

ide S. 1989: «Formal forms and discernment: two neglected aspects of universals ol
linguistic politeness». Multilingua 8, 223 - 48.

™



194 M. Sifianou | Linguistic politeness: The state of the art

Kasper G. 1990: «Linguistic politeness: current research issues». Journal of Pragmatics
14, 193 - 218.

Lakoff R. 1973: «The logic of politeness, or minding your p's and q’s». Papers from the
Ninth Regional Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Sociery, 292 - 305.

Lakot" R. 1975: Language and woman’s place (New Y ork: Harper and Row).

Leech G.N. 1983: Principles of pragmatics (London: Longman).

Marmaridou A.S.S. 1987: «Semantic and pragmatic parameters of meaning: on the
interface between contrastive text analysis and the production of translated text».
Journal of Pragmatics 11, 721-36.

Matsumoto Y. 1988: «Reexamination of the universality of face: politeness phenomena
in Japanese». Journal of Pragmatics 12,403 - 26.

Rhodes R.A. 1989: «'We are going to go there’: positive politeness in Onbwan. Multi-
lingua 8, 249 - 58.

Rosaldo M.Z. 1982: «The things we do with words: [longot speech acts and speech act
theory in philosophy». Language in Society 11,230 - 75.

Scollon R. — S.B.K.. Scollon 1981: Narrative, literacy and face int interernnic commiunica-
tion (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex).

Sifianou M. 1987: Politeness markers in England and in Greece (Unpublished Ph. D.
thesis. University of Reading).

Sifianou M. 1989: «On the telephone again! Differences in telephone behaviour: England
versus Greece». Language in Society 18, 527 - 44.

Wierzbicka A. 1985: «Different cultures, different languages. ditterent speech acts».
Journal of Pragmatics 9, 145 - 61.




	Tiff2PDF

