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H pelétn ovykpiver 1ig avtidqyels Bpetovdv kot EAAMvev uoikdv opiAnTdv Y10 To Tt GUVIGTA EVYEVELX.
Emkevipdverar oTig oamoyels pun 0KOV OpUANTOV og BEpata YAOooHS Kot uyEVELOS, VIOBETOVTOS [o
HETATPOYLATOAOYIKT TPOGEYYIon. Ta dedopéva avtAndnkay omd epmTNLATOAOYLO 6T OO0 ATAVTHoOV
100 pvowoi opintég g Ppetavikng ayyAkng kot 100 puotkcol opuANnTéS TG EAANVIKNG TPOKEEVOL VO
dtepevvnBolv ot évvoleg mov oyetifovrar pe TV gvyéveln o€ kGBe YAMGGO oAAG Kol GUYKEKPLLEVOL
Tapadeiylato EKQPACNG TNG OF GLUYKEKPUYEVES EMIKOWVOVIOKES TEPLOTAcELS. [Tapoio mov kat ot dvo
OUASEG GUUUETEXOVTOV QAVIKAY VO AVTILETOTILOVV TNV TPocpopd Pondelag g KEVIPIKO GTOLYEID TG
EVYEVELNG, Ol 0YYAOPMOVOL CUUUETEYOVTEG GUOYETIONV TV EVYEVELD KVPIOG e ONUOGIEG CUUTEPLPOPES
HeTAED 0yVAOOT@V, EVD 01 EAAVOQ®VOL avapépOnkay 1660 o€ dNUOGLE 0G0 KOl GE WOIMTIKG TEPIKEILEVQ
(owoyévetla kat @iAovg), ETOEIKVIOVTOG £TGL IO TTLO SLEVPLUEVT] AVTIANYT TNG EvYévelag. Ot eumopikés
ouVOALOYES, amd TNV GAAN TAevpd, pdvnkav vo dtadpopatitovv o onpoviikd poro oTa ayyAMKE
dedopéva, KoBdg moALOL amd TOVG ayyAOP®VOLS GUUUETEXOVTIEG AVOYVAPLOOV TNV EPYOAELRKT GVOT TG
EVYEVELNG GE VTOV TOV £I00VG TOL TEPIKEILEVQ.
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1. Introduction*

This study examines how politeness is conceptualised in Great Britain and Greece. The
vast majority of research comparing politeness phenomena across cultures has been
conducted within the field of cross-cultural pragmatics, a field theoretically informed by
Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory (1987[1978]). The studies emerging from this
research tradition therefore fall within the first wave of politeness research, which
foregrounded the authority of the analyst, applying a universal framework to the
languages under comparison.

With the discursive turn (e.g. Eelen 2001, Mills 2003, Watts 2003), marking the
transition to the second wave of politeness research, the focus shifted away from the
analysist and towards the participants’ own understandings of politeness, the so-called
first-order politeness (Watts et al. 1992). First-order politeness involves participant
evaluations of people’s (linguistic) behaviour as im/polite, either “in an actual
interaction” (classificatory politeness) or in the form of “talk about politeness as a concept
about what people perceive politeness to be all about” (metapragmatic politeness) (Eelen
2001: 35). The first-order approach to politeness that emerged within the discursive turn
emphasised the importance of studying im/politeness as it occurs in ongoing interactions
(e.g. Mills 2003, Watts 2003). Yet, one of the things that this strand of research has
demonstrated is that explicit comments evaluating an interlocutor’s conversational turns
as im/polite are exceedingly rare. The analyses conducted by discursive politeness
scholars have therefore focused on identifying and describing sequences open to
interpretation as polite, with no evidence as to whether the participants themselves would
interpret them as such.

One way in which this problem has been tackled in recent years is by
complementing interactional data with interviews, questionnaires or focus group data
(van der Bom & Mills 2015, Grainger & Mills 2016, Ogiermann 2019), i.e. by eliciting
the participants’ own interpretations of their interactions. But, while this kind of

* Quotes, underlining and italics follow in this paper the authors’ conventions concerning the distinction
between language and metalanguage.
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metapragmatic data helps analysts to provide a more reliable interpretation of the studied
interactions, it is difficult to generalise from such micro-analyses or extend the
interpretations to statements about culture-specific conceptualisations of politeness.

An alternative to using metapragmatic data to support analyses of im/politeness in
interactions is to elicit people’s evaluations of im/politeness as primary data, a first-order
approach that had emerged long before the shift towards emic understandings in
politeness research (e.g. Blum-Kulka 1992, Ide et al. 1992, Sifianou 1992). The
understandings of politeness that can be derived from such data represent the point of
view of observers (or former participants), reflecting their experiences, beliefs and
attitudes. They provide insights into “the reflexive layers of the moral order” (Kadar &
Haugh 2013: 187) and have the potential to reveal culture-specific politeness norms.

This study compares culture-specific understandings of politeness based on
metapragmatic data collected in Great Britain and Greece. We begin by critically
reviewing metapragmatic approaches to the study of politeness to date (2.1) and
discussing previous (emic) studies of English and Greek politeness as well as contrastive
metapragmatic studies (2.2). This is followed by a section justifying the chosen
methodology and describing the data collection process (3). The analysis (4) consists of
two parts: one examining abstract conceptualisations of politeness in the UK and Greece
(4.1) and one discussing contextualised examples of polite behaviours in the two cultures
(4.2). Each part ends with a discussion of the findings (4.1.3 and 4.2.3) and the last section
offers a conclusion (5).

2. Literature review

2.1. Metapragmatic politeness

This section provides a critical review of the ways in which the terms metapragmatics,
metalanguage and semantic field have been used in politeness research to date, as well as
briefly drawing attention to theoretical work that has coined these terms. Although the
term metapragmatic has only become a technical term in politeness research with Eelen’s
A Critique of Politeness Theories (2001), where he introduced “metapragmatic
politeness” as a form of first-order politeness, metapragmatic approaches to the study of
politeness, including analyses of the semantic field of the term politeness, had emerged
much earlier in politeness research. A seminal publication that had a crucial impact on
both Eelen’s work and the shift towards first-order approaches in politeness research was
a volume published in 1992 and co-edited by Watts, Ide and Ehlich. This volume contains
a chapter that explicitly focuses on the metapragmatics of politeness (Blum-Kulka 1992).
Blum-Kulka, who used interview data to elicit lay evaluations of politeness, refers to
metapragmatic definitions (p. 257), metapragmatic comments (p. 262) and a
metapragmatic point of view (p. 256). Apart from eliciting examples of polite behaviours
and opinions about what constitutes politeness, Blum-Kulka’s interviews also aimed at
identifying the “semantic field and connotations associated with the Hebrew terms adivut
and nimus” (1992: 279).

In later publications the term metapragmatic continued to be used mainly as a pre-
modifier of ‘data’, ‘interviews’ and ‘comments’, occasionally accompanied by
explanations, such as “metapragmatic comments, i.e. evaluative qualifiers of polite
behaviour or polite stances” (Pizziconi 2007: 219). Until fairly recently, there had been
no theoretical engagement with the term, with politeness scholars apparently relying on
an understanding of the prefix meta (going back to the Greek petd), as used in other
(English) words — and also reflected in the minimal definition offered by Eelen, i.e. “talk
about politeness” (2001: 35).
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Incidentally, what Pizziconi (2007) describes as metapragmatic comments are, in
fact, (near)-synonyms of the word polite (and the Japanese word teneina), as already
studied by Ide et al. (1992), whose study was motivated by the fact that “we cannot
assume that the concept of ‘politeness’ is fully equivalent to the concepts of
corresponding terms in other languages” (1992: 282). Both studies used speaker
judgements to establish the semantic fields of the terms and to calculate and visualise the
strength of correlations across the terms contained in the respective semantic fields. This
enabled them to show which terms are most closely related to polite and teneina, thus
illuminating the culture-specific concepts of politeness in each of the languages.

The idea that meanings “only make sense in relation to the network of other
meanings with which they can be associated” (Pizziconi 2007: 215) is far from new. The
term semantic field was coined by Jost Trier, who first referred to it as sprachliches Feld
(1931) and, in his later work, settled on Wortfeld. Trier not only introduced the research
tradition of delineating the semantic properties of a word by studying it in relation to its
synonyms, but also that of comparing semantic fields across languages.

What Ide et al. (1992) and Pizziconi (2007) have achieved with the help of statistical
testing of elicited data can be facilitated by employing linguistic corpora. Corpora provide
not only instant information on frequencies and collocations but also the option to run
‘word sketch’ analyses, “which are based on collocational analyses within relevant
grammatical relations” (Culpeper 2009: 65). However, apart from a diachronic study
tracing the semantic development of English politeness-related terms such as politeness
and courtesy (Jucker et al. 2012) and a recent study comparing British vs. American
concepts of politeness (Culpeper et al. 2019), corpus-based techniques have been mainly
applied to the study of IMpoliteness (e.g. Culpeper 2009, 2011, Taylor 2016, Culpeper et
al. 2017).

These studies tend to refer to the ‘metalanguage of impoliteness’ rather than to
semantic fields (e.g. Culpeper 2009, Taylor 2016, Culpeper et al. 2019), though we also
encounter expressions such as ‘metapragmatic language of politeness’ (Culpeper 2012:
1129). This seemingly interchangeable use of metalinguistic and metapragmatic in
impoliteness research seems to contradict treatments of metalanguage and
metapragmatics as separate areas of investigation, as reflected in definitions such as
“metalanguage is language about language, while metapragmatics refers to the use of
language about the use of language” (Culpeper & Haugh 2014: 237, and also Culpeper et
al. 2017: 136).

The term metalanguage goes back to Jakobson’s work (1971[1957]), where he
establishes four types of ‘about’ relationships between messages and codes. The two
types that are relevant to what Verschueren later terms “explicit metalanguage” (2000:
441) are messages about messages, which essentially refers to reported speech (Jakobson
1971: 130) and, more importantly, messages about code, i.e. “any elucidating
interpretation of words and sentences — whether intralingual (circumlocutions, synonyms)
or interlingual (translation)” (1971: 131).

The explicit mention of synonyms enables us to apply Jakobson’s concept of
metalanguage to politeness work focusing on semantic fields (e.g. Ide et al. 1992, where
they are referred to as ‘conceptual structures’ and Pizziconi 2007, who uses the term
‘semantic domains’). The broader “any elucidating interpretation of words and sentences”
could also be viewed as encompassing metapragmatic expressions (also referred to as
metapragmatic comments), such as “That’s rude!”, which can occur in both ongoing
interactions and in talk about past experiences of im/politeness. Jakobson’s definition
cannot, however, be extended to the type of data Blum-Kulka (1992) first called
metapragmatic, i.e. narratives of encounters involving im/politeness or data generated by
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asking questions such as “Please give an example of behaviour which impresses you as
being polite” (Sifianou 1992: 225).

The difference between im/politeness data that fit Jakobson’s concept of
metalanguage and narrative data about im/politeness has been captured by Culpeper
(2011) who has also worked with diary reports and who distinguishes between
‘impoliteness metalanguage’ and ‘metapragmatic comments’. He states (2011: 72):

“Impoliteness metalanguage is not confined to the labels used for impoliteness
phenomena, which is why the title of this chapter contains the broader label
metadiscourse. When people express opinions about language they consider
impolite, they use what | will refer to as impoliteness metapragmatic comments”.

Given that Culpeper states that metalanguage is not confined to labels of
impoliteness, it seems that it also contains metapragmatic comments. Yet, he introduces
another, ‘broader’ term, presumably an umbrella term for both. At the same time, Kadar
& Haugh seem to be treating metalanguage as a subcategory of metapragmatics as they
discuss metalanguage within a chapter on metapragmatics and state that all talk about
politeness “comes under the umbrella of metapragmatics” (2013: 181).

The confusion between the exact relationship between metalanguage and
metapragmatics may well have to do with the fact that Silverstein’s seminal work on
metapragmatics (1976) builds on Jakobson’s metalingual function, while drawing on the
concept of reflexivity (essential to both). According to Lucy (1993: 17), “metalinguistic
activity (...) is fundamentally metapragmatic, that is, most reflexive activity deals with
the appropriate use of language”. Similarly, Verschueren (2000: 441) states that “because
of its necessary relation to usage phenomena (...), the study of the metalinguistic
dimension of language could be called METAPRAGMATICS” (emphasis in the
original).

Reflexivity is clearly central within an approach to the study of im/politeness that
frames it as a form of evaluation. And while references to theoretical work on
metapragmatics have been rather sporadic, as have been attempts to apply it to the
phenomena studied in im/politeness research, the concept of reflexivity has been well
integrated into discussions of im/politeness. Culpeper and Haugh (2014), for instance,
explain that metapragmatics “encompasses the study of language usages that indicate
reflexive awareness on the part of participants about those interactive or communicative
activities they are currently engaged in.” (2014: 240, emphasis added).

While this definition seems to restrict metapragmatics to evaluations made in
ongoing interactions (or, in fact, equates it with Eelen’s concept of classificatory
politeness), reflexivity can also be said to govern participants’ recollections of past
experiences and evaluations of im/polite behaviour, as well as their attempts at matching
words denoting politeness with related concepts in experimental settings. But, if reflexive
awareness is a defining feature of metalanguage and metapragmatics, then it is difficult
to see how the politeness ‘metalanguage’ established on the basis of corpus analyses
meets this principle. Corpus-based findings are derived from frequencies and
collocations, i.e. they represent distributional patterns and are not the result of reflection.!
No “elucidating interpretation of words”, in Jakobson’s sense (1971 [1957]: 131), takes
place — other than that offered by the analyst.

1 One could, of course, argue that the speakers and writers whose language use has been captured in a
corpus consciously chose the adjectives they used, yet it is more likely that these choices were motivated
by considering the characteristics of the person they described rather than considerations of the meaning of
im/politeness.
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2.2. Empirical research

The languages examined in the present paper were among the first to be studied from an
emic perspective (Sifianou 1992). But while Sifianou has continued to work on Greek
conceptualisations of politeness over the years (e.g. Sifianou & Tzanne 2010, Fukushima
& Sifianou 2017), British people’s lay understandings of politeness have received
relatively little attention since Sifianou’s pioneering study (as per a recent review by
Culpeper et al. 2019). At the same time, English is undoubtedly the most studied language
in politeness research. Given that the most influential politeness scholars have an Anglo-
Saxon cultural background and nearly all publications on politeness are written in
English, the understandings of politeness in English-speaking cultures have played a
pivotal role in shaping theoretical models of politeness and the relevant terminology.
Equally, most speech act based, cross-cultural studies drawing on Brown and Levinson’s
politeness theory have included (a variety of) English in their comparisons (see
Ogiermann 2018: 230-232 for a brief overview), confirming the negative politeness
tendency attributed to British English by politeness theory.

Studies comparing Greek with other languages, on the other hand, rather than
following the tradition of cross-cultural pragmatics, have focused on different aspects of
personal phone calls (Sifianou 1989, Pavlidou 1994, 1998, 2008), as well as customer
service calls (Economidou-Kogetsidis 2002, 2005). Sifianou remains the main authority
on Greek politeness and she continues the research tradition she has established, for
instance by complementing her original questionnaire data with data obtained 25 years
later, thus looking at potential changes in how im/politeness has been conceptualized in
Greece over time (Sifianou & Tzanne 2010) or by comparing Greek with Japanese
politeness concepts (Fukushima & Sifianou 2017). While the most consistent finding
emerging from this ongoing work is a reaffirmation of the positive politeness orientation
attributed to Greek culture, this has been challenged in recent years (Terkourafi 2009,
Bella & Ogiermann 2019).

Apart from British and American English (Ide et al. 1992, Sifianou 1992, Pizziconi
2007) and Greek (Sifianou 1992, Sifianou & Tzanne 2010, Fukushima & Sifianou 2017,
Bella & Ogiermann 2019), studies taking a metapragmatic approach have examined
Hebrew (Blum-Kulka 1992), Japanese (lde et al. 1992, Pizziconi 2007, Fukushima &
Sifianou 2017, Fukushima 2019), Spanish (Bolivar 2008, Barros Garcia & Terkourafi
2014), Polish, Hungarian (Ogiermann & Suszczynska 2011), Finish and French (Isosdvi
2020).

Cross-cultural work on metapragmatic politeness that has been conducted to date
includes two questionnaire studies by Sifianou (1992, Fukushima & Sifianou 2017) and
an interview study on Polish and Hungarian conceptualisations of im/politeness
(Ogiermann & Suszczynska 2011), which also addresses a diachronic aspect of politeness
by looking at societal changes following the fall of the Iron Curtain. Isosédvi (2020), on
the other hand, provides an intercultural perspective on French people interacting with
Finns in Finland and Finns interacting with French people in France. The remaining
contrastive studies focus on the semantic fields of politeness-related terms. Two of these
are the aforementioned studies comparing English and Japanese: an early study pre-dating
the shift to first-order approaches in politeness research looking at American English and
Japanese (Ide et al. 1992) and a more recent one comparing Japanese with British English
(Pizziconi 2007). Both studies employed similarity ratings in order to establish
correlations between the terms polite/teineina and other items in their semantic fields.
Politeness-related terms are also the focus of some contrastive studies using corpora, such
as Culpeper et al. (2019), who examined both British English and American English.
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Impoliteness studies, on the other hand, have compared Australian English and French
(Waters 2012) and British English and Italian (Taylor 2016).

The present study compares British and Greek understandings of politeness, while
drawing on both lay conceptualisations of the terms politeness and evyéveion and
metapragmatic comments consisting of contextualised examples of polite behaviours. As
the comparison is drawn between two cultural groups, before we proceed, we would like
to clarify the understanding of the term culture underlying this study. Cross-cultural
pragmatic studies have been criticised for equating cultures with languages and nations
and conceptualising them in essentialist terms, as fixed and bounded entities. While
discursive scholars have construed cultural norms as discursive and situated practices,
metapragmatic politeness studies have acknowledged that “societal politeness ideologies
exist in any given society and shape our perceptions, in addition to more locally
negotiated norms of interaction” (Locher & Luginbiihl 2019: 252). Viewing cultures as
homogenous has been defended with the argument that “this is exactly what lay discourse
does” (Culpeper et al 2019: 177).

3. Methodology

3.1 Data collection methods in metapragmatic politeness studies

While corpus studies have provided interesting insights into the semantic fields of
im/politeness-related terms, most of them have examined (different varieties of) English
and focused on impoliteness rather than politeness. While the availability of (spoken)
corpora varies across languages, metapragmatic studies using elicited data have covered
arelatively wide range of languages (see section 2.2). These studies have utilised different
methods, such as questionnaires (Sifianou 1992, Bolivar 2008, Sifianou & Tzanne 2010,
Fukushima 2011, Barros Garcia & Terkourafi 2014, Fukushima & Sifianou 2017),
interviews (Blum-Kulka 1992, Ogiermann & Suszczynska 2011, Bella & Ogiermann
2019) or focus groups (Fukushima 2019, Isosdavi 2020). Most of these have examined
both the semantic fields of politeness-related terms and metapragmatic accounts of polite
behaviours.

Similarly, in the present study, we have used a questionnaire to shed light on both
the concepts and the contexts British and Greek people associate with politeness. Given
that we were interested in lay members’ experiences, opinions and associations, we have
chosen open-ended questionnaires as they allow informants “to express their own
thoughts and ideas in their own manner, and thus may result in more unexpected and
insightful data” (Mackey & Gass 2005: 102). Moreover, in comparison to interviews or
focus groups, questionnaires do not only allow more time for reflection, but also enable
researchers to involve relatively high numbers of participants, thus providing more robust
results revealing collective conceptualisations and general cultural patterns.

3.2 Data collection and categorisation
The data on which this study is based have been derived from 100 questionnaires per
language. The English questionnaire consisted of five questions, three of which targeted
different aspects of politeness, namely:

What other words would you use to describe a polite person?
How would you define politeness?
Can you think of a situation in which somebody behaved in a particularly polite way?

The Greek questionnaire consisted of eight questions, one of which supplied the data for
the present study, namely:
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Oa 560G TOPUKUAOVCAE VO, LG SDOETE TOPUSETYLOTO CVUTEPIPOPOVITPAEE®DY TOV
Bewpeite gvyeviéc.
“Could you please provide us with examples of behaviours that you consider polite”.

The English questionnaire was created in paper form and distributed in various
linguistics classes at King’s College London, whereas the Greek questionnaire was
distributed online, through google forms, targeting the second author’s extended network.
The British participants were aged 18-28, while the Greek ones were 18-32 years old.
Neither group was familiar with politeness research.

Despite the differences in questionnaire design, both groups’ responses fall into the
three categories underlying the questions of the English questionnaire, i.e. 1) one-word
responses providing synonyms of polite and politeness, such as respectful, friendly or
considerate, 2) abstract definitions of politeness, for instance “Being kind to others” and
3) examples of polite behaviour in specific situations, such as “Someone gave their seat
up for a pregnant woman on the tube .

Since the definitions provided by our participants did not go beyond equating
politeness with a related concept (or several concepts), for the purposes of the present
study, we have extracted these concepts and merged them with the synonyms named in
response to question one on the English questionnaire. This resulted in a total of 91
different politeness-related concepts in the English and 75 in the Greek data.

In addition to these decontextualized politeness concepts, the English data contain
106 and the Greek data 177 contextualised examples of polite behaviours. However, in
74 of the Greek examples the context provided does not go beyond naming a specific
addressee, e.g. “®@povtido otovg yoveic” (taking care of your parents), or “No kévelg éva,
KouTALpEVTO og @iho cov” (paying a compliment to a friend). In the English data, on the
other hand, potential addressees were referred to in neutral terms, e.g.: “Respecting a
person’s opinion” or “Treating others in a kind manner”. The fact that our Greek
participants associate specific forms of politeness with particular groups, while the
English ones seem to treat their interlocutors more uniformly already points to an
interesting difference between Greek and English conceptualisations of politeness.

4. Analysis

The analysis is divided into two parts. Section 4.1 focuses on the ways in which British
and Greek participants conceptualise politeness as an abstract concept. In contrast to
corpus studies and other studies looking at the semantic fields of the term polite, we focus
not only on adjectives and nouns that are synonymous to polite and politeness, but also
consider other terms and expressions that our participants used to conceptualise and
define politeness. Section 4.2, on the other hand, examines contextualised examples of
polite encounters, while referring to our participants’ recollections of their personal
experiences with politeness.

4.1. Politeness concepts

The examination of the semantic fields of the word polite in a number of languages has
revealed different concepts that lay members associate with politeness, thus pointing to
the limitations of the technical term polite (and its equivalents in other languages) when
it comes to analysing politeness across different languages and cultures. It has been
argued that the metalanguage of politeness reflects “emic worldviews” (Kadar & Haugh
2013: 188) which affect how people interpret politeness. For instance, it has been shown
that friendliness is interpreted as politeness in American English, while this is not
necessarily the case in Japanese (lde et al. 1992).
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While the sematic fields of lexemes related to politeness are now being increasingly
analysed through corpus techniques, they have been mainly investigated through the
elicitation of participants’ associations (e.g Blum-Kulka 1992, Pizziconi 2007, Bolivar
2008) where, unlike in corpus data, they are the result of reflexivity. The following
sections contribute to this strand of research by analysing the concepts British English
and Greek speakers associate with politeness.

4.1.1 British English data

In an attempt to establish the range of concepts associated with politeness by young
people in Britain and Greece, we have begun our data analysis by counting all mentions
of politeness-related concepts and identifying the most frequent ones. Among the 91
different concepts named by the British participants (derived from both lists of synonyms
and decontextualized definitions), nine make up more than half of the relevant data.

Table 1. The most frequent politeness concepts in the English data

N | %
Respectful, respectable, respect 64 |94
Well-mannered, (good) manners 58 |85
Considerate, consideration, to consider (somebody’s needs) | 56 | 8.2
Kind, kindness 37 |54
Friendly, in a friendly manner 33 |49
Socially savvy, adhering to social norms 31 |46
Saying “please” and “thank you” 31 |46
Thoughtful, thinking of others (before yourself) 28 | 4.0
Nice 27 4.0
Total 365 | 53.6%

The nine concepts listed above account for 53.6% of all mentions (365 of 679), with three
concepts in particular, namely respect, manners and consideration dominating the data
(26%). The remaining 46.4% are made up of 82 different politeness-related concepts,
with 45 of those appearing only once.

These results largely confirm those emerging from previous studies. Sifianou writes
that her English participants conceptualised politeness as “consideration of other people’s
feelings by conforming to social norms and expectations” (1992: 88), where the norms
are associated with the use of politeness formulae such as ‘please’ and ‘sorry’. All these
aspects of politeness are represented in the above table — and if social norms were to be
equated with the use of politeness formulae, the combined frequencies of these two
categories would constitute the second most frequent category in our British data.
Unfortunately, Sifianou does not provide any frequencies that would allow us to draw
more systematic comparisons, though we do know that her assessment of English
politeness is based on responses from a relatively small sample of 27 participants.

Another study that focused on politeness-related concepts in British English was
Pizziconi (2007). In her study, eleven British participants were asked to produce a list of
synonyms of polite, with each of them providing between five and 16 items (2007: 218).
Pizziconi then formed a 10-item list by selecting the ten most frequent adjectives. The list
contains polite, appropriate, nice, considerate, courteous, distant, kind, friendly, well-
mannered and educated (2007: 219), presumably listed in order of frequency. While this
list features five items which also appear in the top nine in our data (and three that were
not mentioned at all by our participants), it does not contain respectful, the dominant
concept in the English data.
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Pizziconi proceeded to establish correlations between the 10 items (through
similarity ratings provided by 88 participants) and arrived at a cluster linking polite with
courteous and well-mannered. These terms are generally viewed as closely related
historically since “courteous behaviour had to show the qualities of politesse, of ‘being
polished’” (Watts 2003: 36). In Culpeper’s corpus-based work, the strongest collocates
of polite derived from the British subsection of the Oxford English Corpus were:
courteous, respectful, friendly, pleasant, thoughtful, cheerful, calm, gracious, charming
and quiet in an earlier study (Culpeper 2012: 1129) and courteous, charming, friendly,
cheerful, calm and sensible in a more recent one (Culpeper et al. 2019: 187).

Despite some overlap, it seems that a corpus search results in lists that are distinctly
different from elicited data — even data reduced to attributive uses, such as Pizziconi’s
(2007: 219). The centrality of the term courteous in the corpus data is paralleled by the
fact that it appears in Pizziconi’s politeness cluster. However, we do not know how
frequent it was in her initial task. Our participants named it 17 times, which makes up
only 2.5 % of the British data. At the same time, the cluster of courteous in Culpeper et
al.’s (2019) study includes respectful and considerate, the most frequent and the third
ranking term in our data respectively.

Overall, however, the high occurrence of terms such as charming, gracious and
sensible, which were infrequent in our data (2 mentions each), seems to point to
methodological differences between distributional similarities in a large corpus and an
association task performed by a specific group of speakers,? an obvious one being that
the latter does not limit the answers to a particular grammatical category. Another crucial
difference is related to the composition of electronic corpora which, however balanced
they may be, are likely to be more representative of written and literary uses than
contemporary spoken ones.

4.1.2 Greek data

Similarly to the British data, while the Greek participants named a total of 75 different
concepts related to politeness, just nine of those account for more than half of the total
frequency.

Table 2. The most frequent politeness concepts in the Greek data

N %
Bonbeta, (to) va Pondac, mpoopopd Pondeiag “help, helping,‘offering | 27 9.5
help”
(To) va Aeg evyoaplotd kot Topokad® “saying please and thank you” 25 8.8
YeBaoudc, (to) vo oéPeoar “respect, respecting” 23 8.09
To va pdég opopoea “speaking nicely” 17 5.98
(To) va. yapoyerdc, xoudyeko “smiling, smile” 16 5.63
(To) va axovg “listening” 11 3.87
Hpepia “calmness” 9 3.19
Evéuwpépov, (to) va eviuapépeoan “interest/care/consideration” 8 2.81
Ynootpi&n, (to) va vrootnpilelg “support, supporting” 8 2.81
Total 144 | 50.6%

2 Similar differences were noted by Culpeper, who observed that while narratives about impolite
experiences frequently featured the word inappropriate (Culpeper 2011), in a corpus search “inappropriate
does not appear as a near-synonym of impolite, though it does appear as a relatively weak (rank position
30) near-synonym of rude.” (Culpeper 2012: 1129).
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Table 2 lists the nine most frequent politeness concepts emerging from the Greek data,
which account for 50.6% of all mentions (144 of 284). As in the English data, three
concepts, namely ponbsial(to) va Ponbac (“help(ing)”), (z0) va legc evyapiordd ko
ropoxodad (“saying please and thank you™) and ogflaoudc/(ro) va oéfeoou (“respect(ing)”)
are particularly frequent (26.3%). Among the remaining 49.4% of the data, which consist
of 66 different politeness-related concepts, 42 appear only once.

These results only partially confirm those emerging from previous research on
Greek politeness. In Sifianou’s (1992) study, her 27 Greek informants correlated
politeness with consideration towards others, “but expanded their definitions to include
attributes which might be better described in English in terms of altruism, generosity,
morality, as well as with self-abnegation” (1992: 88). It is not clear which Greek word
Sifianou refers to when she speaks of consideration (or the other terms in the above
quotation), as there is no direct equivalent. A related concept that appears in our data and
that shares many semantic properties with consideration is evéiagépov,® which was
mentioned only eight times by our participants, thus accounting for 2.8% of the Greek
data. The concept of altruism was mentioned only once, while the remaining concepts
listed by Sifianou did not appear at all in our data. While ‘saying please and thank you’
constitutes the second most frequent aspect of politeness in our data, Sifianou claims that
her participants did not consider overt politeness expressions crucial to politeness, with
some of them arguing that such politeness formulae “are habitual and conceal real, innate
politeness” (1992: 91). Sifianou also found filotimo to be an important aspect of Greek
politeness, a concept for which there is no direct translation. According to Triandis and
Vassiliou (1972: 308-309),

“a person who has this characteristic is polite, virtuous, reliable, proud, has ‘a good
soul’, behaves correctly, meets his [sic] obligations, does his duty, is truthful,
generous, self-sacrificing, tactful, respectful, grateful [...] The best way to
summarise what is meant by this concept is to say that a person who is philotimous
behaves toward members of his ingroup the way they expect him to behave”.

Interestingly, while this Greek concept has been said to define “all socially
appropriate behaviour” (Herzfeld 1980: 343, cited in Sifianou 1992: 90), more recent
studies (e.g. Sifianou & Tzanne 2010) do not confirm this finding, while the concept of
filotimo did not appear at all in our participants’ responses. Sifianou also includes
examples such as “helping an old or blind person cross the street” (1992: 90), in her
discussion of concepts of politeness. As these are specific examples of polite behaviour
rather than abstract concepts, we will come back to them in section 4.2.

In a follow up study, Sifianou & Tzanne compared their findings to those of
Sifianou (1992) and concluded that “in both the previous and the current sample, there is
overall consensus that politeness means consideration and respect toward others and to
some extent ‘good manners’” (2010: 669). While consideration and respect are both
represented in Table 2, Sifianou & Tzanne (2010) seem to be using these terms in a more
general sense, as they then specify that their 78 participants characterised a polite person

3 Evdiapépov is usually translated as interest, attention, care or concern. The Triantafyllidis Institute
dictionary (Dictionary of Standard Modern Greek Language 1998) defines evdwapépov as follows: «n
EVOoYOAN oM KGO0V pe KT. (7 e K.) oT0 omoio avtdg amrodidel Wiaitepn onuacio 1 a&io», which can be
translated as “being engaged in something/with somebody to which/whom one attaches special importance
or value”. Yet, eviwapépov has been translated as both care and consideration in previous research on Greek
politeness (Bella & Ogiermann 2019), depending on context, and consideration is also a central concept in
Sifianou’s work on Greek politeness (1992, Sifianou & Tzanne 2010, Fukushima & Sifianou 2017).
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as kind, discrete, selfless, generous, patient, optimistic and loving (Sifianou & Tzanne
2010: 669), which the authors interpret as confirming the positive politeness orientation
of Greek society. While they do not provide frequencies, only some of these adjectives
appear in the present data, namely patience, selflessness and love, and they only do so
sporadically (between two and four mentions).

The most recent of Sifianou’s contributions to the study of Greek conceptualisations
of politeness based on elicited data involves a comparison with Japanese (Fukushima &
Sifianou 2017) and draws on a relatively large sample of 100 participants per language.
The authors establish two main categories pertaining to politeness: consideration and
appropriate behaviour (2017: 536). The former involves the following sub-categories:
respect, attentiveness/helping others, empathy and attitude; the latter includes good
manners/ correct behaviour, smiling/pleasant disposition, demeanour/deportment and
honorifics.

While it is not entirely clear whether these labels were named by the participants
themselves or introduced by the analysts and which Greek terms exactly the participants
referred to, there appears to be a considerable overlap between this list and the concepts
named by our informants. Evdwapépov/(zo) va evoapépeoor  (“interest/care/
consideration”), ponbeial(ro) va Ponbas (“help(ing)”), oefacudgl(to) va océfeoau
(“respect”) and o va yauoyeldglyoudyeio (“smiling”) feature among the most frequent
concepts in Table 2, while xaloi tpomor (“good manners”) and zpoooyrn (“attentiveness’)
appear 4 and 7 times respectively in the Greek data. What is particularly interesting is that
the association of politeness with help(ing), the most frequent concept in our data, only
gains in importance in Sifianou’s latest study (Fukushima & Sifianou 2017: 545),
suggesting a fairly recent change in how politeness is conceptualised in Greece.

In addition to Sifianou’s contributions to the study of Greek conceptualisations of
politeness, a recent study has specifically examined the changing nature of im/politeness
in contemporary Greece (Bella & Ogiermann 2019). Unlike Sifianou’s work, this study
provides the original Greek terms named by the participants, facilitating comparability
across studies. Their interviewees associated politeness with the following concepts in
order of frequency: pilikog (“friendly”), drarpitikoc (“discreet/tactful”), Gepuoc/leoroc
(“warm?”), aéfetai to. dikarcduazo twv aliwv (“respect for others’ rights”), widder evyevika
(“polite language™) and xaloi tpomor (“good manners™) (2019: 185). Our findings render
partial support to Bella & Ogiermann’s (2019) study, since both respect and the use of
polite/nice language emerged as important aspects of politeness in our data, while good
manners and tact were mentioned by four and one participants respectively. However,
the three most frequent politeness concepts in their study were not mentioned by our
informants.

4.1.3 Discussion

Although our British participants named more concepts overall than did the Greek ones,*
in both languages nine concepts accounted for just over half of the data. A comparison of
the most frequent concepts named by our British and Greek participants shows that
respect is the only concept that both groups regard as central to politeness as it features
at or near the top of the list in both languages. There are only two more concepts that the
two sets of data have in common, namely consideration and the use of politeness
formulae, but these are given quite different weightings in the two languages. Although

4 The comparatively high number of concept mentions in the English data was related to the first question
on the questionnaire which explicitly asked for synonyms of polite and which some participants answered
by providing as many as eight concepts they regarded as equivalent to polite (392 in total).
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helping behaviour, the most popular concept in the Greek data has not made it into the
English top nine, helpful and help do appear in the English data (a total of eleven times),
while the remaining concepts present in the Greek but not the English top nine are either
very rare or entirely absent in the English data.

On the whole then, the present data show that the two groups prioritise different
concepts when referring to politeness, yet it seems tricky to interpret these findings
beyond providing a descriptive account. One approach to interpreting such findings
within a theoretical framework has been to categorise politeness-related terms as
expressing positive vs. negative politeness (Sifianou 1992, Sifianou & Tzanne 2010,
Ogiermann & Suszczynska 2011, Bella & Ogiermann 2019, Culpeper et al. 2019).
Culpeper et al. (2019: 192), for instance, regard the adjectives cordial, affable, amiable
and friendly as indicative of positive politeness and circumspect, thoughtful, considerate
and diplomatic as expressing negative politeness.

Similarly, Bella & Ogiermann (2019: 185) have attributed a positive politeness
tendency to terms such as gilixéc (“friendly”) and (eotoc (“warm”) and a negative
politeness tendency to concepts such as odwxpitiog (“discreet”) and ogfaoudg
(“respect”). While Sifianou tends to interpret her data in terms of general statements, such
as “most definitions are broad reflecting the breadth of positive politeness” (Sifianou &
Tzanne 2010: 670), in Bella & Ogiermann’s Greek data (2019: 184) the majority of
politeness-related terms (55% in the interview group and 69% in the control group)
referred to negative politeness, which the authors interpret as evidence of a shift towards
negative politeness in Greece.

The current Greek data, in contrast, do not lend themselves to a straightforward
categorisation as representative of either positive or negative politeness since concepts
such as smiling or speaking nicely potentially express either type of politeness. However,
if we omit these two concepts and consider help(ing), listening, consideration and support
as pointing to positive politeness and respect, ‘saying please and thank you’and calmness
as expressing negative politeness, we arrive at a fairly balanced split between positive
and negative politeness (54/57).

As for the English data, one could argue that being respectful, well-mannered,
socially savvy and ‘saying please and thank you’ index negative politeness, while being
considerate, kind, friendly, thoughtful and nice is more likely to be interpreted as positive
politeness. As in the Greek data, such a classification would result in a fairly balanced
representation of the two types of politeness, with concepts associated with negative
politeness being mentioned 184 times and positive politeness 181 times.

These results do not only contradict the definition of Greek culture as a positive
politeness culture and the British culture as a negative politeness one, but the data also
show that the division into positive and negative politeness is far from straightforward.
Concepts such as consideration, for instance, can manifest themselves as behaviour
oriented towards a person’s privacy (negative face) or their need for attention and
recognition (positive face). For Fukushima & Sifianou (2017: 534), consideration is an
umbrella term subsuming attentiveness/helping others, respect, empathy and attitude (i.e.
a mixture of concepts associated with both positive and negative politeness). Respect has
also proven to be a multifaceted phenomenon. Langdon (2007), for instance, suggests
four different concepts that it can represent, namely social power, social rules, caring, and
equality and accepting differences (as cited in Fukushima & Sifianou 2017: 539).

While Culpeper et al.’s study (2019) illustrates the differences in how polite
correlates with other adjectives in its semantic field in British and American English, their
qualitative analysis has also shown that these adjectives have different connotations in
the two varieties of English. The term respectful “seems to have a rather more positive,
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warmer flavour in the American data”, while friendly “is beginning to take on a negative,
sarcastic colouring” (Culpeper et al. 2019: 197). This shows that politeness and other
concepts in its semantic field can be perceived differently by different groups of speakers
of the same language, as well as being subject to semantic change.

Bella & Ogiermann (2019) have discussed diachronic changes in perceptions of
im/politeness in Greece, where im/politeness-related terms also seem to have recently
acquired new connotations. Their study has pointed to cross-generational differences, as
illustrated by the following extract from an interview referring to the older generation’s
impolite behaviour (2019: 183):

Av kb1 pe evoylel glvar 6TL Aéve OTL KAVOLY OAOL OVTE TOL EKVEVPLOTIKA TPAYLOTO
Tl «evdlopépovion. AAAG eyd dev 10 PAET® cav evolaeépov. TIpénel va oéfecan
TNV aVTOVOUia TOV dALOL. Agv EvvoMm va glG0i KPVOG KO OTOULAKPOGS, OAAGL VITAPYOLY
70 SLOKPLTIKOL TPOTOL VO PEPETOL e BEPLN KOl EVOLOPEPOV

“What really bothers me is that they claim that they do all these annoying things
because they ‘care’. But this is not the way | understand caring for other people. You
have to respect one’s autonomy. I don’t mean becoming cold and distant, but there
are more discreet ways to be warm and attentive”.

The interviewee quoted here refers to his parents’ impolite behaviour intended as a
form of care® on their part, while, at the same time, distancing himself from their
understanding of this concept. For him, caring for others involves respecting their
autonomy. Yet, he immediately discards a negative interpretation of autonomy as being
cold and distant, potentially referring to his parents’ perception of this concept. He then
brings up the adjectives warm and attentive, which he uses to further define care, but
modifies his understanding of these terms by adding the concept of discreetness.

This contextualised example illustrates the complexity and variability in
conceptualising not only politeness, but any politeness-related terms used to define it.
This also means that unless one was to ask participants to define every subsequent concept
they name (ultimately creating an endless chain of associations), the analysis will
inadvertently move from the participant to the analyst’s perspective — and even more so
if terms elicited in languages other than English are discussed exclusively in their
translated form.

4.2 Politeness contexts
The analysis presented above has revealed some interesting cross-cultural differences
between the conceptualisations of the words polite/politeness and gvyevfic/evyévela as
emerging from the synonyms and definitions provided by our British and Greek
participants. At the same time, our analysis has pointed out some limitations of the
followed approach. Although the concepts our participants referred to bring new semantic
nuances to the understanding of the lexemes polite/politeness in English and
evyevnc/evyévela in Greek, as our discussion has shown, these concepts can also carry a
wide range of connotations. What is more, it is not clear to what extent the semantic fields
of lexical items referring to politeness have an impact on lay members’ evaluations of
others’ behaviour as im/polite.

Previous research using elicited data tends to conflate these two perspectives (e.g.
Sifianou 1992, Sifianou & Tzanne 2010) while corpus studies necessarily take a lexical

® The term that has been translated here as care is, in fact, evdiapépov, which has been treated as a (near)
equivalent of consideration. In the above context, however, care is closer to the intended meaning, at the
same time illustrating the positive politeness tendency of this concept in Greek.
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approach. Culpeper’s impoliteness study (2009) is among the few that do go beyond
examining synonyms. It established that the word rude is frequently combined with nouns
denoting particular social roles, such as doorman, bouncer, waiter, bartender etc. (2009:
83), strongly suggesting that impoliteness is mainly thematised in the context of service
encounters. At the same time, Culpeper found that the three most frequent actions that
tend to be associated with rudeness, i.e. forms of behaviour that are most likely to be
evaluated as impolite, are: eavesdropping, interrupting, and pointing, which Culpeper
classifies as intrusions (ibid.).

Similarly, this section focuses on the forms of behaviour that our participants
recalled when thinking about their experiences of politeness, moving the analysis away
from abstract labels to situated evaluations of encounters involving specific interactants
and different manifestations of politeness.

4.2.1 English

The British respondents provided a total of 106 situated examples of politeness. The vast
majority of the situations they described took place in public (99) and involved strangers
(97). Sixty of these situations involved strangers of equal status, while 37 featured
asymmetric service encounters. Only nine of the examples provided by our British
participants featured encounters between friends and only seven of those took place in a
private setting.

Among the 60 situations featuring status equal strangers, 38 involved fairly general
and perhaps slightly stereotypical forms of polite behaviour, such as giving up a seat,
holding a door open, giving way and carrying things for others. The remaining 24
examples described more individual experiences:

(1) A random man took my suitcase and wheeled it to the bus stop for me after | held
the door open for them. | was very surprised at this super polite gesture!

(2) A man asked if anyone had a 20p coin as he ran out of change for his Oyster card,
a lady answered and gave him the coin despite being in a rush with luggage.

(3) Someone spilt my coffee in a shop by knocking it over with their bag, they bought
me a new one and apologised a lot.

All these examples describe different forms of helping behaviour. In example 1, the
behaviour is reciprocal, where helping with the luggage could have been motivated by
the speaker’s attentiveness demonstrated by holding the door open. In example 2, help is
explicitly elicited and offered despite causing inconvenience to the helper, which can be
interpreted as a form of altruism. The final example differs in that help is offered after
some damage has been caused, i.e. as a form of compensation. Yet, the act of replacing
the spilt coffee and the profuseness of the offered apology seem to have exceeded our
participant’s expectations, thus resulting in politeness.

While these examples contain both verbal and non-verbal elements, seven of the
examples of public politeness between status-equal strangers focused solely on polite
language use, e.g.:

(4) When somebody asked to take a seat from my table. Said I’m really sorry, is there
any chance | could use that chair.

Although the described behaviour is clearly instrumental (aiming at obtaining an
object), the way in which the request has been phrased is perceived as polite. The role of
polite language forms becomes even more central in the 37 examples of service
encounters in our English data, with 25 of them explicitly referring to the use of politeness
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formulae. Our participants referred to a wide range of contexts, involving places such as
retail stores, restaurants, coffee shops, but also to interactions with receptionists, flight
attendants, bus drivers, hairdressers or doctors.

(5) Shops — greet you, show an interest in what you’re buying, make conversation.
It’s their job.

(6) My hairdresser — nothing is ever too much trouble or an inconvenience to her —
although I guess that is often not true.

(7) At the doctors they all behave in a super friendly way constantly saying please
and thank you. | think they do it to reassure patients.

The relatively high number of examples featuring service encounters illustrates the
salience of politeness in this professional setting, yet many of our British participants
showed awareness of the instrumental nature of politeness in the contexts they described.
This ranges from positive evaluations, such as in example 7, where politeness is used to
“reassure patients” t0 more critical ones, such as in examples 5 and 6, where the polite
behaviour is described as potentially insincere and part of the service provider’s job.

Of the 37 examples of service encounters, 33 were describing the situation from the
point of view of the customer, i.e. they were referring to the polite behaviour of the service
provider. Only four participants, who had worked in retail, referred to the behaviour of
the customers, and all of them mentioned that they perceived expressions of gratitude on
the part of their customers as a form of (genuine) politeness.

The British data contain only seven examples of polite behaviour involving friends
in private contexts and, again, almost all of them mention expressing gratitude — and
almost all the situations refer specifically to hospitality contexts:

(8) My friend came to stay at our house over Christmas. She bought everyone
presents and complimented the house. She always said thank you and was smiley
and friendly/sociable.

(9) My friends and I never leave a party without thanking the host or the person who
invited us.

Example 8 describes a range of actions that contribute to the perception of the guest
as polite: bringing presents, paying compliments, thanking, smiling and being friendly
and sociable. While these can be viewed as different forms of interpersonal attentiveness,
example 9 is stated in the form of a rule or a social obligation that the participant always
follows, thus demonstrating her good manners.

Overall, the analysis of situated examples of polite behaviour provides a rather
different view on what constitutes politeness in Britain than the one that emerged from
the semantic field of lexemes referring to politeness. First of all, our British participants
perceived politeness primarily as a phenomenon pertaining to public contexts involving
strangers, with only 6.6% of the relevant data referring to private settings. While service
encounters dominated the findings of Culpeper’s impoliteness study (2009), they
accounted for 35% of all contexts in the present data. The majority of the contexts
discussed by our participants (58.4%) describe encounters between status equal strangers,
i.e. predominantly situations in which somebody volunteered assistance without any
benefit to self or even at their expense.

4.2.2 Greek
In the Greek data, there were 177 instances of contextualised polite forms of behaviour.
Unlike the British data, the responses provided by the Greek informants present a more
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balanced view, with 46.3% of the data referring to private and 45.7% to public contexts.
Among the 81 situations that took place in public contexts, 53 involved strangers of equal
social status and 10 referred to asymmetrical service encounters. No addressee was
mentioned in relation to the remaining 18 public situations described by our respondents,
as in the following example:

(10) TMapaydpnomn Béong 610 AewPopeio
“Giving up a seat in the bus”.

Moreover, the data contained 82 examples of situated encounters in private
contexts, with 64 of them featuring interactions with particular addressees, such as friends
and family members. In the remaining 18 private contexts there was no mention of the
parties involved, although they were likely to be friends or family members, as in the
example below:

(11) Mo, covma dtav gicat GppmOTOC
“A soup when you are sick”.

The Greek data further include 14 examples that were difficult to assign to either of
the two categories, either because it was not clear whether they took place in a private or
public setting or because the relationship between speaker and hearer was not fully
specified (examples 12 and 13).

(12) No avotyeig tnv mdépta 6TovV GALO VO TEPGOEL
“Opening the door for the other person to pass through”
(13) Bonbod toug nAikiopévoug

“I help the elderly”.

The most frequently mentioned examples of polite conduct in public settings
involve giving up a seat/turn, greeting (strangers), helping (e.g. on public transport/in the
street) and offering (e.g. money).

(14) H mapadoon 6éong oto Aew@opeio o€ pio £ykvo
“Giving up a seat to a pregnant woman on the bus”
(15) Na Bonbag évav nhkiouévo vo tepdoet to dpouo
“Helping an old person cross the street”

(16) Noa mpoopépelg payntd oe OmoLoV TO 6TEPEiTOL
“Offering food to the poor”.

Similar examples also emerged in previous work on Greek politeness, with giving
up a seat/turn featuring in both Sifianou (1992: 90) and Sifianou & Tzanne (2010: 670).
Helping, which was named in relation to the poor, the elderly and those in need in the
present data, only appeared in connection with service encounters in Sifianou & Tzanne’s
(2010: 670) study. It did, however, emerge as a central aspect of politeness in Sifianou’s
more recent work (Fukushima & Sifianou 2017: 536).

Fourteen of the encounters between status equal strangers described by our Greek
informants referred to the use of polite language. These include the use of the V-form
plural, which was also mentioned both by Sifianou & Tzanne (2010) and by Fukushima
& Sifianou (2017), as well as greeting, which was only mentioned in Sifianou’s first study
(1992: 91).
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(17) No purég otov minbuvtikd og dyvooto dropo.
“Speaking in the formal plural to strangers”

(18) IMpown KeAnuépa aKOUO KAl G AyVAOGTOVG
“Good morning even to strangers”.

Example 17 refers to a language norm which is embedded in the Greek grammar
and involves an obligatory choice for the speaker. The correct interpretation of the
relationship between speaker and hearer results in an appropriate choice of the form of
address and can thus be considered as a form of politic behaviour. At the same time, the
choice can reflect a personal preference of the speaker, which, if different from the
expectations of the hearer, can be interpreted as impolite. Such a clash has been described
in Bella & Ogiermann (2019), where an interviewee discusses two interpretations of the
use of the singular form as either “a way of being friendly” or “intentionally impolite”
(2019: 179). Example 18, on the other hand, represents a form of optional behaviour,
which acknowledges the other person and, in an encounter between strangers, goes
beyond what is expected, thus resulting in an interpretation as polite (and where the
absence of this behaviour is unlikely to be interpreted as impolite).

Service encounters were not only less frequent in the Greek than they were in the
British data, but the use of polite linguistic expressions was not deemed as important in
these contexts either. Only four of the ten examples refereed to language use, and all four
of them focused on the behaviour expected of the customer rather than the service
provider.

(19) Na Aeg «evyoplotd» 6& AVTOVE TOL 6& ELTNPETOVY
“Saying ‘thank you’ to those who serve/help you”.

The remaining six descriptions of service encounters focused on non-verbal acts,
such as smiling and being patient:

(20) Koatd v g€umnpétnomn evOg aTtOHOL 0€ £Va KATAGTNLO, O TOANTAG 1| TOANTPLO
VoL €IVOL VTTOPOVETIKOC/-1 KOl LUE YOUOYEAO

“The salesman/saleswoman being patient and smiling while serving someone in a
shop”.

Example 20, which describes a form of non-verbal politeness, was the only example that
foregrounded the perspective of the service provider.

As mentioned above, politeness in the Greek data pertains equally to private and
public contexts. Private encounters in our data do not only involve friends and
acquaintances, but also (grand)parents, partners, and children. The most frequent aspects
of politeness in situated private encounters include offering (e.g. gifts, drinks, flowers,
etc.), helping, supporting, listening and making invitations (e.g. to dinner).

(21) e wa e1akn oyéon kdmolog vo ddoet cupPoviéc, ympic va tov éxel (nnbet,
ATTOGKOTIMVTOG GTO KAAO TNG AAANG TAEVPAC

“To give advice to a friend without having been asked to, aiming at doing good to
the other person”

(22) Na PonBape tovg yoveic 1| 1oV TORTOVSEG MO OTOTE WA XpedlovTol yloTi
glvan ekeivol Tov £dwaoav T {®N TOLG Yo VaL oG LEYOADGOLV

“Helping our parents or grandparents whenever they are in need because it is these
people who sacrificed their life to raise us”
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(23) Na 0éhet kdmorog va pdbet o vEo KATO100 61K0D TOL avOPMOTOV KoL VoL 0KOVEL
TPAYUATIKE OTav TOL HIAdEL 0 GAAOG, Ol OMAMG Vo EMOEIKVOEL TPOGTOUTO
eVOLPEPOV

“Being willing to hear a close person’s news and to actually listen to them, not just
display feigned interest”.

Example 21 describes a situation that conceptualises politeness as ‘doing good’ to
other people, in this case by volunteering advice, while example 22 presents politeness as
a moral obligation, a debt to be repaid for the sacrifices that our (grand)parents made to
raise us. Finally, example 23 foregrounds the role of sincerity in evaluations of politeness.

Although the majority of the examples of politeness in private contexts were non-
verbal, there were also 17 mentions of language use, namely the use of particular speech
acts and politeness formulae, such as complimenting (24) and thanking (25):

(24) Na kdveig koumhMpévto og éva gilo cov

“Paying compliments to a friend”

(25) Aeg «gvyoplotd» o€ PILO TOL GOV £6MGE KATUGOL £KAVE £Vl dDPO
“You say ‘thank you’ to a friend who gave you something or a gift”.

In general, the analysis of situated examples of polite behaviour in the Greek data
yielded similar findings to those that emerged from the analysis of politeness-related
terms (see section 4.1), since helping, offering and using politeness formulae featured
prominently in both data sets. However, the situated examples provided insights into
specific types of help (e.g. helping the poor, those in need, our beloved ones) and offering
(e.g. offering food, drinks, flowers, sweets), as well as into particular politeness formulae.
Although there were only six mentions of respect in the situated data, while this was the
third most frequent abstract concept associated with politeness, the situated examples
have told us more about the people who deserve our respect, such as the elderly, service
providers or other drivers on the road.

The main finding emerging from the situated examples in the Greek data is that,
unlike our British participants, the Greeks associate politeness equally with public and
private contexts. This confirms the findings of Bella & Ogiermann’s (2019) study, where
more than half of the examples of impolite behaviour referred to private contexts (2019:
172). Sifianou, on the other hand, does not explicitly differentiate between private and
public contexts in her work, though in Sifianou & Tzanne, the authors mention in passing
that “the instances of impoliteness cited by our informants relate to cases involving
members of out-groups” (2010: 683).

4.2.3 Discussion
Overall, the analysis of situated examples of polite behaviour has broadened our
understanding of British and Greek conceptualisations of politeness that we had reached
based on the analysis conducted in section 4.1. The main finding emerging from the
situated data is that our British participants associate politeness primarily with public
contexts and interactions with strangers, with very few examples referring to private
contexts involving friends. The Greek data, on the other hand, yielded a much more
balanced distribution between examples of politeness in public and private contexts, with
the latter involving not only friends, but also various family members. The larger variety
of contexts and addressees in the Greek data has also revealed an overall broader
understanding of politeness than the one emerging from the British data.

Conversely, while a substantial proportion of the British examples described service
encounters and focused on the polite behaviour of the service provider, service encounters
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were infrequent in the Greek data and focused mainly on the customers’ behaviour. At
the same time, the majority of the British examples described encounters between status
equal strangers, involving different forms of help or assistance, i.e. behaviour that can be
described as altruistic. This stands in stark contrast to the examples of service encounters
provided by our British informants where the polite behaviour of the service providers
was often viewed as instrumental and/or not necessarily genuine, an aspect of politeness
that was entirely absent from the Greek data.

Placing the situated data in the two super-categories of politeness proposed by
Fukushima & Sifianou, namely consideration and appropriate behaviour (2017: 536),
shows that the former is more dominant in the Greek data where it makes up 76% (135
of 177) of all situated examples, while it only accounts for 59% (63 of 106) of the English
data. This means that only 24% (42/177) of the situated Greek examples and 41%
(43/106) of the British examples represent different forms of appropriate behaviour. At
the same time, almost all examples of appropriate behaviour in the English data (39/43)
appeared within the context of providing a service or aiming at obtaining something,
where politeness (or appropriate behaviour) was used instrumentally.

While Fukushima & Sifianou (2017) do not distinguish between situated and
abstract conceptualisations of politeness in their data, our analysis of abstract concepts
(4.1) has shown that these tend to be difficult to categorise since, just as politeness, they
can represent a wide range of connotations. A further problem arises when one considers
the high number of concepts named by our participants (a total of 91 in English and 75 in
Greek) and the relatively short list of concepts comprising the two categories proposed
by Fukushima & Sifianou (2017). Bearing in mind that the inclusion of any abstract
concepts in either category necessarily relies on the analysts’ understandings of these
concepts, and focusing on the most frequent concepts in our data, one could argue that
kindness and thoughtfulness can be placed in the same category as consideration and
respect. These four terms make up 27% of the English data. Manners, adherence to social
norms and the use of politeness formulae amount to 17.7% and, if friendly and nice are
understood in terms of Fukushima & Sifianou’s (2017) category of pleasant disposition,
the category of appropriate behaviour would amount to 26.6% of all English abstract
politeness concepts.

Hence, unlike the categorisation of the situated examples in the English data, that
of the abstract terms results in an even split between concepts related to consideration
and appropriate behaviour. Also, the abstract concepts used by our British participants
do not convey any indication of the instrumental side of politeness emerging from the
situated examples, which could mean that politeness as an abstract concept is less likely
to evoke negative associations. The Greek data also show a more even division between
abstract concepts related to consideration and appropriate behaviour than do the situated
examples. Just as in the English data, consideration, represented by helping, respect,
support and listening amounts to 27% of the Greek politeness-related concepts, while the
use of politeness formulae, speaking nicely, smiling and calmness make up 23.6% of the
Greek data.’®

Another interesting suggestion Fukushima & Sifianou (2017) make is that
appropriate behaviour tends to involve instances of verbal politeness, and consideration
of non-verbal politeness. However, this is again problematic when considering that
abstract concepts like manners, consideration, respect can refer to both verbal and non-
verbal forms of behaviour.

® 1t should, however, be borne in mind that the concepts we have discussed only account for roughly half
of the data in each of the languages and that some of the less frequent concepts named by our participants
could also be assigned to one of Fukushima & Sifianou’s (2017) categories.
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Although not all of the examples of politeness in our data could be classified as
verbal or non-verbal, both sets of data contained numerous mentions of specific speech
acts, such as thanking, apologising, complimenting, offering, greeting, and of polite
formulae, such as ‘please’, ‘excuse me’, ‘miss’, ‘sir’, ‘you’re welcome’ inter alia.
References to either verbal (example 26) or non-verbal (example 27) forms of politeness
could also be derived from the definitions provided by our participants:

(26) Saying things that will prevent them from being uncomfortable
(27) Politeness is acting in a certain way that pleases someone.

Overall, among the responses that could be classified as referring to verbal or non-
verbal forms of politeness, in the English data there were 145 examples and definitions
referring to non-verbal and 59 referring to verbal forms of behaviour, as well as 43
examples that referred to both. The Greek data, on the other hand, contained 279 examples
of non-verbal and 98 mentions of verbal forms of politeness, as well as 29 responses with
both verbal and non-verbal elements.

Figure 1. Verbal vs. non-verbal forms of politeness in English and Greek data

ENGLISH GREEK

mNon-verbal mVerbal m=Both mNon-verbal mVerbal =Both

As these pie charts illustrate, speakers of both languages showed an overwhelming
preference for examples and definitions of non-verbal politeness. This supports the
findings of metapragmatic politeness research based on elicited data (e.g. Sifianou 1992,
Sifianou & Tzanne 2010, Ogiermann & Suszczynska 2011, Bella & Ogiermann 2019),
where non-verbal forms of politeness have proved to be more salient than verbal ones.

5. Conclusions
Contrastive politeness research to date has been mainly conducted within cross-cultural
pragmatics, where the focus tends to be on comparing the linguistic realisations of a
speech act across languages. Since this research area uses a universal politeness
framework, the findings of such studies are mainly quantitative in nature. Any
interpretations linking the groups’ divergent preferences for particular speech act
strategies with culture-specific pragmatic norms tend to be based on the analysts’
intuitions.

The findings emerging from contrastive research that takes an emic approach to
politeness, in contrast, have relatively little to say about specific linguistic realisations of
politeness, but provide a fairly broad perspective on how lay members of the studied
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cultures conceptualise politeness and what exactly it is that they think of when they think
of politeness. The present study confirms the findings of previous metapragmatic studies
which had shown that linguistic politeness plays a much less central role for lay members
than the almost exclusive focus on language in politeness research to date would suggest.

Overall, the British participants provided more examples of language use,
especially in the context of service encounters. At the same time, many of them noted that
this type of politeness is not necessarily an expression of genuine attentiveness. The main
difference between the Greek and the British understandings of politeness emerging from
our data was that the British participants associated politeness almost exclusively with
public contexts involving strangers while the Greeks provided numerous examples
involving friends and family members. This much broader understanding of politeness,
reflected in the wide range of addressees and forms of behaviour described by our Greek
participants is in line with previous research on Greek politeness (e.g. Sifianou 1992,
Sifianou & Tzanne 2010). Very few of our British participants associated politeness with
close relationships and the few examples that were provided all referred to the use of
polite language, primarily thanking.

The Greek situated data largely fit into the two categories of consideration and
appropriate behaviour suggested by Fukushima & Sifianou’s (2017). The dominance of
the former is also supported by the abstract politeness concepts our respondents referred
to, the most frequent of them being helping. According to Fukushima & Sifianou (2017:
537), the increasing centrality of helping in Greek people’s perceptions of politeness can
be attributed to the ongoing financial crisis in Greece that has called for solidarity actions.

While the concept of helping was less frequent in the British data, the majority of
situated examples provided by our British participants described different forms of
helping behaviour in public contexts: situations in which somebody does something,
without benefit to self or even at one’s own expense, for a person they do not know and,
in all probability, will never see again. At the same time, the British data do not fit the
categories of consideration and appropriate behaviour as neatly as do the Greek data,
with the latter taking on two different functions. The majority of British examples that
referred to the use of polite language described instrumental forms of politeness. The few
examples of genuine linguistic politeness, both in public and private contexts, were
regarded as polite because they had exceeded the recipient’s expectations. Our
participants had either specifically pointed out that a certain expression came across as
genuine or described linguistic behaviour that was particularly effusive and/or
accompanied by non-verbal actions.

Given the centrality of helping behaviour in both sets of data, the classification of
Greece as a positive and Britain as a negative politeness culture has proved difficult to
maintain. Equally, the analysis of abstract politeness concepts has resulted in a fairly even
split between concepts referring to positive and negative politeness in both cultures under
investigation. At the same time, both data sets contained a wide range of concepts,
showing a great degree of variability in what people associate with politeness. This is
partly related to the fact that the category of politeness-related concepts used in this study
was broader than in studies that have examined semantic fields (Blum-Kulka 1992),
semantic domains (Pizziconi 2007), conceptual structures (Ide et al. 1992) or the
metalanguage of politeness (Culpeper et al. 2019), all of which focused on synonyms of
the adjective polite in the examined languages.

Yet different aspects of politeness emerge when the analysis moves away from the
semantics of politeness towards lay member’s experiences of politeness. The main
difference between abstract concepts and contextualised examples of politeness emerging
from our data (albeit only in the English data) is that the former are more likely to trigger
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associations with appropriateness than does situated data. While the situated British
examples contained many critical assessments of politeness, only one abstract definition
conveyed this attitude by stating that politeness is “not honest depending on context”.
Context is clearly crucial in conceptualising politeness, which is why emic analyses of
politeness need to go beyond looking at abstract semantic fields (however they are called).
As some recent qualitative analyses have shown, politeness-related terms can also be
interpreted and used differently by speakers of different varieties of one language
(Culpeper et al. 2019) and across generations (Bella & Ogiermann 2019).

Another problem we have raised in relation to the interpretation of politeness-
related terms is the role of the analyst in interpreting the data. Studies based on elicited
data, especially, while providing an emic perspective on the term polite, are unable to
provide the same kind of perspective on the terms named by the participants. In this
respect, corpus studies have an advantage over elicited data as corpus software, such as
Sketch Engine, can measure the strength of association between the term polite and its
collocates, as well as between any pairs of collocates of polite. However, ultimately, any
analysis that involves placing politeness-related terms into categories is a top-down
approach guided by the analysts’ understandings of these terms.

A clear disadvantage of using corpora, compared to elicited data, is the way in
which the relevant terms are retrieved from a corpus, with the findings presenting
distributional patterns, rather than being the result of reflexivity — an essential element of
metapragmatics. However, despite the rather different processes of arriving at the results
underlying these two methods, there are some similarities in the terms elicited through
association tasks and the distributional patters emerging from a corpus search, and
politeness research would certainly benefit from some engagement with how exactly
these methods affect the results.

While this study has succeeded in illustrating cross-cultural differences (as well as
some striking similarities) in conceptualising politeness in Britain and Greece, one of its
limitations is that although ultimately both groups of participants produced the same types
of answers, they were elicited by asking slightly different questions, which may have had
some impact on the findings. In general, metapragmatic politeness studies using elicited
data have relied on fairly intuitive research designs, with the questions asked rarely going
beyond simply asking people what they think politeness is.

One important aspect missing in studies to date is the exploration of the reasons
why people find something im/polite (but see Ogiermann & Dubrovskaja, in preparation),
which would allow more insight into pragmatic norms and the moral order. As suggested
by Pinto (2011: 218), studies of politeness should “embrace the biased beliefs and
attitudes that underlie their assessments”, a clear challenge for future politeness studies,
especially those relying on corpora.

The present study has also raised some problems in relation to how theoretical work
on metapragmatics has been integrated into in im/politeness research. Generally, the
studies that do refer to this work do so without devoting much thought to how it applies
to the politeness analyses at hand. The concept of metalanguage as, for instance, discussed
by Verschueren (2000: 447), even if restricted to explicit metalanguage, is much broader
than the phenomena examined in politeness studies. Another limitation of theoretical
accounts for the study of politeness is that they refer to language use only, while
evaluations of im/politeness are often triggered by non-verbal behaviour and, as clearly
emerges from studies on metapragmatic politeness, these non-verbal actions dominate lay
perceptions of im/politeness. Hence, we either need to decide to what extent and in what
ways theoretical work on metapragmatics can help us understand metapragmatic
politeness — or perhaps simply acknowledge that these two disciplines engage with quite
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different things, as does Caffi, who considers three different and separate, “senses in
which it is possible to speak of metapragmatics” (2006: 625).
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