Reflections on the Critical Turn


Questions on Discursive Politeness Research – A Research Report

Dániel Z. Kádár

Research Fellow 

Research Institute for Linguistics 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences

danielkadar@yahoo.co.uk; kadarz@nytud.hu 

1. Introduction

This piece of writing is a ‘research report’ rather than a proper paper. By this definition I mean that instead of presenting well-formed arguments this work tries to problematise the ‘field’ of discursive politeness research. The questions made here are self-reflexive in nature, and follow Foucaultian (1970) logic to some extent, that is I focus on some aspects of the discursive theorisation that seem to be problematic to me in spite of the fact that I define myself as a devout discursive researcher. The title of this work, Reflections on the Critical Turn, also refers to its self-reflexive scope. 

Before turning to the questions studied, I would like to briefly define the label ‘discursive (politeness research)’, even if most of the readers will be familiar with it. ‘Discursive’ refers to the post-2000 critical turn in politeness studies, which perhaps began with Eelen’s (2001) groundbreaking monograph––though certain aspects of the critical thinking were present in the field since much earlier but they received considerably less attention (see e.g. Watts, 1989). The label ‘discursive’ is a kind of ‘ragbag’
, which includes various insightful conceptualisations of linguistic politeness that often have not much in common. Nevertheless, throughout this work I refer to discursive theorisations as a ‘field’, though some might find this definition inadequate since discursive ideas are rather diverse, because discursive research shares some related basic concepts (see also Christie, 2009), which differentiate it from other approaches to politeness. 
 Let us list some of the most representative ones:

The discursive approach is an interaction-based one, that is, it analyses politeness occurring in longer chunks of authentic discourse. This is in contrast with previous Brown and Levinsonian (henceforth B & L) research, which was predominantly based on brief examples. Within longer discourse fragments, discursive researchers aim to put focus not only on the speaker’s production of certain utterances but also on the hearer’s evaluation of them. As Eelen notes, “in everyday practice (im)politeness occurs not so much when the speaker produces behaviour but rather when the hearer evaluates that behaviour” (Eelen, 2001: 109). Furthermore, the discursive ‘trend’ makes a difference between the interactants’ and the researcher’s interpretations of politeness, labelling the former as ‘first-order’ and the latter as ‘second-order’ politeness – though there is no agreement in the field as to whether this difference can be implemented as a methodology or not (cf. Mills, 2003 vs. Watts, 2003). Theoretically, discursive scholars argue that researchers are inherently influenced by their own experience and stereotypes when analysing politeness. Thus, in order to avoid subjectivity at the level of analysis and the exclusion of certain views about politeness, researchers need to focus on the lay interpretation of politeness, by exploring the hearer’s evaluation (along with that of the speaker) in longer fragments of discourse, and reach theoretical second-order conclusions by means of analysis of data.  

In the field the word ‘discursive’ is sometimes used in parallel with the term ‘post-modern’. In this report I use ‘discursive’ because the discussion in Sheffield has made it painfully clear that using the term ‘post-modern’ is not without danger: in fact, very few researchers (certainly not me!) know what post-modern politeness research precisely means––or, more precisely, what is the difference, if any, between discursive and post-modern concepts––and even less would define themselves as ‘post-modern researchers’. 

2. The questions
The field includes a couple of terminological and theoretical notions, which seem to be self-evident and serve as the pillars of argumentation for many discursive studies. However, some of these points can turn out to be problematic, which is worrying for someone involved in discursive theorisations, exactly because these are basic points that should be self-evident. The obvious answer for many (like me, for instance) might be that they overcomplicate things and it is tempting just to ignore such questions; but this would be a mistake because in the long run some of they might become subjects to academic criticism. Thus, it seems to be worthwhile to make a self-reflexive attempt to problematise our field. We can make an a posteriori presumption that the field will not be new forever, and even the critical discursive turn in politeness research may sooner or later become subject of (similar) criticisms. For example, the theory of B & L (1987), was alive and kicking in its own time (and continues to be, to some extent), and we have no reason to assume that the discursive theorisation, which seems so vibrant at the moment, will not induce some criticisms similar in scope with that of B & L. In other words, by problematising and redefining some very obvious notions as scholars belonging to this field we could make a kind of ‘pre-emptive strike’ against ‘external’ criticisms, i.e. arguments by scholars who are not sympathetic with discursive ideas.

On a personal note, much of the problematisation I make in this report originates in previous historical pragmatic projects, and so many of the citations and theoretical arguments are historical in nature. However, I believe that this does not decrease their validity to synchronic research. On the contrary, as noted by O’Driscoll (2009: 267): “historical politeness studies have a great deal in common with cross-cultural ones”, and so ignoring seemingly ‘exotic’ historical evidence is just like ignoring cross-cultural and intercultural ones, which is a mistake as it was demonstrated by the influence of studies like Ide (1989), Gu (1990), and Nwoye (1992). 

Also, the questions that I pose here (unlike in the forthcoming paper version of this research report) are centred around a single focal point, namely, the lack or lesser importance of certain notions and practices in historical times.

In what follows I will approach these problems by making two question-types: a) terminological and b) theoretical questions (even though terminological questions also raise theoretical ones). 

2.1. Terminological question: ‘Politeness’ research?

The following questions could be rightly made on the basis of the present state of the discursive field: ‘What is the object of our field?’; ‘Are we politeness researchers anymore?’

By making these questions I would like to refer to a recent discursive problematisation of politeness, which itself seems to be problematic from some perspectives. Locher and Watts in their (2005) paper––which can rightly be called as one of the most representative contributions to this discursive field––note that ‘politeness’ should describe the first-order emic notions of politeness. They also added that politeness, as they interpret it, arises “out of interactants’ perceptions and judgements of their own and other’s verbal behaviour.” (ibid. p. 10) Finally, they claim that “the polite level of interaction can be captured in “discursive struggles”.” (ibid. p. 29). This theorisation implies a number of things. 

Most importantly, it implies that second-order terminology should not include ‘politeness’, that is researchers are expected to select from a menu of scientific terms such as ‘relational work’ (Watts, 1989, 2003, and Locher, 2004), ‘rapport-management’ (Spencer-Oatey, 2008[2000]), and facework (Goffman, 2005[1967]), or alternatively to themselves coin other terms that are ‘appropriate’ due to certain second-order considerations. (In fact, though this issue is not the topic of this paper, it would be reasonable to adopt only one second-order term among these labels with different connotations, and use it consciously thereinafter). However, this terminological proposal is not without problems: most importantly, it is rather questionable from a historical perspective. As in a recent study Kádár and Culpeper argued (2009: 23): “ideally we should … avoid using ‘politeness’ to describe diachronic emic practices and notions, since it is a recently coined expression from a diachronic perspective”. That is, from the perspective of the historical pragmatician, it would perhaps be possible to use ‘politeness’ as a second-order analytic notion but certainly not as a first-order one. Another alternative would be to simply expel the word ‘politeness’ from our terminological lexicon––but this would be a strange choice insofar as we define ourselves as politeness researchers. 

Kádár and Culpeper’s claim is based on several historical studies that are based on authentic data. For example, Andreas Jucker (2009: 197) in a recent paper on historical English notes: “What we know about politeness in Anglo-Saxon England based on kinship loyalty as well as caritas and humilitas differs considerably from the Early Modern English politeness based on face-saving strategies” That is, ‘politeness’ (not just the label but its practice as we understand it) did not have any equivalent practice in many historical contexts––this, anyway, might also turn out to be valid to several yet unstudied contemporary cultures. 

The difference between modern and historical understandings of ‘politeness’ also manifests itself in difficulties that arise when one intends to apply modern analytic concepts to the analysis of historical data. For example, the Dutch scholar Marcel Bax (2009: 75) criticises the ‘surplus’ approach––that is the Wattsian notion that politeness arises from the interactants’ evaluation of certain behavioural types as ‘polite’ because they go beyond contextual requirements––in the following way: 

I am of the belief that Watts’ distinction, in itself valuable, applies uniquely to the modern world, especially latter-day Western society. Historically, the difference evaporates, as it runs dead against ostensibly extremely polite uses of language that, on closer examination, merely amount to presentational rituals – in other words, unmarked politic behaviour, mandatory face-work. … ritual extravagance – i.e. the wearing of a much-adorned behavioural mask – is in just about all communicative contexts just an accurate reflection of period standard norms. 

To sum up, as these citations demonstrate, some basic notions of the discursive theorisation (insofar as we regard Watts’ work as one of the most important frameworks in the field; I certainly do) prove to be somewhat problematic, and we need to ask a couple of self-reflexive questions:

Firstly, without the existence of ‘politeness’ as a first-order concept (or a first-order practice), can the interactants perceive and judge something as ‘polite’? It would be an unconvincing argument to claim that ‘politeness’ always has some cultural equivalents even if the interactants do not define it by this name: we do not have evidence that ‘politeness’ or any of its equivalents existed in those historical contexts where politeness was not based on rationalised face-work (see more in 2.2. below). That is, we can treat ‘politeness’ as a sociocultural ‘development’, which is not universal diachronically (and perhaps not synchronically). As we understand from sociological classics, in particular Michael Foucault’s work (1970[1966]), social sciences are often eager to project culturally and temporally extant notions as ‘universal’ to diachronically and spatially distant societies and cultures in an a priori manner. 

Secondly, without the universal importance of marked behaviour and the existence of ‘politeness’, is the ‘surplus’ approach universally applicable? If we accept Bax’s claim that extravagance, i.e. marked behaviour, was just normative in some historical contexts, and also marked behaviour was part of ritual (self-)display rather than rational face-work, we cannot make use of the surplus concept in a really effective way. One alternative for this problem was proposed in Kádár (2009) where I argued that some surplus behaviour can be captured in every historical context, but the border between ‘politic’ and ‘polite’ behaviour is often indefinable, and consequently, adopting Leech’s (1983) ‘scalar’ approach, we should regard ‘politic’ and ‘polite’ as extremes of a scale. Nevertheless, this is not a universalistic definition and it might not be valid to use it in relation to (synchronic) contexts where politic and polite are clearly separable. 

Finally––although this aspect of the above-mentioned theorisation of Watts and Locher & Watts was not problematised by previous research––an intriguing question for the historical pragmatician is whether there should be really a discursive struggle so that one can capture ‘politeness’. This definition excludes much research work on monologic genres and devotes unreasonable importance to dialogue (vs. monologue), in spite of the fact that both monologue and dialogue belong to discourse (e.g. Kaplan and Grabe, 2002). For example, previous socio-pragmatic work on politeness in historical letters (Kádár, 2009) could in fact capture utterances that are closer to the politeness end of the politeness–deference scale, despite the fact that discursive struggles (at least in the way in which they are interpreted in Locher & Watts, 2005) do not exist in monologic interactions. 

To conclude this first terminological problematisation, the following questions arise: 


a) Can politeness research––or whatever discursive scholars define as politeness research––make use of the word ‘politeness’, which is neither applicable as a first-order notion in some contexts, nor as a second-order analytic concept? 

b) If we retain ‘politeness’ as a technical term, how should we define it?  

One alternative would be to retain politeness both as a first and a second-order term. Pan and Kádár (2010, forthcoming) proposed that ‘politeness’ could be used simultaneously both as “as a neutral default first-order working concept” and as a ‘second-order’ Wattsian analytic notion for utterances that are closer to the polite end of the politic–politeness scale. But, in this case we should definitely use the first-order ‘politeness’ notion in a simple folklinguistic way, in accordance with Mills (2003: 8) who notes that “what I focus on … is the analysis of what people judge to be polite”; this simple definition could include politeness in cultures where ‘politeness’ does not exist. In other words, a widely accepted ‘disarmed’ first-order politeness would be needed, which would be different from ‘politeness1’ as it is currently used by many in the field.
2.2. Theoretical question: Universals?

Along with the above-discussed terminological question there is a theoretical one––defined here as ‘universals’––that should be addressed in this self-reflexive exploration. 

B & L are often accused of being ‘Eurocentric’ or ‘ethnocentric’ in their universalistic conceptualisation. This critique is rather debatable, and in fact Barbara Pizziconi (2003) in her paper successfully defended several aspects of B & L’s theory. Independent of the fact of whether discursive scholars accept criticisms of B & L or not, it is intriguing to consider whether we won’t be criticised for the same universalistic attitude sooner or later. Even if we never made it clear, and perhaps many would refuse this idea, discursive theorisations have their own implicit universals. For example, along with the previously claimed importance of markedness, discursive scholars devote universal importance to the hearer’s evaluation of an utterance in the discursive (co-)construction of politeness. More precisely, they ask for both production and interpretation to be considered, but Eelen (2001) is quite explicit about the fact that politeness can only be realised through interpretation. Thus, this notion provides an interesting example to explore whether our universals (independent of whether we explicitly claim them to be universal or not) are really universal.

The problem with the notion of evaluation is that there are historical contexts in which politeness primarily serves, and is manifested by, ritual display rather than (addressee-oriented) facework in a modern sense (though no historical pragmatician claimed that these two types could and did not co-exist––simply ritual behaviour was more salient). This problem was discussed, amongst others, by the aforementioned studies of Marcel Bax (2009) and Andreas Jucker (2009). If politeness is part of ritual display in certain cultures and settings, the claim that it is the hearer who constructs politeness and impoliteness through evaluation is rather questionable, because the hearer’s active role presupposes the existence of rationality-based facework. This does not mean that the hearer’s role is completely eliminated: the hearer still plays a role in interpreting and in some contexts resist/manipulate with these rituals (Kádár, 2009); that is why rituals change – though slowly – over time. However, it is obvious that in historical contexts the role and obligations of the discursive ‘hearer’ were different from that of this role in our times.

In certain historical cultural contexts
 like imperial China (Kádár, 2007) this phenomenon is particularly salient, as the following dialogic example, written in Classical Chinese, demonstrates:

則天問狄相曰：「若改見前解，則與卿長保富貴。若不改見前解，這殿前油鍋是卿死處。」【梁公九諫】
Zetian asked Minister Di: “If you, O Revered Minister, changed your former view, you shall be granted with countless treasures. If you did not change your view, then you, O Revered Minister, shall be cooked alive in oil in front of this palace.” (The Nine Admonishments of Duke Liang; trans. by Kádár)

This interaction, cited from a Song Dynasty (960–1279) historical novel, takes place between Empress Wu Zetian 武則天 (r. 690–705) and his minister Di Renjie 狄仁傑 (630–700). In this interaction the speaker, Empress Wu, is not polite in a sense as we would interpret this term, due to the deathly threat made here. It is important to note that this utterance is neither a ‘polite threat’ in a technical sense, simply because it is too direct; a ‘real’ polite threat should be indirect. For example, Jon Hall (2009: 177) in his recent thought-provoking monograph on historical Latin politeness cited the following example as a stereotypical form of polite threat: 
Bear in mind not how long Caesar lived, but for how short a time he reigned as king. (neque quam diu vixerit Ceasar sed quam non diu regnarit fac cogites)

This line by Cicero is meant to threaten the reader in a hidden yet misinterpretable way: this is the essence of polite threat. Interestingly, this interpretation of ‘polite threat’ seems to be confirmed also by an informal discussion on Linguist List by Susan Ervin-Tripp (1991) who claimed that “polite threats are useless in real life”. Obviously, Ervin-Tripp’s reason to make this prescriptive claim was that polite threats are too indirect for the necessities of a ‘real’ i.e. spoken discourse.
 Thus, the Classical Chinese example cited above is simply ‘bald on-record’ in its approach, to use a Brown and Levinsonian term, that is the empress is straightforward and threatening.

According to the modern interpretation of ‘discernment’, as Ide defined this notion in her renowned 1989 paper, in East Asian settings like this one the ruler should not use deferential forms in this setting. That is, what we see here is not an ‘exotic’ example of ‘Oriental’ discourse: while in honorific-rich languages such as Japanese and Classical Chinese the acknowledgement of status often takes place irrespective of whether facework is needed or not, as noted by Ide––and in this sense it would be possible for a higher-ranking person to use honorifics towards a lower-ranking one––it would be highly unusual and illogical for a higher-ranking person to use honorifics while threatening a lower-ranking one in a bald-on-record manner. 

It is interesting thus to consider the role of the addressee-elevating honorific form of address (cf. Kádár, 2007) qing 卿 (‘O Revered Minister’)
 in this interaction. In fact, this term determines the ruler’s position, that is it is part of ritual discourse and self-display: in historical China only rulers could use this honorific form of address, that is, by using this form the speaker defines her own role, as well as her superior relationship with the addressee. Consequently, logic, or more precisely rationality, does not have anything to do with the discursive use of this term, and so unlike in modern East Asian contexts it is perfectly applicable here. It is pertinent to note here that some historical Chinese textual studies (e.g. Kádár, 2007) have shown that the form qing was quite often used in this way, i.e. independently from the context, due to its function of defining the superior–subordinate relationship between the interactants.

Returning to the central question, the hearer’s role seems to be limited in such interactions. This would not be the case if honorifics were used rationally in a hearer-oriented way, since in those contexts honorifics are subject to evaluation, just as Barbara Pizziconi (2010 forthcoming) has recently demonstrated. If the hearer’s role in the discursive (co-)construction of politeness is limited in certain historical contexts, the ‘universality’ of the analytic concept of evaluation can rightly be questioned.


3. Conclusion
In this brief report I have argued that it is necessary to pose self-reflexive questions. By problematising certain concepts of the field I did not intend to propose that we need to give answers to these problems in an instant. For example, the terminological issues discussed here might be inherently problematic; as Francesca Bargiela-Chiappini (2009) mentioned in a note that was included in the discussion material of the Sheffield meeting,

Apparently, Herbert Blumer (1986) (the American sociologist and founder of social interactionism) argues that ‘none of the basic concepts in the social and behavioural sciences are true concepts’ but ‘sensitizing concepts’, i.e. concepts that sensitise us to a problem (quote in Scheff, p. 51).

In accordance with this remark, it might be that no perfect definition, or even theory, can ever be obtained, and this is perhaps not our goal. Instead, we need to be aware of the fact that even the discursive field has its own potentially weak points, i.e. the critical turn can also become subject to criticisms. 
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� This brief report is a preliminary (and  abbreviated ) version of a postscript, which will be published in the edited volume Politeness Now! (Linguistic Politeness Research Group ed., 2010); it is based on an invited talk I held at the Seminar of LPRG, 08 December 2009, at Sheffield Hallam University. I would like to express my gratitude to Sara Mills and Francesca Bargiela-Chiappini for their kind support and for organising the Seminar. I would also like to say thanks to all those in the Group who shared their insightful ideas with me during the discussion following the talk.�


� I borrow this term from Sara Mills who used it in an informal exchange of e-mails. 


� It was an interesting intercultural experience for me to see at LPRG Seminar at Sheffield Hallam University that very few British discursive politeness researchers define their field as a ‘school’, in spite of the fact that the geographical ‘centre’ of the Linguistic Politeness Research Group––and the discursive field––is Britain (though various discursive experts are located outside of Britain of course). With a continental European scholarly background I am inclined to refer to discursive research as a ‘school’ but will refrain from using this term in this paper, in order to remain on the safe side.


� In accordance with Eelen (2001) and Mills & Kádár (2010, forthcoming) I think that the label ‘culture’ is quite problematic as an umbrella term since it is prescriptive. Nevertheless, I think it is a useful notion in particular if used in relation with socio-cultural (or ‘evolutional’) understanding of certain phenomena such as individuality in communication.


� Personally, though, I regard Ervin-Tripp’s statement somewhat prescriptive. For example, an utterance by a blackmailer such as “I would not like to take this further …” could work very well in certain contexts.


� This term literally means ‘minister’ and, in a similar way with other historical Chinese official terms of address, it functions as an honorific in discourse (cf. Kádár, 2007). 
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