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Introduction 

 

 

The coming of The Second Cognitive Revolution and so called “discursive 

psychology” (Harre, 1999) put language use in context in the centre of interest of many 

researchers. Similar shift occurred in linguistics, which started to focus more on the 

interaction between speakers and extralinguistic features of communication. Jakobson (1973) 

believed that the interaction between the sciences of man is focused in linguistics. The field of 

pragmatics dealing with “the general conditions of the communicative use of language” 

(Leech, 1983, p. 10) started to develop in 1970s (ibid.).  Politeness became an area of interest 

in pragmatics with the 1973 publication of Lakoff’s article entitled “The logic of politeness; 

or minding your p’s and q’s” (cited in Leech, 1983). In her view (1975, p.64; in Watts, 2003) 

"politeness is developed by societies in order to reduce friction in personal interaction". The 

theory descents directly from Austin’s (1962) speech act theory and Gricean conversational 

maxims (cf. Leech, 1983). It should be underlined that linguistic politeness is not the same as 

everyday understanding of politeness, i.e. manners or etiquette. 

Lakoff’s (1973) ideas of politeness were further developed by Brown and Levinson (1978; 

reissued in 1987). Their theory had in its centre the concept of face (a public self-image), 

originally presented in the work of Erving Goffman (1955, 1959). Face, in his view, is located 

not in an individual, but “in the flow of events in the encounter’’ (1955, p. 214), which puts 

the emphasis on social interactions. Conversely, Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 13) 

understood politeness as “a complex system for softening face threats”. In their view face is 

an abstract, universal concept consisting of two types of desires (“face-wants”): negative and 

positive face. Negative face can be understood as a “desire to be unimpeded in one’s actions”, 

whereas positive face is “a desire (in some respects) to be approved of” (Brown & Levinson, 

1987, p. 13). The idea of face combines some basic notions present in each culture, such as: 

social hierarchy, religious concepts, honour or virtue. According to Brown and Levinson, 

these concepts are prevalent around the globe, however, are subject to cultural influences. 

Underlying politeness principles remain the same, but their application varies across 

subcultures, categories, and groups. Politeness is the simplest way to achieve social order and 

avoid losing a face. Although Brown and Levinson believed that politeness is universal, they 

also acknowledged that what is considered as polite can differ between the groups, situations, 

and individuals. Their work (1987) was conducted on English, Tamil, and Tzeltal, so they did 

not focus exclusively on Western/Indo-European languages, but some researchers (e.g. 

Wierzbicka, 1991) believed that B&L’s theory is biased towards “Anglo” culture. 

Politeness is not a unitary concept; it can be divided into three main strategies: 

1. Positive politeness – the expression of solidarity 

2. Negative politeness – the expression of restraint 

3. Off-record politeness – the avoidance of unequivocal impositions. 

B&L (1987) described also three sociological factors that determine levels of politeness 

between a speaker (S) and an addressee (H): 

1. P – relative power of H over S 

2. D – social distance between S and H 

3. R – ranking of imposition involved in doing the face-threatening act (FTA) 

B&L acknowledge that not all variations in politeness can be captured by these factors. 

Additionally to them, specific cultural roles (e.g. belonging to a particular caste in India) or 

context factors (e.g. presence of an observer) will also influence the choice of a politeness 

strategy. Politeness theory might seem to be difficult to operationalise because it was not 

meant to be “an exhaustive taxonomy of utterance styles” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p.21). 
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Sociological factors mentioned above have to be taken into account when testing this theory. 

Although controlling them might be difficult, it is possible to test their influence on speech 

styles experimentally (e.g. Lee & Pinker, 2010). The main difficulty faced by researchers of 

politeness is subjectivity of these sociological categories and their rather abstract nature. 

Watts (2003) believed that the study of politeness should focus not only on the question why 

and how politeness is used, but also how speakers define their own and their interlocutor’s 

social position, in order to correctly address them. 

Although B&L’s (1987) politeness is probably the best known definition (judging by the 

number of citations), other researchers have developed their own ways of understanding this 

phenomenon. Watts (2003) mentioned several definitions of politeness with varying levels of 

specificity, and described as “interpersonal supportiveness” (Arndt and Janney, 1985, p. 282; 

in Watts, 2003), “language associated with smooth communication” (Ide, 1989, p. 22; in 

Watts, 2003), “strategic conflict avoidance […] measured in terms of the degree of effort put 

into the avoidance of a conflict situation” (Leech, 1980, p. 19; in Watts, 2003), or “the set of 

social values which instructs interactants to consider each other by satisfying shared 

expectations” (Sifianou, 1992, p. 86; in Watts, 2003). 

The width of B&L’s theory and the length of this essay does not allow for a detailed 

description and explanation of all advances in politeness theory, so I will focus mainly on the 

sociological factors of politeness (as defined by B&L) and its relations to research in social, 

cultural, and personality psychology. Cross-linguistic comparisons are a broad area of study, 

and many researchers describe differences/similarities between particular languages, however, 

I will focus only on general description of these findings. Impoliteness, which is not only the 

lack of politeness, will also have to be omitted. 

 

 

Cross-cultural comparisons 

 

Researchers in the field of pragmatics often turned to culture in order to explain differences in 

communication patterns. Leech (2005) showed how some scholars believed that there is a 

considerable dissimilarity between Eastern and Western communication styles. The whole 

concept of culture may be seen in this case as rather vague because almost anything can be 

incorporated into it. Wierzbicka (2003) stated that instead of a term culture, which implies 

some sort of homogeneity, she turned to “cultural patterns” or “cultural scripts”. Nonetheless, 

the danger of using cultural stereotypes remains. 

Particular linguistic conventions exist in each society, and can be variously valued, e.g. direct 

requests in English can be seen as rude, whereas in Slavic languages they are considered 

neutral. Wierzbicka (2003) puts emphasis on differences in directness between the languages, 

but this statement have already been presented by B&L and does not mean that  their theory is 

not universal. B&L themselves realised that politeness strategies employed in speech are 

markers of social relationships, and these relationship have various forms, depending on a 

specific society. Gradations of politeness can be seen in relation to the indirectness of speech 

(Leech, 2003, p. 11), the more indirect the request is, the more polite it gets. Sanchez-Burks et 

al. (2003) described East-West communication styles in work and non-work contexts and 

found that Americans were less reliant on relational cues (more direct) than East Asians (more 

indirect) in work settings. Also Ambady et al. (1996) found that Americans and Koreans 

showed divergent communication styles. The scholars focused not only on transcripts, but 

also on video recording, and this approach improved the study’s ecological validity, often 

overseen in other studies. Americans tended to be more influenced by the content of the 

message, whereas Koreans paid more attention to the addressee’s role, altering their styles 

depending on the addressee’s relation to them. Holtgraves (1997) discovered that indirectness 
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varies between cultures (American vs. Korean), but also within the same culture. Some 

participants were more likely to understand indirectness, independent of their culture. 

Sanchez-Burks et al. (2003) attributed different communication styles to the protestant work 

ethic prevalent in American society, and more collective values in East Asian societies. On 

the other hand, Ambady et al. (1996) believed that the factor that most precisely differentiates 

researched cultures is individualism vs. collectivism (I/C). 

Cross-cultural research on personality itself is a wide field which does not entirely confirm 

these suppositions. Major study of personality traits of workers of multinational corporation 

(e.g. Hofstede, 1980) found significant differences between researched cultures. Employees 

from various countries tended to differ in terms of their power distance (also part of B&L’s 

theory), uncertainty avoidance, I/C, and masculinity-femininity. All these factors were further 

researched, with varying result. Although Triandis et al. (1988) also found cross-cultural 

differences in I/C, not everyone believe that it is a valid concept. Voronov (2002) stated that 

I/C is a false dichotomy, and showed flaws in Hofstede’s (1980) study which led to 

distinguishing I/C factors. There are many more dimensions (e.g. horizontality/verticality) 

that can be used to explain cross-cultural differences, and I/C, does not seem to be a reliable 

candidate, because it is highly dependent on country’s affluence (Voronov, 2002). Culture is 

not the only factor shaping personality, because it has a biological basis which is then 

modelled by the external environment (Hofstede & McCrae, 2004). Therefore, focusing 

exclusively on one’s culture whilst ignoring individual differences seems to be an 

oversimplification. 

All these difficulties made researchers reluctant to use culture as a point of reference, and 

making them more likely to focus on a particular language when searching for universals or 

particularities of politeness. 

 

 

Cross-linguistic comparisons 

 

Although politeness theory is a well established concept in anthropology, sociology, 

social psychology, and linguistics, it continues to generate controversies. One of such topics 

are cross-linguistic differences. B&L (1987) were the exponents of a view that principles 

governing politeness are universal, but subject to cultural variation. On the other hand, there is 

a group of researchers, known as relativists, who believe that B&L’s politeness theory is 

biased towards Western culture (e.g. Wierzbicka or Gu). 

Wierzbicka is probably the most vocal adversary of the universal politeness, however, as 

Leech (2005) mentioned, her attacks on the theory are not always well directed. Wierzbicka 

(1997; 2010) believes that cultures can be described and understood by keywords that each of 

them use. Good example of this misconception can be a Russian concept of “sud’ba” (roughly 

“fate”). Wierzbicka (2010) explains cultural and linguistic differences between English and 

Russian, however the lack of semantic equivalent in another language does not mean that 

there are cross-linguistic differences in politeness. One can argue, that analysis of literature 

(as in this case Nabokov’s novels) is a relevant method in pragmalinguistic research. Another 

concept which is very vague and based on stereotypes or self-stereotypes, is so called 

“Russian soul” (Wierzbicka, 1997, 2010), a set of allegedly national characteristics. Coming 

from this concept, Wierzbicka tried to demonstrate, that Western politeness categories are not 

suitable for description of other cultures. However, the empirical study did not confirm her 

suppositions. Allik et al. (2011) examined more than 7.000 Russians using NEO-Personality 

Inventory Revised and found that the personality profile in Russia was in fact similar to the 

international average.  
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Some researchers (e.g. Gu, 1999; Matsumoto, 1988) focus on differences in perception of face 

in China and Japan respectively, which makes politeness theory irrelevant to these countries 

and their languages. B&L themselves believed that the concept of  face (describable as two 

kinds of wants) is universal. Thus, showing the opposite would cause a problem to B&L’s 

theory. Others (Pizziconi, 2003; Haugh, 2010) claim that B&L’s concept of face is suitable 

for studying politeness in Asian languages.  

Matsumoto (1988) introduced to pragmatics the term “wakimae” or “Discernment”. It was 

meant to be an alternative to face in Japanese, and understood as the usage of a suitable 

linguistic form, which shows distinction between the ranks and roles of the speaker and the 

addressee. Matsumoto (1988) believed that Japanese society is rather vertical, i.e. a person 

relates his/her position according to others, who are lower/higher in social hierarchy. This 

organisation of society is contrasted with other, more horizontal, such as India/Western 

countries, where one feels related to people of “the same quality” (Matsumoto, 1988, p. 406), 

e.g. those in the same caste or social class. Such organisation of Japanese society, and 

perception of one’s position within it, is supposed to be reflected in language use focused on 

roles and situations. It can be argued that these processes do not occur in societies which are 

more horizontal.  

Cultural organisation and relations between people in a society can be observed by studying a 

language of that society. It is not a surprise that Koreans in Ambady et al.’s (1996) 

experiment were more conscious of their interlocutor’s social position than Americans. That 

distinction can be observed in their language. There are several honorifics used in Korean 

language, which are used depending on the role and position of a speaker. In English, 

however, there is no longer T/V distinction (Brown & Gilman, 1964/2003). 

An interesting interaction between the chosen language and politeness can be observed in 

societies, where diglossia (the use of two dialects/languages in a community) occurs. Choice 

of a particular language can be caused by the type of situation or distance between the 

speakers. On such occasions probably the High (prestige) variation will be chosen (Trudgill, 

2000). Similar situation can occur in interactions between bilingual individuals, not 

necessarily in a bilingual society. The choice of a particular language will be influenced by 

the sociological variables (P, D, or R), e.g. immigrants in a less formal interaction will be 

more likely to speak their L1 than L2. Furthermore, the choice of a language will lead to the 

use of politeness forms appropriate for that language. 

 

 

Social variables 

 One cannot talk about a language as a monolith. The same as culture, it can be divided 

into many smaller parts. Speakers of one language are not a homogenous group, and when 

comparing languages with each other, and at the same time overlooking variation within a 

particular language, we can oversimplify the picture. Idealised language speaker, as used by 

Wierzbicka (e.g. 1997) among others, is a purely hypothetical concept. Even within one 

language we can find large variation, as exemplified in the world Englishes (Kachru et al., 

2009) or different values of specific accents (Coupland and Bishop, 2007). Users of one 

language are not a homogenous group and form a certain social structure which has to be 

understood in order to accordingly describe interactions between its members. Social distance, 

prestige, status and power of an individual will change its way of interacting with others, 

depending on their relative position in a social hierarchy. These factors and their influence of 

language are the interest of the field of sociolinguistics (Trudgill, 2000). Saville-Troike 

(1989) suggested that in order to describe a certain category we should not talk about a culture 

or a linguistic group, but rather about a speech community, a category combining a certain 
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language use and a social position/grouping of an individual. Age (Trudgill, 2000), gender 

(Cameron, 2007), occupation, education, kinship (Trudgill, 2000), and social class (Bernstein, 

2003) all influence the language, and one’s identity consists of these variables. Therefore, 

speakers of one language may not have much in common in terms of their social position, and 

sometimes use different behavioural or linguistic patterns. Sociolinguistics focus not only on 

pragmatics, but it also studies grammar, phonetics, and vocabulary. The interaction of 

sociolinguistics and politeness theory has to be the only one that will be considered here due 

to space limitations. 

B&L have already distinguished sociological variables which will influence the politeness. 

Power (P), distance (D), and ranking of imposition (R) will influence language. Power is not a 

value of an individual, but of a role they find themselves in. Individual may have power over 

another in one situation, but it might be reversed in a different setting. B&L believed that 

indirectness will change according to power that one person has over another. Power acquired 

in one role is likely to be generalised and shown as well in other roles, e.g. a police officer 

might be used to his/her role and behave similarly on- and off-duty. However, P is rather 

dependent on relation in which individuals find themselves. B&L believed that P incorporates 

other categories, e.g. status, authority, ethnic identity etc. Such suppositions can 

operationalised and tested empirically. Conversely, Terkourafi (2004) believed that P, D, and 

R are difficult to operationalise, and cannot be easily researched, because they are 

interrelated. 

B&L claimed that people are indirect to save their face, but Lee and Pinker (2010) believed 

that indirectness is used in moments of uncertainty. They designed a study, in which P, D, and 

R values were manipulated. Results confirmed their suppositions, when P, D, or R rose, 

speakers were more likely to engage in indirect requests. They were all face threatening acts 

(bribe, threat, or sexual advance), and their rejection would mean risking a face. Speaking 

indirectly created deniability, a situation when one can always have an excuse that he/she did 

not really mean what was understood/interpreted by the addressee. Similar results were 

obtained by Stephan et al. (2010). In their study politeness increased with and the spatial and 

temporal distance. 

Distance between the speakers (and power relations) is also reflected in the use of honorifics. 

Brown and Gilman (1964/2003), showed the distinction between familiar (T) and polite (V) 

form of language. They focused on languages other than English (from which it disappeared), 

such as German (du/Sie) or Italian (tu/Lei). Usage of a certain form can show increased 

solidarity/division between the speakers, and this characteristic was often considered when 

introducing changes in a language. Probably, the most apparent case of such alterations 

occurred during changes in social structure (e.g. revolutions), which were often accompanied 

by modifying terms of address or honorifics. Political left often introduced forms of address 

which put emphasis on social levelling or solidarity. Such changes can be traced back to the 

French Revolution and introduction of a term citoyen/citoyenne (citizen). Similar changes in 

language occurred in the Eastern Europe after the rise of communism. Terms Pan/Gospodin 

(Mr.) in Polish and Russian respectively, which had feudal connotations, were substituted 

with the preferred by the authorities towarzysz/tovarish (comrade), which stressed solidarity. 

These politically motivated changes can be seen as altering existing patterns of 

communication, including politeness. 
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Foreign language learners 

Understanding connotations of certain linguistic terms and their correct usage can cause 

problems to native speakers, but can be even more demanding for FL learners. Competence in 

a FL means not only knowing the grammar and vocabulary, but also the rules of language use, 

like the appropriateness of use of certain linguistic forms in a specific situation. Knowing 

word meanings, but failing to understand speaker’s intentions will likely lead to cross-cultural 

pragmatic failure (Thomas, 1983). FL learners are expected to learn standards of behaviour 

and forms of politeness of the foreign society. Using inappropriate polite form can lead to two 

types of misunderstandings: pragmalinguitic or sociopragmatic. Pragmalinguistic failure is 

caused by misunderstanding of pragmatic value of an utterance, whereas sociopragmatic 

failure occurs when social conditions of language use are not fully grasped. These errors are 

mostly due to the influence of speaker’s L1, especially when it is not closely related to the FL. 

Direct translations of certain phrases may seem too blunt/polite when used in the FL. 

Difficulties may occur especially when using structures, which do not occur in the learner’s 

native language, e.g. using honorifics or various degrees of indirectness.  Jarvis and Pavlenko 

(2008) believed that this pragmatic transfer depends on the length of experience in a FL, type 

and length of instruction, similarity of languages, and the level of proficiency. Sociological 

characteristics of politeness (P, D, and R) vary in different languages/culture and can lead to 

sociopragmatic failure. For instance, Chinese- and Korean-speaking L1 students, when using 

complaints, apologies or compliments in L2 English, can judge the social distance (D) and 

hierarchy (P) according to the norms prevalent in their home culture. However, pragmatic and 

socio-cultural transfer can also occur in another direction, from L2 to L1, especially in L2 

dominant bilinguals (ibid.). Barron (2003) believes that acquisition of FL pragmatic features 

occurs faster in a study abroad context, but can be impeded by inappropriate language 

teaching. Sociopragmatic development is much slower, probably due to the difficulty in 

interpreting context and higher proficiency necessary to perform appropriate speech acts 

(ibid.). Teaching and learning politeness in a FL is possible, but both teachers and learners 

have to be acquainted with the pragmatic rules existing in a target language (cf. Cohen, 2008). 

 

Conclusions 

Cross-linguistic studies help to understand politeness, but they are too narrow to account for 

all variations in the use of language. Other factors, such as age, gender, social class, and 

occupation can also influence patterns of politeness. Although, in B&L’s theory the P variable 

consists of these factors, it is too broad, and unlikely to explain their influence on speech 

patterns. The main problems caused by politeness theory are of methodological nature. In this 

field of linguistics qualitative approaches are the most common, but unfortunately quite often 

of speculative or anecdotal nature (e.g. Wierzbicka, 1997, 2010). Lack of empirical studies 

can be one of the reasons why psychologists in their works rarely implement B&L’s theory. 

Complexity of the concept of politeness do not facilitate researching it, there are many (often 

contradictory) definitions of politeness and its components (e.g. face or power). The argument 

between universalists and relativists does not help in promoting politeness theory. Universals 

in B&L’s theory were described as: “1) the universality of face, describable as two kinds of 

wants; 2)the potential universality of rational action devoted to satisfying others’ face wants; 

3) the universality of the mutual knowledge between interactants of 1) and 2)” (p.244). Each 

of these points can be challenged. Difficulties in defining face and finding the same concept 

of face in each culture is complicated, as shown in earlier paragraphs. The third point could 
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also cause problems for B&L’s theory, especially when considering inter-cultural 

communication, when interlocutors are not aware of what constitutes politeness in other’s 

culture. Leech (2005) believes that considering politeness as either universal or relative 

creates false dichotomy, because politeness is neither of them, it is rather a spectrum of 

characteristics. Describing politeness on the level of language can be too broad; however, it 

can show some regularity in the particular language use. Considering sociolinguistic variation 

would be a better option, however, it would mean further specialising the field which is 

already very fragmented. 

Future research should focus on incorporating politeness principles (based on Gricean 

Maxims of Conversation) into computational linguistics and particularly machine translation 

(cf. Bunt & Black, 2000). That would enable creating a machine capable of human-like 

communication, and maybe even enable its creator to win the Turing Test. Current 

mainstream automatic translation programmes (e.g. Google Translate) have difficulties with 

indirectness in texts when translating between languages (especially those which are not 

closely related). Computer translation deals easily with word-to-word translation, but 

struggles when it has to consider knowledge about social relations that influence the language 

use. Harris (2007) stated that politeness involves the hearer’s interpretation of speaker’s 

intentions in a certain context, and considering discussed topic, and socio-cultural 

expectations. At the moment this is an obstacle that computers cannot overcome. 
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