Your politeness or my politeness ?
Politeness matters
in intercultural encounters.
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Teaching culture-free English …

Culture in course books

POLITENESS:
key to intercultural competence

Is

POLITENESS
universal
?

Face

Ervin Goffman (1967) Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior
Brown&Levinson (1978/1987). Politeness. Some Universals in Language Usage. CUP

Positive Face
The positive consistent selfself-image or ‘personality’
personality’
claimed by interactants

Negative Face
The basic claim to territories, personal preserves,
rights to nonnon-distraction, i.e. the freedom of
action and freedom from imposition.

Ervin Goffman (1967) Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior.
Brown&Levinson (1978/1987). Politeness. Some Universals in Language Usage.

Politeness & language?
language?
• How important is language?
• What other factors may play a role?

Martin

Walt
Kowalski

That’
That’ll be ten bucks, Bob
Ten bucks! Jesus Christ, man! Are you half Jewish or somethin’
somethin’? If you’
you’re raisin the price as always…
always…
It’
It’s been ten bucks for the last five years, you hardhard-nosed Polak son of a bitch.
Oh yeah. Keep the change.
GRAN TORINO
See you in three weeks, prick.
Clint Eastwood 2008
Not if I see you first, stiff shit.

Thao

GRAN TORINO
Clint Eastwood 2008

What exactly is happening during this ‘lesson’?
Can you draw any conclusions about politeness in general?

3. almost
anything goes

Building rapport
2. Topics of common interest
in the situation

Building rapport
1st encounters: Conventional rules of politeness
and etiquette

“Politeness is a state that one expects to

exist in every conversation;
participants note not that someone
is being polite – this is the norm –
but rather that the speaker is violating the

Conversational Contract”

Bruce Fraser (1990). Perspectives on politeness. In: Journal of Pragmatics 14, 219-236

“Conversational Contract”

IDENTITY, ROLE, RELATIONSHIP

BETWEEN INTERACTANTS

SITUATION & CONTEXT

CULTURE

Politeness is NOT INHERENT in language
although language may play an important role

• Polite language may be used for impoliteness (and vice versa).
• Polite language may be understood as a sign of coldness, arrogance etc.
• Politeness strategies may be misinterpreted (e.g. self-effacing).

Politeness, Courtesy, Höflichkeit, Politesse
Courtoisie, Wakimae, Grzeczność, Artighet,
Gentilezza, Cortesia, Amibilidad, …
in

HISTORY

Linguistic etiquette
 Close the window.
 Could you please close the window?
 Do you think I could possibly prevail upon
you to close the window?
“Would
« Veuillez,
you
cher
please,
Monsieur,
dear Sir,
agréer
accept
mesmy
salutations
most
distinguished
distinguées » greetings.”
“Dear waiter, tell your respected father to kindly
oblige me with a dish of rice and vegetable.”*
* Manfred Kummer “Politeness in Thai“ in: R. Watts/ S. Ide/ K. Ehlich (eds.) (2005) Politeness
in Language. Studies in its History, Theory and Practice. p. 331

Scales of politeness

Politeness
is a process of defining relationships positively
through communication.
This includes

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Face-saving conventions (I must have got this wrong…)
Language conventions (I totally disagree… )
Discourse conventions (compliments, uncertainty, enquiries …)
Body language (posture, gestures, eye-contact, smiling …)
Rules of etiquette (dress, behaviour, formality…)
Taboo topics (personal feelings, sex, money, politics, religion …)
Taboo actions (touching a person’s head, use of left hand …)
Positive politeness (I like your dress…)
Negative politeness (I hope you don’t mind me asking …)

All of these are culture-based and may change in time.

Politeness variables
1. Social distance (age, gender, status, kinship, education, profession, ingroup/outgroup…)

2. Power relations (hierarchy, host/visitor, teacher/student …)
3. Absolute ranking of FTA (from minor flaw to serious insult)
4. Language-based conventions (use of honorifics, use of 1st names … )
All of these are culture-based and may change in time.

Politeness
in intercultural encounters ?

POLITENESS
is a process of defining relationships through communication

4. COMMUNICATION
body language, linguistic etiquette, emphasis,
face-saving strategies, taboo topics, taboo
actions, strategies of trust-building …

Never enter into intercultural
encounters unprepared!
unprepared!
1. KNOWLEDGE
2. PERSONALITY
Country specific etiquette ,
dos & don‘ts, taboo topics,
strategies of trust-building …

sensitivity, open-mindedness,
accepting attitude, flexibility,
tolerance of ambiguity …

3. SITUATION
identity, role, relationship
”conversational contract“

POLITENESS
is a process of defining relationships through communication

or

The Price for Being Unprepared

WHICH ENGLISH
in intercultural communication?

International English

INTERNATIONAL ENGLISH:
INTERNATIONAL ENGLISH:
Each speaker will use his or her own
politeness conventions and the use of
English as an apparently common
language may well hide more than it
reveals.
Two basic rules should therefore be
observed:
1. First and second encounters are crucial
and will most probably have an effect on
how the relationship continues.

2004

David Graddol. English Next 2006. p. 29

2. The higher the level of the speaker’
speaker’s
English (in linguistic terms), the more
serious will breaches of politeness
conventions generally be considered.

Training Intercultural Competence in English

Section 1:

Theory (?)

Section 2:

My own cultural programming

Section 3:

Country specifics

Section 4:

Communicative competencies

Section 5:

Meta-communication

Section 6:

Critical incidents

THEORY

(?)

• NO LECTURES
• FOCUS ON USE OF LANGUAGE (Discourse strategies, politeness conventions …)
• PRACTICAL COMMUNICATION EXERCISES

THEORY(?)

MY OWN CULTURAL PROGRAMMING

• WHAT IS NORMAL FOR YOU?
• FOCUS ON USE OF LANGUAGE (Discourse strategies, politeness conventions …)
• PRACTICAL COMMUNICATION EXERCISES

MY OWN CULTURAL PROGRAMMING

COUNTRY SPECIFICS

• TRAINEE‘S CHOICE OF TARGET CULTURE
• FOCUS ON INTERCULTURALLY SIGNIFICANT FACTS
• TRAINING OF PRESENTATION TECHNIQUES
• PRACTICAL PRESENTATION EXERCISES

COUNTRY SPECIFICS

34.
Saudi Arabia is the world’s largest exporter of
a.
mineral coal.
b.
pure gold.
c.
crude oil.
35.
Makkah and Medina are
a.
trade places in Saudi Arabia.
b.
historic battle sites.
c.
Islam’s holiest cities.

…

26.
Modern India has been an independent
nation since
a.
1965.
b.
1989.
c.
1947.
28.
India’s currency is called
a.
Baht.
b.
Rial.
c.
Rupee.

COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE

• FOCUS ON USE OF LANGUAGE: repairing, compensating, cooperating …
• FOCUS ON COMMUNICATIVE SKILLS: politeness conventions,

building rapport …

• PRACTICAL COMMUNICATION EXERCISES: face-to-face, telephone, email …

COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE

META-COMMUNICATION

• FOCUS ON USE OF LANGUAGE: negotiation techniques, politeness conventions …
• FOCUS ON COMMUNICATIVE SKILLS: face-saving strategies …
• PRACTICAL COMMUNICATION EXERCISES: role plays, simulations, scenarios …

META-COMMUNICATION

CRITICAL INCIDENTS

• FOCUS ON COMMUNICATIVE SKILLS: politeness conventions, building rapport …
• PRACTICAL COMMUNICATION EXERCISES: role plays, simulations, scenarios …

CRITICAL INCIDENTS
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