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Abstract
Cross-cultural Linguistic Politeness: Misunderstanding between Arabs and
British Speakers of English

This research investigates mlsunderstandlng between Arabs and native speakers of
English in verbal interaction. It examines the factors that might influence understanding
and interpretations of politeness in interactants' linguistic utterances at the cultural and
contextual levels. Its main argument is that the ‘core theories’ of politeness do not
provide an adequate methodology for analysing cross-cultural interactions as they do
not engage sufficiently with the dynamics of context selection in interactions. Through
critical evaluation of politeness theories such as Grice (1975), Lakoff (1973), Leech
(1983) and Brown and Levinson (1987), this research establishes that they do not adopt
a sufficiently pragmatic approach to analyse politeness in cross-cultural interaction, and
that they cannot explain how misunderstandings between interlocutors from different '
cultures.are generated. Thus, through reviewing how other scholars such as Spencer-
Oatey (2000), Eelen (2001), Mills (2003), and Watts (2003) analyse politeness, and
using theories of cognition, such as Sperber and Wilson (1995)'s relevance theory, this
research tries to introduce a more contextual pragmatic approach that better analyses
politeness in cross-cultural interaction.

This study examines data from interactions between native and non-native English
speakers. It uses two types of recordings involving native and non-native speakers of
English. The first type of recording is of face-to-face casual conversations. The
candidates for this type had to fill in a questionnaire and some of them attended follow-
up interviews. The second type of recording is taken from television and radio
broadcasts. Data was selectively transcribed and the situations where
misunderstandings seem to have arisen were analysed in relation to what influenced
both interactants' production and interpretation of utterances in relation to what is
considered polite or impolite by the interactants' cultures. :

This research proves that. Brown and Levinson (1978, 1987)'s theory of linguistic
politeness strategies fails to reflect patterns of politeness differing from one culture to
another linguistically, culturally, and contextually. It proves that the notion of politeness
is interpreted differently across cultures, and involves many more issues than can be
investigated through the analysis of individual utterances as Brown and Levinson do.
The originality of this research, besides its criticism of the core theories of politeness in
analysing politeness in cross-cultural interaction, lies in the fact that it introduces a
contextual pragmatic approach that not only considers additional cultural and contextual
variables that influence the production and interpretation of politeness between
interactants, but also provides different interpretations of these variables that influence
interaction. It analyses variables in relation to both speakers and hearers and the context
of interaction, which makes it more suitable for cross-cultural analysis. Applying this *
approach helps us to consider whether misunderstanding between interactants is due to
interactants failing to understand the politeness norms of other cultures or whether it is
due to interactants failing to recognise differences in the way that politeness is realised -
linguistically in different cultures. The thesis proves that notions such as face and
indirectness are not universal, and that politeness is a cultural contextual issue Thus, my
approach identifies pragmatic failure, and isolates the cultural differences that lead to
mlsunderstandmgs through investigating the different implicatures that an utterance
might give rise to in certain cross-cultural contexts.



Transcription Convention

The transcription conventions used in this research for transcribing the selected
conversations reflect the standard that has emerged in conversation analysis. This -
evolving system has been developed chiefly by Jefferson (1989:193-196). For the sake
of this research, I have added some symbols. These symbols represent words and
expressions which exist only in Arabic, which is the mother tongue of the non-native
speakers of English.

. Symbol

Designation

N
0O
1 - CAP

Louder speech

‘Capitalised letter indicates that a section of

speech is louder than the surrounding speech.

2 | Underscoring | Stress or Underlined fragments indicate stress or
emphasis emphasis.
3 To indicate that that someone has started
[ Overlapping | speaking, but that someone else speaks during
utterance ~ | their turn, a single left hand square bracket is
used, linking the overlapping utterance at the
point where the overlap begins.
4 When there is no gap between utterances,
where they latch on to one another without
_ Contiguous overlapping, an equals sign is used. This
utterance equals sign can also be used to indicate the
continuity of an utterances when someone
overlaps or interrupts.
5 (,) A micropause . | A micropause (roughly 0.2 seconds or less).
6 (0.0) Measured pause | Indicates a measured micropause.
7 | (( not clear)) Difficult to Indicates that some actions such as (snorts),
transcribe (sniff), cough or conversational scene such as

(telephone rings). The double round brackets
are also used when it is not possible to hear
the interaction well.

8 Extension of the | Indicates a sound stretch, e.g Ah: If the sound
sound or is more prolonged use more colons>
syllable ,
9 hh Aspirations An inbreath or outbreath. The length is
indicated by a number of hs
11 ? asking Indicates a question.
12 ?, ' Indicates a rising intonation weaker than that
indicated by a question mark.
13] ... Indicates speech not included
14 (hhh) Laughing The letters (hhh) in brackets means laugh in
: talking.
15| (AR) Used when an Arabic word is used

II




Convention for transliteration Arabic
sounds into English

Arabic | Name in English letters used to
Letter | Arabic transliterate Arabic
sounds
s |
] alif | Aa
& ba B
(] ta T
& | ta o th"
e |Sm
C ha h
¢ | ba -
Q dal D
3| da a "

I




ra R
B zay Z
S sin S
g Sin S
Ua | sd s
o= | dad d
L w t,
L Za b
& ayn R
g | gayn g "gh"
—a fa F
a qaf Q
l | kaf K
| J lam L

v




e mim M
| u nin N
o ha H
w
F Waw (;onsonantal)
(6]
 (lengthening)
y
Lf va (conso:antal)
(lengthening)
i ‘ alif '9a
mamdiida
. ta
® .| marbuta ¥
: alif )
S magqstira A
Y | lamalif Laa
J | aliflam al-
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undersfanding what is intended. I will investigate politeness in relation to the core
theories of politeness and understanding, which include: Grice's (1975) conversational
maxims; Lakoff’s (1973) rules of pragmatics; Leech’s (1983) politeness principles and
Brown and Levinson's (1987) linguistic politeness strategies. I will study the theoretical
analysis of politeness and suggest that in order to be able to analyse politeness in cross-‘

cultural interaction we need a more contextual, pragmatic approach.

The main theory of politeness I am critical of in this research is that proposed by Brown
and Levinson (1987/1978). Working with data gathered from Tamil speakers in South
India, Tzeltal speakers in Mexico, and speakers of American and British English, they
provide a systematic description of politeness phenomena which is used to support an -
explanatory model capable of accounting for any instance of politeness. Their claim is that
broadly comparable linguistic strategies are available in each language but that there are
local cultural differences in what triggers their use.® My work is mainly concerned with
critiquing Brown and Levinson’s (1987) claim of universality of linguistic politeness
strategies. They assume a straightforward relationship between specific linguistic uses and
specific strategies, and certain meanings they convey in relation to politeness. They
support their claim of universality by cross-cultural data. I suggest that native/non-native
interaction demonstrates that such globally shared knowledge of what politeness consists
of - which utterances are polite, which are impolite, how polite sentiments may be
expressed and so on - cannot be sustained. My argument is not that Brown and Levinson's
claims are wrong and that we therefore need to discard them completely, nor is it that their
~claims are valid only in cross-cultural comparison. It is, rather, they are too Western-
oriented in focus and assume a universalistic basis for some of their theoretical discussions

of politeness in general, and the context of interaction is not adequately considered.’

By contrast, I will evaluate Brown and Levinson's work from the perspective of the views
of politeness and the values attached to their work within a broadly defined Arab culture in
order to demonstrate the culture-specific nature of politeness theories in general and

politeness itself, and will argue for the adoption of a much more context and culture-based

¢ See chapter 2 for a detailed discussion of their work. ‘

" Bargiela and Harris (2006) argue that 'the growing interest in inter-cultural and cross-cultural analysis adds
a further set of challenges pertaining to the uncritical transfer of Western concepts and categories to distant,
cultures and language' (2006:6). They continue: it is perhaps from within cultural and cross-cultural research
that the most fruitful challenge to (Western) analytical categories arise' (2006:8).



approach to the way politeness and impoliteness function within cultural groups.8 By so
doing, I hope to show that conventional linguistic politeness theories are inadequate for
describing and explaining conflicts and misunderstandings occurring in cross-cultural
interactions, where participants are likely, for example, to have different perceptions of

what constitutes positive or negative politeness and impoliteness.

My theoretical approach is different from that of Brown and Levinson (1987). Their work,
to some extent, ignores the role of context in the analysis of linguistic strategies.
Therefore, by reviewing some other models of analysing politeness which are critical of
Brown and Levinson's model, I propose a different approach to analysing cross cultural
interaction. For example, in my approach, I will refer to Eelen (2001), who argues that
culture should occupy the highest position in theoretical frameworks, and that politeness
norms establish the links between culture, social structure and individual behaviour.” I
also refer to Sperber and Wilson's (1995) Relevance Theory, in which they define
relevance as ‘a relation between a given assumption and a given context’ (1995:142).
Their view is that people can distinguish relevant from irrelevant information.'® I do not
use Relevance Theory as the core theory of this research to analyse politeness in cross-
cultural interaction, rather it is one which I use to make the analysis of politeness more
contexfually based. In this thesis, throughout its different sections, I will discuss the main
arguments of Relevance Theory to show how it can be exploited in analysing politeness,
and what can be done to shift the dependence on the current theories of politeness such as
those of Brown and Levinson. The goal, generally, is to move towards the use of a
cognitive approach to understanding politeness along with a more social approach.
Consequently, the different chapters of this thesis will use other existing models of
linguistic politeness so that they may be more able to account for the conflicts and
confusions of understanding what is appropriate, which arise in native/non-native

interaction because of cultural and contextual differences between interactants.

In this introduction, I will provide the rationale, the scope for the research, the hypotheses

and research questions. Following this, I will discuss the Arab world, and varieties of

® See chapter 3 for a detailed discussion.

? See chapter 2 where there is a discussion of the other models which try to discuss understanding politeness
differently from Brown and Levinson (1987) such as Spencer-Oatey, (2000), Mills, (2003a), Watts (2003).
1 Sperber and Wilson (1995) argue that ‘the assumption explicitly expressed by an utterance is seen as
combining with a context present in the hearer’s mind at the start of the act of utterance’ (1995:133). (See
chapter 4 for more discussion on understanding and misunderstanding.
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It is worth considering some incidents which demonstrate the influence of cultural
differences and different understanding of context in the assessment of politeness. These
took place in the English language classes I gave in the Department of English, University
of Sebha, Libya, in 1998, where most of the Arab students did not use what are considered,
in English, to be linguistically polite request terms ’when they asked me to explain,
illustrate or repeat something. They rarely used expressions such as ‘Excuse me’, ‘please’,
‘pardon’, ‘Could you repeat that?’ or ‘sorry’. They usually used words or expressions such
as ‘What....?’, ‘Why...?’, ‘Repeat that’, ‘Explain to me.” Although they were
communicating in English, they talked to their teachers using the imperative, which in
English is considered inappropriate in such contexts.!! Such a way of talking indicated
that students Were communicating using strategies transferred from their mother tongue,
considered appropriate in their own culture, while talking in English. Ball and Farr (2003)

states

teachers, like most other members of society, are generally unaware of the extent to
which -they believe that their own cultural and linguistic patterns are natural or
logical, nor do they generally realize how they tend to interpret other behaviour
according to their own cultural norms. For example, indirectness in language or
nonverbal behaviour can signify respect in one culture and dishonesty in another
(2003:437). ‘

- Such a way of speaking may upset speakers from different cultures. For example, a
foreign English language lecturer at the University of Sebha warned his Arab students that
he would not answer any of them if they did not say “please” when asking him about
something. Ball and Farr (2003) discuss such misunderstandings due to cultural

differences. According to them

it is crucial that teachers understand that their own views of the world, or ways of
using language in that world, are not necessarily shared by others. A deep
understanding of cultural and linguistic differences, either through living in another
culture or through pre-service or in-service coursework, can help reduce the
ethnocentrism that is widespread in Western societies (2003:438)

' This is discussed by Nelson, Batal, and Bakary (2002) in their article "Directness vs. Indirectness Egyptian
Arabic and US English communication style" In their investigation of the similarities and differences
between English and Arabic, they argue that Egyptians use less indirectness than Americans in their
interaction. :



In contrast, in Arabic, using the imperative is not classified as impolite or inappropriate in
talking to teachers. If asked by their teachers to do so, students would use ‘please’ or
‘excuse me’ as these expressions exist in Arabic as well, but in Arabic not using them does
not mean that students are being impolite. Even in contexts such as casual conversations
between strangers or interaction in a business place, Arab interactants may sound brusque

to a British person. Sometimes Arabic-speaking interactants do use words such as 2

Ay

Bellahi

by Allah

If you don't mind ...

or atitle of respect such as

)
Ostad

Teacher
[No equivalent in English, as teacher is not used as a vocativ]

.1..3/.:4

Sayed

Sir

Excuse me

However, not using them in Arabic would not make the speaker sound inappropriate.

Another illustrative incident happened early in 2000, in Libya, where I was trying to make
a phone call to the British High Commission in Malta. The following exchange took place

between the operator and myself in Libyan Arabic:

AH . ¢ Ll o Aallsa (San 1A o\
? Malta Ella Moukalamh momken Samahet Laaw
? Malta to phonecall possible youallow if
If you do not mind, Could I make a phone call to Malta?

' In my representation of Arabic, I use the following conventions to explain the difference between Arabic
and English structure and the literal meaning and the pragmatic meaning :-

line 1 - Arabic script;

line 2 - Transliteration of the Arabic script;

line 3 - Literal values of words; and

line 4 - pragmatic meaning.



Operator: ¢ (2 <l

? Leebee Anta?
? Libyan you

Are you a Libyan?

AH I P XTY Gl ¢ ol U a4
?  Asoual Hada  Lai§ , Leebee Ana Iyah
? the question  this why , libyan 1 yes

Yes, I am, but why do you ask me this question?

Operator : ¢ 4wy disadl G Bk & b
gariba  Asoual Fee tarigqatk , Seii , Laa

strange the question in way nothing no
e ohe AL A Al gy

frabia Mos Dbeloagh etekalam enak ybdou
Arabic not the language you speak you it seems

No, nothing, but the way you speak to me is strange; it seems as if
you are not talking in Arabic

When speaking in Arabic it is usual to make a very direct request.

For example,

Walley  Jayl &y
Malta Aletsal Ouried

Malta the calling Iwant
I want to call Malta

This might be preceded by the expression

\
”

A

Bellahi

by Allah

If you do not mind .......

Another example illustrates similar misunderstanding between interactants using different
interpretations of what is appropriate linguistic behaviour. The source of the following
incident is the Aljazeera Channel (2001). The following incident took place in France late in
2000, between the PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat and the Arab chairman of an Islamic
organization ih the United States of America. Interacting in Arabic, the chairman of the

Islamic organization addressed Mr Arafat by his first name alone, by saying ‘Yasser’, and



then mentioned the president of Egypt by his first name as well by saying ‘Husnee’. Here Mr
Arafat interrupted him and asked him to respect him and President Mobarak if he wanted him
to carry on talking to him. When he asked Arafat what he should do to show the required
respect, Arafat told him to use the expression “his Excellency” before mentioning Husnee
Mobarak and “Chairman” before addressing him. The chairman of the Islamic organization
told Mr Arafat that when he had met the-then President of the United States, Bill Clinton, on
several occasions, he always addressed him by using only his first name, “Bill”. What this
implies is that the use of titles to show respect is understood differently across the cultures of
the intjcractanfs. Because the Arab chairman of the Islamic organization belonged to a
different culture, i.e. American culture, than that to which Mr Arafat belonged, he was
misunderstood. While the Chairman of the Islamic organization thought that he was being
positively polite by using first names, Mr Arafat considered him to be impolite and
disrespectful to President Mobarak and himself, and warned him to use titles.!* In Arabic, if
you speak to people who are in power such as teachers, tribal leaders, your elders, bosses,
presidehts, medical' doctors, etc., a speaker needs to use "titles" or "words that show respect"

in order to be classified polite.

In these three incidents, we find that there are misunderstandings of what is appropriate -
between the speakers and their addressees because of different evaluations of what counts
as polite or impolite behaviour. The use of directness/indirectness in these situations or the
use of titles is interpreted differently. Because of disagreement about what an utterance
may mean, or the appropriate way of requesting or asking, the utterances in the above
incidents were differently interpreted and sometimes considered impolite. Interlocutors’
linguistic competence, their cultures and their understanding of the context play a major
role in the interpretation of utterances. The acceptance of certain utterances as appropriate,
then, depends on a number of factors and variables that interlocutors may interpret
differently in an interaction, which may cause misunderstanding or breakdown in

communication.

" Another incident happened in a London hospital when a Libyan friend of mine, who was visiting a patient,
stopped a nurse and asked her in English, “I want to visit the patient ‘Lyla’, tell me where is she”. The nurse
angrily answered him that she did not know, and that he had to go back to the receptionist as it was their job
to tell people how to find someone they were wishing to visit; and that he was completely in the wrong place
and asking the wrong person. In Arabic, o S5l akhbernee ayna ajeed ....,Tell me where to find ...... is
anormal way of communicating and does not mean that a person is rude. The Libyan did not mean to be rude
or sound brusque; and did not understand why he was treated in this way.



1.3 Scope of the research

It is not just linguistic representations that contribute to understanding between
interlocutors in a cross-cultural context. In the early 1970s, the notion of social
appropriateness in communication started to attract the same attention that formal

grammatical accuracy had attracted earlier. Hymes argues that

competence is not only knowledge of grammar, but also knowing what is socially
" appropriate or inappropriate. Interlocutors need to consider the topic, situation, and
human relations, when communicating (1972:278).

What is socially and culturally appropriate is as important as what is linguistically
acceptable. Thus, we can conclude that both linguistic and sociolinguistic competence
have roles in any kind of communication, and together construct what is ‘termed
communicative competence. In communicating politeness, Watts, et. al. (1992a) state that
politeness phenomena should occupy a firm place on more social science and humanities
research agendas than it does at present (1992a:2). Thus, ‘linguistic politeness’ is
considered as a social as well as a linguistic phenomenon, and analysing it in these terms is
an important key to comprehending a number of fnisunderstandings that take place

between interactants, especially in cross cultural interaction.

Wierzbicka states that ‘different cultures find expression in different systems of speech
acts, and that different speech acts become entrenched, and, to some extent, codified in
different languages’ (1991:26). She argues that social experiences are needed in
communication and social conventions, and social discourse strategies govern our
linguistic performance and behaviour. Aijmer (1996) holds that sociolinguistic and cross-
cultural analysis involves attention to the functioning of language in societies. He agrees
with Lyons who argues that ‘language behaviour of particular persons on particular
occasions is determined by many other factors over and above their linguistic competence’
(1981:5). For example, Zaharna examines how two cultures, Arab and American, have
distinct preferences for structuring persuasive and appealing messages and what thése
differences mean for American practitioners working with Arab clients in the U.S. He
maintains that 'without a conscious awareness of how another culture is different from
one’s own, there is a tendency to see the differences of another through the prism of one’s
culture’ (1995:2). All this is in line with the research's argument that misunderstandings in

cross-cultural communication are attributable to cultural differences and different

10



contextual understandings, and that culture is an important aspect that determines linguistic

strategies between the interactants and influences the interpretation of context.'

1.4 Research Hypotheses and Research Questions

Like linguistic differences, cultural and pragmatic differences may be transferred from one
language to another in cross-cultural -interaction, sometimes leading to disagreement,
conflict or communication breakdown between the interactants. The main hypothesis of
my research is that Brown and Levinson’s (1978) theory of politeness does not adequately
distinguish different cultures' linguistic utterances in different situations in their analysis of
politeness, and their claim of universality for linguistic politeness strategies is inaccurate."
Linguistic strategies in English and Arabic are different in some situations, which may lead
to misunderstanding between interlocutors. In the choice of requesting strategies, for
instance, Arabs are more likely to be very straightforward in their everyday interaction.
They usually, in inviting each other, do not give their interactants the choice to refuse or
agree; otherwi_se their linguistic strategy might be interpreted as a compliment rather than a

real invitation. For example, an Arab may invite someone to have lunch with him/her by

saying,

o eliadl s 3 Jlas
Marie Alfasha Tanawel wa tarala
withme the dinner have and come

Come and have lunch with me today

Or asking his/her friend for help:

L;."“:L"" K i ¢ Jee se
Sarednie wa Tarala Famal Fendee
helpme and come work Ihave
I have got work to do; come and help me'®

' Hall considers culture and communication as two faces of one coin. He argues ‘culture is communication
and communication is culture’ (1959:169, cited in Gudykunst, 1998:41). Searle also makes links between
structure and what it does in context. He argues that ‘it is possible to study the structure independently of the
function but pointless and perverse to do so, since structure and function so obviously interact’ (1972:19).
(See chapters 3, 4 and 5).

'3 Meier (1997) argues that Brown and Levinson’s framework of politeness is not appropriate for determining
universal rules of politeness. .

16 This seems to be a contextual issue. I know an English friend who is as blunt as this to his friends when
inviting them without being thought rude.

11



This way of requesting may sound strange or even, in some contexts, inapproprriate to an
English person as an English native speaker might use "would you like to come and have
dinner with me?" or "I have got some work to do, could you help me?". What is common
in English is that the interactants' strategies usually give choice to the addressee to agree.
In Arabic, interpreting what is polite, is left to understénding what is considered
appropriate in such contexts of interaction. Thus, different understanding of what is
appropriate or inappropriate in certain cultures is due to the different understanding of

what is appropriate in the context of the interaction. Levinson argues that

we would need to make an important distinction here between universal
pragmatics, the general theory of what aspects of context get encoded and how,
and the language-specific pragmatics of individual languages (1983:10).

I will argue that an utterance may provide different implicatures built on different
assumptions made by the addressee depending on the explicitness of the utterance. An
addressee may come with different assumptions that lead to interpretations that are
different from those intended by the speaker because of different cultural backgrounds and
understandingl of the context. However, because the aim of this resqarch is to investigate
misunderstanding involving politeness in cross-cultural communication, and not just to
compare what is said in Arabic with what is said in English, I hypothesise that depending
purely on Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness for the analysis of misunderstandings
in cross-cultural communication may not lead to understanding whether interactants from
different cultures are being polite or impolite towards each other. The gap between what is
said and what is understood is more complicated in cross-cultural communication, and
such inﬁrestigation may necessitate combining more than one model of analysis in order to
consider more factors that influence the production and interpretation of an utterance that .

Brown and Levinson's model does not consider.

On the basis of the above mentioned considerations and the arguments and evaluations in
the _litérature survey chapters, my main research question is: Do linguistic politeness
theories, including Brown and Levinson’s, provide an adequate theory of analysis of
politeness/impoliteness in cross-cultural communication, or is there need for another
analytical approach that considers contextual and cultural differences between interactants?
The question "why an utterance is considered a polite utterance by one interactant and

impolite by the other?" is not answered by the core theories of politeness. The questions

12



which we need to ask, therefore, are: how is politeness interpreted in cross-cultural
interaction and how do native and non-native speakers of a particular language interpret
each other’s utterances? What are the situations where native and non-native speakers
experience pragmatic difficulties in cross-cultural interactions and why? The following

questions are subsidiary questions designed to supplement the main research questions:

Is linguistic politeness different in cross-cultural interactions and, if so,

“do such differences cause misunderstandings?'’

Are there different understandings by interactants of what influences
communication across cultures? If there are, how do these influences

affect cross-cultural communication?'®

Is politeness a significant aspect in analysing cross-cultural interaction,
and how do other pragmatic and cognitive theories analyse politeness,

especially across cultures?”’

Does misunderstanding lead to interpretation of impoliteness in cross-

“cultural settings, and does misunderstanding(s) involve impoliteness?20

Have cultural and contextual factors and other influences been
considered appropriately in the theories of politeness? Is there a need
to modify or suggest an approach of analysis that is more appropriate

to analyse cross-cultural interaction?!

The goal of the literature review chapters, which answer the main research questions of the
thesis, is to argue a) that beihg familiar with the target language does not necessarily lead
to appropriate communication; understanding the language of the interactants’ culture is as
important as understanding the language ifself; b) that both interactants’ understanding of

~ the context of interaction is important; we cannot simply concentrate on analysing certain

17 See chapter 2.
'8 See chapter 5
1% See chapters 4 and 5.
20 See chapter 4
! See chapters 3 and 6.

13



linguistic uses or speech acts, or just one interactant’s utterances, in order to come to a
conclusive analysis of the effectiveness of cross-cultural communication; and d) that
politeness is not a static issue, restricted to certain linguistic choices and strategies; it is
rather dynamic and influenced by cultural and contextual factors relevant to the context of

interaction.

My critical position on Brown and Levinson’s linguistic strategies, as well as other core
theories of politeness, is that if interactants are communicating in the mother tongue of the
addressees, then they will be influenced by their own native culture and they may have
different understanding of the context. If we agree that cross-cultural interaction, or
interaction in general, is influenced by culture and context, then this leads me to put

forward the following as the main aims of the thesis:

a- to argue that the ‘core theories’ of politeness do not provide an adequate
methodology for analysing cross-cultural interactions.
b- to show that this is because the theories do not engage sufficiently with the

dynamics of context in interactions.

Thus, the goal of the literature review chapters is to argue, through a critical evaluation of
existing scholarship, that it is because the existing theories do not adopt a sufficiently
contextual, Iﬁragmatic approach to politeness that they cannot explain how
misunderstandings between interlocutors from different cultures are generated. And the
goal of the data analysis chapter is to show that misunderstandings between interlocutors
from different cultures arise from (a) the failure of interlocutors to understand the
politeness norms of other cultures, and (b) their failure to recognise differences in the way
that politeness is realised linguistically iri contexts of interaction because of cultural
differences. The data analysis chapter is also designed to show that an approach to
politeness that focuses on the pragmatics of interpretation is needed to explain where
pragmatic failure occurs, and to isolate the cultural differences that lead to

misunderstandings.

Hence, I will investigate the role of variables such as gender, religion, attitude, stereotypes,
power, etc., and their effect not only on the interactants' performance, but also on their

understanding, especially when their linguistic uses are differently interpreted across

14



cultures. Thus, through analysing specific features considered polite or impolite within
particular cultures in particular contexts of interaction, I will examine how situations of
misunderstandings arise between interactants of different culturés, and what implicatures
they might give rise to. Rather than holding to the idea that culture and language are
homogeneous phenomena, I will investigate the way that context and culture are enmeshed
in how interactants try to negotiate a position for themselves from what they hypothesise to
be a cultural stand on a particular issue, such as directness and politeness in Arabic and

English.

1.5 Arabs

This section is meant to provide some background information about the Arabic language
and Arabs. It provides an idea of Arabic language and how it developed, and the stages
that it went though and how that influences Arabs' linguistic production and
interpretations. It also provides information about varieties of Arabic, the different spoken

Arabic dialects, what influences the language, and who is considered to be an Arab.

1.5.1 The Arab world
The term Arab refers to a particular group of people who live in a land extending from the
Arabian gulf to the Atlantic coast of North Africa.?> Arabs share one language, which is
Arabic, and regardless of the different religions in the area, they share Similar historical
and cultural values. They consider themselves as a unified state because of the land,
language and cultural backgrounds which is influenced by religious teachings, Islamic or
non-Islamic. For examples, whether an Arab is a Muslim, Christian, Yazeede, Jewish, etc.,
they still agree on what is acceptable or unacceptable behaviour, and understand that their
language is highly influenced by their religions. Of course there are differences in
undersfanding what Arabic culture is or what constitutes Arabic culture among Arabs from
different regions, but generally, it is understood that Arabic language is influenced by
religion. (See Neydell (2002) and chapter 5)

22 Atiyah (1968) and Badawi (1996) point out that Westerners often do not understand the difference between
Arabs and Muslims. Westerners frequently do not appreciate that Arabs come from a number of different
countries. It is true that the majority of Arabs are Muslims, (about 92% of the Arabs are Muslims), but not all
Muslims are Arabs. Some are Turkish, Pakistani, Indian, Malaysians, Indonesians, Asians and Europeans.
Muslims are the majority in at least 55 countries; only 22 of these countries are Arab.
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what is now called "Modern Standard Arabic",>’ which is the parent. language of all

varieties of Arabic. Different Arabic dialects are called "colloquial dialects" which is a
collective term for the spoken languages or dialects of people throughout the Arab world.
Classical Arabic spread from the Arabian Peninsula through the Islamic expansion. Maxos
(2004) holds that there are two major reasons leading to differences between Arabs and the

issue of dialects is one of them. He cites Chomsky as stating:

In the old Ottoman Empire, regions such as the Levant incorporated numerous
local communities, related to each other in various ways, and with a good deal
of linguistic variation as well. Nobody spoke the classical Arabic taught in
schools, but the so-called dialects were considered inferior. The intervention
of the Western imperial powers led to a system of states, leaving bitter and
unresolved conflicts and antagonisms, a system in which each individual must
define himself as belonging to a nation or a nation-state. It is a system imposed
from the outside on a region ill-adapted to it (Chomsky, cited in Maxos, 2004:1).

This means that Westerners influenced Standard Arabic language and Arabs' ways of
communication by dividing them into small states. As Sawaie (1987) states, although the
goal of invading the Arabs’ world was to wipe out the Arabs’ loyalty to their identity as
Arabs and instead make them belong to certain pieces of land by creating small states, this
contributed more to the creation of varieties of Arabic.® But such differences are usually
more noticed in accents and dialects, and less in what is thought to be appropriate or
inappropriate language (Neydell (2002). What is appropriate and inappropriate is usually

influenced by religion and conventions of Arabs, and rarely by their dialects and accents.

1.5.3 Arabic dialects

Dialects in the Arab world vary according to vocabulary, accents and sometimes the
meaning of what is said;** they influence understanding between interactants belonging to
different regions. This means that the influence of dialects can be felt in almost every part

of the Arab wdrld, and more in the regions where their citizens belong to different ethnic

%7 Also known as Modern Arabic; Halimah (2001) states that 'Modern Standard Arabic represents a style
normally used in newspapers; Educated Arabic is a style used when Arabs meet and verbally communicate
with each other in other Arab country' (114)

28 | awson and Sachdev. (2000) 'Though Arabic is the official language of Tunisia, French, a strong legacy of
Tunisia's recent colonial past, is another superimposed variety that continues to be widely used. Over the last
decade, English has also been appearing increasingly on the Tunisian linguistic landscape' (2000:1346). Also
Maxos (2004) shows that countries such as Egypt and Lebanon have given more attention to their dialectal
Arabic than to the standard Arabic, and that there were calls to use Egyptian Arabic in stead of standard
Arabic.

% Arabic accents are usually not barriers between interactants from different regions, because accents are
related to how a word or an utterance is pronounced.
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groups. They can create differehces, for example, between urban and rural societies, or
between Yemeni Arabs and Libyan Arabs, but these differences are not considered as
major differences that might lead to praginatic misunderstandings. According to Neydell
(2002) such differences are usually understood as minor and rarely produce

misunderstanding or conflict between Arab interactants. She points out that

in most Arab countries the elite differ considerably from rural or tradition-oriented
social groups; indeed, some types of behaviour required by the norms of one group
are considered obsolete by another. At the same time, many basic traditions and
customs still determine the way of life of all Arabs and affect their goals, values,
and code of accepted behaviour (2002:xxi).

She maintains that because similarities among social groups are greater than the

differences, then generalizations are possible, and differences can be overcome.

Social dialects in Arabic derive from occupations, places of residence, levels of education,
ethnicity, cultural backgrounds, social class (tribe), religious group, gender and age.3° In

relation to the religious group, for example, Al-Saied (1995) describes how

" in a city such as Baghdad, Muslims and Christians and Jews speak different
Arabic social dialects, so Christians and Jews use their own social dialects, but
the language that Muslims speak is the shared one between the three groups
when they meet’ (1995:145).

In the different locations of the Arab world, there are different dialects. They include the
Maghreb®!, Egyptian Arabic®?, Al-Hassaniya **, Tunisian Arabic**, Sudanese Arabic®,

3 Davies (1987:82-83) argues that ‘formulas may seem restricted to the kind of speaker who uses them, the
kind of addressee to whom they may be used, the medium through which they may be expressed and various
aspects of the setting in which they are used. (see chapter 5)

3! The Arabic dialect of the Maghreb shares many common characteristics. These characteristics set them
apart from the dialects of the Middle East and most of Egypt. Maghreb Arabic is a dialect of Arabic in the
Maghreb, plus French and Berber additions, including Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, and Libya. It is only used
as a spoken language; the news and the other media are in modern standard Arabic.

32 Egyptian dialect is an Arabic spoken in Egypt. It is the variety of Arabic with the largest amount of
speakers. :

3 An Arabic dialect derived from the Arabic spoken by the Ben Hassan tribe, which extended their authority
over most of the Mauritanian Sahara between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries.

3 Basically a Maghrebi dialect spoken all over Tunisia, as well as the eastern part of Algeria and the Western
part of Libya. It is a dialect spoken by all Tunisians.

% Sudanese dialect is derived from the language of the Quran, but the mixing of Egyptian dialect and Arabic
from the Arabian peninsula with the local languages led to the creation of a variety of Arabic not necessarily
specific to Sudan.
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Syrian or Levantine Arabic®® and the Gulf dialects.” Maxos (2004) sets out how ' localism
flourished after the World War I when the British and French divided the Arab world into
small separate states and each state proceeded to establish its own government, media and
educational system' (2004:1). Because of this division and the sense of anger at deeper
separatism, a decision was taken to adopt a written Arabic in all the districts, but the

spoken language can cause difficulties.®

In fact, there are different reasons for such variations in Arabic, which sometimes might
cause misunderstanding, the main reason being the impact that other languages have had
on Arabic, either due to an Arab nation invading others or being invaded by a Western
nation. Islam, for example, spread the Arabic language to all of the places it invaded, but
the people who spoke Arabic in those areas spoke a different Arabic from classical Arabic
because of thé languages spoken in those areas before invasion. When Westerners invaded
the Arab world, they imposed their languages as a means of communication. This also
created different accents and dialects among Arab people who sometimes have difficulty in
understanding each other, but as. we have explained, most of these differences remain on
the linguistic level, and not the cultural. All the accents and dialects are Arabic, and are

influenced by Arab culture which is based on a set of religious beliefs.

1.6 Definition of Terms

In this section, I will define the terms used in the thesis as they are crucial to my overall
argument and are often contentious. My definitions of these terms are a brief introduction
to how these terms are used in the thesis and in the chapters where they will be addressed

in more detail.

Politeness

As discussed in chapter 2, politeness, besides its usual association with notions such as
. . . . . . . 139

courtesy, rapport, deference -and distance, involves other issues influencing interaction.

In sociolinguistics and pragmatics, 'politeness phenomena' is a term which characterizes

3¢ Levantine Arabic is a group of Arabic dialects spoken in the 100 km-wide eastern-Mediterranean coastal
strip, i.e. in Syria, Palestine/Israel, western Jordan and Lebanon and parts of Iraq. This corresponds to the
western wing of the Fertile Crescent.

37 Gulf dialect is spoken in what are now called the Gulf States and parts of Iraq, or what we may call the
Arabian Peninsula.

3% Comprehension between Arabs from different regions differs when they interact using their own dialects.
Although this usually does not create misunderstanding, sometimes interactants do not understand each other.
3% For more details see chapters 2 and 5.
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linguistic features mediating a variety of norms of social behaviour. Such writers as Grice
(1975), Spenéer-Oatey (2000a), Lakoff (1989:102) and Leech (1983:82) expound on
politeness issues across a range of aspects: harmony in social relationships, for example as
a means of managing potential or actual confrontation, as a means of maintaining social
equilibrium, or as a way of establishing a co-operative relationship.*® Others, notably
Brown and Levinson (1987), Werkhofer (1992), Watts (1992) and Mills (2003a), address
such issues as the possibility for appropriate politeness to make communication possible

between potentially aggressive parties.

I will therefore, throughout the thesis, treat "politeness" as any implicit or explicit
linguistic behaviour intended to be polite by the speaker and which is understood as polite
behaviour by the hearer according to the context of interaction. Through understanding the
different implicatures to which an utterance may give rise, and whether these cause Face
Threatening Acts or even discomfort to the listener in a particular interaction context, we
may decide whether what is said is intended to be and understood as polite or not. This
means that utterances are not analysed in relation to their linguistic meaning, but rather in
relation to the cultures of the interactants and the context of the interaction. (See chapters

2,3,4,5 and 6)

Impoliteness

I will discuss in detail the differing definition of impoliteness offered by different writers.
Those of Mills (2003a.), Culpeper (1996) (who makes it clear that the subject is not a
marginal issue), Goffman (1967) and Brown and Levinson (1987) include such examples as
attacks on interlocutors, especially attacks on face. (See chapter 2, 4 and 5) They show that
issues such as lack of co-operation; a threat on face whether real, imaginary, or potential;
surprise contradictory opinions; warnings; intimidation; social conflict; disruption or
disharmony, might all be considered impolite,.but these judgements are influenced by culture

and context.

In this research, I shall be using the term 'impoliteness' to refer to any linguistic behaviour
that might lead the listener to classify his/her interactant as impolite regardless of the

linguistic strategies used. It is an assessment of a linguistic behaviour through analysing

% For more details see chapters 2 and 3
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the whole conversation and what might influence interaction, and not just by analysing an

i

individual utterance.* It is a contextual judgment and up to the interactant to decide

whether his/her interactant is impolit/e.42

Appropriateness / inappropriateness

Appropriateness / inappropriateness is discussed by Grice (1975) in his work on the
Cooperative Principle.® I shall use two interpretations of this term. The first is on the
level of an individual utterance, as used by Mills (2003a), who sees appropriateness as
‘differently understood in relation to individual speakers and within the community’. The
second-level is that of the context and the whole conversation as expounded by Eelen
(2001) and Fraser and Nolen (1981) in their definitions of politeness as doing what is
socially appropriate measured against behavioural standards relative to the speech
community and context (as discussed by Attardo 2000), which cannot be determined by
specific linguistic forms. This means that a speaker can be appropriate linguistically, but
not necessarily be considered as polite because of the influence of the context.** (See

chapter 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6)

Face

The term 'face', to different scholars, has different meanings. Goffman’s (1967, 1971)
notion of face is the image that a person adopts for themselves, and acquires from society.
Goffman (1967:7) deems face as a person’s 'most personal possession and the centre of his
security and pleasure', which, however, 'is only on loan to him from the society' and 'will
be withdrawn unless s/he' conducts her/himself in a way that is worthy of it'. Brown and
Levinson (1987) define face as 'the public self-image that every member wants to claim for
her/himself. They believe the notion of face should be seen at a more social level, existing
in all Ianguages and cultures. As discussed in chapters 1, 2 and 3, I will consider the
notion of face differently to Brown and Levinson (1987) in terms of whether face is an
individual issue or a cultural issue, and whether it relates to the speaker or to both
interactants. Thus, face is defined and interpreted differently across cultures. Consequently

the linguistic choices or strategies used to threaten face or mitigate any face threatening act

*! See Mills, (2003a) and Culpeper (2005).

*2 See chapter 2 for a discussion of impoliteness.

3 See chapter 2.

4 See Watts, 2005 who argues that even when an interactant intends to insult his/ her interactant s/he still can
be appropriate.
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are differently interpreted, and most likely judged conteXtually. Hence, in this research, I
use the term 'FTA' to refer to any linguistic behaviour that might lead the listener to
consider what is said to him/her as threatening his/her face. I will not link that to certain
speech acts or strategies from the speaker to his/her addressee. I will treat FTA judgement
as contextual and hold that it is, therefore, only the interactants who can determine whether

what is said is an FTA or not. (See chapter 2 and 6)

Indirectness / Directness

Brown and Levinson (1987) state that indirectness or off-record utterances are more likely
to be considered as polite than diréct or on-record utterances. Disagreeing with Brown and
Levinson (1987), Tsuda (1993) states that 'indirectness is realized in various ways'
(1993:11); Fétzer (2006) indicates that 'the speaker's communicative intention is not
realized explicitly' (2006:181); and Blum-Kulka (1987) believes indirectness and
politeness are not necessarily linked. Wierzbicka (1985) sees ‘terms such as ‘directness’
and ‘indirectness’ as much too general, too vague to be really safe in cross-cultural studies’
(1985:175). Cultures vary in their understanding and the effects of indirectness/directness,
and why and when it is used. In Arabic, indirectness, in some contexts, is linked to

impoliteness, and directness refers to closeness, even with strangers in some contexts.

However, as discussed in chapter 2, 3, 4 and 5, I will consider indirectness / directness and
politeness in relation to the context and the intended meaning. Therefore, I do not simply
consider any indirect utterance to be polite. Rather, I examine what makes the speaker
prefer indirectness, and whether his/her interactants consider that the indirectness strategy

used indicates politeness or not.

Understanding / Misunderstanding

In discussing understanding and misunderstanding in chapter 4 and 5, I shall be using the term
‘misunderstanding’ to refer to situations in which one of the interactants fails to understand
the pragmatic meaning of an utterance or the reason behind its use, and may understand an
utterance differently to how it is intended. Thus, a generated explicature of an utterance may
give rise to more than one implicature to the interactants. This means that an implicature of an
utterance may be inferred, but if it is not the intended implicature of the speaker, I consider it

a misunderstanding,.
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Culture

As addressed in chapters 3 and 5, I treat culture in this research as a factor in the context of
interaction that influences the formulation or interpretation of an utterance to do with power,
gender, class, religion, beliefs, tribe, age, or background, collective attitudes or conventions,
or any values that are shared by a group of people or which an individual has experienced
because of history, geography, religion, or situational background. Spencer-Oatey (2000b)
states that

culture is a fuzzy set of attitudes, beliefs, behavioural conventions, and basic
assumptions and values that are shared by a group of people, which influence
each other’s behaviour and each member’s interpretations of the ‘meaning’ of
other people’s behaviour (2000b:4).
I will explore the range of definitions (See chapters 2, 3 and 5) of culture and its influences,
by such writers as Watts (2003), Foley (1997), Goodenough (1964), Sadigi (2003), Mills
(2003a) and Scollon and Scollon (1995), to examine how culture influences linguistic

production and interpretation, and whether it is possible to analyse such by a strategic model

such as Brown and Levinson (1987)'a model.

Context

I treat context as a crucial factor in generating and interpreting any verbal interaction that may
be defined in relation to both the speaker and the addressee. I shall refer to writers such as
Dilley (2002) and Goodwin and Duranti (1992), who view context as having a broad currency
traversing the boundaries of various disciplines and as the most important factor in providing
interactants with intended meaning. I will consider Schiffrin (1994) and Toolan (1996) who
see confext as indispensable in making sense of language; and also Christie (2000) who holds
it as dynamic and inferred rather than static or predetermined. At the same time, I will argue
that while context influences production and interpretation of language, it will not always be

interpreted with the same significance for the interactants. (See chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6)

Stereotypes
I will refer to stereotypes as meaning the assumptions that we have about others, or may
share with them, that influence our performance or interpretation of the language, and

which Aikhenvals (2003) and Gudykunst (1998) see as our mind pictures of the people
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with whom we interact. They are identifiable characteristics which are not always
accurate, shared to a high degree in a particular culture. I will argue that the way spéech is
influenced by these aspects is not constant, especially in cultures as Arabic and English,
and consequently their effect on each individual is different. Agreement on stereotypes’

roles in interaction is difficult (Mills 2003a, chapter 5).

1.7 Outline of the thesis

Chapter 2: Politeness Theories

This chapter reviews research on politeness first by critically investigating the core theories
of politeness in relation to cross cultural interaction adcording to the notion of politeness in
Brown and Levinson’s theory. I review the criticisms of the main components of Brown
and Levinson’s theory of politeness and concentrate on the notion of face, rationality, the
model person, and universality in linguistic politeness strategies. I discuss how other
scholars, post-Brown and Levinson, view politeness, and the models that they suggest for
analysis. I aim to critically review Brown and Levinson’s work and the work of those
theorists who have tried to move beyond their model in order to modify the current theory

of analysing politeness (See chapter 2).

Chapter 3: Pragmatics and the Analysis of Linguistic Politeness
This chapter builds on the work of Chapter Two, introducing pragmatics as a model of
analysis of linguistic politeness and focusing on why it should be analysed from a more
contextually, pragmatically based perspective. Firstly, I explore the relationship between
the fields of linguistics and pragmatics, and how politeness can be analysed by drawing on
pragmatics. Secondly, I examine linguistic politeness in relation to pragmatics and -
question why theories of politeness, regardless of their claims, fail to provide an adequate
analysis of politeness, especially in cross-cultural interaction. The main claim of this
chapter is not that politeness theories are not pragmatic theories; rather that there are issues
in interaction that are not sufficiently considered in these theories, and that a more

contextual, analytical approach is required to consider such issues.

Chapter 4: Understanding, Misunderstanding Politeness
Here I review the relevant literature that deals with understanding and misunderstanding in
interaction, including theories that investigate pragmatic failure, such as Relevance Theory

(Sperber and Wilson, 1993, 1995), and Integrational Linguistics (Toolan, 1996). In this
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chapter, I argue that using a theory of cognition enables us to understand the relationship
between misunderstanding and politeness and examine the process of understanding in
cross-cultural ‘interaction, especially between strangers. In particular, I will investigate
language misunderstanding between Arab speakers of English communicating with native
speakers, and what influences their production and interpretation. My aim is to establish
what is needed to assist understanding in politeness analysis, showing that politeness is not
just what the linguistic choices or strategies used may mean to the speaker, but rather what

the listener understands in a particular context of interaction.

Chapter 5: Analysing Cross-cultural Interaction

I investigate the relationship between language and culture, and the role of cuiture in the
interpretation and perfdrmance of linguistic utterances. I also discuss the variables that
determine linguistic strategies in cross-cultural interaction, issues of gender and religion in
relation to cross-cultural interaction, and whether a native culture's construction of gender
and religious difference affects communication. I investigate stereotypes and how they
may influence interactants’ performance and interpretation of linguistic utterances in cross-
cultural settings. This chapter argues that utterances are influenced by the interactants'
cultures. Consequently, in cross-cultural interactions, an utterance may be interpreted '
differently by‘the listener to what.the speaker intended. I aim to highlight the need for a
broader approach to analysing politeness in cross-cultural analysis that considers cultural

factors in relation to all interactants.

Chapter 6: Data Analysis and Discussion

Here I investigate the questions and hypotheses of the thesis by examining data collected
from interaction between native and non-native English speakers. The focus is on
examining misunderstandings between the interactants in relation to politeness. I first
describe the pragmatic approach that I use in analysing my data, and explain how it
ahalyses politeness more adequately than the core theories of politeness. Thus, by
analysing three different types of data and then exploring the issues that should be
- considered in analysing politeness, my approach shows a clear link between analysing
“understanding between interactants in general and understanding politeness in particular.
In this chapter, drawing on Relevance Theory and the work of those theorists who have
tried to move beyond Brown and Levinson's model, my approach emphasises the role of

the listener, cultures of both interactants, and what constructs the context of the
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interactions to be analysed. Thus, the aim of this ch.apter is, though analysing the data, to
show that misunderstandings between interlocutors from different cultures arise from the
failure of interactants to understand the politeness norms of other cultures; and the failure
to recognise differences in the way that politeness is realised linguistically in different
contexts of interaction in cross-cultural interaction. Thus, this chapter aims to show that a
contextual, analytical approach to politeness that focuses on the pragmatics of
interpretation is needed to explain where pragmatic failure occurs, and to isolate the

cultural and contextual differences that lead to misunderstandings.

Chapter 7 Conclusion |
Chapter 7 concludes this thesis. It reviews the research as a whole and highlights the main
arguments of the whole thesis. It also sets out the implications of the thesis and makes

recommendations for further research.

1.8 Conclusion

This research investigates how the context of interaction may generate different
interpretations because of cultural and contextual differences in cross-cultural interaction.
Factors such as social systems (whether class or tribe), gender, age, stereotype and religion,
affect cross-cultural interaction, and can cause interactants to have more than one

interpretation for the same utterance. Gudykunst argues that

Our cultures have tremendous influence on the way we communicate, whether
we are aware of it or not. We generally are not aware of how our cultures affect
our behaviours. In communicating effectively with strangers, we must
understand how our cultures influence our communication (1998:40).

Thus, the aims of this research are a) to examine linguistic politeness theories in relation to
native/non-native interaction between Arabic speakers of English and native speakers of
English; b) to evaluate these theories according to whether they may be used to adequately
analyse cross-cultural interaction; c) to investigate the factors that influence linguistic
utterances and their role in creating misunderstanding between interactants in cross-cultural
interaction; and d) to develop a more appropriate, analytical approach for the analysis of

politeness and impoliteness in cross-cultural interaction.

26



Chapter 2: Theorising Politeness

This chapter will critically review research on politeness, focusing particularly on Brown

and Levinson’s theory. There are three main sections. Section One is concerned with the
core theories that discuss politeness and which influenced Brown and Levinson’s

(1978/87) work. The aim of this section is to critically investigate their claims in relation

to politeness in cross-cultural interaction. This will include examination of Grice (1975),

Lakoff (1973), and Leech (1983), whose analyses and critiques provided many of the

theoretical assumptions upon which Brown and Levinson's politeness theory is based.

Section Two provides details of Brown and Levinson’s theory of a universal principle for
linguistic politeness strategies. It is the most comprehensive theory developed to date, but
needs scrutiny as it fails to adequately explain types of communication that include cross-
cultural variations. Besides discussing the main claims of the theory, such as the notion of
face, universality of linguistic politeness, and variables for politeness.strategies, I will
investigate these claims in relation to cross-cultural communication in order to see whether

they are universal, and whether their implications are the same in a cross-cultural context.

Section Three will discuss how other scholars, post-Brown and Levinson, view politeness.
These will include Blum-Kulka (1992) and Fraser and Nolan (1981) and also Arab views
of politeness such as those of Al-Fayyad (1984), Albassier (2004) and Al-Saied (1995).
will also discuss Eelen (2001), who has mounted the most sustained attack on Brown and
Levinson's work and related politeness theories.*> I will examine Spencer-Oatey's (2000)
work, in which she advocates less concentration on loss of face and more on the listener,
social norms and cultural meaning, and Mills's argument (2003a) that politeness and
impoliteness are in essence judgements about another’s interventions, and not simple
speech classifications. Finally, the section will focus on Watts (2003), who holds similar
views to Spencer-Oatey arguing that theories such as Brown and Levinson’s put limitations
on the analysis of politeness, and that the most effective analysis must be of commonsense
notions of politeness. Thus, this chapter aims to review Brown and Levinson critically and

to review the work of theorists who have tried to move beyond their model to use them in

% Eelen does not offer a model of analysis of politeness as such. Thus the aim of my research is to formulate
a way of incorporating Eelen's criticism of Brown and Levinson whilst constructing a working model of
analysis. (see chapter 6)
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order to provide an analytical approach of politeness which considers cross-cultural

interaction more adequately than Brown and Levinson's model do.

2.1 The Theoretical Background to Brown and Levinson

2.1.1 Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle

Grice's Cooperative Principle and maxims are considered by most researchers of politeness
to be central to their theories. Browh and Levinson (1987), their first edition, consider
_ Grice’s Cooperative Principle and maxims to be the basis of their work, as they are mainly
concerned with the effective exchange of information, drawing on a set of assumptions
guiding the conduct of conversation. Grice assumes that each participant in a conversation
aims to be cooperative with his / her interactant and thus he /she will avoid threatening
their face. Brbwn and Levinson apply Grice's Cooperative Principle to the investigatidn of

linguistic politeness across different cultures.

Grice, in his article ‘Logic and Conversation’, (1975) draws a distinction between what is
the antecedent*® and what is the conventionally implicated implicature. An implicature is
defined as the implied meaning that might be inferred by the addressee drawing on the

expressed meaning.*’ Escandell-Vidal (1996) states that

there is a crucial difference between implicature and explicature. Implicatures
are the assumptions that the speaker tries to make manifest to the hearer without
expressing them; implicatures are recovered by inference. Explicatures are the
assumptions that the speaker explicitly communicates, i.e., the assumptions that can
be directly developed from the logical form of the utterance (1996:637).

Grice discusses issues such as how speakers may have a different intention from those stated
by the literal meanings of the utterances they have used. He asks ‘How is it that in almost
every utterance we can distinguish between what is said and what is meant? And what are the
factors that are important in determining what someone means by what they say?’ (1975)
These questions make the Cooperative Principle relevant to the notion of politeness, because

cognition of what is meant, plus what is literally said and how it might be interpreted, are an

46 Antecedent is a ‘term taken over from traditional grammar by some grammarians, and used for a linguistic
unit from which another unit in the sentence derives its interpretation, typically a later unit. In particular,
personal and relative pronouns are said to refer back to their antecedents’ (Crystal, 1997:20).

*7 Levinson (1983) believes ‘the conversation principle is presented as not simply a set of arbitrary conventions
but, much more strongly, as capturing rational means for conducting co-operative exchange’ (1983:103). Harris
(1995) also 'concludes that Grice at present provides a conceptual framework which can adequately and
easily be applied to handle natural language data' (131).
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important part of any interaction involving conversational and social norms which are inferred

from the notion of linguistic cooperativeness. (See Watts 2003).

Grice (1975) maintains that speakers intend to be cooperative when they interact, and do
not deliberately confuse or withhold relevant information from each other. He understands
meaning to refer to two different kinds of meanings; natural and non-natural meaning. To
Grice, the natural meaning or entailment is one that is always associated with an
expression. It is supposed to capture something similar to the relation between cause and
effect. .Christi'e (2000) states that 'According to Gricean characterisation of meaning,
natural meaning would include instances where a link between two phenomena is inferred
on the basis of a causal relationship or where one is a symptom of the other' (2000:125).
For example, I can never say ‘Ali has passed the cburse’ without entailing that he has
achieved the required mark. Natural meaning is different from what Grice call non-natural
meaning. The non-natural meaning is when there is no relationship between what is said

and what is intended.*® According to Christie

non-natural meaning is where two phenomena are linked but where there is
not necessary connection: where the relationship is based on convention. And
this is of course, the relationship which holds between things in the world and
the linguistic signs we use to refer to them (2000:125).

For example, inferring what is meant by the utterance ‘Ali has passed a course’, depends
on the context in which it is spoken. For instance, in a job application, it might mean ‘He
has satisfied one of the conditions’; in a social context, ‘He has passed one course, but he
has still another exam is left to take’. In general, non-natural meaning, to Grice, is
analysed in térms of speaker's intentions, what s/he intends to communicate, and the
implied meaning is conveyed indirectly or through hints, without them ever being directly

stated (See Grundy 2000, section, 4).

Grice (1975) also distinguishes two types of implicatures of conveying implied meanings:
conventional and conversation implicatures. Conventional implicature is always conveyed
regardléss of considering the context where it is said. For example, the word "therefore"
génerally has the same implicature. On the other hand, conversational implicatures depend

on a particular context of the utterance to be understood. They arise from certain principles

“® An implied meaning is what might be inferred by the addressee drawing on the expressed meaning.
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of conversational behaviours as they apply to conversation. Conversatiopal implicatures
are part of the conventional meaning, give rise to entailments and are independent of it.
(See Kaplan, 1999) Grice holds that conversational implicatures can always be worked out
or inferred from the Cooperative Principles. He argues that in order to interpret
conversational implicatures, participants employ the ‘Cooperative Principle’. Grice’s
(1975) ‘Cooperative Principle’ describes speakers as making relevant, expected
contributions to conversation.** This Cooperative Principle is detailed by reference to a set
of four maxims, and each of these maxims consists of different sub-maxims which can

apply to speakers in any conversation:

Quality  : Contributions ought to be true.

Quantity : Speakers should be as informative as is required for the current

purposes of the exchange.

Relevance : Contributions to a conversation should clearly relate to the
purpose of the exchange.

Manner : Speakers should be perspicuous — in particular, orderly and brief,

avoiding obscurity and ambiguity (Grice, 1975:45).

Grice argues that sometimes the listener understands that the speaker means something
more than what it is said literally. He argues that implicature cannot be part of what is being
said, and forces more understanding from the hearer. The reason Grice raises the issue of
implicature is to understand whether the addressee understands what the speaker is
suggesting by using particular utterances. He associates what he calls non-conventional, or
conversational implicatures with certain general features of discourse. Firstly, our
exchanges would not be rational if they consisted of a succession of disconnected remarks. -
Secondly, our talk is, to some extent, cooperative effort. Finally, each participant recognises a
common purpose or mutually accepted direction.”® However, although the issue of what is
said and what is intended is very important to this research, and is one of the reasons for
discussing Grice here in this section, his approach has been criticized in relation to

understanding and politeness by different scholars.

* Grice suggests: ‘as a rough general principle (ceteris paribus) ‘Make your conversational contribution such
as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in
which you are engaged’ (1975: 45).

%% Grice argues that ‘the word "means" derives from what speakers mean by uttering it’ He further holds that
‘what a particular speaker or writer means by a sign on a particular occasion may well diverge from the
standard meaning of the sign.” (Grice 1975: 45). .
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2.1.1.1 Criticising Grice's Cooperative Principles

As discussed above, some theoreticians considered Grice's CP as the starting point for their
models of analysis. In spite of this, Grice's theory has been variously attacked, defended,
and revised by scholars such as Thomas (1995), Sifianou (1992), Grundy (2000), Sperber
and Wilson (1995), Lakoff (1973) and Brown and Levinson (1987), in their later edition.
Lakoff (1973) views all of Grice’s maxims as falling within her rule ‘be clear’. Sperber and
Wilson, in their cognitive view of communication, hold that Grice’s maxims can be
reduced to one maxim of relevance. They maintain that ‘communication does not
necessarily involve a distinct and homogeneous set of empirical phenomena...the main
defect of Grice’s analysis is not that it defines communication too vaguely, but it explains
communication too poorly’ (1993: 32).°! Sperber and Wilson (1995) view Grice’s
principle as not being in accord with the cognitive view that human communication is built

upon, which they consider as the aim of Relevance Theory.

Brown and Levinson (1987) see Grice’s Cooperative Principle as different from the
politeness principles that offer principled reasons for deviation, in that it assumes each
participant will attempt to contribute appropriately to a discussion. Levinson points out
that ‘the cooperative principle is intended to embody rational considerations as a guideline for
effective and efficient use of language in conversation to further cooperative ends’
(1983:101). It seems that Levinson considers Grice’s theory as the link between the meanings

of an utterance and the purpose it serves in a particular context.

Despite Grice’s maxims, we cannot consider non-native speakers of English, for example
when using an incorrect grammatical rule, to be breaking the maxim of | manner, if they
make themselves clear. From this point of view, Grice’s Cooperative principle does not
clearly recognize differences across cultures, or linguistic strategies that each culture
adopts in order to secure harmony in communication. To some extent, this is supported by
Sifianou’s (1999) argument concerning the universality of Grice’s Maxims. She observes

that

Grice repeatedly states that observance of the co-operative principle and its
subsequent maxims constitutes ‘reasonable™ and °‘rational’ behaviour. He does

3! Verschueren (1999) holds that 'Grice’s theory....is predicated on a model of communication which
attaches the highest normative value to demands for rationality and efficiency. However, social behaviour
also incorporates norms which would seem to require breaches of maxims’ (1999:35).
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not, however, explain how he interprets these notions. Furthermore, when he
says “it is just a well-recognized empirical fact that people DO behave in these
ways” (p. 48), he does not make explicit whether he is referring to conversational
behaviour only in his own society’ (Sifianou 1999:17).

Moreover, Eades (1982) sees informativeness as culturally dependent. This militates
against’ Grice’s claim of universality for these maxims. Grice's Cooperative Principle
concentrates more on the speakers than the hearers, who, in Grice’s maxims, are
cooperative whether there is conversational implicature or not. He assumes that inferring
the meaning depends on how speakers follow his maxims, and whether hearers are able to
interpret them when flouted. Such a claim should be accompanied by a strong
consideration of culture and context, which is particularly important when interactants are
from different cultures. Grice does not explain what happens if the hearer failé to
understand the intended meaning. However, whether we agree with Grice or not, it is clear
that he refers to the underlying meanings or the implicatures an utterance might give rise
to. This brief discussion of Grice's view prbvides us with the base of the core theories of

politeness and how they developed.

2.1.2 Lakoff’s Rules of Politeness>

Lakoff (1973) introduces what she calls the ‘politeness rule’. Her view is that our use of
language embodies attitudes as well as meanings. She holds politeness as a form of
behaviour that has been ‘developed in societies in order to reduce friction in personal
interaction’ (1973:64).> Many consider Lakoff’s rules of politeness as a development of
Grice’s view. Lakoff argues that Grice’s Cooperative Principle and maxims do not pay full
attention to what she calls pragmatic factors. She points to situations in' which the speaker
tries intentionally to be unclear in order to achieve certain goals, and states that °...
violation of the rules of conversation secures the rules of politeness’ (1973:303); the aim of
the message may diverge from the aim of clarity because of pragmatic goals such as
achieving a relationship or finding common ground. Lakoff (1977) reiterates this view,
showing that asking for things from others requires different levels of politeness,
depending upon the situation and the relationship between the interactants. She introduces

the notion of pragmatic rules and argues that we need pragmatic rules in order to determine

32 Eelen (2001:2) states ‘Lakoff could well be called the mother of modern politeness theory, for she was the
first to examine it from a decidedly pragmatic perspective’ (2001:2).

33 This is similar to Brown and Levinson (1987), who see politeness as conflict avoidance. Morand and
Ocker (2002) also define politeness as "phrasing things in such a way as to take into consideration the feeling
of others' (2). '
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whether an utterance is pragmatically well-formed or not. Lakoff proposes what she calls
“rules of politeness” such as ‘do not impose’, ‘give options’, ‘make the other person feel
good’, which she later describes as ‘formality’ or clarity, (keep aloof), ‘deference’ (give
options) and ‘camaraderie’ (show sympathy). Lakoff believes her rules allow the speaker
to emphasise politeness or clarity, when it is not possible to achieve both, and that
sometimes the speaker’s first aim is to achieve the former, when clarity is less important.

She states

If the speaker’s principal aim is to navigate somehow or other among the respective

statuses of the participants in the discourse indicating where each stands in the

speaker’s estimate, his aim will be less the achievement of clarity than an
. . . . . 54

expression of politeness, as its opposite (1973:296).

She argues that her rules of politeness are applicable to different situations, and that 'being
polite is thus defined - but only implicitly so - as operating according to those rules which

are in effect each time, and doing so in "speech and action alike"' (1993:304).%°

As with Grice, we still cannot judge if Lakoff's rules ascertain whether or not politeness is
understood by the hearer. In spite of her claims of universality of her rules of politeness, it
is still hot clear how different societies interpret or perceive these rules. Bargiela et. al.
(2001) hold that ‘we may intend to show solidarity and friendship with our interlocutors
but may be understood as showing insufficient deference or being overly familiar’
(2001:17). Rules exist in all cultures but are restricted to social conditions and contexts,
and given different priority accordingly. Lakoff does not explain how situations of
misunderstanding might occur between people of different cultures when they have
different concepts of propriety, and different evaluations of the context of interaction. She
only explains the relationship between language and politeness and the level of language

needed, without adequately considering the context of the interaction.

3 The issue of clarity and the social aspect in both Lakoff’s and Grice’s work is discussed by Eelen (2001),
who explains that 'whereas the Cooperative Principle is geared to the ‘information content’ of
communication, the politeness rule attends to social issues. If hearers notice that speakers do not seem to be
following the Gricean maxims to the fullest, they search for a plausible explanation in the politeness rule: if
speakers are not entirely clear, then maybe they are trying to avoid giving offence’ (2001:3). (See Eelen
2001). A

%% Verschueren (1999), by contrast, holds that ‘norms of politeness, in particular, often do not allow for fully
informative utterances, unmitigated truth or complete clarity’ (1999:36).
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2.1.3 Leech’s (1983) Politeness Principles

Leech's politeness principles are not applicable in analysing cross-cultural interaction. His
view of politeness comes from his understanding of communication. He sees linguistic
communication as communicating social behaviour.”® He does not reject Chomsky’s (1986)
point of view that langliage is structured and that we have to master these structures in order
to be able to communicate effectively, rather, he adds that communication must be studied in
relation to a fully developed theory of language use. He builds his pragmatic view on the
Speech Act Theory of Austin (1962) and Searle (1969) and enlarges it to include politeness,
irony, and other social principles of linguisﬁé behaviour. His work on politeness can be

considered as an extension of Grice and Lakoff’s views of conversation.

Lakoff and Leech adopt Grice’s Cooperative Principlé and add what they consider to be
missing, that is politeness. Leech introduces politeness principles, which are, to some extent,
different from Lakoff’s politeness rules. Leech argues that interactants endeavour to reduce
frictio'n' or miﬁimize the risk of being impolite in interaction. He.introduces six politeness
maxims, which, while showing that interactants observe Grice’s Cooperative Principle, also

see speakers sometimes flouting it and sacrificing quality or quantity. These maxims are:
(1) Tact : The speaker minimizes costs and maximizes benefit to others.

(2) Generosity : The speaker minimizes benefit and maximizes cost to him/herself.

(3) Approbation: The speaker minimizes dispraise and maximizes praise of others.

(4) Modesty  : The speaker minimizes praise and maximizes dispraise of him/herself.

(5) Agreement : The speaker minimizes disagreement and maximizes agreement with
others.

(6) Sympathy : The speaker minimizes hostility, and maximizes sympathy with others.”’

Judgements as to whether these maxims are at work are not precise. For example, Leech does -
not explain how we guarantee that our utterances maximize the benefits and minimize the
cost to others, and vice versa. The tact maxim may be differently perceived, with the

addressee thinking the opposite of what is intended by the speaker, and perceiving the way

%6 “The role of the politeness principle is to maintain the social equilibrium and the friendly relations which
enable us to assume our interlocutors are being cooperative in the first place’ (Leech 1983:82).

57 Fraser (1990:227) criticises these maxims and argues that ‘Leech has not provided specific examples of how
each maxim would work in real life and how the maxims would be linked to the pragmatic scale in practise’.
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they are addressed as inappropriate. For example, saying to an Arab person “do you want
tea?”, might be considered inappropriate. This is because, traditionally, bringing tea without
asking is better. In Arabic, “do you want tea?” may give rise to the implicature that the
speaker does not really want to offer tea. In Arabic, the appropriate strategy might be to say
“coffee or tea?” “ 5548 ol (gL “ "qahwa am $ahe". The choice is whether the interactant wants

tea or coffee, leaving out the option of declining the offer.

Leech's (1983) Politeness Principles investigate human interaction as either polite or
impolite communicative acts. He stresses social equilibrium and friendly relations and tries
to establish links between the utterance and its social goals. A question this research might
raise about Leech's principles of politeness is whether politéness is always aimed at
conflict avoidance and geared to establishing comity. Also, we might question these claims
in relation to cross-cultural interaction, where methods of avoiding conflict are sometimes

differently perceived between interactants.

2.2 Brown and Levinson’s Theory of Linguistic Politeness 4

Brown and Levinson’s work on linguistic politeness (1978, 1987) can be considered as the
first, and most comprehensive, comparative study of linguistic politeness. In their model,
Brown and Levinson note the importance of politeness phenomena in social relationships
and describe some of the strategies used to convey politeness. Their main argument is that
“politeness phenomena are universal” (1987:2). They claim that their model is built on the
assumption that interlocutors are rational agents, (which seems very close to the
assumptions that underline Gricean principles of communication), and the assumption that
the hearer intends to cooperate, and rationally chooses a means that would achieve these
ends. They conclude that implicatures of politeness would presumably arise in the same

way as all other implicatures.

Brown and Levinson (1987:132) discuss whether actions that can be achieved by means of
utterances are limited, and whether sentences carry in their structures indications of their
paradigmatic use or illocutionary force. They refer to Searle’s (1969) theory of Speech
Acts and the issue of indirect speech acts, and see a straightforward relationship between
indirectness and politeness. Their research is based on a detailed study of three different

languages and cultures: Tamil speakers in southern India, Tzeltal speakers in Mexico, and
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American and British speakers of English. Brown and Levinson notice many similarities

in the linguistic strategies employed by speakers of these three unrelated languages.

2.2.1 Brown and Levinson’s Claims and Aims

Brown and Levinson (1978) claim that (a) Politeness and face are universal (b) that we are
rational, therefore, we will choose the means that will achieve our aims (c¢) there are certain
kinds of acts that can be considered as Face Threatening Acts, and (d) any rational agent
will employ strategies to avoid Face-Threatening Acts. The use of any such strategy will
be dependent on social distance, relative power, and degree of imposition (Brown and

Levinson, 1987: 55-56).
Brown and Levinson’s aims can be summed up as follows:

a- To describe and account for what is, in the light of current theory, a most
remarkable phenomenon, and to identify some principles of a universal yet ‘social’
sort, thereby providing a possible social candidate for deep functional pressure on
the shape of grammars in general (Brown and Levinson,1987:56). ‘

b- To provide an antidote to the undervaluation in the sociological sciences of the
complexity of human planning (Brown and Levinson, 1987:56).

c- To explain the systematic use of social aspects of language and identify message
construction as proper datum for the analysis of strategic language use (Brown and
Levinson,1987:56)

Brown and Levinson’s theory is that ‘...across cultures, the nature of the transaction being
conducted in a verbal interchange is often evident as much in the manner ih which it is
done as in any overt performative acts’ (1987:57). Their overall problem is: ‘what sort of
assumptions and what sort of reasoning are utilized by participants to produce such
universal strategies of verbal interaction?” They want to account for the observed cross-
cultural similarities in the abstract principles which underlie polite usage.”® In order to find

an answer to this problem and provide evidence for their assumptions, Brown and

%8 Brown and Levison hope further that ‘a formal model that accounts for these cross-cultural similarities
will also provide a reference model for culturally specific usage; that is, it promises to use an ethnographic
tool of great precision for investigating the quality of social interactions in any society’ (Brown and Levinson
1987:57).
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Levinson attempt to answer the questions; ‘what would our rational face-endowed being

do?’ and ‘how would such a being use language’? (Brown and Levinson,1987:58).

2.2.2 Rationality

Brown and Levinson draw on the notion of the Model Person (MP) - the fluent speaker of
a natural language who is endowed with the properties of rationality, i.e. the ability to
reason from ends to the means that will satisfy those ends and face (both positive and

negative).”” They state that

discovering the principle of language usage may be largely coincidental with
discovering the principles out of which social relationships, in their
interactional aspects, are constructed: dimensions by which individuals  manage
to relate to others in particular ways’ (1987:55).

They consider rationality as the main factor for understanding the intended or implicit

meanings of utterances.

2.2.3 Brown and Levinson and Goffman’s (1967) notion of face

Brown and Levinson refer to Goffman’s (1967, 1971) notion of face® as the image that a
person adopts for themselves, and acquires from society. They argue that face can be
damaged, maintained, or enhanced through interaction with others. They note that certain
illocutionary acts may threaten a person’s face, which they call "FTAs (Face Threatening
Acts)". They are acts in which the speaker risks impeding the hearer’s freedom of action,
for example requests, orders, suggestions, advice, reminding, threats and warnings. Other
FTAs include‘ putting pressure on the hearer to accept or reject an act, for example, by
offers or promises, or by complimenting a person or performing an act interpreted as

indicating that the speaker would like something from the addressee.

% Brown and Levinson's (1987) politeness theory holds that some speech acts threaten interactants' face
needs. They divide face concerns into a) a person's sense of self-esteem and his/her wish to be well thought
of, which is classified as positive politeness. This includes the desire to be understood by others and be
treated as a friend; and b) a person's desire to determine their own course of action and wish not to be
imposed upon by others, which is classified as negative face. It is the desire for autonomy (negative face)
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). (The notion of face is fully discussed in the next sections.

% The term face in the sense of ‘reputation’ or ‘good name’ seems to have been first used in English in 1876
as a translation of the Chinese term ‘diu lian’ in the phrase ‘Argument by which China has lost face’ Since
then it has been used widely in phrases such as ‘losing of face’, and ‘saving of face’ (Thomas, 1995:168)
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Goffman (1967) states that the image that people adopt reflects their understanding of
themselves.®! He argues, to maintain face, people take into account their position in society
and normally refrain from actions or activities that would be awkward to face up to later
(Goffman 1967:7). He deems face a person’s 'most personal possession and the centre of
his security and pleasure', which, however, 'is only on loan to him from the society' and
'will be withdrawn unless s/he conducts her/himself in a way that is worthy of it'
(1972:322). This concept is separated by Brown and Levinson into ‘positive face’,
essentially the wish that others will respect the individual’s public self-image, and
'negative face', which is the desire for freedom of action to project this image. Goffman

defines face as:

the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line
others assume he has taken during a particular contact. Face is an image of self
delineated in terms of approved social attributes - albeit an image that others
may share, as when a person makes a good showing for himself (1967:5).

.Brown and Levinson approach this notion from two different angles. First, they define face

as 'the public self-image that every member wants to claim for her/himself 52 They state:

in general, people cooperate (and assume each other’s cooperation) in
maintaining face in interaction, such cooperation being based on the mutual
vulnerability of face. That is, normally everyone’s face depends on everyone
else’s being maintained, and since people can be expected to defend their faces if
threatened, and in defending their own to threaten others’ face (1987:61).

Secondly, they believe the notion of face exists in all languages and cultures. They argue

that

the desire to be unimpeded in one’s actions is (negative face), and the desire
(in some respect) to be approved of is (positive face). This is the -bare bones of
the notion of face which (we argue) is universal, but which in any particular
society we would expect to be the subject of much cultural elaboration (Brown
and Levinson 1987:13).

5! Ho (1975) argues that ‘face is a translation of Mandarin mianize and lian which carry a range of meanings
based upon the concept of honour’ (1975:867).

52 Brown and Levinson presume that speakers use language to achieve their goals on strategies, that they
want other people to respect their face, and that face is interpreted in negative and positive terms. People try
to achieve their goals, and at the same time avoid threatening their interlocutors’ face.
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Their theory presumes all adults in any society are concerned about their self image, the
'face' that they display to others, and recognize that other people have similar or different

face wants. They state that

while the content of face will differ in different cultures (what the exact limits
are to personal territories, and what the publicly relevant content of personality
consists in), we are assuming that the mutual knowledge of members’ public
self-image of face, and the social necessity to orient oneself to it in interaction,
are universal (Brown and Levinson 1987:61).

According to them, the hearers’ face could be threatened if the speaker imposes on them

their own beliefs about the world in a way with which the hearer might not agree.

They also discuss different kinds of Face Threatening Acts, distinguishing between those
that primarily threaten the speaker’s face and acts that threaten the addressee. The first
types are those that offend the speaker’s negative face, for example, expression of thanks,
acceptance of hearer’s thanks, excuses, acceptance of offers, or unwillingness to accept
promises and offers. In such acts, speakers put some pressure on the addressee to do or
stop doing certain acts. Other threats are those that directly damage the speaker’s positive
face. Examples are apologies, acceptance of compliments, self-humiliation, behaving
stupidly, self-contradiction, confessions, admission of guilt or responsibility, emotional
outbursts, and non-control of laughter or tears. Acts that threaten the positive face needs,
by indicating that the speaker does not care about the addressee’s feelings include: acts
which show that the speaker has a negative evaluation of an aspect of the hearer’s positive
face, for exaniple, expressing disapproval, criticism, accusation, insult, contradictions or
disagreements, challenges, etc. Expressions of violent emotions, irreverence, bringing bad
news about hearers and addressing hearers in an embarrassing way are some other acts that
show the speaker does not care about the hearer’s positive face.® However, the above
discussion indicates that the notion of face can be differently interpreted. Brown and
Levinson (1987) claim that they have expanded upon Goffman's notion of face, but they
sound as if they are insisting on individual understanding of what is appropriate rather than

social values as Goffmain claims. The next section discusses some other views of the

8 Carrell and Konneker (1981) investigate the judgement of politeness made by both speakers of American
English and non-native speakers of English. They argue that there is a high correlation between native and
non-native judgment of politeness. They also conclude that ESL learners tend to perceive more politeness
distinctions than do native English speakers (1981:27).
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notion of face, and argues that face is sometimes differently understood across cultures,

and that Brown and Levinson's understanding of face is not universal.

2.2.3.1 Other views of face v

Because face is interpreted differently across cultures, Brown and Levinson's view of face
as a universal notion has been criticised. Nwoye (1992) proposes a view of face which is
slightly different from Brown and Levinson’s; instead of negative and positive face, he

introduces what he calls individual face and group face. He posits that

Individual face refers to the individual’s desire to attend to his/her personal needs
and to place his/her public-self image above those of others. Group face on the.
other hand, refers to the individual’s desire to behave in conformity with culturally
expected norms of behaviour that are institutionalized and sanctioned by society
(1992: 313).

Group face, however, might better be understood as the individual’s acts which have the

group’s reputation in mind.

Scollon and Séollon (1995:34) argue that, from a cross-cultural perspective, it is necessary
to ask 'Is it the society that gives a person face or do people decide it for themselves?'.
Spencer-Oatey (2000a) suggests that we should use the term ‘rapport management’ instead
of the notion of face. This is a broader notion because 'it examines the way that language is
used to construct, maintain and/or threaten social relationship' (2000:12). She argues that
rapport managemeqt suggests more understanding of the relationship between self and

society (See Spencer-Oatey later in this chapter).

I consider Spencer-Oatey's term is certainly more appropriate for describing face in Arabic.
Loss of face differs from context to context, from culture to culture. It is sometimes a
collective rather than an individual issue in some cultures. The notion of face, in Arabic, is

derived from the conventional expressions

(> ela Jad|
wajhi maa’a  Afqed
of my face  water Ilose

I have done something socially unacceptable.
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&9 ela Lial

wajhe maa’a Ahfad
of my face water I protect
I avoid doing something socially unacceptable.

Thus, when someone is impolite they are described as losing the water of their faces.%
Eckert and McConnel-Ginet (2003) describe face ‘as the social glue that keeps people
attuned to each other in interaction — it is what keeps them coordinating their actions

closely’ (2003:59). However, Mills (2003a) criticises this notion. She argues that

the notion of face is not adequate to encompass the negotiations between people
in conversation: although it covers the details of managing harmonious
relationships, it does not deal with the negotiation of interests,
manipulativeness, external pressure, and one’s relation to the community of
practice (2003a:77).
Mills broadens this issue to involve analysis of more factors than individual interaction.
Face seems to involve not only consideration of your interactant’s face, but also what is
culturally appropriate. Thus, while face exists in every society, the term is interpreted
differently and the strategies that a person may adopt to protect his/her self-image in a

society remain culturally and contextually dependent.

2.2.3.2 Criticism of Brown and Levinson's notion of face

The notion of face as proposed by Brown and Levinson can be seen as not being as
universal as they claim, and is challenged by scholars. Mao (1994) argues that face is
differently understood by interactants from different cultures. Ide (1989) too, holds that
speech acts such as honorifics and greetings are not the same across cultures and that the

use of ritual expressions differs. Grundy points out that:

more egalitarian societies [...] will employ positive politeness strategies as a
way of encoding and thus confirming a less territorial view of face. In such
societies face is said to be "ascribed" on merit rather than "acquired" by birth.
(2000:162)

The first criticism which might be made is that a Face Threatening Act is not just an
exchange between individual interactants, as Brown and Levinson claim. Locher and Watts

(2005) distinguish between their notion of face and Goffman’s, arguing that

8 The water is associated with face because face colour changes in front of other people when they realise
their behaviour is unacceptable.
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for Goffman face does not reside inherently in an individual, as would appear-
to be the case of Brown and Levinson, but is rather constructed discursively
with other members of the group in accordance with the line that each
individual has chosen (2005:12).

Face is, therefore, a social issue and reflects the relationship between individuals and their
social group or community of practice.® A second criticism is that Brown and Levinson
do not discuss how face is perceived cross-culturally. This relationship between
individuals and their social groups leads us to consider again what happens, in relation to
understanding what is appropriate, in interactions between people from different cultures.
In such interactions, we would expect to find social principles that may organize

interaction differently from what has been suggested by Brown and Levinson.

Hiraga and Turner (1996) examine the presentation and response to FTAs in tutor-student
interaction in British and Japanese academic contexts. They show that Japanese students
show more concern for the positive face of the tutor than British students. According to

them

Complexions vary within cultures as well as across cultures, and this translates
to different individual reactions in the same situation, although each situation
usually throws up a dominant type (1996:625).%

Thus, face, in certain contexts, is interpreted differently across cultures. O’Driscoll (1996),
“however, in his paper 'A defence and elaboration of universal dualism', attempts to
elaborate the concept of positive and negative face, with a view to upholding the claim that

these are universal phenomena.®’

Watts (2003) argues that ‘a more satisfactory model of linguistic politeness that is
grounded in a theory of social interaction needs to return to Erving Goffman’s notion of

‘face’ rather than continue with the dual notion of positive and negative politeness’

A community of practice consists of a loosely defined group of people who are mutually engaged on a
particular task and who have ‘a shared repertoire of negotiable resources accumulated over time’ (Wenger,
1998:76)

8 They argue that 'the interaction displays different complexion according to where they are predominantly
‘shame faced’ (losing positive face), ‘bold-faced’ (defending own or threatening other’s face), or ‘effaced’
(where there is no face to attend to). (1996:625) v

%7 The aim of the paper is to revise the notion of face in Brown and Levinson’s model, in the context of its
application to studies of cross-cultural communication. For a detailed discussion of the notion of face
Bargiela (2002 and 2003).

42



(2003:25). He sees Goffman as viewing the notion of face as when someone is considered
socially appropriate, whereas Brown and Levinson hold face to be concerned with
maintaining good relationships with another person. Watts introduces the term ‘relational

work’ as a return to Goffman’s notion of face. According to Locher (2004)

relational work comprises the entire continuum of verbal behaviour from direct,
impolite, rude or aggressive interaction through to polite interaction,
encompassing both appropriate and inappropriate forms of social behaviour
(2004:51).

Following Goffinan, Watts believes that ‘any interpersonal interaction involves the
participants in the negotiation of face. The term “facework”, therefore, should also span the
entire breadth of interpersonal meaning’ (2005:11). Watts also believes that face work
concentrates only on appropriate and poylite behaviour with a focus on face threat "
mitigation, whereas ‘relational work’ encompasses, in addition, rude, impolite, and
inappropriate behaviour. However, we may conclude this section with Eelen's (2001)
argument that what is positive politeness in one culture might not be in another, and what
is an FTA in one culture might not be so in another. Furthermore, Brown and Levinson's
negative and positive politeness and the way in which rationality operates in different

cultures are not universal.®®

2.2.4 Brown and Levinson’s Strategies
Brown and Levinson’s interpretation of face as negative and positive leads them to

introduce what they call politeness strategies. They explain these two aspects as follows;

a- Negative face: the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, right to non-
distraction — i.e. to freedom of action and freedom from imposition (Brown and
Levinson, 1987:61).

b- Positive face: the positive consistent self-image or ‘personality’ (crucially
including the desire that this self-image be appreciated and approved of)
claimed by interactants (Brown and Levinson,1987:61).

They claim that both face needs are universal in avoiding breakdown in communication. Ji

(2000) argues that ‘Brown and Levinson’s di-chotomy of positive and negative faces is

68 Fraser (1982) considers politeness as face saving; Watts (1992d) analyses politeness as a political issue;
Al-Saied (1995) sees face as when a person does or says something unacceptable by others; Spencer-Oatey
(2000) sees face as rights-threatening behaviour. The notion of face might be a result of religious beliefs,
social agreements or norms, and there are therefore different interpretations across cultures.
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justifiable because, although the two types of face may play an unbalanced role in a
particular culture, there has been no evidence that they cannot be identified in that culture’
(2000:1061). Brown and Levinson suggest that language strategies explain the speaker’s
intention, instead of using norms and conventions that already exist in a particular society
(cf: 1de,1989), with the speaker deciding strategies after evaluating his/her relationship
with the addressee. They suggest there are certain strategies performed by speakers which
threaten the face needs of hearers, and that politeness strategies are developed to save the

hearer’s face and deal with these Face Threatening Acts.

Brown and Levinson suggest four types of politeness strategy, covering all human

linguistic ‘politeness’ needs, and dealing with face threatening acts. These strategies are:

a- Bald On Record: These provide no effort to minimize threats to the hearer’s

face.

b- Positive Politeness:. The speaker recognizes that the addressee has a desire to
 be respected, and confirms that their relationship is friendly and expresses

group reciprocity.

c- Negative Politeness: The speaker recognizes needs for respect, and also

assumes that he is imposing on them.

d- Off-record or indirect: The speaker tries not to directly impose.

Through these strategies, Brown and Levinson link linguistic politeness with redress and
argue that the degree of indirectness is reflected in the positives and negatives a speaker
uses, (i.e. on-record and off-record).®® They say that ‘there are good arguments for
insisting that off-record strategies are generally more polite than on-record...the appearance
of utterances constructed as off-record hints in cases where they are actually on-record
requests’ (19987:20)

¢ Nelson, G. et. al. (2002) 'The danger in accepting the universality of an indirect communication style in
Arabic is that multiple opportunities for cross-cultural misunderstandings arise. For instance, non-Arabs, who
have been taught that Arabs use indirect communication, may perceive Arabs as impolite, rude, or arrogant if
they use direct strategies in refusing or in other face-threatening acts when, in fact, they are behaving
appropriately according to the norms and rules with which they were socialized' (2002:53).
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Thus, the indirectness or off-record acts are more likely to be considered as politeness
strategies than direct or on-record in Brown and Levinson’s terms.”” They consider off-
record &s: direct in relation to the implicit meaning, and indirect in relation to the explicit

structure of the utterance. They point out that

off-record strategies are a solution half-way between doing the FTA on-record
and not doing it at all; therefore, in the absence of context-specific implicature
to the contrary, we would expect them to be more polite than on-record
performance of the FTA (ibid:20).

However, even if we agree that off-record is the more polite, it is not easy to agree that it is
universal, as cross-culturally we may not find agreement on what is classified as off-
record, and what meanings an off-record utterance would imply to interactants from

different cultures.

2.2.5 Universality in Brown and Levinson’s Model

One of the criticism of Brown and Levinson's model of politeness is its claim of
universality in the linguistic strategies used between interactants to minimize FTAs, or
their connecting of particular linguistic forms with politeness across cultures. Scholars
such as Held (1992), Kerbrat-Orecchioni, (1997) Janney and Arndt (1993), Christie (2000,
Mills (2003a), Watts (2003), Eelen (2001) and Spencer-Oatey (2000a) suggest that Brown
and Levinson’s claim of universality of linguistic politeness is indicative of Anglo-
centrically biased research.”’ Mills (2003a) considers their claim of universality of their
linguistic politeness strategies to be one of the causes of difficulty - theoretically and
methodologically. She argues that ‘when we analyse deference in Asian cultures, we may
be working with a Western model of deference which does not fit those cultures’
(2003:105). She goes on to say that ‘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’ (2003:107).

7 Critical discussion of this assumption is left to the next section, where different views of Brown and
Levinson's work are presented in relation to the aims of this thesis.

™ Wierzbicka (2003) states that ‘Brown and Levinson see two principles as the most important ones in
human interaction: ‘avoidance of imposition’ (‘negative face’) and 'approval of the other person’, which they
exemplify with the English compliment "what lovely roses!"* (2003:67).
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Sifianou (1999) does not completely agree with Brown and Levinson's claim of
universality of linguistic politeness, but she tries to justify their claim of universality on the

grounds that

it seems reasonable to assume that the concept of politeness, which represents
an abstract social value, is most probably universal in some form or other, even
though the way in which this concept is visualised and thus defined and how it is
realised verbally and non-verbally will most probably be -culture-specific
(1999:46). |

Sifianou’s argument is that, although we have different'interpretations to our behaviours
because of cultural differences, there are common grounds that we draw on in our

interaction even when we are from different cultures.”

Disagreeing with Brown and Levinson's view about universality in repairing FTAS,

Liebersohn et al. (2004) point out that

while there are cultures that deny any possibilities of repairing a face-
threatening act through a verbal act per se (such as classical Greek culture),
there are cultures that support their members with cultural resources for repairing a
face-threatening act through a verbal speech event' (2004:298).

Thus, there is disagreement about understanding face and face repair and Brown and
Levinson's strategies of politeness as being universal. In cross-cultural interaction, a
particular utterance which is supposed to repair face damage in English, would lead to
more FTA in another culture, because the hearer did not feel there to be a need for a

repairing utterance.

72 Sifianou seems to be convinced by Brown and Levinson’s claim of universality in linguistic politeness
strategies across cultures. She does not entirely agree, but states that ‘the many similarities detected by
Brown and Levinson in their study of politeness phenomena in three unrelated languages do point to a certain
degree of universality, but they do not preclude major differences which were not detailed so extensively in
their study’ (1999:38).

7 Sifianou (1999) also argues ‘the fact that there is a possibility of translation and of comparative study is, I
believe, indicative of the fact that there is some common ground on which studies of politeness may be
based’ (ibid.:4). But at the same time in an earlier work on the use of diminutives in expressing politeness.
Sifianou (1992) argues that ‘Brown and Levinson’s arguments to the effect that such elements minimize
imposition are rather unconvincing’ (155). She also argues that ‘requests, one of the most common speech
activities, do not necessarily entail imposition on the addressee’ (1992:172).
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The other issue in criticising Brown and Levinson's claim of universality in linguistic
politeness is that their model does not clearly classify some speaking situations; for
example, ‘irony’ or what happens when people intend to insult each other indirectly.
Because some speaking situations are not clearly specified in Brown and Levinson, we
may support the claim that their model is speaker-specific rather than hearer and speaker
specific. As argued by Werkhofer (1992) ‘Politeness involves speakers and hearers and/or
any third party who might be part of the interaction. It is a mixture between interactional
relations and linguistic behaviour’ (1992:159). This view is supported by Haverkate
(1987), who says ‘politeness is a social interaction, a form that mediates between
individual and social’ (1987:28). In addition, Grundy reasons that if Brown and Levinson’s
theory of universality of their model of politeness is right, ‘we should be able to
extrapolate the intra-societal politeness behaviour we noted in over- and under-class
communication to whole societies’: (2000:162). For example, in most Arab societies, a
tribal social system rather than a class social system prevails. According to Ali (2004) the
tribal system is the real power structure for most Iragis, which makes it difficult for the
West to understand them. I consider such an argument'to apply to different parts of the
Arab world, regardless of the class system which is preferred by some Arab groups. Such
tribal system of the Arab societies may entail different interpretations of what is tho’ught to
be negative or positive politeness in English.”* Thus, Brown and Levinson (1987)'s claim
of universality for linguistic politeness cannot be accepted in cross-cultural interaction. The
strategies they suggest as universal strategies for linguistic politeness do not engage
sufficiently to analyse cross-cultural context of interaction, and the variables that they

propose to their analysis are not interpreted similarly in a cross-cultural context.

2.2.6 Brown and Levinson’s Variables for Politeness Strategies
Brown and Levinson assert that speakers think of their relationships and social distance

before formulating the appropriate linguistic politeness strategy. They note variables that

™ Tribal system is different from the class system, as the tribal system is related to how a person is important
in his/her tribe, and a particular tribe has agreed upon to organize its people's life. In the Arab world, the
creation of the state system (which is understood as a class system) in stead of a tribal system has always
faced difficulties. Although the I and II World War had brought changes in the lives of Arab people which
were run in a tribal way, people, until now, use their tribal system to solve their problems or manage their
everyday lives. As argued by Atiyah (1968), 'the emergence of colonial governments with centralizing
ambitions; the creation of international borders; rapid economic changes; and the spread of national
ideologies were among the factors that threatened the survival of old tribal order and indeed put enormous
pressures on tribespeople everywhere'. He argues that 'Even today, tribal identities, though significantly
modified since the days of the Mandate, continue to play a major role in Jordanian politics' (1968:99).
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influence interaction and affect not only the choice of forms and their meanings, but also
the strategies used by speakers and the way they conceive of each other’s linguistic

behaviour, including the choice of the topic.”

Brown and Levinson (1987) note the importance of cultural variations in social
relationships and highlight some of the implications. Besides the politeness strategies
discusséd above, they propose three universal cultural/social variables in assessing the
seriousness of an FTA in many, and.perhaps all, cultures: social distance (D), relative
power (P), and absolute ranking (R) of imposition in a particular culture (1987:74). They
describe (D) as a regular social dimension of similarity/difference between the speaker and
hearer, (P) as the relative power between the hearer and the speaker and (R) as a culturally
and situationally defined ranking of imposition. They suggest that P, D, and R are used by
the actors to assess the danger of FTAs (1987:80), and that these are context dependent.
They explain:

Our social dimensions P, D and R can be viewed in various ways. Taking P as
an extended example, we would argue that individuals are assigned an absolute
value on this dimension that measures the power that each individual has relative to
all others (Brown and Levinson 1987:78).

Brown and Levinson see these variables as important in any Face Threatening Act saying
‘in any case, the function must capture the fact that all three dimensions P, D, R contribute
to the serioushess of an FTA, and thus to a determination of the level of politeness with
which, other things being equal, an FTA will be communicated’ (1987:76). How these
variables function in cross-cultural interaction and which affects the utterance most is not
specified. Whereas these variables are essential in deéiding the strategy required for each

situation, which might be universal, their importance is not the same in different cultures.

Unless we can define more clearly what is considered to be social distance, power, and
ranking of imposition, we cannot accept Brown and Levinson’s claims (see chapter 5).
Classifying power, distance and ranking of the imposition between interlocutors from
different cultures cannot be determined by comparing what happens in every culture

separately from others. How a variable such as power influences an interaction, and how it

75 Boxer (1993) argues that ‘social distance is one of the foremost factors that determines the way in which
interlocutors converse precisely because it is an important determinant of the degree of comfort or politeness/
deference in a verbal exchange’ (1993:103).
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is interpreted in a cross-cultural context is not clearly explained in Brown and Levinson's
model. To them context is fixed, and such variables are working in a systemic way in

interaction, which might not be the case in cross-cultural interaction.

2.2.7 Brown and Levinson’s model of cross-cultural interaction

Brown and Levinson’s linguistic strategies have been heavily criticised by reséarchers
from different cultures, particularly Japanese and Chinese (Meier 1997). They find that
Brown and Levinson's classification of acts of thanks, apology and compliments as FTAs,
to either of the interactants, is not accurate in all cultures, such classification being defined
by scholars such as Wierzbicka (1985), Blum-Kulka (1987) and Meier (1997) as being
specific to Westerners. In Arabic, for example, ‘expressing thanks' is too complicated to be
included in just one strategy that threatens the speaker’s face. For example, if someone is

insulted, instead of reacting aggressively, they may thank their interlocutors;

1A: You are a bad person.
f s g il
Anta shakhs sayee
2B: Thanks
Shoukran

Analysing such an incident is complicated within Brown and Levinson's model. For them,
thanking usually comes as a result of an invitation or an offer. In Arabic, 'thanks’ in such a
context constitutes a ‘threat’ from the speaker to the addressee.”® Utterance 2B cannot be
discussed using Brown and Levinson’s model, for three main reasons; firstly because their
model assumes that all interactants aim for a good relationship, and that there are strategies
that people use to avoid or redress any Face Threatening Acts. Secondly, because their
model is speaker-centred, the way the utterance is understood is not analysed. Thirdly,
because the influence of context and meaning of the utterance in relation to what precedes

and succeeds it is not analysed. In Arabic, when you thank someone for insulting you, you

76 Hobbs, P. (2003) argues that ' positive politeness, which functions to ekpress interest in, and approval of
the hearer (Brown and Levinson, 1987:101), may appear to have no place in all types of communications'
(261).
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are in fact insulting them and telling them that you are better than them because you will

not insult others as they do.

However, even if we examine an utterance as an individual act, we find that, according to
Brown and Levinson’s classification, thanking is a Face Threatening Act to the speaker,
whereas this might not be the case in other cultures. The issue of different interpretation of
negative face is discﬁssed by Matsumoto (1988), who explains that in ‘Japanese the
structures associated with negative politeness strategies in Brown and Levinson’s model do
not have a negative politeness function’ (cited in Grundy 2000:162). Discussing how
negative politeness is differently understood, Sifianou, (1992) in her comparative study of
English and Greek politeness, also notes that requests are frequent in everyday encounters

- in Greek, and different strategies can be assigned to them.

Thus, in their model of politeness, Brown and Levinson argue that speakers are solely
responsible for finding the appropriate method td protect their own and their hearer's face.
In Arabic, particularly in Libya, almost all people use the strategy of bald-on-record in
their everyday life. The direct request and imperative is common between people, whether

they are requesting others or offering them something. For example:

‘Give me your car to get my children to school’
,a.u.uwl Pl ‘I,.“.ih\ Juasl Jal ¢ dli law ‘!,-.I.-)hﬁ‘

Ehtenee sayaratic men ajele eysal atfalee ela almadrassa
~ ‘Come in and have a cup of tea’”’
U ) g Jaal

Eoudkhal wa esrab shaye

If we analyse these strategies we find that, in spite of being imperatives, they do not
threaten the face of any of the interactants. Firstly, this is because, culturally, Arabs,
especially Libyans, do not classify speech acts that are direct or imperative as threatening
to face; secondly, because implied meaning is usually judged contextually. Thus, it is true
that sometimes a speaker threatens his/her interactant's face by using certain types of
strategies, but the evaluation of the context plays the most important role in judging

whether there is an FTA or not.

. "1t should be noted that this is also the case in English. These imperatives signal intimacy and positive
politeness amongst close friends and family.
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individuals. In her article ‘The metapragmatics of politeness in Israeli society’ she details

the role of culture in negotiating perceptions of politeness. She notes that

it is when Israelis are called upon to formulate their ideas and feelings of
politeness in the private sphere that a strong cultural bias emerges. Among
friends and family, some find politeness completely irrelevant, others severely
restrict its appropriate modes of expression (1992:259).

She sees similarities and differences between cultures in what is considered polite, noting
that Israelis and Americans are not similar in respecting the Maxim of Relevance in some

interactional situations. To Blum-Kulka, all differences are due to culture. She believes

expression of impolite illocutions distinguishes cultures and individuals sharply; for
acts threatening the other’s (positive) face, Israelis can view as polite the
expressing of unpleasant “truth” ... where other cultures would view it as impolite;
for acts threatening the positive face of self, they often recommend avoidance as
the preferred strategy (1992:266).

While acknowledging individual performances and cognitive understanding of what is
polite and impolite, she suggests that these draw on cultural backgrounds emphasising
cultural norms as an important factor in analysing politeness, and arguing that face is
culturaily determined. This view adds more dimensions in analysing politeness, as it argues
against Brown and Levinson's claim of universality in lingustic politeness strategy. In
cross-cultural interaction, we need to admit that there are differences between interactants

because of their cultural backgrounds that might lead to misunderstanding.

2.3.2 Fraser (Conversational contract)

The social-norm view, in Fraser’s (1990) classification of politeness, is associated with
'good.manners'. Definitions of ‘good manners’, however, again depend on culture and the
nature of society.”® Fraser adds the association with style — a more formal style implying
greater politeness. Fraser depends, to some extent, on Grice’s Cooperative Principle in his
conversational-contract view, and refers to the group as well as to society. This means that
the Conversational Contract he proposes is not fixed by society alone; it can also be up to

the interactants to decide on the rules or rights that should prevail in conversation

8 As Nwoye (1992) points out, ‘in the social norm view, politeness is seen as arising from an awareness of
one’s social obligations to the other members of the group to which one owes primary allegiance, while the
face view espouses the notion that politeness is a strategy acquired and manipulated by individuals to attain
specific objectives, goals, or intentions’ (1992:312).
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(Conversational Contract).” Fraser argues that ' being polite does not involve making the
hearer ‘feel good’ ‘a la Lakoff or Leech, nor making the hearer not ‘feel bad’ ‘a la
B[rown] and L[evinson]. It simply involves getting on with the task at hand in light of the
terms and conditions of the CC.’ (Fraser, 1990:123).

However, although I consider Fraser’s view to be inadequate for analysing cross-cultural
interactions - because it does not clearly tell us what is and is not polite when the
interactants are strangers to each other - it does demonstrate the complexity of analysing
politeness. Unlike Brown and Levinson, who only consider the speaker, Fraser's view
emphasises the role of the hearer in determining whether what is said is polite or not. It
suggests especially that analysing politeness is more complicated in cross-cultural than in
monocultural interaction. In an earlier article, Fraser and Nolen (1981) point to their
awareness of the difficulty in judging politeness. They make it clear that one cannot follow
linguistic traditions and appeal directly to the intuitions of the native speaker to decide the
degree of deference associated with a particular expression (1981: 93). Thus, Frazer's view
differs from Brown and Levinson’s in that it emphasises the argument that politeness is an
issue of both the speaker and the listener understanding of what is meant, and that
misunderstanding may occur if what is considered polite is contentious or debatable to all

interactants.%

2.3.3 Arabic views of Politeness (religion and politeness)

What is politeness in Arabic, although it is highly contextual, is influenced by religion as
the main base of Arabic culture. (See details in chapters 1 and 5) Al-Gorgani (1978) and
Alnayhome (2001) point out that there are different ways in which utterances can be
understood as polite in Arabic. The usual way is through a religious formula according to
the context of the interaction. I am not arguing that most of the polite strategies among
Arabs are taken from religious beliefs; rather that interactants, in Arabic, are influenced by,
and prefer to use socially agreed religious expressions to appear polite. Not all Arab
societies are religious, and there are different ways of interpreting religious expressions,

but generally an Arab interactant would feel it appropriate if such religious expressions are

™ This is different from Goffman’s (1967) notion of face, in which all are expected to behave in a certain
way to protect their own and their interactants’ face. »

8 Fraser, like Lakoff and Leech, agrees that Grice’s Cooperative Principle has established rules in
interaction, but Fraser’s view is still deficient in cross-cultural situations as it is not clear how strangers or
people from different cultures can be bound by a set of rights and obligations in a casual conversation.
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