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Chapter 2.  Theorising Politeness: 

Introduction

In this chapter, I critically survey some of the work which has been undertaken on linguistic politeness. Brown and Levinson's (1978, 1987) model of politeness has influenced almost all of the theoretical and analytical work in this field.
  However, in recent years there have been a number of critiques of their work, many of them synthesised in Eelen's work (Eelen, 2001).  I would like to consider some of the problems which have been identified in their work, in order to suggest alternative forms of analysis. My intention in this chapter and in the book as a whole is not to attempt to negate the importance of this work by Brown and Levinson: in many ways, as a system of analysis, it works very well, within its own terms.  However, perhaps this is one of the major difficulties with the model, that, in some respects, it works a little too well -  it can be  made to work well on a range of different languages,  as many linguists have shown, but it does this by focusing on a very restricted model of what constitutes politeness (Fukushima, 2000;  Sifianou, 1992)  And yet, despite the fact that data can be found to fit the model, to prove that speakers use positive politeness and negative politeness strategies,  it is clear that politeness is a much more complex phenomenon.  Watts et.al. argue that `politeness, despite the eagerness with which empirical researchers have used existing theories, remains elusive' (Watts, et.al. 1992: 11).  Although data can be found which seems to prove that this model of politeness is adequate, when we analyse how politeness actually functions within conversation, Brown and Levinson's model can only deal with certain elements of the data, for example where participants are overtly and clearly polite,  and not others.  My criticism of  the model of politeness that Brown and Levinson have developed stems from the difficulties outlined in Chapter One with the models of communication and interpretation of data drawn on by linguists which lead to generalisations being made about language, which are not sustainable. 
   In addition, however,  I  have reservations about the way that Brown and Levinson view politeness itself and the methodology that they employ to analyse it.  In this chapter, I review some of the critical literature on politeness, but I do not intend to be comprehensive in my coverage, since many of the theorists are simply applying Brown and Levinson's model without modification; thus, the criticisms of Brown and Levinson's work apply equally to their work.  However, I will discuss those critics who have substantially modified elements of Brown and Levinson's model and have produced new and insightful ways of thinking about politeness. What I would like to propose instead is a far more complex model of politeness which is concerned with the way that assessments of what politeness consists of are developed by individuals engaging with others in communities of practice, in the process of mapping out identities and positions for themselves and others within hierarchies and affiliative networks.

I  begin by briefly describing Brown and Levinson's model of politeness.  I describe the problems entailed with the use of this model and I go on to examine the problems with what they see as the constituents of politeness, their model of communication and their methodology.

Brown and Levinson argue for a pragmatic analysis of politeness which involves a concentration on the amount of verbal `work' which individual speakers have to perform in their utterances to counteract the force of potential threats to the `face' of the hearer. Face is a term drawn, via Goffman, rather loosely from the Chinese, to describe the self-image which the speaker or hearer would like to see maintained in the interaction (Goffman, 1967; 1999/1967). Brown and Levinson state that  `face is something that is emotionally invested, and that can be lost, maintained or enhanced, and must be constantly attended to in interaction' (Brown & Levinson, 1978:66).  A threat to a person's face is termed a Face Threatening Act (FTA), and they argue that such threats generally  require a mitigating statement or some verbal repair (politeness), otherwise a breakdown of communication will ensue.
  They see politeness primarily as a matter of strategies adopted by speakers and they analyse four broad strategies: bald on record, where an FTA is presented in unmitigated form; positive politeness which  `anoints the face of the addressee by indicating that in some respects, S[peaker] wants H[earer]'s wants (e.g. by treating him/her as a member of an in-group, a friend, a person whose wants and personality traits are known and liked)' ; negative politeness which `is essentially avoidance-based and consist(s)…in assurances that the speaker…will not interfere with the addressee's freedom of action,' and off-record, where the speaker does not openly state the FTA or does so in an ambiguous way (Brown and Levinson: 1978: 75).   Bald on record is characterised as open admission of an FTA; positive politeness is concerned with demonstrating closeness and affiliation (for example, by using compliments), negative politeness is concerned with distance and formality (for example, through the use of apologies, mitigation and hedges ) and off-record is an attempt to avoid overtly committing an FTA, through the use of indirectness, ambiguous utterances or silence. Thus, politeness is viewed as a form of strategic behaviour which the speaker engages in, weighing up the potential threat to the hearer, the degree of familiarity with the hearer, the power relationship between them, and modifying the utterance accordingly.

Problems with Brown and Levinson's Model of Politeness

This view of  politeness is problematic for a number of reasons.  Brown and Levinson and many other theorists, particularly Holmes, (1995), whose work I will discuss more fully in Chapter 5,  implicitly assume that politeness is necessarily `a good thing', and that politeness is akin to being nice, considerate and thoughtful. However, this positive view of politeness may be drawn upon by speakers  and used in a manipulative, strategic  way.  Sell  argues for a less benign model of politeness, since in earlier periods of British history, politeness `would connote, not a refinement in feeling, but only the most sinister refinement in lying' and politeness should therefore be seen as  `a velvet glove within which to hide one or another kind of iron fist' (Sell, 1991, cited in Watts, 1992a:45). Several of the interviewees for this study remarked upon the way that they felt other people were very manipulative in their use of politeness, that in order to achieve their long-term goals, they were prepared to use politeness `insincerely'.  In some cases this lack of sincerity is perceived by all of the interactants , for example, the use of the almost mandatory phrase `With respect..'  or ` With great respect...' in political debates,  used as a preface to devastating criticism. Montgomery (1999) argues that sincerity or lack of sincerity is a key element in judging the  validity of others' statements, and may also be related to the degree to which we feel affiliated to others. (see also, Walsh, 2001). In relation to politeness, assessment of the degree of sincerity or commitment of the politeness or impoliteness is crucial. However, within Brown and Levinson's model we have to assume that all politeness is sincere.

Brown and Levinson argue that politeness is essentially a question of avoiding Face Threatening Acts.   But sometimes their notion of what constitutes an FTA is perverse; for example, they and many other theorists state that  asking a stranger to pass you the salt at dinner constitutes an FTA which must be mitigated by the use of  `Can you…' or `please'.  Since in most societies, asking someone to pass something constitutes what are considered as `free gifts' and therefore does not threaten  face, or risk involving them in further conversation, we might ask what the threat to face in this act consists of : talking to a stranger at all, asking someone to do something which has the potential for refusal ? If such acts are considered to be FTAs, then the view of society as a whole is a particularly negative one; and, as Sifianou shows in her analysis of Greek politeness strategies, this seems a particularly Anglocentric view of society and what it is permissible to ask strangers to do. (Sifianou, 1992) Furthermore,  politeness encompasses a wide range of behaviours apart from simply avoiding a threat to the face wants of others. Politeness may function as a way of avoiding responsibility and it may be used as a way of hiding one's real intentions.   Let us take an example to show the complexity, even within Brown and Levinson's terms, of deciding what a particular polite act means or functions to achieve. If we analyse apologies, we might be led to assume that an apology, such as `I'm sorry for my behaviour last night', would be an instance of negative politeness which would, in some way, restore the balance for a perceived indiscretion or problem.  Brown and Levinson argue that if `a breach of face respect occurs, this constitutes a kind of debt that must be made up by positive reparation if the original level of face respect is to be maintained’ and they go on to argue that : `an apology is a debt that must be paid and cannot simply be annulled by a generous creditor’. (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 241)   However, in some senses, an apology itself may also produce a certain degree of imbalance and impose an obligation on the hearer or recipient. (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 243). Thus, being polite does not necessarily restore a mythical balance to conversation; it may in fact be judged to be indebting the other party.  I would argue that this notion of balance is much more complex than Brown and Levinson propose, and that each interactant might have a different notion of whether the balance has been achieved.  Indeed, the notion that balance is achievable may be a working hypothesis in interactions, but does not result in an actual  state of balance. Furthermore, whilst the apology may have been sincere, the hearer may decide not to accept it at face value. Lakoff notes that `unlike most speech acts it is the form of the apology that counts.  It is less important whether it is sincere than that it gets made' (Lakoff, 2001: 23).
  She goes on to describe the complex positing and avoiding  of blame  and responsibility which can go on in apologies, for example when US President Reagan was interpreted as suggesting that Martin Luther King had been a Communist, there was a call for an apology to King's widow.  Reagan called Mrs. King and she stated that he had offered her an `apology', whereas White House aides stated that Reagan had offered an `explanation'. Lakoff asks `How was it possible for  [Reagan's] reported conversation with Mrs King to be interpreted by her as an apology and by his spokesman  as an explanation? And why was it so important to the Reagan administration that the statement not go into the public record as an apology that they were willing to risk offending a significant segment of the (voting) population?' (Lakoff, 2001: 26)  Similarly, when President Clinton apologised for his sexual misdemeanours, there was great debate about whether his apology was sufficient, and whether the words which he had used could be considered to constitute a full apology. Thus, apologies should be seen as complex negotiations between interactants over status and over who is seen to be `in the right',  which cannot be simply analysed as reparations for face threat.  

The type of model of analysis used by Brown and Levinson reifies politeness.  This reification of politeness can be most clearly seen in Leech's work where he argues that, in addition to Grice’s Co-operative Principle (CP),  we should add a Politeness Principle (Leech, 1983).  This politeness principle consists of maxims of tact, generosity, approbation, modesty, agreement and sympathy. Leech also suggests that there is a difference between what he terms absolute politeness, that is acts which are inherently polite, no matter what the context (for example, offers) and relative politeness, which consists of all of the linguistic acts which are dependent on context for whether they are considered polite or not. Brown and Levinson (1987)  disagree with Leech, arguing that the proliferation of maxims in Leech's work is unhelpful, and that politeness operates in a different way to the Co-operative Principle itself; for them,  the CP is an unmarked framework for communication, whereas politeness is a deviation.  Some theorists like Jary (1998) argue that, rather than adding another principle to Grice's Co-operative Principle, we should simply substitute the Principle of Relevance, which he argues, as Sperber and Wilson do, subsumes all of the other maxims. (Jary, 1998; Sperber and Wilson, 1986).  Jary states: `for Brown and Levinson the communication of politeness is the aim of polite linguistic behaviour.  But if this is the case, then politeness must always be communicated by the use of what are commonly called polite forms and strategies, or why else would the rational communicator employ them?  In contrast, the relevance theoretic view predicts that these forms and strategies will only communicate something above and beyond their underlying message if the value of W [weightiness of the FTA] represented by the form or strategy chosen does not match the communicators' mutually manifest assumptions concerning W.  Brown and Levinson's account is based on the assumption that there are linguistic forms specified for particular speech acts - imperatives for directives, for example - and that the non-use of these inevitably conveys extra meaning. Sperber and Wilson, in contrast, assume less.  Their model rests on the assumption that a communicator will choose the most relevant stimulus compatible with her abilities and preferences and that this will be worth the addressee's effort to process' (Jary, 1998:7). Thus, rather than assuming that politeness is recognised by all interactants, Jary suggests a model of politeness which focuses on the individual processing work  required within interaction and what the addressee might assume of the addresser's intentions.  However,  where we need to extend Jary's and Sperber and Wilson's work is to see that processing should not simply be seen in terms of the individual's cognitive processing, as if this takes place in a vacuum.  What I am proposing is a model which focuses on the processing which an individual does in relation to the norms which s/he assumes exist within the  community of practice and wider society.  In addition it is important to acknowledge  the constraints which those wider groupings impose on the individual.

Many critics, drawing on the reified model of politeness adopted by Brown and Levinson, analyse politeness in isolation and  do not consider forms of linguistic behaviour related to and overlapping with politeness, such as courtesy and etiquette.
  Whilst some imply that etiquette and courtesy  are outdated, ritualised  and institutionalised forms of behaviour, not related to everyday politeness, for many of the older middle class white women whom I interviewed, etiquette and politeness, whilst not synonymous, overlap to a great extent. 
   For example, one interviewee stated that she has a rule, which she believes is part of the requirements of behaviour for those of  her class background, that she can only leave a party, after she has spoken to every person present.   These types of `rules' which people think are operating in relation to politeness have some force and therefore should not be separated off from politeness as simple `folklinguistic notions' or as `outdated practices' but rather analysed as part of what constitutes social politeness.   Watts argues that the history of politeness leads to certain types of politeness  and views of politeness itself being `fossilised' or associated with certain positions within society associated with power.  He argues that, in the 18th century, `politeness was inextricably linked to social class and socio-political power, so much so that those who did not cultivate politeness in their own individual styles of language usage were open to social stigmatisation and political persecution' (Watts, 1992a:44). He goes on to claim that `politeness was a sign of good breeding and high social status, but it did not necessarily correlate with consideration of deference towards other individuals' (ibid.). Sell also argues that `at the zenith of its lofty meaning, politeness was the quintessentially Augustan aspiration, involving a view of [humans] as both source and beneficiary of the blessings of civilisation and intellectual enlightenment … it was associated with the metropolitan aristocracy as opposed to rural life and cultural provinciality.  It meant a high degree of mental cultivation and elegant refinement, polished manners and neo-classical good taste' (Sell, 1992:110; see also Langford, 1989). This history of a particular type of politeness may or may not have an impact on speakers in the present, but we have to be aware that, for some speakers, the range of class, race and gender positions available to them, determine that the notion of good breeding and social position make certain forms of polite behaviour more salient for them in terms of their self-definition, and stereotypes of gender particularly depend upon these associations (Ehlich, 1992; Sell, 1992).  These views of politeness may have very material effects, as Berk-Seligson has pointed out in her analysis of politeness in witness testimony in courtrooms;  even when we only analyse the addition of polite markers such as `sir' in the speech of defendants, it seems to make a substantial impact on the outcome of the trial (Berk-Seligson, 1988).  It is debatable what the exact function of conventionalised politeness is in courtroom assessments, since it is sometimes argued that politeness (or at least such factors as deference and hesitation) are indicative of powerless speech (O'Barr and Atkins,  1980).  However,  Parkinson (1979) argues that `defendants who use polite forms and speak in complete sentences are more likely to be acquitted' (cited in Berk-Seligson, 1988: 413).  Since middle class speech norms tend to predominate  within the courtroom, it is highly likely that questions of etiquette and formal politeness play a role in constructing a positive and hence sympathetic view of defendants. Thus, associated elements such as etiquette and courtesy may play a role in individual assessments of what level or type of politeness is appropriate in a particular context, and therefore should not be excluded from our model of politeness.

Brown and Levinson vary between seeing human beings as, in essence, co-operative towards one another - politeness thus functioning as a signal to both participants of this co-operative intent - whilst at the same time holding to a view that humans mask their aggression towards one another through the use of politeness, where politeness functions as a protective barrier between interactants.
   In the first view, politeness is a signal of co-operativeness; however, Jucker argues that such a view of politeness is not general enough, because it  `applies to certain types of verbal interaction only … [it] applies only to those that are co-operative.  For instance, communication in police interrogations, in cross-examinations in court, in political interviews, etc, are, as is well known, very often less than optimally co-operative' (Jucker, 1988:376).  Werkhofer criticises the second view that politeness functions to protect individuals from others, when he says: `polite conversation is defined [in Brown and Levinson's work]  as a way of avoiding or compensating for the undesirable consequences of "true" communication, or even of breaking communication entirely' (Werkhofer, 1992: 181).   Both views characterise politeness as unilaterally functioning to achieve one particular goal in interaction.  Sifianou tries to see politeness less as a means of `restraining feelings and emotions in order to avoid conflict' and more as `a means of expressing them' (Sifianou, 1992: 82). Thus, in her view, politeness allows aggression a socially  acceptable or mediated  form of expression.  Brown and Levinson, in a similar fashion, argue that `politeness, like formal diplomatic protocol ... presupposes that potential for aggression as it seeks to disarm it, and makes possible communication between potentially aggressive parties' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:2).  However, this view of communication,  that human beings are, in essence, aggressive towards each other, and that politeness is what mediates this `primitive' aggressive drive, is ideological. We need not see participants in interaction as either primarily aggressive but mitigating their behaviour for their own ends, or as primarily co-operative and only violating that co-operative principle for specific aggressive ends.  Interactants in conversation at different times in a conversation, according to their own perceived needs and pressures upon them will be aggressive or co-operative (or many other types of behaviour), but neither one need to be seen as primary. Werkhofer (1992) suggests that, instead of attributing a particular value or function to politeness,  we see it as a medium like money which mediates between individuals but which does not have any particular force or value itself; like money, it is only important for what can be achieved through its use.
   Thus, what I would like to integrate into Brown and Levinson's model of politeness is a sense of variability amongst speakers, and speakers negotiating with a range of constraints which are determined by the context and social pressures of the community of practice as a whole.  For example, for some of the older female, white middle class women whom I interviewed, politeness was seen by them to be their `job', when they were in a group conversation, particularly for those who did not have paid employment outside the home.  For example, if one member of a group was interrupted by someone  and thus prevented from completing a story or a joke, several of these interviewees remarked that they felt that they should `sort it out' and ensure that they asked the person at the next possible opportunity  to continue their story. Indeed, having observed all of these female interviewees in conversations in which I have taken part, this is precisely what they consistently do. Part of their perceived role is keeping a watchful eye on the way conversation proceeds, ensuring that everyone has a fair share of speaking time and is not interrupted or silenced particularly by male speakers.  Watts et.al remark: `Politeness is a dynamic concept, always open to adaptation and change in any group, in any age and indeed at any time.  It is not a social anthropological given which  can simply be applied to the analysis of social interaction, but actually arises out of that interaction' (Watts, et.al. 1992: 11)   However, whilst this is true, what must be recognised is that within British culture at present, many white middle class females regard politeness and etiquette as their occupation and many of them feel it is of great importance; however, this view of the importance of their linguistic work is not shared by everyone and many in other social groups see politeness as superfluous and trivial, perhaps because of its association with this group of women.

Brown and Levinson concentrate on the analysis of the individual speaker's intentions in relation to politeness and this focus on the individual seems to contradict their characterisation of the phenomenon of politeness itself which is, seemingly for them, so group- and other-oriented. As Ehlich argues `polite activity is an activity that recognises the socially constructed limit as being relevant to the activity itself' (Ehlich, 1992: 76).  Held argues that Brown and Levinson manage to deal with the relationship between the group and the individual in that their model `[reveals] and [abstracts] out the multi-level relationship of tension between universality and specificity on the one hand and strict conventions and situation-specific variation on the other' (Held, 1992:131).  However, she does recognise that, in their model in general, `the broad scope of polite behaviour has … undergone a certain reduction to rational, goal-directed behaviour strategies' (Held, 1992: 131).  This focus by Brown and Levinson on the individual strategies does not allow us to analyse the way in which individuals are constrained in their behaviour because of expectations which they assume operate in the  community of practice.
   If we take the example of formulaic politeness elements, such as `please' and `thank you' and greeting someone when you meet them, these elements are not decided on by the individual at all, (although there may be some leeway in terms of personal style).  As Harris Bond et al. argue `When particular linguistic items are frequently used to perform a particular communicative strategy, they become conventionally associated with that strategy … the speaker who uses one of these will not be taken to have communicated anything about his or her politeness, but rather simply to have fulfilled a social convention' (Harris Bond, et al. 2000:68).  Thus, certain language items which may be classified as polite within the Brown and Levinson model are generally  not perceived by interlocutors as polite at all, but simply as behaviour which is demanded by the context. For example, there are a range of behaviours which are generally performed  `just to be polite' or `for politeness' sake'.   When I offered a good friend some marrows, as we had a glut, she said  `I'll refuse and be rude, rather than accept and throw them away, as I don't like marrows.'  This statement suggests that certain people would accept the marrows  `out of politeness' , even though they did not want them, and would then throw them away, because refusing a gift could be interpreted as impolite.  Here, the fact that the person is a close friend and also that she has a consistently direct personal style enables her to `override' such considerations of the social obligations of politeness. But others may be constrained to perform acts which are not necessarily in their interests but which they do because they feel that the situation demands it.  This sense of behaving `for politeness' sake' cannot be captured within Brown and Levinson's model. A further example of this social politeness can be found in Christie's work, where she discusses the use of the third person pronoun and honorific terms in Parliamentary discourse, where reference to `the honourable member for Slough' is determined by conformity to the norms associated with the context of the House of Commons, rather than being an individual choice on the part of the speaker (Christie, 2002; see also Shaw, 2002). 

Janney and Arndt suggest that we therefore need to integrate into Brown and Levinson's model a notion of `social politeness' which is `rooted in people's need for smoothly organised interaction with other members of their group. As members of groups, people must behave in more or less predictable ways in order to achieve social co-ordination and sustain communication' (Janney and Arndt, 1992:23).  Whilst I would not agree with their emphasis on the smoothness of interaction as the aim of interactants, I believe this notion of social politeness is useful, enabling us to see communities of practice  providing a framework within which individuals come to judge what they see as `appropriate' linguistic behaviour.  What Janney and Arndt distinguish between is `social politeness' and `tact', that is, a sense of a level of politeness which the speakers and hearers assume is determined by the context, setting or wider social rules (social politeness), in contrast to the individual choice about what level of politeness to use (tact).
  Janney and Arndt state that  `social politeness is somewhat like a system of social traffic rules, while tact is more a matter of interpersonal driving styles and strategies' (Janney and Arndt, 1992:24). 
   Ide et.al. make a similar distinction between `discernment' and `volition', that is those elements which are  determined largely by the language and culture, and those which are chosen by the speaker her/himself (Ide, et.al. 1992).   In  cultures such as Japan, where honorifics are part of the grammatical structure of the language, and where their use is seen as showing respect and recognition of one's position within the social order, Coulmas argues that `[honorifics] are an essential part of linguistic conduct at all times, in most cases because their omission would render the utterance incomprehensible or provoke misunderstanding' (Coulmas, 1992: 320).
  In cases such as this, the expression of linguistic politeness and the force of social imperatives seems to be remarkably interlinked. As Fukushima remarks: `Brown and Levinson see politeness as an instrumental system of means to satisfy individual face wants, while the Chinese view politeness as exercising a normative function in constraining individual speech acts as well as the sequence of talk exchanges.  Failure to observe politeness will incur social sanctions' (Fukushima, 2000:52).  This is also true not only of the system in China and Japan, but also in Britain where failure to adhere to what is social expected also leads to social sanctions.

Watts argues that we need to make a distinction between `politic' and `polite' behaviour; for him, politic behaviour is `socio-culturally determined behaviour directed towards the goal of establishing and/or maintaining in a state of equilibrium the personal relationships between the individuals of a social group', whereas polite behaviour is `making other people have a better opinion of oneself’ (Watts, 1992a:50). This seems a useful, though counter-intuitive,  distinction, since in some research on politeness, it is in fact social politeness or politic behaviour which is taken to stand for politeness in general.  For some of the children I interviewed, politeness was considered to be saying `please' and `thank you' and not swearing, and they mentioned that it was concerned with  `being nice' or `considerate'. Thus, politeness for them consisted of those behaviours which had been drilled into them by adults and which social convention at home and at school dictated that they should use. Interestingly, it is in politic/social politeness, that form of conventionalised  politeness which needs to be taught explicitly to children, that there was a great deal of resistance and a great deal of variation. Different children within the group I interviewed had varying ideas of what exactly was acceptable and appropriate even within social politeness, which Watts (1992a)  suggests implicitly is largely a matter of  socially agreed norms.
   The notion that one could accrue some positive benefit for oneself through the use of politeness was only commented upon by older interviewees and seems to be a more sophisticated and manipulative view of the possible function of politeness. 

Watts (1992a) argues that verbal acts are only assessed as polite when they go beyond the bounds of what is considered appropriately politic; for example, when someone uses `sir' in addressing an interlocutor, when strictly speaking, it would not be considered necessary within that particular context and community of practice.
   Thus, through this type of behaviour the speaker manipulates the perceptions of the norms of polite behaviour in order to enhance his/her standing in the group.  Watts suggests that only behaviour which can be classified as  `non-altruistic and clearly egocentric' should be termed polite behaviour, in sharp contrast to conventional ways of viewing polite behaviour as displaying concern for others. (Watts, 1992a:69)
    For Blum Kulka, what is important about politeness is that it is a form of behaviour which others judge us on globally; she asks `Why be linguistically polite ?  In other words, why do languages around the world provide their speakers with alternative modes of expression for both propositional and relational attitudes, assigning social values to their choices?' (Blum Kulka, 1992: 270)  Although this is not a question which can be answered, since the origins or development of politeness are not accessible to inquiry, the question is a valid one which forces us to consider the exact range of functions which politeness has.
   Politeness cannot simply be seen as a form of behaviour chosen by individuals for reasons of considerateness for others,  for reasons of self-interest, or because of social constraints, but must be seen as a type of behaviour which may be chosen or which we may feel is forced upon us, for a range of different motivations. This multifunctionality helps to explain the wide range of interpretations which may be given to utterances intended as polite by others. 

In considering social politeness, it is important to consider the notion of appropriateness. Appropriateness is very difficult to engage with, as Walsh has noted, since it is often associated with linguistically conservative analysis, denoting what should be considered appropriate  (Walsh, 2001: 9ff.). Appropriateness or appropriacy is a term which is generally employed to avoid analysis of  the structural inequalities in conversation which lead to certain modes of evaluation being drawn on which favour the dominant group’s norms. Janney and Arndt argue that `as long as politeness is defined as (linguistically or conventionally) “appropriate behaviour”… little in the way of an adequate approach to the subject is likely to emerge.  Our suggestion [is]…to lower the level of idealisation, leave the analysis of the rules of politeness (and other logical constructs) to philosophers, and begin paying more systematic attention to how people actually express their feelings to each other in everyday conversation'  (Janney and Arndt, 1992:22).  The problem arises if we assume that it is possible to independently assess appropriacy; however appropriacy is something which individual formulate themselves in order to judge others’ and their own utterances. Appropriateness remains a useful term to use with caution when discussing the way that individuals come to an assessment of their own and other’s utterances in relation to a set of perceived group norms.  It should be noted that individuals may have misguided notions of what is appropriate within a particular group, for example if they are a peripheral group member (Bucholtz, 1999b).  Individuals may also not themselves decide on what they consider appropriate but simply follow the lead of others. Thus, if one member of the group adopts  a particular style and level of politeness, for example, using title and last name, other people may follow this practice (Bargiela et. al. 2002).  Furthermore,  some of the people I interviewed remarked on the way that  they felt that the politeness norms of a particular community of practice conflicted with their individual wishes or desires.  These hypothesised norms determined what for them was appropriate behaviour.  For example, several interviewees remarked on the way that, in certain conversations,  they continued to talk on particular topics  which they themselves were not interested in, simply because the person they were talking to seemed to be interested, and there was no easy way to change the topic to something more interesting.  One interviewee remarked that at a party which had been given in her honour, she found herself  talking to someone whom she was not particularly interested in,  who had been rather left out of  the general conversation.  However, because she had been talking to him for a certain length of time,  she felt she could not find a polite way to  leave him and circulate, as she had wished.  The politeness norms of the community of practice of the party, which determined that  she should circulate, clashed with her perception of  immediate politeness norms which made it difficult for her to leave this person without an adequate explanation.    Other interviewees remarked on the way that fear of silence within the British context was responsible for them speaking more than they might wish to in certain circumstances, when others were not contributing to the conversation.  They regarded continuing to speak as polite and appropriate linguistic behaviour.   I will thus  be retaining the notion of appropriateness, but it will be a form of hypothesised appropriateness which is not simply externally defined. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of habitus, I argue that this sense of appropriateness is one which varies slightly from speaker to speaker;  so that rather than appropriateness being imposed by society or by the speech community of practice  or class, or even by the context, appropriateness is something which each individual has to work out, by assessing their own status in relation to other participants in the community of practice, and by assessing what they think the context demands.  This means that they constantly have to assess their own position and identity/role within the group in order to evaluate what is appropriate for them and others and  to assess whether they are going to abide by these rules or flout them. 

This notion of hypothesised appropriateness is important as it entails seeing politeness not as intrinsic to particular speech acts but rather as a process of assessment and judgement.  Eelen argues that within Brown and Levinson’s model: `politeness is regarded as a unique and objective system that exists "out there" in reality, that can be discovered, manipulated and examined just as any physical object can' (Eelen, 2001:179).  He argues that interactants behave as if these norms exist and as if politeness was a product rather than a process; however, rather than assuming that these norms do in fact  exist, we as analysts need to examine the way that throughout conversations, participants assess whether  the utterances of the other interactants can be classified as polite or impolite, according to a range of different hypothesised norms.  We must also be aware that judgement of politeness is something about which there is conflict. As Ehlich remarks: `[politeness] is derived post actionem as the result of a process of judgement, and this in turn takes account of a standard lying beyond the action itself … In order to be able to qualify politeness as such we need to know what constitutes the standard … At the same time we need to know what constitutes the evaluative competence' (Ehlich,1992:76).  This judgement of politeness has to do with whether it can be assumed that the other participants are acting in good faith, which is not exactly synonymous with the notion of `face' or `co-operativeness'.  In a sense, interactants marshal evidence as to whether other participants are operating with their own and others'  interests in mind, and a variety of `signs' may be called upon in order to claim  that someone is, or is not, being polite globally.   

Brown and Levinson themselves (1987)  draw attention to the way that the judgement of politeness is crucial; they show that  people participating  in experiments have been shown to rate politeness in different ways to that anticipated by their model; for example, in some experiments, there were challenges to the notion that off-record is more polite than indirect, with most subjects identifying indirect as the most polite.  Brown and Levinson note: `when utterances constructed like hints are actually, in the context, on record (that is, when only one interpretation is acceptable in the context) they are sometimes positively polite ( as with irony or understatement) and sometimes negatively polite (as with indirect speech acts)' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:20). However, it is difficult to see how it is that these strategies can be clearly categorised at all , since it is a question of the judgement on the part of the hearer alone which will finally disambiguate them, or perhaps discussion between the speaker and hearer.  Thus, what we need to emphasise is that in contrast to Brown and Levinson's model of politeness as strategic behaviour on the part of the speaker, politeness is in fact a question of judgement of utterances in relation to a hypothesised appropriateness.     

A further example of the ways in which politeness should be seen as not simply displaying concern or respect for others, is when politeness strategies are used in a slightly coercive way, for example, Paoletti (1998) remarks on the way that those in hospitals  working with older Alzheimers' patients tend to complete the sentences of those whom they assume are incoherent, and do not seek clarification and request further information, since this would draw attention to the problems of coherence, memory loss  and intelligibility  associated with Alzheimers.  With younger patients `any incoherence …displayed [is] treated as accountable, prompting requests for clarification and explanation' (Paoletti, 1998:189).  Grainger has also noted the problematic function of humour used by nurses to the elderly patients in a geriatric ward, since this seemingly positive politeness may be interpreted as infantilising and offensive by the patients (Grainger, 2002).  Thus, although the strategy of completing someone's utterance or being humorous may be motivated by questions of consideration, in fact this type of politeness can be viewed by patients or relatives as patronising and ultimately as constructing  a role for the elderly which they themselves might reject.   

Politeness can also be judged, by certain groups, to be trivial and a waste of time, as Hamann notes `a little ill-manneredness is still more acceptable than empty, polite prattle' (cited in Ehlich, 1992:101.)  Holmes argues that `males and females have different perceptions of politeness, where women consider politeness to be of great importance, whilst in general, men appear to feel politeness is dispensable between intimates in private. In some public spheres ... men seem to regard politeness  as unnecessary’ (Holmes, 1995: 194).  As I show in Chapter 5 on gender and politeness,  it is questionable whether all men consider politeness to be inconsequential and all women view politeness as of value; however, this assertion is interesting in  identifying stereotypical beliefs about the association of  politeness with the private sphere (and hence with women) and direct, informational talk with the public sphere (and hence with men).   The feeling that politeness is empty talk and insincere, whereas direct statement of intentions and feelings is preferable, is something which many of the interviewees remarked upon, although it is not always something which is carried over into their linguistic performance.  Blum Kulka's Israeli interviewees viewed politeness, far more than Anglo American interviewees, as irrelevant and perhaps even manipulative, whereas direct speech was valued, partly, she argues, because Israeli Jews reject modes of speech associated with Europe and the Old World (Blum Kulka, 1992). 

Thus, politeness can be seen to have a wide range of meanings, both for theorists and interactants, and can be used to describe a very diverse set of behaviours: `politeness spans the full range from deliberate, conscious linguistic choices to the unconscious application of rules or scripts, as well as the unmarked (politeness as the normal, usual unnoticed way of interacting) to the explicitly marked (e.g. Watts' notion of politeness as "more than merely politic" ' (Eelen, 2001:23).  Interactants themselves take a variety of positions on politeness itself, some viewing it in positive terms and some treating it with contempt, and this again may depend on the particular community of practice with which they are interacting at that moment and with whom they are aligning themselves.   I would like to move politeness research away from the analysis of necessarily strategic behaviour on the part of individual speakers, current in much theoretical work,  to an analysis which views politeness as a practice enacted  within a community of practice with all the gender, race and class constraints on linguistic behaviour that this entails and which also stresses the flexibility and variability of the assessment of politeness from group to group and from person to person.

Problems with the Constituents of Politeness

As well as problems with Brown and Levinson's  model and definition of politeness, there are also theoretical problems with the elements which they describe as constituting politeness. Here I consider Brown and Levinson's analysis of  strategic politeness, positive and negative politeness, face and Face Threatening Acts (FTAs).

As I mentioned in the previous section, for Brown and Levinson and many other theorists, politeness is a form of behaviour which individuals decide upon, which is used strategically by them.  They discuss politeness in terms of strategies and super-strategies, where people think first and then act. (Eelen, 2001)  They list the acts which can be considered positive or negative politeness, which attend to the positive and negative face wants of the interactants.  Thus, positive politeness strategies stress the extent to which the speaker and hearer share similar interests and are part of an `in-group', whereas negative politeness strategies aim to demonstrate that the speaker recognises social distance and does not wish to impose on the hearer.  Scollon and Scollon analyse these positive and negative strategies and argue that they should, instead, be termed `involvement' and `distancing' strategies, since this avoids the evaluation implied in Brown and Levinson's terms (Scollon and Scollon, 1995).    However, as several critics have shown,  involvement strategies in the Scollons' terms and positive politeness in Brown and Levinson's terms are not always interpreted as being polite by hearers, particularly in cross-cultural interactions. (Bargiela, et. al., 2002; Spencer-Oatey, ed. 2001)

Brown and Levinson argue that  positive, negative and off-record super-strategies can be seen to be in ranked order, with off-record being the most face-redressive followed by negative and then positive politeness.  This view has  been criticised by critics such as Blum-Kulka who, when analysing data gathered from questionnaires to Israeli respondents found that there was no clear ranking of these strategies. (Blum- Kulka, 1992). Sifianou argues that where indirect and off-record utterances are conventionalised within a culture , they should not be regarded as more polite than other forms of politeness:  `members who use indirect utterances ... must share certain knowledge with the other members of their group which guarantees correct interpretation and success.  If that is the case, the process of interpretation is not lengthier and there are actually no more options really open to the addressee/s but to conform to the request, than there would have been had the speaker used a different construction' (Sifianou, 1992:119).  Thus, cultural norms make indirectness the norm within British culture and therefore it is not any more polite in itself than the use of directness in other cultures, where indirectness is not the norm.  For example, in Moroccan Arabic, if you wished  a member of your family to bring you an ashtray, you would say `Jeeb liya tafaiya' (Bring me an ashtray); any indirectness, for example using a phrase concerning the ability of the interlocutor to perform the act as in the English `Can you/Could you'  would be considered impolite, because you would be deemed to have assessed your relationship with the interlocutor incorrectly.

If we analyse politeness as strategic, we might well ask along with Brown and Levinson: `why then, given the dangers associated with FTAs [Face Threatening Acts], do actors not take out the maximum insurance policy and always choose the off-record strategy?’ (Brown and Levinson, 1978:79).  They argue that because of the ambiguity of off-record strategies, the risk to comprehension outweighs the need to pay attention to face wants. They draw attention to the potential dangers in not assessing FTAs appropriately: `if an actor uses a strategy appropriate to a high risk for an FTA of less risk, others will assume the FTA was greater than it in fact was’. (Brown and Levinson, 1978:79)  However, rather than seeing politeness as simply strategic, we need to consider politeness as the result of a range of different factors: it is clearly chosen strategically in some contexts by speakers, it is also used as part of the `face-work' that speakers perform,  but it is also determined by their assessment of setting or the context and  by personal habit or style, as I discuss later in this Chapter. 

Negative and positive politeness are generally characterised in Brown and Levinson's work as diametrically opposed strategies, but in several points in their work they seem close to acknowledging that they are not so much opposite tendencies but different in kind.  For example, they  comment on the Scollons' work on the  Athabaskan Indians in Canada: ` positive politeness, which is relevant to all aspects of a person's positive  face, is a quite different phenomenon from negative politeness, which is specific for the particular FTA in hand.  [The Scollons] argue that positive politeness is naturally escalated in an interaction (a positively polite utterance is naturally responded to by one upgrading the degree of positive politeness) and hence unstable; in contrast negative politeness, lacking the escalating feedback loop, tends to be stable, suggesting (implicitly) that these two super-strategies cannot be ranked on a unidimensional scale' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:18).  Thus, Brown and Levinson seem to recognise that  positive and negative strategies are different sorts of behaviour which, perhaps, need different forms of analysis.  Other critics, such as Werkhofer,  comment on this difference in function: `whilst positive politeness … is relevant to all aspects of a person's positive face, negative politeness… is specific to the FTA in hand.  That is to say that it is only negative politeness that is strictly seen to be redressive of an act which threatens [face] … Positive and negative politeness emanate from different intentions and lack functional "sameness" ' (Werkhofer, 1992:179).  Harris (2001a; 2001b)  also questions the notion that negative and positive politeness strategies should be seen as polar opposites.  In her work on parliamentary debate she finds that elements of positive and negative politeness are employed at the same time,  within the same utterance.

The way that the notion of `face' is used in discussions of politeness  is also problematic.  Bargiela (2000) argues that Brown and Levinson have misread Goffman, who in turn has overemphasised certain elements from the original Chinese conception of face.   The Chinese notion of face is not the same as the individualistic notion of face that Brown and Levinson use; rather, it consists of two elements: mianzi : reputation/prestige and lian: respect of the group for the person with a good moral reputation. Mianzi is something which is striven for, whereas lian is ascribed face. (Fukushima, 2000). Thus, face, as a whole, consists of  a concern that one is conforming to or aspiring to a position in the group or wider society. Brown and Levinson stress the necessity to include the analysis of the relationship between the individual and the group, since they state that there is `mutual vulnerability of face’ and that everyone's face depends on everyone maintaining everyone else's face’ (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 66). However, when the computation of negative and positive face is analysed, it is only the individual's face wants which are  considered, and they are considered in a fairly negative way.  Thus, negative face  is considered to be freedom from imposition by others and positive face is  the self image which is approved of by others. Several theorists have criticised  both the overextension and the limitation of use of the term `face’ in Brown and Levinson’s use.(Bargiela, 2000) 
  The notion of face is not adequate to  encompass the negotiations between people in conversations: although it covers the details of managing harmonious relationships, it does not deal with the negotiation of interests, manipulativeness, external pressures, and one's relation to the community of practice which I discussed in Chapter One, which are of great importance in terms of people's decisions about what  type of language they consider to be appropriate in a conversation.  Held, for example, argues that fear is perhaps a more adequate notion than face, for she states that `the fear of disharmony in relationships, or the charge of wrong behaviour, of unjustified claims for self-realisation, a fear that the other person might "bite back"' is more of a defining issue than that of face alone' (Held, 1992:145).

Spencer-Oatey suggests that we should not use the term face, and use the term `rapport-management' instead; she states `the term "face" seems to focus on concerns for self, whereas rapport-management suggests more of a balance between self and other. The concern of  rapport management is also broader; it examines the way that language is used to construct, maintain and/or threaten social relationships and … includes the management of sociality rights as well as of face' (Spencer-Oatey, 2000:12).  For many cultural groups, loss of face refers primarily to problems over the perceptions of an individual group member's place in the social system,  which is of importance for the functioning of the group as a whole, rather  than in terms of  individual face loss.

Brown and Levinson distinguish between positive face and negative face, the concern that one is appreciated by others and the concern that one is not imposed on by others.  Spencer-Oatey questions this view, since she maintains that `Brown and Levinson's …conceptualisation of positive face is underspecified… and the concerns they identify as negative face issues are not necessarily face issues at all.  I propose instead that rapport management (the management of harmony-disharmony among people) involves two main components: the management of face and the management of sociality rights' (Spencer-Oatey, 2000:13).  She argues that negative face  is, in fact, a concern for sociality rights. Thus, face rights  are concerned with the individual and the respect which is accorded her/him by others, and sociality rights `are concerned with personal/social expectancies and reflect people's concerns over fairness, consideration, social inclusion/exclusion, and so on ' (Spencer-Oatey, 2000:14).  She argues that face itself needs to be subdivided into quality face, that is, the value which is attributed to you within the group, and identity face which is the role which you have been accorded.   Spencer-Oatey also considers it necessary to reconsider the conceptualisation of the Face Threatening Act, as she argues that FTAs are not simply about a threat to someone's self-image but also can be considered  as `rights-threatening behaviour', that is, they are about the general conception of what is appropriate and fair behaviour within a group. (Spencer-Oatey, 2000:16)  Again, her analysis focuses more on the social aspect of politeness than Brown and Levinson's model does. This modification by Spencer-Oatey of Brown and Levinson's work on face is important in making more explicit the role of the community of practice and wider social grouping in perceptions of face

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, I do not consider politeness to be simply about the avoidance of FTAs.  Since Brown and Levinson's  model is centred around FTAs, the instances where politeness is not FTA avoidance or mitigation  are not considered in their work.  It is important to note that politeness, even  when it is associated with FTAs still allows the FTA to be performed; it does not erase the effect of the FTA.  For example, when a builder friend of mine, after a visit to fix something for me, said `We're very busy at the moment. And then some of our customers phone us up with problems, heh, heh' . At the same time as saying this, he looked at me and winked, and both the wink and the laugh which accompanied and punctuated the utterance were supposed to let me know, I assume, that he both did and did not wish this remark to be allowed to stand.  By using these signals, he was able to say that it was possible to take this as a joke and, at the same time, he managed to articulate a certain element of criticism, i.e. that I had asked him to do something, when he was in fact very busy.  So FTAs are more complex  than Brown and Levinson allow. Several theorists have criticised the notion of FTA, since the assessment of an utterance or act as constituting an FTA is the result of a process of  judgement undertaken by speaker and hearer;  their assessments of the seriousness or existence of an FTA is not something which can be clearly established by an analyst.  Furthermore, as I show later in this chapter, in the analysis of Example 1,  a conversation between family members, M, P and T,  it could be argued that  `in an atmosphere of empathy and respect partners are able to view misunderstandings as temporary breakdowns of communication rather than having to interpret them as threats to face' (Janney and Arndt, 1992:21).  Thus, individuals have to decide whether an FTA has been committed or whether the possible infraction can be overlooked.

Thus, I would like to take issue with the way that Brown and Levinson assume that it is possible to describe the constituents of politeness.  If we assume that politeness is about judgements and assessments of utterances by participants, then the process whereby an analyst categorises an utterance as positive or negative politeness, or identifies a Face Threatening Act is rendered problematic.

Problems with Brown and Levinson's Model of Communication
There are  a number of difficulties with Brown and Levinson's work on politeness which stem from their underlying model of communication.  I would like to deal with the following difficulties in turn: their reliance on Speech Act theory,  and their inability to describe politeness when it operates at the level of inference. 

Brown and Levinson's allegiance to Grice, as I noted in Chapter One, leads to a problematic view of the way that politeness functions, as it assumes that politeness is an aberration, which can only be understood through a process of referring to a base speech act from which the utterance deviates,  violating one of the maxims. For conventionalised politeness, such as `Could you possibly open the window', when the elements `Could you possibly... '  first developed within English as a means of expressing a wish not to impose on someone,  perhaps it was a strategy of mitigation as described by Brown and Levinson.  However, that is not to say that present day speakers go through the same process of  deduction when they decide to choose this strategy rather than others, when they want to ask someone to open the window, nor do hearers need to decode the utterance in this way.  These strategies have become automatised and therefore do not need to be `worked out' in the way that Brown and Levinson or Leech suggest.  Jary (1998) argues that a great many politeness formulas  go unnoticed by participants; it is only when they are stressed that they become salient to participants.  He gives the example of a teacher saying to a class `Can you PLEASE be quiet?' `stressing the please in order to make it manifest that she is behaving in accordance with the rules that govern their interaction and implicating that the pupils do the same.  In such a case, one would probably want to say that politeness is linguistically communicated ' (Jary, 1998:16).  Furthermore, here the use of `please' has more the function of a command than simply implicating politeness.  Jary goes on to argue that one would not want therefore to see all instances of `please' as being similarly communicative of politeness. He states that `the fact that stress is required to bring the choice of form to the attention of the hearers lends strong support to the claim that this choice generally goes unnoticed' (Jary, ibid.). 

Brown and Levinson see politeness as a deviation from rational efficient communication, which they base on Grice's Co-operative Principle: they state: `there is a working assumption by conversationalists of the rational and efficient nature of talk.  It is against that assumption that polite ways of talking show up as deviations, requiring rational explanation on the part of the recipient, who finds in considerations of politeness reasons for the speaker's apparent irrationality or inefficiency' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:4).  However, this only holds, if we assume that politeness is seen as a deviation each time that speakers encounter a polite utterance.  In some senses, because some instances of politeness are largely routinized, an utterance such as `Could you hold this for me, please?'  is not, or not any longer, seen as a deviation -  processing does not necessarily  follow the route of  viewing the utterance as a deviation from an idealised proposition of `Hold this for me'.   Perhaps, this view of politeness as deviation can explain the development of certain types of speech style, but it cannot describe the type of processing that real speakers do when they hear an utterance which they  are trying to decide whether to interpret as polite or not. A further problem with this view of politeness as aberration from a set of maxims is that the number of maxims is potentially unconstrained and the maxims themselves are based on relatively ill-defined terms, (such as sympathy), which are insufficiently related to a linguistic function.

What is omitted from accounts of politeness which focus on a turn-by-turn analysis of individual utterances or phrases is the higher-level organisation of speech and discourse in general. Perhaps, it is in this area that Brown and Levinson are prepared to acknowledge some of the shortcomings of their 1978 work, in that, since they based their work on Speech Act theory they were led to analyse only short stretches of speech: `speech act theory forces a sentence-based, speaker-oriented mode of analysis, requiring attribution of speech act categories where our own thesis requires that utterances are often equivocal in force' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:10).  They go on to argue that FTAs in fact need not be realised in sentences, but may occur over longer stretches of speech. However, in their analyses, the focus is generally at the level of the sentence only.   They acknowledge this problem: `in our analysis so far, we have talked as if interaction were built out of unit acts, each of which might be an FTA requiring strategic adjustment of some sort or other, and which were strung together with no more than occasional reference to prior acts ... or to succeeding acts’(Brown and Levinson, 1978: 237).  Therefore, although they try to extend their work to examine  adjacency pairs,  there is a tendency for them to wish to examine longer stretches of speech, but to be prevented from doing so by their model of communication.  They state: ` FTAs do not necessarily inhere in single acts (and hence the concept might be better labelled “face threatening intention”) and  `a high level intention to issue a criticism may be conveyed by a series of acts … that are not themselves FTAs...  in short, plans - including conversational plans - are hierarchical, and conversational understanding is achieved by reconstruction of levels of intent beyond and above and integrative of those that lie behind particular utterances or sentences’ (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 238).   They give an example of an interaction between an Indian woman who visits a member of her extended family; she describes to them in detail  the expenses of a wedding in her immediate family and the other interactants respond by  describing the  expenses they have  incurred due to an illness.  It is clear to Brown and Levinson that this lengthy description of wedding expenses is a preamble to a request for money by the woman, although the request is in fact not articulated during the conversation explicitly. They note that this interaction continues for four hours.  The visit by the woman is glossed by the family as `she came to ask for a loan', but nowhere in the interaction is this stated explicitly by the woman. This is one of the examples where Brown and Levinson draw on a notion of what the interactants think is going on in a conversation and where they analyse longer stretches of speech; however, their model of politeness militates against longer stretches of speech being considered more generally.

Rather than the sentence level, it is important to  analyse at the discourse and the metadiscourse level. Taylor (1992) argues that we should distinguish between intellectual metadiscourse that is, theoretical analysis and thought, and practical metadiscourse, that is the  thinking about what has been said previously in terms of the impact it makes on our relationships.  This practical metadiscourse seems to be of  importance for the analysis of politeness, because it is at this level, either in terms of the thinking about what other people mean in relation to their utterances now or the glossing that we give to statements made in the past, that assessments of politeness are made. For Taylor `an important function of metadiscourse is to serve as a means by which we may attempt to influence how discursive acts and sequences (both our own and those of our interlocutors) are to be seen: that is, what aspect they are to be seen under' (Taylor, 1992: 12).  Thus, metadiscursive glossing is part of the process whereby we arrive at a judgement of whether polite or impolite acts have been uttered.   Analysis of politeness which draws on the work of Brown and Levinson generally remains at the level of the linguistic utterance itself  and does not analyse the metadiscourse level.  Taylor says: `imagine I refer to what you just said as an insult … By this remark, I may succeed in influencing the rhetorical status which we give to your utterance in the remainder of our conversation; that is, whether we subsequently treat it as having been an insult … or something else' (Taylor, 1992:12).  This lack of consideration for the very level at which assessments of politeness take place is a major failing in much politeness research.

Culpeper has criticised Brown and Levinson's model for being unable to analyse inference, which he suggests is the level at which  a great deal of linguistic politeness and impoliteness occurs. (Culpeper, 1996) As Holmes (1995)  notes, politeness cannot be said to reside within linguistic forms. 
  Thus, a statement such as `Do you think it would be possible for you to contact Jean Thomas today?’ would be interpreted by Brown and Levinson as polite, if used by a boss to her/his secretary, since mitigating features are included in this direct request. The request itself is unlikely to constitute an FTA because of the boss's assessment of her/his position relative to the secretary (power: P) and the fact that the imposition is not particularly great, (ranking of imposition: R)  because it is the secretary's  role to perform such tasks.  Thus, given Brown and Levinson's framework, it is likely that this would be categorised as straightforwardly negative politeness, perhaps overly polite, given these assessments of  P and R.
  However, this request  might in fact be interpreted by the secretary as impolite, if it were said by a boss to his/her  secretary in a sarcastic tone,  if they  usually have an informal style of communicating, and the request was made previously but the person had not been contacted.  Without this contextual information about the participants' assessment of their relationship (i.e. generally informal, and therefore low social distance: D)  in the light of  the interactions which have taken place before this exchange, the analysis of the exchange would be incorrectly analysed as polite.  In some ways, the surface politeness of the utterance may be masking an underlying message, which the hearer has to infer; over-politeness in relation to assumed norms of this particular community of practice may be being used here strategically to imply criticism, which may or may not constitute impoliteness, depending on whether the speaker and/or the hearer assume that that criticism is justified or not.   It may well be the case that both participants would be very aware of the potential impoliteness in this utterance or they might disagree about whether it was polite or impolite; or they may concur in assessing it as slightly impolite (but presumably less impolite than `Why the hell haven't you contacted Jean Thomas, when I asked you to? '), but have decided that it does not constitute an FTA, another possibility which Brown and Levinson's model cannot account for.
  Thus, the very features which Brown and Levinson argue indicate politeness may in fact be used to express impoliteness and may also be interpreted as polite or impolite. Furthermore, as Diamond demonstrates, in certain contexts, those in positions of high status may well use language more normally associated with indirectness and mitigation than those in positions of lesser status (Diamond, 1996)  She argues that in her analyses of a close-knit community of psychotherapists `the lower ranking members' style of speaking approximates the higher ranking attributes of authority and power, while higher ranking members use strategies of solidarity, informal speech styles, personal and in-group markers' (Diamond, 1996:80)  If this is so, then the assumption that it is possible to assess the relation between P and linguistic performance in any simple way  must be questioned.   To take another anecdotal example, a Libyan man was making a telephone call from a public  telephone box and a British woman was waiting to make a call herself; when he finished his call, he had 80p left as a credit on the telephone. The woman, as he was leaving the telephone box, asked him if he could `lend’ her some money  to make a call, and he told her that she could use the credit; in response, she said: `Thank you VERY MUCH; thank you VERY MUCH.'  He discussed this incident later with a Libyan friend because he felt troubled by it; rather then assuming that she had expressed gratitude for his generosity, he wondered whether in fact she had emphasised the words ` very much'  to imply that he had been stupid to have been so generous to a stranger.  (Hamza, pers. comm) 

We can see this difficulty in the analysis of inference more clearly in an example from my data, where there are a number of inferences which might possibly be made, some of which may be considered to be impolite by an analyst using a Brown and Levinson framework. It seems that the interactants here are in a constant process of trying to assess whether certain elements of the conversation could be interpreted as implying criticism and hence impoliteness.  The interactants are a white middle class professional woman, M (from w working class background),  and her two sons, the elder, P, in his thirties and the younger, T, in his late twenties and at the time of the interaction at university.  Within this particular community of practice -  the men in relation to their mother - there seem to be particular distinctive discursive styles which none of them seem to adopt in any other environments: the elder brother plays a considerate, conciliatory  role and the younger son plays a direct and potentially impolite role, both in relation to the mother and to his brother. The two brothers do not behave in this way when they are speaking together, nor do they adopt these roles with others to the same extent.  This interaction takes place at the dinner table at a meal prepared by the mother:

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1P: 
Do you want some of this wine? Do you want to have a (.) taste?=

2T: 
=Yeh I'll have a  bit.    

3P                                      Maman.  you too ?

4M:
                                                          Why not ? Everybody else is(.) Ooops did you give them a dust ?

5P:
                                                   Yes

6T: 
                                                         Why are you not taking the sauce?

8M:
Well


            [[

            9T:
Just like a bit of pasta on its own?


                                                  [


10M                                            No I've never had pasta on its own really 

11M
just sort of reading recipes that sort of say(.) delicious with butter and 

12M: 
black pepper and I thought  to myself well I shall

                                                           [

13T:                                            
  Shows how the priorities are important 

14T
because I couldn't AFFORD to eat anything else



                                          [                  ]

15P:
 



       (laughs)

                                                                               [

(
16M:                                                                       Right has everybody got 

two sorts of everything ? T ?=

18T: 
=No

19M:           Mm? (to T)

20P:
                T?

21T:
                    It's amazing how many meals you can get out of 

22T: a 30p packet of spaghetti (laughs)


                                    [

 
23M:                                        Well I daresay. Do you put cheese?

24T: 






                     Yeh I used 

to buy little packets of Parmesan=


25M: =I was going to say it should be fairly nourishing


 
                        

  [



26T:                                                                Is it  HELL!

                                                                                  [

27M:


                                               What with cheese and

                                                        




       [

28T:                                                                                             with about a

29T:  
teaspoon of Parmesan and the rest of it's just carbohydrate

                                                                                   [

30M:                                                                           well  why why well why 

didn't you er grate Cheddar over it ?

31T:   


   

         Because I couldn't afford  any that's 

32T: 
why=

33M:  
=Well I would have thought a chunk of Cheddar wouldn't have been 

34M:
much more expensive than a tiddly bit of Parmesan

                                                        [

35T:                                                 About 25p for a carton of Parmesan it'll 

36T 
last me for weeks(.) can't  even SEE 25p's worth of Cheddar=

(
37M:
= Pass the salad please T. Well your very good health children. Cold for 

(
38M
breakfast tomorrow morning. I don't think I've ever had any that's four 

39M
year's old before.

40P:
                          It hasn't deteriorated at all. It's lovely (1) different to 

usual

(Data: 19.1)  EXAMPLE 1

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The discussion about eating pasta seems to be being used by T to bring the subject round to the fact that he has not enough money to provide adequate food for himself whilst he is at university - a topic which occurs in other conversations. Thus, there may be an inferred criticism of his mother here in terms of the amount of money which she gives him to live on.  Thus, the discussion about whether Parmesan or Cheddar is more economical may be a veiled discussion of conflicts over money: whether enough money is provided, whether the money which is provided is spent wisely enough.  The tension in the air at this moment in the discussion is palpable, since neither T nor M will drop the topic of conversation which seems to be indirectly and problematically alluding to financial problems, even though M tries to change the topic at line 16 by taking the topic back to whether everyone has helped themselves to  enough food:

(
14T
because I couldn't AFFORD to eat anything else



                                          [                  ]

15P:
 



       (laughs)

                                                                               [

16M:                                                                       Right has everybody got 

two sorts of everything ?(.)  T ?=

T refuses to respond to this, and she is forced to ask him explicitly by name to engage in a conversation about whether he has had `two sorts of everything' rather than a conversation on food at university.  In this section, both P and M refuse to take up the implications of T's implied criticism at 14 , about  his having to eat pasta on its own, in contrast to his mother who has cooked it from choice. At lines 19 and 20, when both P and M try to get T to respond to them by explicitly questioning him, at first he simply does not respond, and then does not respond to their question about  whether he has `two sorts of everything' to eat, but instead continues to detail how little he can spend on food while he is at university, although he does laugh at the end of this utterance:

16M:                                              Right has everybody got 

two sorts of everything ? T ?=

18T: 
=No

(
19M:           Mm? (to T)

(
20P:
                T?

21T:
                    It's amazing how many meals you can get out of 

22T: a 30p packet of spaghetti (laughs)

M tries to move the topic of conversation onto the topic of the current meal and the wine again, at line 37, a topic which P takes up.

35T:                                                 About 25p for a carton of Parmesan it'll 

36T 
last me for weeks(.) can't  even SEE 25p's worth of Cheddar=

(
37M:
= Pass the salad please T(.)Well your very good health children. Cold 

(
38M
for breakfast tomorrow morning. I don't think I've ever had any that's 

39M
four year's old before.

40P:
                                It hasn't deteriorated at all. It's lovely (1) different 41P  
to  usual

M consistently tries to change the topic of conversation quite forcefully here; this is not simply self-effacement and negative politeness, but rather it seems to be a strategic decision not to take up the implications of T's utterances.  However, although there are clearly tensions about the inferences which can be made from this discussion of food here, it is not clear to me from this extract that this indirectness on the part of  P and M particularly and perhaps also on the part of T can be easily classified as politeness (as he is not openly criticising his mother), or that it is a simple matter of working out what inferences are being made and accepted as being `in play' by all of the participants.  Each participant has the option of taking up the inference and making the implied criticism explicit, but none of them does this. But can this leaving topics at the level of inference and refusing to taking up inferencing rather than making them explicit be considered as necessarily polite, in the strategic individualistic way that Brown and Levinson do ?  It is debatable whether this exchange is considered by any of the participants as polite since it was so tense, as P and M  remarked to me when questioned about it afterwards, but it is also debatable whether this exchange could   constitute an FTA on the part of T, for not responding promptly or for continuing to talk on a topic when others have tried to change the topic, or on the part of M, for refusing to acknowledge T's implied criticism and for changing the topic to the organisation of food at the table.  Although the discussion was difficult and tense, as subsequent interactions proved sometimes to be, it is not clear that T's interventions are glossed by either M or P as being `impolite'.  Rather perhaps they could be seen as constituting a threat not to the face of M but to the smooth running of the interaction as a whole, and therefore to the community of practice within which this interaction takes place.  T's comments are also seen by the other participants less to be an FTA than to be considered  as part of his interactional style within this context, and perhaps also a product of his reaction to the particular financial and physical  circumstances that he finds himself in. It is unlikely that T himself would gloss his utterances as impolite, since he characterises himself generally as direct and plain-speaking. 
  As Wodak remarks: `there exists not one discourse …  but a whole set of interwoven, conflicting discourses which construct and establish multiple relationships' (Wodak, 1996:12). Each interactant here is establishing and affirming/challenging particular positions for themselves within the family, at a time when those roles are being renegotiated because of changing circumstances - one son working away from home and another having recently left home. T at least is still dependent on his mother in part and yet independent in that he lives away from home and is adult. There are thus a  range of different discursive threads which are at work within this interaction, which may be interpreted in a range of different ways. Within families, this sort of give and take over inferences which may or may not be being made and which may or may not be acknowledged by the group to be `in play' cannot simply or easily be glossed as constituting polite or impolite behaviour.  By changing the topic here, M shows that it is possible to skilfully avoid a situation where an FTA might be committed, where open criticism might be made and the smooth running of the interaction and the evening might be threatened.

These problems in Brown and Levinson's model are due to a model of communication which tends to assume a simple code-like transmission of information between participants.  As I suggested in Chapter One,  the model of communication that I propose is much more based on the notion that in conversation we communicate, both explicitly and through implication,  a wide range of types of information both about ourselves and about our relations to others, and in the process of communicating we enact those relations.  Because of the complexity of designating what exactly it is that we are communicating, this information is not often not clearly understood by others.

Problems with Brown and Levinson's Methodology

At a methodological level, there are also problems with Brown and Levinson's work; here I discuss the difficulties entailed in their data-collection,  interpretation, their analysis of variables, and the claims they make for their model.

Brown and Levinson describe the speaker and hearer using a variety of models but the main model of the speaker which informs their work is that of the Model Speaker described in the previous chapter.  Paradoxically, they only analyse the hearer when s/he becomes a speaker and not when s/he is actually processing what the speaker is saying.  Thus their analysis is of speakers alone. They  analyse invented examples between two imaginary speakers, Mary and Peter, alongside  transcribed data from several different language groups. This mixture of data is something which they themselves problematise in their later work, and it is something which poses problems for their claims about the universality of politeness.  Invented examples between idealised speakers seem to fit the model better than real data from  conversations.   As I argued in Chapter One, simply analysing transcribed data is not sufficient to capture the complexity of politeness: Janney and Arndt state that ` modifications of verbal directness and intensity, variations of intensity, variations of intonation and tone of voice, changing facial expressions, shifting glances and other activities provide a running commentary on what is said literally', and these elements play a major role in people signalling that something is to be taken as polite, and their interlocutors accepting or rejecting an utterance as polite (Janney and Arndt:1992:35).

Brown and Levinson’s model can further be criticised for the way that they interpret their data, since they  assume that it is possible to know what a polite or impolite act means.  It is thus a model of interaction which is focused on production, i.e. which conflates the intentions, or the perceived intentions of the speaker with that of the meaning of the interaction as a whole.  As such, it assumes that the analyst can simply work out the intentions of the speaker. Because of their reliance on the notion of a Model Speaker, Brown and Levinson assume that speakers have clear intentions which can be unproblematically  decoded by the hearers: `intentions of actors are reconstructable by observers of recipients of actions' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:7). They themselves note several challenges to this notion: conceptual impossibility, psychological implausibility and cultural bias.  The conceptual problem relates to the problem of infinite regress that I mentioned in Chapter One in relation to the dialogic nature of assumptions about other speakers' intentions and the construction of one's own intentions in relation to one's perception of theirs. Brown and Levinson argue that their earlier notion of mutual knowledge, which they later revise to Sperber and Wilson's notion of mutual manifestness, solves this problem. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the problem with using idealised model speakers is that one is forced to assume that the speaker and hearer share knowledge or at least those elements which are mutually manifest; however, Brown and Levinson state that they are aware of the problem of this type of assumption since `assessments like ... whether an actor is known to enjoy being imposed on ... raise a very complex problem, that of assessing the status of mutual knowledge in a given interaction.  How do we know what is mutually known, and how do we know we know ' (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 297).  This problem cannot be resolved if we adopt the notion of the Model Person/Speaker.  We cannot know whether our intended politeness is perceived as such by others and is not perceived by them as impolite or non-polite. 
   

As I mentioned in Chapter One, there is a general problem in Brown and Levinson’s model, with the notion of intentionality, related  to the question of agency. Particularly with politeness, as I have shown above, there are verbal habits which add up to the parameters of our style within particular interactions, and the situation itself makes certain demands upon speakers and hearers in terms of what is considered by us and others  to be appropriate in politeness terms.   Thus, what is complex about politeness is that the hearer constantly has to assess whether the politeness which s/he has judged to have been expressed in the others'  speech, is due to the demands of the situation or is in fact a result of a decision to be polite by the speaker.  Thus, rather than assuming that all politeness is intentional and strategic , when, for example,  you want to borrow a pen from a  stranger  in a Post Office, (if you can see that he/she has a pen) you might say  `Can I/Could I borrow your pen for a minute ?' because the context, and the history of such interactions in English, generally demands it.  These social factors and context cannot be considered, if we rely on a notion of politeness as decided upon by the individual alone; as Werkhofer argues: `The antagonism between the individual and the social is not only reflected by the premise that the intention of the speaker is a face-threatening one, the whole mechanism of generating an utterance is characterised in mentalistic, intentionalistic and linear terms.  As it is triggered by an intention of the speaker, social factors can only come in later' (Werkhofer, 1992:180).  I would argue that a large part of politeness is judged by speakers to be necessary because of social constraints or ideologies/discourses which speakers have internalised as their own values, but which in fact are those hypothesised of the dominant group.

As I argued in the previous chapter, the Model Speaker generally drawn upon in linguistic analysis draws on a form of reasoning which Brown and Levinson term `practical rationality':  `a precisely definable mode of reasoning from ends to the means that will achieve those ends’ (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 63).  Practical rationality is a form of cost-benefit analysis where politeness is perceived as a type of symbolic recompense for some debt to the other; for example, the act of thanking someone `repays' that person symbolically. (Haverkate, 1988)   Indeed, Sperber and Wilson's (1986) model of  cognitive processing in terms of relevance is, in essence, a cost-benefit analysis. This form of reasoning works well when we analyse invented examples but with transcribed data, we can see that interactants often work with a number of different short term and long-term plans, some of which are shared with others and some of which are only apparent at certain stages in the interaction.  Interactants try to make sense of what is happening, as Toolan (1996) argues, but whether that process of making sense can be described under the heading of practical rationality is debatable.  Consider the following episode between  a white middle class male director of studies of a foreign language teaching centre (T)  and a white middle class female teacher (F);  F has been called into T's office.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1T: 
Now I sent you a little note about. arrangements for the conference yeh?=

2F:
=Yeh right

3T:
                 What I thought of offering you or perhaps I don’t know







[     ]

4F:
                             


 yeh       [well(.) look did you 

5F
send me a note about it ?=

6T:
=Yeh didn’t you get it ?=

7F:
=I saw the main note about uh you know


                                  [     ]

8T:                                          yeh

9T: 




    
    yes um that was the full 

10T:
sheet=

11F:
=the reasons of areas

12T:
                                 yeh

13F:
                                      no I don’t think I did but G mentioned it

(
14T:    ah I see well I sent you a little note saying I wanted to talk to you about 

15T:
that week because (.) especially as you would normally have been

16T:
teaching uh you know and assuming that we can get substitutes

                   [     ]

17F:             yeh

18T:
 for you=

19F:
=mmm=

20T:
=which is proving a bit of a problem I thought it would








      [

(
21F:                                                                     Well er J has been



                                                                                     [                            

22T:
                                                                                      be

23T:
appropriate(.) has she ? uhuh great. Interested ?

                                                                  [

24F:                                                           yeah but=

25T:
=yeah but what ?

(
26F:
                         (laughs) I don’t know


27T:                                        
             Why ?


28F:




                      I’m just very conscious 

29F
that teachers represent the organisation that’s all=

30T:
=yeah

31F:               you know(.) yes(.) but on the other hand(.) er. better to have 

32F:
someone who knows the situation for  a week I mean if she’s done it 

[                     ]

33F:



            well that’s true

34T: 
for five weeks=

35F:
=yes=

36T:
=you know I mean we can’t say that she’s er not appropriate for one 

37T:
week

38F:             yes

39T:
              really=

40F:=yes

41T:
  ANYWAY that’s at least on the way to being sorted out isn’t it ? 

Data: 92.1   EXAMPLE 2

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

This extract illustrates the practical difficulties in analysing politeness using a Gricean model of conversation and an idealised Model Speaker as Brown and Levinson have done. In a sense, we as analysts will never know exactly what is going on in this conversation, because we do not know what happened before this interaction: that is the interactants’ interactional history.  There may be elements of the conversation which have a specific meaning or difficulty for the interactants, because of previous conversations with each other or with other members of the workforce at the language centre, for example, the references to J  from line 21 onwards is opaque to me in relation to the topic of conversation here, but is clearly not to the interactants.  There may be particular issues which have especial resonances for these two speakers, but which are unclear to us as analysts.   What we can notice about this extract is that T appears to  find it difficult to approach the subject of money which he is trying to bring up; this can be seen from the fact that he takes from line 1- 14 to bring the conversation around to the `little' note which he has sent to F, in which he suggests that she might like to represent the company at a conference. What seems to be causing the difficulty is that T needs to negotiate with F about the amount of money T  will be paying F in addition to her salary to represent the organisation at the conference ( which he later goes on to do: see Example 3), and from the rest of the conversation, it is clear that this is what he has asked F into his office to discuss:  exactly how much money F would settle for.  That this is clear to both participants, even though the word money has not been uttered in this extract, emerges at line 24-27, where F states that she is interested, but expresses some reservations.  She does not complete her sentence, even when T asks her `Yeh, but what?'   

23T:
appropriate(.) has she ? uhuh great. Interested ?

                                                                  [

24F:                                                           yeah but=

25T:
=yeah but what ?

(
26F:
                         (laughs) I don’t know


27T:                                        
             Why ?

Here, she laughs and states that she does not know, which we may take literally, or as an expression of her discomfort in the conversation, since money has not been mentioned and it is difficult for her as an employee  to initiate a discussion of money.(line 26)  It is unclear whether her saying `I don't know' and also drawing attention to the fact that she would be representing the organisation, even whilst she poses this as a general and not specific statement about teachers and not herself:

28F:




                      I’m just very conscious 

29F
that teachers represent the organisation that’s all=

is motivated by an implicit assumption that she should be receiving a wage commensurate with the level of responsibility of the position, or whether she is, in fact,  asserting that because it involves some responsibility she does not want the position, or whether she is referring to herself  here or to the other person, J, who is  mentioned in line 21 ff. (since no pronouns are used).    F may also not have realised that T had called her in to negotiate over money at all, but had thought it was to simply ask her to agree to attend the conference.  If we only analyse this conversation using a model of practical rationality and strategic use of politeness on the part of both interactants, we are unable to capture the way in which both parties are constrained by the difficulty of negotiating about money especially when one of them is in a position of relative power and status in relation to the other.  That is not to say that F does not have some interactional power, since it is open to her not to state explicitly  what  it is she wants, as she does in line 26,  by stating  `I don't know' rather than, for example, stating  clearly that talking about this is difficult, or stating that she does not understand.  Thus, both participants seem in this extract to be able to operate on a certain level of trying to make sense of what is going on, trying to get the gist, hypothesising about the possible meanings that are being hinted at, rather than having to understand fully the import of each individual word or move.  The conversation continues for another two minutes ( quite a long time for such an interaction)  in a similarly rambling and inconclusive fashion,  before T broaches the subject of money at all:

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1T: 
We’ll play it that way(.) um for(.) F(.)  what I thought was(.) as it’s a 

2T:
week that you (.) would normally be working(.) I feel we ought to offer 

3T:
you (3) something for the work that you’d be doing for us(.) I mean








                        [       ]

4F:








 mmm

5T:
be down there. just generally as a conference participant=

6F:
=right=

7T:
=but you won’t be totally free(.) because they’ll set up this afternoon

8T:
what


[

(
9F:
will  I have time to buy a compass ?





     [


10T:
                             your sort of duties are(.) you will yeh you’ll have 


11F:





[(laughs)]


12T: 
time to buy a  compass(.) that could be time-tabled but I thought of

13F




         [right]


14T: 
offering (.) now how much did I think of offering(.) forgotten the figure

15T:
(.) dear me I might say er say the wrong thing  here








  [

(
16F:






  Would you like to 

17F:
adjourn for six seconds?=

18T:
=No five hundred for the week

19F:                                                    yeh

20T:




       How do you feel about that? That’s 

21T:
on top of your subsistence(.) yeh ?





 [   

22F:
                                    (laughs) do I have to say now?=

23T:
=well=

24F
=that’s OK th that’s OK


                   [

25T:
                    yeh  is that alright ?=

26F:
yeh OK

Data: 92.2/3  EXAMPLE 3

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In a sense, what is missing from Brown and Levinson's model of politeness in conversation is just how much of what goes on is co-constructed by the participants. Because Brown and Levinson tend to focus on speaker intentions and practical rationality, they do not analyse the way that the intransigence or co-operation of the person we are speaking to determines our assessment of the need for a certain level or type of politeness.  Here, F could be interpreted as not co-operating with T: when he cannot remember the figure that he is about to offer her ( the very reason that we assume she has been called into the office)

12T: 
time to buy a  compass(.) that could be time-tabled but I thought of

13F




         [right]


14T: 
offering (.) now how much did I think of offering(.) forgotten the figure

15T:
(.) dear me I might say er say the wrong thing  here








  [

(
16F:






  Would you like to 

17F:
adjourn for six seconds?=

18T:
=No five hundred for the week

19F:                                                    yeh

F offers in line 16, politely, or perhaps strategically, manipulatively, ironically, or even sarcastically - it is not evident which - to adjourn the meeting for six seconds.  Again, she does not immediately agree to T's offer of £500  at line 22, but at first seems to be asking for more time to consider (possibly stalling to bargain for more?) and even then does not wholeheartedly agree to the offer until line 26.

21T:
on top of your subsistence(.) yeh ?





 [   

(
22F:
                                    (laughs) do I have to say now?=

23T:
=well=

24F
=that’s OK th that’s OK


                   [

25T:
                    yeh  is that alright ?=

26F:
yeh OK

Thus, rather viewing this interaction as a `product', and seeing the conversation as a finished text, with interactants formulating their intentions before the conversation, if we use a more process-oriented model of analysis, we can see that this conversation could have developed in a number of  very different ways.  There is a negotiation here over what face work is done.  It is not clear to me that either of these interactants is clearly using positive politeness or  negative politeness only, in any simple way, nor that the status of T in relation to F is demanding a particular style of politeness from either T or F.  In Brown and Levinson's model, the fact that T is in a more powerful institutional role in relation to F should mean that F gives more negative politeness to him, but it is difficult to argue that this is the case here; indeed, the false starts and hesitations could be argued to be almost entirely on T's side and it is difficult to assume that these hesitations and mitigations are interpreted as politeness and deference by F. They may simply signal a difficulty with knowing what to say in this particular tense situation, or they may indeed be part of T's verbal style, despite the fact that he is the director of a school.  Thus, rather than  seeing conversation being carried out by speakers with clear intentions about what they want to achieve, I would argue that those intentions are often only formulated in the interaction itself, or that long term aims are shaped by the short term progress of the conversation itself. 

Werkhofer argues that Brown and Levinson assume linear processing on the part of the speaker, that is, the intentions of the speaker follow in a simple linear pattern, (first, second, third,)  whereas processing ` may be of a "cyclical" or "parallel" type, that is the speaker may, while s/he is already speaking, go back to the planning stage, and s/he may do so repeatedly, thus continuing to make up and change his/her  mind on what to say next, depending perhaps on the changing impressions of how the situation at hand develops and on how well s/he feels s/he has been faring thus far' (Werkhofer, 1992: 169). This seems to be the case with examples 2 and 3 above where F and T are testing out what each of them can achieve, depending on how assertive or demanding the other is perceived to be.  Whilst T uses reformulations, that is, a summing up the gist of what has gone on before, which Thornborrow (2002) has argued are more likely to be used by those in positions of higher status, for example,  T's summing up move in Example 2, which tries to both achieve and assume that something is completed at the same:

41T:
  ANYWAY that’s at least on the way to being sorted out isn’t it ? 

and his move in Example 3:

1T: 
We’ll play it that way(.) um for(.) F(.)  what I thought was(.) as it’s a 

where he sums up the preceding segment of talk by saying `We'll play it that way' before moving on to discuss the question of money.  However, whilst F does not use reformulations, that is not to say that F does not also use strategies and moves which could be seen as characterising powerful speech, for as I have noted she uses quite ambiguous utterances, which force T to spell out the terms of the negotiations.  They interrupt each other more or less equally. 

In this instance, I would argue that it is only individuals interacting within particular communities of practice who will be able to assess whether a particular act is polite or impolite, and even then, such interpretations may be the subject of disagreement and misunderstanding.   Furthermore, there may be instances where co-conversationalists simply do not know whether an utterance is to be taken as polite or impolite, and whether this presumed politeness or impoliteness may or may not be significant.   Most people cope very well with not  knowing exactly what is going on in a conversation and politeness may well be a form of linguistic behaviour, or a linguistic resource, which may  help that process of simply getting through a conversation: for example, a school bus driver, (A) whom I speak to every day for approximately the time it takes for my children to get on the school bus, said to me one morning:

A: Hello Mum, Chief Seattle's address. Got it off the Internet. Nature and respect

S: Hmm, it's good, isn't it. 

A: The kids should read it every day

S: Yes, Have you got the site address ?

In this interaction, I, at first, had no idea what the person was talking about - I was taken aback by being addressed as `Mum' and  I did not immediately realise who he was referring to when he said `Chief Seattle', as this was not prompted by a previous reference or conversation, nor did I work out which way he was using `address', whether as an actual address (Internet or otherwise)  or in terms of a speech. Thus, since I assumed from his facial expression, his intonation and from the ending of his utterance with `nature and respect',  both of which are generally positively inflected terms, that I was required to respond positively, my response was simply a hazard at recycling  what he had just said in the broadest of possible terms.  This could be seen as a polite and thus self-defensive move on my part, so that the conversation did not break down, which might have happened if I had simply said `I have no idea what you are talking about'. Similarly my asking for the site address was not a real inquiry but simply to show that I was keeping up with the conversation. I was `just being polite'.    Thus, although I have no idea how the school bus driver interpreted my responses, I felt that I was signalling a polite wish to engage in conversation, although I had little idea of the import or relevance of what was being said to me.   As I discussed in the previous chapter, it is not possible to say whether the bus driver interpreted what I said as polite, incomprehensible or patronising.  As interactants, however, we are broadly tolerant of a great deal of not entirely comprehensible discourse. Thus, Brown and Levinson's model can be seen as an idealised model of perceptions of speaker intentions, but it cannot deal with the complexity of actual interactions where hypotheses about speaker intention and meaning is a much more complex,  negotiated phenomenon.

When discussing politeness, Brown and Levinson and other theorists following their model of analysis, only analyse utterances and cannot attempt to analyse silence, even though they stress the importance of `off-record' as a politeness strategy.  As many theorists, such as Tannen and Saville-Troike (1985) and Tannen (1990),  have shown, silence in fact is often a key feature in politeness and impoliteness.  To give a banal example, an older, white female upper-middle class friend said once when explaining why they had gone out shooting the previous day ( something to which she knows I am opposed) : `Well, of course, we are a shooting family'.  This seemed to me a ludicrous statement  - the notion that one produces oneself as a type of family and justifies one's actions accordingly, particularly this type of self-aggrandising aristocratic family position -  but because I am fond of this person, I suppressed the cutting remark or laughter which I felt, out of concern  for her, and because in my opinion our relationship could not stand such criticism.  I think this is a quality of a great number of relationships with others, that there are certain opinions or information that we leave unsaid or that we actively suppress, because of our consideration for the other person's feelings or because strategically we know it would not be in our interests. 
  This suppression of utterances can be labelled off-record within the Brown and Levinson model, but in essence it is unanalysable, as what can be analysed in their model is that which is representable.  As an analyst, it is clear that we simply cannot access this level of motivation; however, we need to be aware that  it plays a major role in politeness behaviour, and that if we use Brown and Levinson's model we are restricting ourselves to the analysis of politeness which is representable.

Brown and Levinson consider a number of variables which might affect the level of politeness which is employed by particular speakers; they sum up these variables under three headings: Power (P); Distance (D) and Rank of imposition ( R). The model of power that they use is premised on  the ability of one person  to impose their will on another, what Foucault terms the `repressive hypothesis', that is a model of power which is about denying freedom to another. (Foucault,  1978)  However, power is much more complex than simple repression alone, and Foucault argues that power is productive as well as repressive, as I suggested in Chapter One.  Brown and Levinson suggest that there is a simple correlation between power and politeness: `as S’s power over H increases, the weightiness of the FTA diminishes’(Brown and Levinson, 1978: 83).   However, the assessment of one's power in any situation is something which is dependent on a range of factors: one may have an institutional role which may accord you certain privileges, but your power is not simply a matter of your position in an institution.  It is something which is negotiated throughout all conversations and which is never finally achieved, much in the same way as Butler describes the performance of gender identity. (Butler, 1993)  Diamond distinguishes between `institutional status' and `local rank': `those social variables whose meaning is internal to a particular community' (Diamond, 1996: 10).  It is this level of bargaining over power relations which is most `up for grabs' and which I refer to as interactional power. This is clear in examples 2 and 3 analysed above, where T's position is one of superior institutional status, but the local rank or interactional power which he manages to negotiate for himself is constrained by F and by his assessment of the difficulty of the situation.  We might also consider, for example, the way that in many institutions, those who are officially assigned the role of making the decisions about the forward planning of the company are not necessarily the same as those who actually make the decisions. Thus, someone may have a `powerful' position in the company, but employees soon learn that if they want to get something done, they need to approach someone else, who holds the real power in the company.  Those in positions of institutional power may be perceived to be ineffective in their job. Diamond argues that we consider people to have achieved high local rank if  they are able to win an argument, introduce a new topic, bring about a reform, to change existing structures, to lead a discussion, to hold sway over others, and she goes on to say that `by defining power as political effectiveness we are stressing the fact that power is not merely a quality that is assigned or earned; it is also an interactional skill and process' (Diamond, 1996: 12; emphasis in original) What is interesting about this description of negotiations of local rank and power is that it is primarily a description of linguistic processes.  One might alter one’s level of politeness and deference to these people accordingly.  Some of people whom I interviewed  remarked that they were less deferent and respectful to  those in positions of power whom they regarded as `wankers’; they clearly distinguished between the institutional status of these people and the interactional power that they were accorded.  Institutional power obviously plays a major role in the assessment of what behaviour is appropriate in a particular context,  but assessments of effectiveness and competence, negotiations with those roles and other factors play an equally important part.

Social distance (D) is the degree to which interactants are familiar with one another: Brown and Levinson describe D in the following terms:  `frequency of interaction and the kinds of material and non-material goods (including face) exchanged between S and H’ (Brown and Levinson, 1978:82).  However, social distance cannot be characterised as achieved or stable.  Brown and Levinson assume a stability to relationships, so that interactants are consistently distant or familiar and are both in agreement as to the degree of familiarity that it is appropriate for them to use.  I would argue that social distance, because it is, like power, not something which is ever discussed explicitly, but which is negotiated in each interaction, is a variable which interactants might have different perceptions of. Fukushima remarks that `one of the difficulties [in assessing social distance] is due to the fact that the relationships among speakers are dynamic and open to negotiation ' (Fukushima, 2000:83).  The rank of imposition (R) is again a matter for negotiation, because it is not clear  that interactants always agree on their perceptions of how much of an imposition a particular request is.  

Brown and Levinson's view of the variables which have an impact on the level of politeness leads  them to assume that these variables are both mutually manifest to all participants and also equally salient for all.  But consider Jary's comment: `should one party employ a form or strategy which does not fulfil these expectations [of P, D and R], the result will be a change in the addressee's cognitive environment.  Moreover a form or strategy of this type would be highly relevant to the hearer as it would constitute evidence that the speaker ranked one of the three variables in a manner incompatible with the hearer's assumptions about their mutual cognitive environment' (Jary, 1998:5).   Furthermore, Brown and Levinson assume that  each of the participants is clear about their social standing in relation to each other; in a situation where the participants are unsure about their relation to each other in terms of status, power and social distance, Jary argues that: `in such cases, the forms used and strategies employed will serve as indicators of the speaker's estimation of her status in relation to the hearer' (Jary, 1998:17). Thus, those elements of speech which are seen by participants to be polite indicators will be interpreted not simply as indicating concern for the others' face needs, but will serve to indicate the estimation of status and social distance that each of the participants has so far made.  Thus, rather than these variables determining the production of politeness behaviour, we can argue that so-called polite behaviour plays a major role in interactants working out their role and status in relation to each other.

Not only do Brown and Levinson sum up a complex array of variables under these three  headings, but they also say that they can compute the level of politeness from formulae that they have developed.  For example, they state that power, social distance and rank are the three factors which lead to a judgement of the weightiness of the imposition, leading to the choice of high or low politeness strategies:

Wx= D(S,H) + P(H, S) + Rx

Here the weightiness of the imposition,[W]  and thus the level of politeness strategy,  can be computed from `adding together' the social distance [D]  of the speaker and hearer, their relative power [P] and the rank of the imposition [R].  But we might ask ourselves, what exactly this process of adding these elements together means.  In real terms, how easy is it to compute the power relation or the social distance between two people except perhaps in terms of high and low ? These formulae seem so schematic that they  do not relate to language production or interpretation in any meaningful  way.  Werkhofer argues that `the weightiness of the imposition implied by an utterance does not seem to determine the degree of politeness that is employed' (Werkhofer, 1992: 171). Brown and Levinson qualify their assertions about these variables by saying:  `we are interested in D, P, and R only to the extent that actors think it is mutual knowledge between them that these variables have some particular values’ and I would agree that it is the interactants' assessment of their relative power or distance which is important for politeness. (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 79)   However, it is unclear  how, within Brown and Levinson's model, it is possible to determine the interactants' assessments, because the only assessments which are given are those of  the analyst. Furthermore, there is no scope within their model for mismatches or disagreements between speakers and hearers about assessments of power and social distance.   Watts et.al. argue that these formulae are problematic: `Surely, the degree to which a social act is considered to be an imposition… depends crucially on P and D.  So in order for the model person to be able to assess the value for R, s/he has to be able to calculate values for D and P first.  No indication is given as to how this might be done' (Watts, et.al 1992: 19).  Furthermore,  there is no indication of when in the course of the conversation such an assessment is made, since assessments may alter during and indeed after an interaction.

With this simplified view of the variables which affect the production of utterances, there are many factors which are not considered.  Just to give one example,  Brown and Levinson do not consider the variable of age, and yet there seems to be a considerable difference in utterances, and judgements about utterances, made by people who are older (Scollon and Scollon, 1995).  In the interviews which I conducted, there is a strong perception amongst older people that  young people are not as polite as they used to be, but this may be due largely to stereotypical beliefs that older people may have of younger people which is represented through their assessment of politeness. Younger people in the interviews tended, though not unequivocally, to regard politeness as  irrelevant or trivial, when compared to the importance it is accorded by older people. 

Furthermore, Brown and Levinson are aware that in an utterance the variable which is most salient for the interaction may not be agreed upon by both participants. The mood of the participants may affect the way that these variables are assessed, for example, as they mention, on some days we may see everyone as a friend  and on the next, we may see everyone as a potential enemy: Brown and Levinson state that  `in order for interactants to interpret utterances correctly they must have some assessment of each other’s current mood’(Brown and Levinson, 1978:237). But if this is so, they give no indication of how we as analysts can factor this into their model (which is, in fact, predicated on excluding such factors). In addition, as Brown and Levinson note,  politeness is intricately related to whether a member of a group likes or dislikes another member of the group.  Depending on the degree to which affect is already established, politeness will be judged according; if someone is disliked,  behaviour, which in other contexts with different participants,  would be judged neutrally or as polite, will be judged to be impolite.  Politeness itself is used as an ongoing weapon or justificatory principle in questions of whether someone is liked or disliked. Brown and Levinson state, in the second edition of their work, that they need to distinguish between affect and distance/familiarity: `formality (and other sorts of situation and setting classifications…will have a principled effect on assessments of FTA danger' (Brown and Levinson, 1987:16).  However, simply adding more variables without a notion of how to measure these assessments of affect or formality does not help the assessment of politeness. Brown and Levinson themselves seem to suggest that quantitative analyses using their strategy is not the best way to proceed `politeness is  implicated by the semantic structure of the whole utterance, not communicated by `markers' or `mitigators' in a simple signalling fashion which can be quantified  … In our view quantitative evaluations of polite redress in natural language data must always be preceded by and supplemented with qualitative ones' (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 22, emphasis in original).   However, this mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods cannot operate effectively in the analysis of politeness, if what needs to be measured is the assessment of politeness and the factors which contribute to that assessment. Instead, we need to add to this qualitative analysis of data an examination of the judgements of interactants. 

A final difficulty at a methodological level is the claims that Brown and Levinson make for their model.  They assert  that politeness itself is universal and that it functions in much the same way in all languages, with slight differences of emphasis. They also claim that their model is universally applicable, justifying this claim by drawing on data from three different languages. This claim is the one which poses most difficulty both at a theoretical and a methodological level. Many critics have argued that their claim of  universality is unfounded, or based on  Eurocentrism, extending a model of language which works at some level for English to all other languages (Bargiela, et.al.  2002).   Even here, it is largely the  speech of the dominant class which is taken as the exemplar, and the model does not sufficiently address the different emphases in other language groups  (Mao, 1994; Boz, forthcoming).  They themselves state that: `it may be thought that our universalistic account is an inexcusable cultural denudation or worse ethnocentric projection'  (Brown and Levinson, 1987:13).  However, they argue that despite these perceived difficulties with the emphasis that different cultures have in relation to face and the degree to which certain cultures tend to positive or negative politeness, they consider that their model still  holds.  Brown and Levinson claim that  cultures, as a whole, tend to certain styles of politeness: the `ethos’ of a culture being  `the affective quality of interaction characteristic of members of a society’ (Brown and Levinson, 1978:248).  Those cultures which they claim are primarily positive politeness cultures, for example, America, will in general view the weightiness of imposition as of low importance, whereas what they see as negative politeness cultures like Japan and Britain will see impositions as something to be handled with great care and tact. However, Sifianou argues that we should not accept this characterisation of  China and Japan as negative politeness cultures, for she argues that it may be the case that `concepts of "deference" and "formality" in oriental cultures differ from those in Western cultures'. (Sifianou, 1992:211).  Thus, when we analyse deference in Asian cultures, we may be working with a Western model of deference which does not fit those cultures; this behaviour may not be seen as deferent as such by Asians themselves.  Brown and Levinson go on to extend this cross-cultural  analysis to classes and dominated groups: `subcultural differences can be captured:  ... dominated groups ... have positive  politeness cultures; dominating groups have negative politeness cultures. That is, the world of  the upper and middle groups is constructed in a stern and cold architecture of social distance, asymmetry and resentment of impositions, while the world of the lower groups is built on social closeness, symmetrical solidarity and reciprocity' (Brown and Levinson, 1978: 250).  However, Brown and Levinson seem to be confusing several very different contexts of speech. Perhaps what is captured here is the `public discourse’ of the upper classes, that is the type of speech used by the upper classes to others in public.  The type of language which they characterise `lower groups' as using is in fact that of the  `hidden transcripts’ , that is the type of language which is used by  `lower groups’ when they are amongst their own kind. This may differ markedly from the `public discourse' of working class people when talking to those from other classes (Scott, 1990; see footnote 28).   This tendency to characterise classes and cultures as homogeneous is not easily sustained when we examine the complexity of politeness in even one culture, or even within one class and seems to be dependent on stereotypical beliefs about the linguistic behaviour of particular classes. 

Making claims about the universal applicability of this model assumes a certain homogeneity of behaviour amongst all speakers and we are forced to represent the Model Speaker as `the embodiment of sharedness', that is speakers and hearers are represented as sharing values and beliefs about what is appropriate language (Eelen, 2001:132).  The way that individuals negotiate with their perceptions of politeness norms is thus lost.   For example, one of the issues which came up frequently in the interviews I conducted was that many of the interviewees recognised different levels of politeness as being habitual, constituting part of the style for particular people. It is clear that many people recognise that some people have certain linguistic stances which mean that their behaviour is consistently over-polite or impolite compared to the community of practice within which  they are participating, or even perhaps, in general, in all of the situations in which they are involved.  For example, in discussing politeness with a group of lecturers in Sweden, one female lecturer stated that one of her male colleagues, who was present at the seminar, always talked to her in a very brusque way, and she stated that she did not like having to work out what he meant rather than taking  this brusque style at face value.  In other words, she resented him for not providing the level of politeness that she expected of him, and she felt that she was having to assume positive politeness was intended by her colleague even though it was not expressed; thus, all of the interactional work and reasoning was being left to her.  The male colleague said in response: ` Well, you know me, you should know what I mean.’ Thus, the male colleague assumed that, because of the level of familiarity between them and because he consistently used this style, she should not take offence. 

To give an example from my data, in Example 4, C, an older, white, upper middle class, `out' homosexual  male is consistently impolite, when judged against the linguistic behaviour of the others in the community of practice, all of them white middle class teachers.  However,  none of them seems to take offence or react to his rudeness within the interactions they have with him. However, all of them, both before and after this interaction,  characterise C as `a curmudgeonly old bugger' or as `bloody rude' and `difficult'.  This is a judgement about his habitual behaviour however and not an assessment of his behaviour in particular interactions ( although there is clearly an interaction between these two assessments).  Take this example, where C comes into a room where two younger white middle class heterosexual male friends, T and D, are talking:

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1T:
 Hello

(
2C:               There’s the man who’s obviously got it in for me Christ 








          [(general laughter)]

3C:
ALMIGHTY (.) if one man could bugger me around more  in two days 

4C:
than you have in  the last two days I’d like to know his name Christ 
5T:


[(laughs)]

6C:
Almighty (.)  Still all right. If I didn’t  know you I would say it was on 

7C:
purpose


[

            8T:
C, have a drink



               [


9D:
                Hello C=


10T:
=Red rose or beer?


11C:


      Yes please=


12T
=All  of them (laughs) Large ?


 
                      [


13C:
                      I’d like another beer=


14D:
=So what are you talking about (.) the last two days?  I haven’t done 

15D:
anything to you in the last two days





      [

(
16C:
                                         That’s precisely what I’m complaining about 

(laughs)

(
17T
             Is your arm all right ?

18C:
                                            No no it’s fine

                                                                    [

19D:




          Why what should I have 

20D:
done?=

21C:
=Strewth well I thought I just thought that you were going to do things 

22C:
maybe  you weren’t (.) and you didn’t

Data: 107.1/2   EXAMPLE 4

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

C, consistently through all of the conversations I have recorded between him and a variety of friends, is far more direct and openly confrontational than they are towards him and he engages in a great deal of  verbal play or banter. 
  None of the other participants reciprocate with the same degree of  fairly confrontational behaviour, although all of them swear in equal degrees to each other (although not at the same level as C).  Most of them tend to be more confrontational with him than with other people in other groups or individually with other members of the same group. These people belong to a  fairly close-knit group who see each other on a daily basis, both at work and socially.  But here D states that he does not know what he is accused of doing or not doing and even when he asks C what he is being accused of, he  is not told, but seems to take this with humour and accepts this as just another example of C's habitual style.  This notion of personal style in relation to politeness is extremely important.  Many of these participants regard C as being difficult,  using the term `prickly' to describe him, but when they judge whether he is being polite or considerate towards them, it is against the standard of his personal style, rather than against a notion of what is appropriate for most other people in a particular setting. 

These methodological problems with data-collection  and interpretation have forced me to re-evaluate the way that we analyse politeness.  It has made me challenge what  we see as constituting data and the claims that we make for that data. It has also  forced me to question the way that we draw on the notion of the variable in our analysis, since neither CDA's analysis of power is sufficient to grasp the complexity of the way that power is negotiated, nor is CA's insistence that we must only analyse that which is oriented to by the participants in the conversation.  In the following chapters I sketch out a form of analysis which I hope is more adequate for the analysis of judgements of politeness made by interactants, which tries to combine elements from CA and CDA and which tries to attend to the concerns of the participants whilst also being aware that those concerns are not entirely of their own making.

Implications for Analysis

This critique of Brown and Levinson's model of politeness has many implications for analysis which I would like to summarise here. 
   Firstly, it is important to see that politeness has a range of different functions and is not simply an expression of affiliation with or deference towards others, even though stereotypically that is the way it is often discussed by both analysts and interactants.   Thus, politeness should be seen as a set of strategies or verbal habits which interlocutors set as a norm for themselves or which others judge as the norm for them, as well as being perceived as  a socially constructed norm within particular communities of practice. We might see politeness as akin to  resources which are viewed differently by interactants and which may be drawn on by them to different extents because of their assessments of their position of local and institutional power relative to others, and because of the way that they themselves are treated by others.   Participants make these assessments of how much politeness they need to use on the basis of what they manage to achieve in talk, and sometimes others' assessments of them, and others lack of support in conversation may mean that they are forced to use certain polite strategies in order to achieve what they wish, or in order to ingratiate themselves with others. Holmes seems to affirm this in that she talks about `polite people’ as those who `avoid obvious face-threatening acts ... they generally attempt to reduce the threat of unavoidable face threatening acts such as requests or warnings by softening them, or expressing them indirectly; and they use polite utterances such as greetings and compliments where possible'  (Holmes, 1995:5).  However, this view of `polite people’ does not relate those polite acts to a community of practice  which judges the acts and the people as polite, or which sees that polite behaviour as determined by the actions of people other than the individual themselves.  Thus, this is  again an example of the disembodied, abstract  analysis which  is often determined by the use of Brown and Levinson's framework. Politeness can only be analysed within particular communities of practice and should be seen as negotiations with assumed norms.  I am not assuming that the norms of communities of practice are uncontested, for as I have tried to show in the analyses of data in this chapter, there are generally misunderstandings and disagreements about what is going on in conversations and what is appropriate.    As I have stressed throughout, the notion of what is appropriate is open to debate within communities of practice and is often something which is contested:  `The phrase appropriate or nonproblematic advertises its own roots in collectivist homogeneity, in which each knows the (single, determinate code like) language perfectly.  In practice, all these homogenised singularities strive to conceal pluralities.  There is almost never a single appropriate or nonproblematic use of any particular word but always a great number of ways of using it appropriately or inappropriately.  And on each distinct occasion of use, it will be some of these endlessly varied judgements of appropriateness that will be displayed by interlocutors in situ' (Toolan, 1996:170). 
The notion of hypothesised appropriateness in the assessment of an act as polite refers to the judging of whether an utterance is appropriate or not, either in relation to the perceived norms of the situation, the community of practice or the perceived norms of the society as a whole.  There is obviously flexibility in these norms and the potential for misunderstandings and misapprehension of politeness is great.   For example, in an anecdote given by one of the interviewees, a male public speaker leading a workshop for a group of male and female professionals used mild swear words  and a range of informal expressions in order, one assumes, to set the group at ease and create an atmosphere of informality and openness, (that is, he  intended to  pay positive politeness to the face needs of the group, and assert that he wished to be viewed as a colleague rather than as an expert), but this was interpreted by some of the group members as impolite, ingratiating or patronising, since they had clear  views of the language which they felt appropriate to the professional setting and the role of workshop discussion leaders. They felt that not enough respect was being paid to the community of practice as a whole and to them as individual participants. 

The second implication of these difficulties with Brown and Levinson’s model is that,  in  analysing politeness we must constantly remind ourselves that politeness is a matter of judgement and assessment rather than politeness residing in particular linguistic forms or functions.  And thus, the hearer has to assess at all times the commitment that the speaker has to his or her statement and whether they are sincere or merely being manipulative. Speakers and hearers are constantly assessing the interaction in relation to politeness norms that they assume are operating in the community of practice. Taylor argues that this judgement has a moral dimension: `language appears not as an autonomous system of formal regularities, but as a normative practice, the regularity of which we ourselves create, police and reward as a part of the  very performance of that practice, and to which we attribute what amounts to a moral value' (Taylor, 1992:13).   Toolan argues that, in contrast to the centrality of practical reasoning in the model of language as a whole and in politeness analysis in particular, we should instead focus on the role of imagination, since it precisely this creative empathetic skill which is drawn on to make sense of others: `imaginative powers enable us to make rational assessments of what - given our awareness of the present circumstances and present agendas of interactants, together with awareness of how perceptibly related gestures, signs and effects have  been interpreted on past occasions (i.e. memory) - might possibly be going on in a current situation' (Toolan, 1996:177).  As I discussed earlier in this Chapter,  there are no formal constitutive elements of an apology in isolation; Toolan argues that: `in practice in heterogeneous speech communities, the relations between specifiable conditions and specific acts invariable turn out to be many to many: rather different conditions can count as enabling what particular community members would regard as an apology, and rather different acts can count as enabled, for particular members, by any particular set of conditions. … What is constitutive of an apology, or a threat, or a warning, is just that complex of situated and cotemporal behaviour … experiencing that an addressee concludes that he or she has been apologised to, or threatened or warned' (Toolan, 1996: 299).   Whilst the phrases `I am sorry' and `I apologise' are often considered by linguists to function as apologies, if the hearer considers that the speaker is insincere when s/he utters them, they simply will not function as an apology at all.   Apologies are often composed of elements which cannot be recognised easily by either interactants or analysts as unequivocally apologies; for example, following on from the interaction, in Example 4,  discussed earlier between C and a group of friends, where C accuses one of them, D,  of not doing something for him, D then, thirty five minutes later in the conversation asks for clarification of his earlier accusation, after they have been talking about a range of work-related issues:

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1D: 
all I want to know is why you're so fucking ANGRY with me=

(
2C=     it's not really a question of being angry but I've been feeling particularly 

3C:
sick it might have been that

                                      [

4D:                                 well what has that got to do with me? =

5C:
=well I was feeling sick it must have been this magical communion you 

were having I've only just got down to its reason=


6D:
      [(laughs)]


7D:
=I wish you well

(data 107.5)   EXAMPLE 5

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Here, long after the initial accusation, D seems to be trying to resolve the matter, or at least trying to force C to explain his attack on D.  C seems to be trying to suggest that the problem did not lie with D at all, but was rather due to his feeling unwell, 

(
2C=     it's not really a question of being angry but I've been feeling particularly 

3C:
sick it might have been that 

and D's laugh and comment in line 7: `I wish you well'  seems at face value to be recognising this as an apology for C's earlier outburst, ( although it has to be said that D's comment cannot be heard as unequivocal, since it could be interpreted ironically or sarcastically). Spencer Oatey argues that `rapport threat and rapport enhancement are subjective evaluations, which depend not simply on the content of the message, but on people' s interpretations and reactions to who says what under what circumstances' (Spencer-Oatey, 2000:19). Thus, an apology is not necessarily simply a formal linguistic unit, but is a judgement made about someone's linguistic performance: whether the right amount of effort and work has been expended, and whether sufficient  commitment and sincerity have been expressed.

I have argued that the question of judgement should be central to all analyses of politeness.  We can see this process in action in the following extract where two colleagues in a university are analysing what constitutes politeness or impoliteness. Here, two heterosexual middle class  white male lecturers, J and G,  are  discussing a situation which occurred in a university  where they were both teaching; the discussion seems to centre around the question of how to evaluate the behaviour of others:

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1J:
 It’s not even politeness(.)cause I was saying to my class. my class 

2J:
wanted to walk out(.) and I met A so I wanted to talk to him about the 

3J:
course business you know he IS head of department and I hadn’t seen







[               ]

4G: 




            Mmmhmm


5J:
 him for a long time(.)and I talked for perhaps too long(3)then his role 

6J:
was taken over by (.) the head of philosophy(.)who seemed to be you 

7J:
know this old power business Then I saw my class just drifting out 

8G:                                                  [Mm]

9J:
I’d only been out there for x minutes(.) I said where are you going 

10J:
(.)they said well we are fed up with waiting for you having a good old 

11J:
natter(.)which I’ve never done before(.)I said what do you want to do 

12J:
create problems or solve them(.)you’re bothered that I’ve talked for so 

(
13J:
long outside the door(.)I said the reasonable way to solve them is to say 

14J:
excuse me I said I was obviously wrong(.) I shouldn’t have done that

15G:
               [Mmm]

16J:
it was not intentional.it could have been solved by talking not a great 

17J:
confrontation protestation=

18G:
=Yeh=

19J:
=and then when I talked to them like that they all came back(.)you

20J:
 know I said that’s great you know (2)I’d like to talk to you you talk to 

21J:
me and the problem’s solved and then once in the whole time since I’ve 

22J:
been here I talked too long outside the door. and instead of talking to 

23J:
me(.) no all walk out But I suppose from young people But I suppose 

24G:                      [Mmm]

25J:
from young people that’s the way that  they handle things=

26G:
=it’s entirely possible that they would see it not(.) er as a 

27G:
confrontational thing um(.) they probably feel that if they came up to 

28G:
you and said look er hum you know




        [           

29J:                                    Yeh I’m (.) I’d have given a smart aleck reply

                                                                                                    [

30G:                                                                                             Well(.)or

31G: 
sort of. tear them off a strip(.) or whereas just=

32J:
=yeh=

33G:
=sort of =

34J: 
=yeh yeh I can yeh I thought of that

Data: 104.7/6   EXAMPLE  6

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Here J  seems to be asking G to try to help him to work out a problem with the behaviour of a class who J perceived to have behaved impolitely towards him and a great deal of the talk is expended on assessing the way that they had behaved impolitely and what they should have done in his opinion in order to be behaving towards him appropriately (lines 13-25).  G, to resolve this problem, seems to suggest that their behaviour could have been motivated by other factors which overrode the imperative of deferential politeness towards their lecturer, for example that they were afraid of being mocked, which D suggests might be the case:

26G:
=it’s entirely possible that they would see it not(.) er as a 

27G:
confrontational thing um(.) they probably feel that if they came up to 

28G:
you and said look er hum you know




        [           

(
29J:                                    Yeh I’m (.) I’d have given a smart aleck reply

                                                                                                    [

30G:                                                                                             Well(.)or

31G: 
sort of. tear them off a strip(.) or whereas just=

32J:
=yeh=

33G:
=sort of =

34J: 
=yeh yeh I can yeh I thought of that

G does not explicitly offer an explanation for this, choosing rather to refer to an unstated but assumed to be mutually manifest knowledge of D’s past behaviour by saying `you know’, (line 28).  (This `you know’  may be the result of diffidence on G’s part about seeming to accuse D of losing his temper with students, or it may simply be indicative of a need on G’s part to pause and think what the students’ behaviour means.) Thus, as we can see from this interaction, judgements about what behaviour constitutes politeness or impoliteness are often achieved with others rather than through a simple process of individual judgement.   This is necessarily a moral process: `the individual's active and reflective part in language use is characterised by speakers' unequivocal habitual sense that they are personally and severally responsible for what they say and for the effects that their uses of language have. Morality is involved since in practice language is always in use within human purposeful activities, and those are inescapably value-laden, choice implicating, preference and assumption reflecting, reflecting and articulating judgements what is right and wrong, desirable and undesirable, correct and incorrect.  Part of the standard depiction of the language user has entailed a theoretically absolute separation of this value-ladenness, this concern for correctness, that is implicit and explicit in everyday language use' (Toolan, 1996:179). 

Since this is a process of judgement, there can be misunderstandings or disagreements about what constitutes politeness or impoliteness.  For some people, a particular FTA might be offensive and constitute a breach in a relationship, for others it might be simply part of the give-and-take of relationships.  In analysing data, this must be reflected, and in the analyses which I have undertaken in this chapter I hope that I have shown that there are a range of possible interpretations.  This move to the analysis of judgement necessitates a  focus more on the discourse level of analysis  than on individual words. Rather than reifying politeness and assuming that politeness is a material entity, we need to focus on the way that perceptions of what constitutes politeness or impoliteness structures interaction and is drawn on explicitly by interactants, and functions to structure their roles in relation to one another.

The third implication of these difficulties with Brown and Levinson's model is that because of the difficulties which I discussed in Chapter 1 in relation to gathering, analysing and interpreting data, and also because of the difficulties which I  discuss in Chapters 3 and  4 in relation to generalisations in relation to gender, I would argue that different forms of data need to be considered.  As I mentioned in the Introduction, I have decided to use both conventional forms of  transcribed data, together with anecdotes which I have noted down or which have been elicited from interviews with a wide range of people. Although I note the difficulty with early feminist linguists'  over-reliance on anecdote, as Cameron has remarked,  there are times in theoretical discussion when an anecdote can strategically point up certain types of linguistic assumptions: `stereotypes … condense a great deal of taken-for-granted cultural wisdom into a very small amount of surface discourse production.  It is precisely the relationship of the surface utterance to the cultural assumptions "underneath" that is at issue' (Cameron, 1998a:447). Beebe argues that there is a place for using a variety of data, examples which have been noted down immediately after the incident took place and reconstructed examples which have been written down some time after they took place.  She argues that this type of `notebook data', although problematic in that the type of data is restricted to the circle of friends, acquaintances and the strangers that one meets,  has the advantage of being spontaneous. (Beebe, 1995: 158). She argues `the gain from removing limits on subjects and settings is tremendous in a study which is aimed at taxonomy - especially classification of a behaviour [such as impoliteness] which is stigmatised and therefore likely to be edited or distorted if elicited and likely to be absent in many formal settings conducive to traditional scientific data collection (Beebe, 1995:158).  One could also argue that since the analyst was involved or knows the people involved there is a level of knowledge about the interactions which could not be achieved with data from respondents in questionnaires or from laboratory conditions.  Because politeness is a process of judgement, it is precisely this process which must be analysed and anecdotes about incidents which were judged to be impolite or polite serve this purpose.

Conclusions

In criticising Brown and Levinson's model of politeness and their methodology, I have been trying to formulate a form of analysis which is adequate for the analysis of politeness. What we should aim for is a form of analysis which tries to uncover the motivations and interests of interactants in particular contexts. `The integrationist seeks above all an “inward” account of language, as opposed to a detached, abstracted and idealised one’(Toolan, 1996:22).  What Toolan argues we should be trying to find out is whether ` what is modelled is truly the lay language user’s own understanding of the given phenomena’(Toolan, 1996:22).

Thus, Brown and Levinson's model, because of its idealised nature, cannot deal with the way that politeness operates in real conversations as a form of assessment of behaviour. In discussing Brown and Levinson's work, Kasper suggests that their work and that of other theorists  is `impressive in their parsimony and elegance [ but their models] are over-simplistic.  Their lasting achievement is to have produced excellent heuristics to investigate a complex object of inquiry.  As theories with claims to universality, they need elaboration and revision' (Kasper, cited in Keinpointner, 1997:254). However, I feel that elaboration and revision cannot solve the problems in Brown and Levinson's work. Perhaps what I am arguing for  is, as Held puts it, `an evolutionary interactive concept [of politeness] which is dependent on reactions by and or the understanding of the co-interactant' (Held, 1992:146).  It is this interactiveness, particularly in relation to the community of practice and the context, which I see as playing a major determining role in the production and assessment of politeness, and which requires different forms of analysis.

�  I would like to thank Chris Christie and Clare Walsh for their invaluable comments on this chapter.





� Brown and Levinson themselves, in the introduction to the second edition of their work, are very self-critical, refining the type of theoretical and analytical work that they are suggest that they need to draw on.  However, in essence, their analysis of politeness remains much the same as in the 1978 publication, even though  they consider certain theoretical revisions advisable.  If they seriously questioned their own use of Speech Act theory, this would necessitate a complete revision of their analytical model.





�  However, as Diamond has shown, this notion of a sequence of  FTA followed by repair does not happen in practice, since the supposed repair very often precedes the FTA or is interwoven with the FTA (Diamond, 1996).





� I would disagree with this assessment that it does not matter at all whether the apology is perceived to be insincere, but I would agree that it is perhaps more important that  an apology is publicly and clearly made.





� Etiquette has an interesting history which may explain this sense that etiquette is  outdated and should not be analysed in conjunction with politeness.  Ehlich argues that politeness, in the guise of formal etiquette, only played an important role in the French court amongst the aristocracy  because they were no longer in such a powerful position; hence the sense now that etiquette is an outmoded and socially useless form of politeness (Ehlich, 1992).


 


� As I mentioned in the Introduction, I conducted taped  interviews with a wide range of people, based on a questionnaire which tried to elicit judgements about politeness in general, and  anecdotes about conversations where politeness or impoliteness had seemed to the interviewee to be problematic or excessive.





� It might be argued that this holding of  these opposing views on politeness demonstrates the complexity of their position; however, I would suggest that these views of politeness are only implicitly articulated and thus can only be seen as contradictory.





� However, this analogy forces us to assume that, like money, politeness has a value which is agreed on by all participants.  There is generally a distinct lack of agreement about whether a particular utterance can be considered to be polite or not and whether polite behaviour is trivial or valuable.





� For example, we might consider the fact that students do not tend to talk in lectures and the assumption that if they do, they are threatening the face of the lecturer.  There is no regulation that students should not talk in lectures, and individual students do not necessarily go through a process of deciding not to talk; it is an assumption which is constructed at the level of the community of practice that it is in everyone's interests if students do not talk.





�  It is debatable whether Brown and Levinson's model, with its emphasis on the Model Speaker and his/her strategic language use, could in fact integrate any notion of social politeness. 





� However, as Eelen (2001) remarks, this metaphor explains why people abide by the rules, but cannot explain what motivates people to break them. 





�  However whilst Coulmas' analysis of Japanese is accurate, it is also the case that other commentators have noted that certain groups of Japanese speakers have managed to challenge the use of these seemingly essential honorific particles as part of a process of revising their assessment of their position in the social order (Okamoto, 1995). 





�  Some of them remarked on  particular children's use of swear words which they considered impolite, and which the children continued to use despite interventions by teachers.





�  However, Watts does not seem to be able to account for the fact that the use of `sir' in situations where it would not normally be expected might be interpreted as ironic or offensive.





� The difference between Janney and Arndt and the one hand and Watts on the other is less to do with behaviour and more to do with their different perceptions of what motivates people to be polite in given situations. (Walsh, pers.comm) Although I find Watts' distinction polite and politic interesting in drawing attention to the possibility of using polite forms in manipulative and egocentric ways, because this distinction is phrased in a slightly counter-intuitive way, I will not be maintaining his distinction in my analysis. However, I retain the notion that individuals may use over-politeness as a way of trying to accrue benefit to themselves.  They need not be successful in this, however, as others may see them as manipulative or as having assessed social distance incorrectly.





� Very few theorists consider the historical development of politeness, but most of them, because they consider the origin of language to be from a very basic and `primitive' form of speech associated with group-organised activities, would probably assume that politeness only developed fairly late in human evolution  with the development of 'civilisation'. (Beaken, 1996; Foley, 1996)





� However, Jary argues that there is no single `message' of polite behaviour: `much of what has been termed polite behaviour … is best seen as directed at avoiding unwanted implications rather than communicating implications.  Moreover when speakers do intend their behaviour to have certain implications, they often want these intentions to remain hidden from their hearers as their recognition would result in the speaker's objectives not being achieved' (Jary, 1998:13).  Thus, politeness, in this view is more like a clarificatory form of behaviour, or a form of repair work, than a substantive form of linguistic communication in its own right and Jary illustrates the complexity of assessing what exactly someone is doing when they are using language which might be assessed by others as polite..





� Just because someone has assessed the level of appropriate behaviour does not necessarily mean that they will behave according to these hypothesised norms.  However, their notion of appropriacy will play a role in assessing their and others’ behaviour as aberrant, impolite and so on.





� This may also be the case with Australia and America where, at a stereotypical level, blunt, direct speaking is preferred to the class-based British norms of politeness, and this type of direct speech may have been consciously adopted as a way of distinguishing these cultures from Britain.





� The Cross-cultural Linguistic Politeness Research Group,  composed of linguists  from Britain, China, Georgia, Libya, Italy, Turkey, Finland, Egypt and the Netherlands, has been collaborating on rethinking the models which are currently in use for the analysis of linguistic politeness. We meet regularly to discuss the research of the participants and also to discuss new research in this area.   One of the main discussions so far has been on the contestation of the notion of face and  communities of practice and politeness.  Details of the group can be found on the website  at  � HYPERLINK http://www.http://linguisticpoliteness.eclipse.co.uk ��http://politeness.lboro.ac.uk� or by contacting Sara Mills : � HYPERLINK mailto:s.l.mills@shu.ac.uk ��s.l.mills@shu.ac.uk� or Chris Christie: c.christie@lboro.ac.uk. There is a special issue of the electronic journal Working Papers on the Web  vol.3 (2002) www.shu.ac.uk/wpw on the subject of Politeness and Context which contains papers by members of the research group.





� And in other analyses of politeness using Brown and Levinson’ work, the sentence level or phrase level analysis is the more common





� Brown and Levinson themselves do not propose that linguistic forms themselves are intrinsically polite; it is rather strategies which are polite.  However this is equally problematic.





� The strategic or unintentional use of forms of linguistic behaviour which are interpreted as over-politeness cannot be analysed within the Brown and Levinson framework, because of the focus on the speaker's intentions alone.





�  However, even swearing, if uttered in a joking voice may be assessed as positively polite, suggesting equality of relation between boss and secretary, or suggesting a lack of social distance in this particular context - a sense that both people are united against a common problem.





� A strategy frequently used by those who are considered by others to be rude or brusque.





� This distinction between an analyst imposing a meaning on an utterance and an analyst attempting to discover the meanings which interactants give to an utterance is one which Bucholtz (1999a) defines as the distinction between sociolinguistics and ethnography. And Schegloff (1997) would see this as a crucial distinction between CDA and CA.  However, many ethnographers still confuse the position of the interactants with their own analytical position, as is shown in Schegloff's analysis of conversations where he assumes that he has captured what was really going on in an interaction (Eelen, 2001).





� Brown and Levinson also note the difficulty of assigning certain utterances unequivocally to a category and fitting every utterance within their framework.  They argue that, with a strategy like `Be pessimistic about the success of an FTA' : `an utterance like "You don't want to pass the salt" should be polite: that it is not, of course is due to the fact that it attributes impolite desires to the addressee'. (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 11)  They argue that this `overgeneration' of utterances as polite could be compensated by building into the system a set of `filters' which would check that there were no impolite implicatures.  However, this rather defeats the object of developing a general framework.  This is not an isolated  example of an utterance failing to fit the model, but rather a general problem with the model itself where complete comprehension and clarity is assumed.





�  Scott (1990) has analysed the silence of those who are in a position of inferior status in conversation describing their silence as the `official transcript' and has contrasted this with what he calls `the hidden transcript', that is a critique of those power relations articulated amongst equals when the powerful person is out of sight. He asks therefore `How do we study power relations when the powerless are often obliged to adopt a strategic pose in the presence of the powerful..?' (Scott, 1990:xii) From this, it is clear that silence cannot simply be equated with powerlessness since it is an adopted pose which needs to be analysed alongside the `hidden transcript'.





� This view was also articulated in a BBC Radio programme (2001) on perceptions of the importance of politeness by older and younger people in Wales.





� I discuss banter in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4.





� Ultimately, I cannot tell exactly what was going on in this interaction at an interpersonal level since I was not present; thus, the smiles,  avoidance of eye-contact and physical position of interactants cannot be analysed.  Even though I talked to the participants about the interaction afterwards, and know all of them very well, it is impossible for me to know what exactly is being negotiated interpersonally here.  The exact nature of the continual rivalry between C and D, which occurs on other occasions, in particular is not clear to me.








PAGE  
71

