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Conclusions

This analysis of the complex relation between gender and politeness has implications for future research, not simply in the rather narrow field of politeness research, but also within  linguistics in general, and feminist linguistics in particular. I have also been arguing throughout this book for a rapprochement between Conversational Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis, so that analysis of conversation can incorporate both openly political analysis which focuses on negotiations with power relations at a structural and a local level and also close textual analysis which considers the way that individuals orient to those power relations.

Language and Gender Research

Second wave feminist linguistics drew on essentialist models of gender,  and in many ways this is a very seductive form of analysis, because experimental data can be made to fit this binary model of gender difference.  Analysing gender as a simple factor which influences or determines language production for all women makes research and experimental work simpler.  However, it is clear that if we simply assume a homogeneous male and female population we cannot make accurate assessments of the role that gender plays.  If we assume that stereotypes exist in a reified form which people simply accept or reject, we cannot account for the force of those stereotypes  in people's language production and reception and in their negotiation of particular linguistic styles and subject positions. We also cannot account for change and difference in perceptions of stereotyping.  If we ignore the role of stereotype completely  in the production and reception of speech it is clear that we will be unable to assess the way that people come to judgements about other people's speech.  If we analyse gender in isolation from other factors like race and class, education and sexual orientation and if we analyse gender as an individual `possession', rather than as a factor which influences and shapes context and setting,  we will not be able to analyse the workings of gender adequately.  Gender, as I have argued throughout this book, is not something which is simply imposed on individuals , but it is something which individuals work on and make their own however uncomfortable and difficult that process is.  

Gender also cannot be simply correlated with the use of particular linguistic forms or strategies; as Ochs argues: `the relation between language and gender is mediated and constituted through a web of socially organised pragmatic meanings.  Knowledge of how language relates to gender is not a catalogue of correlations between particular linguistic forms and sex of speakers, referents, addresses and the like.  Rather, such knowledge entails tacit understanding of 1) how particular linguistic forms can be used to perform particular pragmatic work (such as conveying stance and social action) and 2) norms, preferences and expectations regarding the distribution of this work vis a vis particular social identities of speakers, referents, addressees' (Ochs, cited by Brown, 1993:139). Thus the association of women with the use of tag questions or with minimal responses, for example,  is one which operates only at the level of stereotype, but this stereotype may have effects on the way interactants see themselves and their role within the community of practice.

Third Wave Feminist Linguistics is concerned to develop this type of anti-essentialist analysis of gender and language, whilst being keenly aware of the force of institutional and societal pressures on women and their resistances to those pressures. This has led to a move away from viewing women as victims to seeing the way that meanings and power relations are co-constructed in context.  It has also led to a focus on the performative nature of gendered identity - the way that identity is worked out within the context of the constraints of communities of practice. This heterogeneous view of women means that factors of race and class cannot simply be considered in addition to gender (first we'll analyse the role of gender, and then race and class) but must be seen as instantiated and worked through at the same time as gender by women and men (Mills, forthcoming,b). Power must also be analysed in a more complex way, since not all women or Black and working class people are powerless; using a more Foucauldian model of power, we can see that power is something which is worked out in our relations with others. Although institutional power and the power of the State does operate on us as individuals to map out for us our institutional status, we nevertheless achieve a local or interactional status through the way that we function as interactants in a  range of different communities of practice.  Thus, I am not advocating that we simply turn to the text and analyse the way that power relations are attended to by participants, although I feel that is significant; it is necessary as well to analyse the way that the resources available to participants are called upon in order to construct positions in the hierarchy of the group, as Diamond has suggested (Diamond, 1996).  However, in addition to this, we also need to address the way that individuals do not only accrue interactional power for themselves through the conventional `masculine' strategies of having a topic adopted by the group, reformulating utterances and so on, but also how interactional power may be accrued by drawing on more `feminine' strategies such as resolving problems, ensuring that everyone has their speaking rights and so on. We must ensure that in our move away from a Second Wave feminist concern with the analysis of male and female speech patterns, we do not then go on to analyse  masculinity and femininity, but implicitly assume that masculinity is necessarily more powerful. Different communities of practice will have different takes on what is counted as powerful.

In thinking about the relationship between gender and power we need to move beyond Second Wave feminist concepts such as patriarchy which seem to suggest that women are universally oppressed and that all men benefit from their oppression (Coward, 1983).  Nevertheless, it is necessary to still be aware of the degree to which women are disadvantaged in relation to men in material terms:  in terms of the salaries they earn, their positions in hierarchies, their representation in Parliament, the amount of housework and childcare they are expected to do, the degree that they are at risk of sexual assault and violence, and so on.  Whilst within Third Wave Feminism, it is not now possible to say that all women are oppressed in similar ways and to the same degree, it does seem to be possible to argue that women are still systematically discriminated against, and that this discrimination occurs at both a structural level (institutions and the State) and at a local level (relationships and families).  Thus, Third Wave Feminism, whilst aware of the differences between groups of women, nevertheless stresses that women as a whole are subject to discrimination, but also emphasises women's resistance to oppression.  Therefore,  whilst the notion of `women' has been destabilised to a certain extent and is difficult to use except with provisos, it is still a concept which it is important to retain in order to be able to describe the systematic nature of the discrimination that many women experience (Modelski,1991).

As I mentioned above, current thinking on stereotyping is not adequate to account for the different perspectives individuals take.  Even the more fragmented and conflictual notion of stereotyping developed by Bhabha within postcolonial theory, which allows us to see the way that stereotypes involve desire as well as negative Othering, nevertheless suggests that these stereotypes of gender and race are fixed and available to all in the same form, whereas in fact they are hypothesised and differently evaluated (Bhabha, 1994; 1990).  The sheer repetition of versions of these stereotypes leads to a certain stability and institutionalised status.  Some people who have invested in fashioning their identity in relation to what they think is stereotypical femininity, will value traits associated with femininity, whereas those women who see those traits as confining or retrograde will construct an identity for themselves from different models, for example drawing on modes of self identity such as feminism, masculinity or alternative politics (Holland, forthcoming). Those women and men who do affiliate or value stereotypical femininity will also have slightly different positions on politeness and what language they assume to be appropriate to men and to women.  Thus, research in language and gender must focus on the local workings out of gendered identities for interactants as well as analysing the larger processes whereby certain resources are available for participants.

It might be thought that this anti-essentialist Third Wave Feminist focus on the workings out of power will not permit any generalisations about gender to be made.  However, it is clear that it is possible in the discussion of gender and politeness to assert that there are tendencies for certain classes of women within particular contexts to have available to them the resources of certain types of politeness behaviour. Their production of themselves and their relations to others through the use of politeness may be viewed by others critically or affirmatively, and thus this association of middle class white women with polite behaviour may be affirmed or contested at the level of stereotype. This association of middle class women with politeness has major impacts not just on that group of women therefore but also on other women and men in other social classes and ethnic groups, and women and men in those other groups construct their own identities out of the resources of politeness which they consider to be available to them or which they consider to be off-limits.

Linguistic Analysis and Politeness Research

As I have argued throughout this book, the current stand-off between Conversation Analysis and Critical Discourse is not theoretically productive.  It is essential that each side of the theoretical divide begins to listen more carefully to each other, and to see the necessity of synthesising elements from each approach. This process is already in train since many of the  theorists working in these two fields are engaging in critiques of their disciplines (see for example, Burman and Parker, 1993; Meyer, 2001; Wodak and Meyer, 2001).  For many theorists, both in CA and CDA,  it is essential to focus on the way that power relations affect those who suffer from inequality; as Van Dijk argues: `instead of focusing on purely academic or theoretical problems, [CDA] starts from prevailing social problems, and thereby chooses the perspective of those who suffer most, and critically analyses those in power, those who are responsible, and those who have the means and the opportunity to solve such problems' (Van Dijk, cited in Wodak, 2001:1).  This is a perspective which I thoroughly endorse, yet at the same time it is important to be critical of this view of the workings of power.  Here, the analyst is acting for those who suffer most, in order to bring about change, and power relations are characterised as simply a binary opposition between powerful and powerless. Political analysis needs to be more nuanced: as Thornborrow has argued, CDA analysts such as Fairclough `tend to see power as already accruing to some participants and not to others, and this power is determined by their institutional role and their socio-economic status, gender or ethnic identity' (Thornborrow, 2002:7).   Burman and Parker argue that we must be critical of any notion of linguistic analysis as simply empowerment, since the term itself masks ethically dubious bids for power (Burman and Parker, 1993). It is possible to act politically without erasing the agency of those in whose interests one sees oneself as acting. Furthermore,  as I have shown throughout this book, even those who have very little institutional power in fact may be able to resist those in positions of high status covertly or overtly.  Whilst analysts must do what they can to bring about change especially in the areas of racism and sexism, they nevertheless need to be aware of the agency of those ` who suffer most' and not characterise them as powerless. 

Many CDA linguists have been led to focus on the use of powerful language, such as racist and sexist discourse and thus have tended to analyse individual linguistic items which are seen to be correlated with power and oppression.  Instead of thinking that power is expressed in talk through the use of certain strategies or forms,  we should think about `more or less powerful ways of talking'  within particular contexts:` it is not the linguistic form as such that is powerful or otherwise, rather it is more a question of who uses it and to what purpose that matters.  In other words it is the use of language in context that will determine the function and the effects of an utterances and relations of power between speakers may well be central to that contextualised function' (Thornborrow, 2002:8) We need to see interactional power less as a variable which is achieved but as an ongoing assessment by participants in communities of practice. 

Some CA linguists have tried to move away from the notion of the variable impacting on participants in talk, and have therefore turned to the orientation of participants to certain issues such as power or gender.  However, this has sometimes led to them ignoring  political inequalities completely in this focus on the text itself. This textual focus can lead to even the most politically informed CA interpretation functioning as a simple empiricist analysis, which ultimately reinforces the status quo.  CA theorists need to see that the way  that groups orient to and construct the parameters of gender race and class has an impact on the limits within which participants feel that they can construct their notions of their identity. Interactants negotiate with stereotypes, with what they assume are societal values and with the constraints of the community of practice in thinking about what it is possible for women and men to do and say. Thus, analysis of power within CDA  and CA needs to be both focused on the local workings out of power and also on the wider institutional level, ( and the relation between these levels) in order to move away from ` the conception of discourses  as if they were "tectonic plates" whose clashes constitute subjectivity',  since this `can present so distributed a notion of power that there is no room for agency, thus lapsing into mechanistic explanation' (Burman and Parker, 1993: 163) 

Both CA and CDA have developed different analytic procedures.  However, both of these sets of procedures are based on the assumption that conversation is relatively easy to analyse and that we as analysts can say what is going on in the conversation.  As Burman and Parker argue, discourses do not simply emerge when we analyse an interaction closely, but rather `emerge as much through our work of reading as from the text' (Burman and Parker, 1993:156)  This focus on the best possible reading of the interaction may lead us to `close the text to alternative readings' (ibid.). We must instead as analysts be more modest in terms of what we can say about an interaction, and drawing on the work of integrationalist linguistics, see the transcribed text as one element in the process of making sense of discourse, and our own interpretation as a justified analysis of the text, but nevertheless still only one of many other interpretations. 
  What I have been calling for is a greater consideration of the possibility of multiple interpretations for utterances and stretches of interaction, so that rather than assuming that each participant knows exactly what is going on in an interaction, we can allow that perhaps there is ambiguity in all interaction and that certainty over intentions and interpretation is precarious and is only achieved fleetingly.  Whilst it may be difficult to analyse exchanges using this approach to analysis, it may be closer to the way that participants themselves make sense of utterances.

Politeness research cannot simply continue to use the Brown and Levinson model for analysis, or to modify Brown and Levinson's  work without questioning their underlying premises about language and about politeness.  So many theorists have criticised Brown and Levinson's  model but have only modified aspects of the model without fundamentally changing anything substantive about it.  I would argue that it is necessary to challenge the sense that politeness can be simply described using models of language which only analyse the speaker's assumed intentions, which assume that politeness can be easily identified by the analyst,  which do not analyse the role of assessment or judgement by speakers and hearers, and which do not have a complex model of the way that factors such as race, class and gender have an impact on language production and interpretation.   Because of the deficiencies of Brown and Levinson's model in these respects,  politeness research needs to move in significantly different directions to a consideration of context and social pressures, and other factors which lead speakers and hearers to judge that politeness or impoliteness is necessary or appropriate in particular contexts. (Cross Cultural Linguistic Politeness Research Group,  eds. 2002)  Politeness cannot be seen as simply `nice'  or `deferent' behaviour towards others, but should be seen as a wide-ranging set of behaviours, which individuals view differently depending on the context and interactants.  This set of behaviours and linguistic resources is one over which there are conflicts  from moment to moment within communities of practice.  Some members of groups may consider politeness to be a `good thing' in general but not something that they are  committed to performing in terms of their own sense of themselves in that particular context at that particular moment.  Because of the stereotypical association of middle class white women with politeness behaviour, it has to be seen that politeness cannot be analysed as if everyone had equal access to or equal investment in this type of behaviour.

I am not suggesting that we entirely dispense with Brown and Levinson's model, as I hope I have shown throughout this book that some elements of their work are extremely insightful in terms of being able to trace the sites where politeness behaviour may be taking place.  Their model may also be useful in mapping out some of the mechanics of politeness and impoliteness processing.  However,  their model is not complex enough to deal with the way that politeness norms are negotiated by individuals in communities of practice, and the way that there are misunderstandings and breakdowns of communication over whether someone has been polite or impolite.  Because of the complexities of politeness, only participants in the interaction can really know whether they consider something polite or not; however, I am not arguing  that therefore it is impossible to analyse politeness at all.  It is clearly a resource which interactants use to structure their relations with others, and they are able to be self-reflexive about both their own and others' uses of politeness and impoliteness.  Politeness can therefore be seen as a set of resources which is similar to money in that it is a way of structuring relations with others, but very often interactants are dealing in different currencies and different standards of exchange. 

I therefore advocate that linguistic analysis turns to the analysis of longer stretches of speech and roots that analysis within communities of practice rather than focusing on individual participants.  Consultation with participants is important to try and discover what they think is going on in the conversation, not so that this is considered the `truth' about what was happening, but so that the analyst can track down whether the participants'  hypothesised sense of appropriateness or stereotype is being brought into play.  It is this complex to-and-fro movement between analysis of stereotype and appropriacy norms and the data itself over longer stretches of speech which might help us to move away from the use of  individualistic models of interactants divorced from their social context. 

� Burman and Parker (1993:168) argue that this relativist concern with seeing our own analysis as one among many may lead to casting our work as `fictive',  thereby making it difficult for us to make material interventions with our work. However, it is possible to justify one's own findings and be aware of alternative readings for the interaction, some of them equally justified and some of them less so. 
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