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RATE OF IMPOSITION AS THE MAIN FACTOR OF INFLUENCING POLITENESS
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Abstract. Linguistic politeness has occupied a central place in the social study of language; even it
has been the subject of intensive debate in sociolinguistics and pragmatics. A lot of linguistic scholars have
carried out studies on linguistic politeness in a wide range of cultures. As a result, several theories have
been proposed on linguistic politeness and have been established as scholarly concept. The major aim of this
paper is to review the literature on linguistic politeness as a technical term. It will present some of the most
widely used models of linguistic politeness in literature. It also tries to gloss the basic tenets of different
theoretical approaches, the distinctive features of one theory versus another. There are some concepts of
politeness that will become the subject of discussion of this article. These concepts are proposed by Robin
Lakoff, Penelope Brown and Steven Levinson Geoffrey Leech.

Keywords: politeness principle, Gricean maxims, Brown Levinson’s theory of politeness, Lakoff’s
pragmatic competence, a face-threatening act, Leech’s theory of politeness, a universal Model Person,
Leech’s central model of PP.

CTEINEHbD JABJIEHUSI KAK T'JIABHBII ®AKTOP BJIUSHUSI HA BEXKJIUBOCTD

Annomayua. Jlunesucmuyeckas —6exiCIUBOCMb  3AHANA  YEHMPAIbHOE MeCmo 8 COYUANbHBIX
UCCNIe008ANHUAX AZLIKA, 0adiCe IMO ObLIO NPEOMenmOoM UHMEHCUBHBIX 0eDamos 8 061acmu COYUONUHEUCTUKU
u npaemamuxu. Muocue TUH2BUCIIBL 3AHUMANUCL UYUEHUEM S3bIKOBOU BEXHCIUBOCMU 8 CAMbBIX PAZHLIX
Kynbmypax. B cesazu ¢ smum 6uL10 npednodxiceno HeckoIbKo meoputl TUHeBUCIMUYECKOU 8eXCIUBOCIU U ObLIU
ycmanosnenvl ux Hayuuvle nouamus. OCHOBHAA Yelb OAHHOU CMAmbU COCMOUmM 6 mMoM, Hmoovl
paccmompems aumepamypHvle UCHOYHUKY NO A3bIKOBOU GEXHCIUBOCU KAK MEXHUYECKOMY mepmuny. B neil
npeocmasienbl HeKomopbvle U3 Haubosee WUPOKO UCNOIb3YeMbIX Mooenell. Asmop makxoice nvlmaemcs
npeoopazoeamv OCHOGHbIE NPUHYUNBL PA3IUYHBIX MEOPemuyeckux nooxo00s8, OmaudumenbHvle Yepmol
00HOUl meopuu om Opyeou. Ecmb HeckoIbKo KOHYenyull 6eiciusocmu, KOmopuvle CMmanym npeomemom
obcysicoenust 0anHou cmamoi. Imu KoHyenyuu npeonodcenvt Poounom Jlaxoggom, Ilenenonoti bpayn u
Cmusen Jlesuncon Hocedhppu Jluu.

Knioueswvie cnoea: npunyun eescnueocmu, maxcumuvl Ipaiica, meopus eexciueocmu bpayua-
Jlesuncona, meopus Jlakogpga, npacmamuueckas KoMNemeHmMHOCMb, aKm Yepo3vl Juyy, meopus
BEIAHCIUBOCTIU, YHUBEPCATbHASL MOOCNbHAS TUYHOCb, MEOPUs BEAHCIUBOCTNU YEHMPANbHAA MoOenb PP.

BOSIM DARAJASI XUSHMUOMALALIKKA TA’SIR ETUVCHI ASOSIY OMIL SIFATIDA

Annotatsiya. Lisoniy xushmuomalalik tilshunoslikning ijtimoiy tadgiqotlarida markaziy o ‘rinni
egallagan bo ‘lib, hattoki bu soha sotsiolingvistika va pragmatika sohalarida jadal muhokamalarga turtki
bo ‘lyapti. Ko ‘pgina tilshunos olimlar turli madaniyatlarda lisoniy xushmuomalalikni tadgiq etish bilan
shug ‘ullanib kelishadi. Shu munosabat bilan tilshunoslikning bir gancha taklif gilingan nazariyalari
xushmuomalalik va ilmiy tushuncha sifatida shakllangan. Ushbu maqolaning asosiy magsadi texnik atama
sifatida lingvistik xushmuomalalik hagidagi adabiyotlarni ko ‘rib chigishdir. Unda eng ko ‘p go ‘llaniladigan
ba’zi modellar namoyish etiladi. Shuningdek, u turli nazariy yondashuvlarning asosiy tamoyillarini, bir
nazariyani boshgasidan ajratib turadigan xususiyatlarini bezashga harakat giladi. Ushbu magolaning
mavzusi bo ‘ladigan bir nechta xushmuomalalik tushunchalari mavjud. Bu tushunchalar Robin Lakoff,
Penelopa Braun va Stiven Levinson Jeffri Lich tomonidan taklif gilingan.

Kalit so ‘zlar: xushmuomalalik tamoyili, Grays maksimalari, Braun va Levinsonning xushmuomalalik
nazariyasi, Lakoff nazariyasi, pragmatik malaka, ijtimoiy obro ‘ga tahdid akti, xushmuomalalik nazariyasi,
universal shaxs modeli, Lich xushmuomalalik tamoyilining markaziy modeli.
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Introduction. Imposition, the last of the three variables, accounts for the degree to which impositions
are considered to interfere with the hearer’s wants or desire of being self-determined or being approved
[1,77]. The degree of imposition is contextually dependent, and it varies cross-culturally. For instance, the
degree of imposition changes whether the speaker asks to borrow a pen (low imposition) or to borrow a
laptop (high imposition). In addition, the relationship with the other interlocutor can modify the degree of
imposition. Variables such as power, distance, and the role of the relationship have an influence on the
imposition. In the case of the role of the relationship, the degree of imposition can be decreased due to the
existence of a contract or obligation, such as a job contract [14,74].

In the case of requests, Brown and Levinson also differentiated two categories that account for
imposition when making a request in proportion to the cost or expenditure, which are services and goods.
They classified the cost of services as a time-consuming cost; whereas the cost of goods is related to the
material and non-material value of the goods. The analysis of whether there exist differences when making a
request for one of this type of items, either at the syntactic or the lexical level, has not been addressed in
prior literature, to best of the researcher current knowledge.

Finally, by considering the three social variables — in addition to other contextual factors — speakers
choose the use of different strategies to mitigate the impact of the FTA during social interaction [16,48]. The
social variables are constrained by cross-cultural differences; the social variables, thus, differentially impact
speech acts or FTAs in different cultures. For example, in the case of Japanese, the variable of power takes
precedence when formulating the utterance from a morphological point of view. Japanese language uses the
honorific-system, which employs particles (suffixes) inserted in words and used to save the face of the
hearer. As Fukada and Asato (2003), indicated the honorific system, following the social rules, enables
Japanese to express different degrees of deference [18].

Main part. Next, requests should also be assessed depending on request magnitude, or to use Brown
and Levinson’s term, Rate of Imposition. A crucial point to observe is that Rate of Imposition is easily
translated into alignment of interests:

Rate of Imposition is a term in politeness theory that, in the specific context of requests, expresses the
disalignment of interests between Speaker and Hearer in disfavor of Hearer. Again for exemplary purposes
we categorize different Rates of Imposition from small to great in the following way: (i) joint task, (ii) small
favor, (iii) big favor, (iv) tall obligation, and (v) presumptuous demand. The above degrees of Rate of
Imposition represent different degrees of how disaligned (in favor of Speaker) Speaker’s and Hearer’s goals
are, from completely aligned to extremely disaligned. By intuition different Rates of Imposition require
appropriate Request Lengths. To say nothing of course doesn’t help at all. A direct command is suitable for
joint tasks.

Indirectly formulated requests are appropriate for a small favor. While big favors, i.e. such that incur a
significant cost to Hearer, often require longer-lasting strategies such as e.g. begging and the like, that can go
beyond the length of an individual utterance. In principle, these can even be distributed over a number of
distinct interactions.

Request type Examples

Joint task: Pass me the ball (team mate), let’s finish joint project, ...
Small favor: Open the window, take out the trash, ...

Big favor: Lend me 500 Euro, pay our restaurant bill, ...

Tall obligation: Marry me, fund my start up business...

Presumptuous demand: Give me all your money, be my slave for two years...
Table 1. Different request types ordered by Rate of Imposition (magnitude of the favor).

To convince the Hearer of a tall obligation usually needs strategies that are even more longer-lasting,
involve a long preface or even vocal courting for days and weeks. For presumptuous demands, such as
presented in Table 2 (one can generally think of them as being threats) linguistic means alone are
insufficient, since hardly anybody would give Speaker all her money only because Speaker has made a very
long request: one would need more than merely words. This is an important point, since it shows that LP can
be used to pay compensation in proportion to the Rate of Imposition, but only up to a specific magnitude. It
has not probably gone unnoticed that our understanding of request magnitude as Rate of Imposition
disregards other variables crucially important to the evaluation of request magnitude. These include, most
importantly, the two other factors P (the perceived difference in power between Speaker and Hearer, or
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status) and D (the perceived social distance between Speaker and Hearer, or familiarity) that Brown and
Levinson use, together with Rate of Imposition, to determine the Weight of a Face Threatening Act

We have decided to abstract from these variables for modeling purposes: we want to show that when
keeping all the other variables constant, the Rate of Imposition of a request determines the amount of LP
used by Speaker. Furthermore, on our conceptualization, Rate of Imposition does not have to be a static
entity, entirely dependent on what is being requested (e.g. a pen vs. a car) - a point in Brown and Levinson’s
model that is often criticized, for example by Watts (2003 114; although his criticism mainly concerns the
Power and Distance variables, it is easy to extend it onto Rate of Imposition). We want to stress that that the
precise calibration of the Rate of Imposition expressed in a request is contingent on a specific interactional
context in which Speaker and Hearer are engaged. The important facets of this context are identified by Curl
and Drew in their work on requests (2008), when they write about Speakers entitlement to make a specific
request to a specific Hearer as well as Speakers understanding of the contingencies related to granting a
request (e.g. Speakers evaluation of the likelihood of Hearers granting a request). In consonance with Curl
and Drew (2008), we take these factors to influence the Rate of Imposition of a request and bear on the
amount of LP used when formulating it. To revert to more general concerns, note that the mapping between
Rate of Imposition and amount of LP understood as Request Length displays a clear relationship: the greater
the Rate of Imposition of a request type, the greater the Request Length. By taking Request Length as an
indicator for Speaker’s amount of LP she uses (cf. Section 6), and by assuming that the Rate of Imposition of
a request type represents the divergence between Speaker’s and Hearer’s utility - or in other words their
degree of disalignment {then the following relationship emerges: the less aligned interlocutor’s goals are in a
request type, the more LP is present in a request form used by Speaker. Furthermore, by taking LP as a
linguistic commodity or currency, the use of LP constitutes a cost for the Speaker: the more LP she uses, the
more costs she incurs. Furthermore, this mapping is in line with the PEP hypothesis, extended by the
additional assumption that if the Rate of Imposition of a request is too big, then the use of LP alone does not
suffice to forward such a request. In such cases, some extralinguistic material is necessary.

Indirectness and Utterance Length

The way the PEP is formulated requires quantifying linguistic politeness [8,69]. As already noted, we
assume that utterance length is positively correlated with the amount of politeness it expresses
(operationalized as a number of lexical items; Ostman, 1989). This correlation is of statistical nature ~ and
therefore not infallible, as can be illustrated by the comparison of the following examples:

(4) Pass the salt, honey.

(5) Pass the fucking salt, you fucking idiot.

The reasoning to link utterance length with the amount of linguistic politeness is the following:

speech indirectness (or conventional indirectness; Blum-Kulka, 1987) is one of the commonest ways
of expressing linguistic politeness; since indirect utterances tend to be longer than direct utterances, longer
utterances tend to be politer than shorter ones. Regarding the first assumption, we are in line with Leech
(1983) and Brown and Levinson (1987), who take speech act indirectness and linguistic politeness as
equivalent [11;87]. This point finds support in empirical studies, mainly Blum-Kulka’s research on
indirectness and politeness judgments (1987) as well as corpus-based research (e.g. Danescu-Niculescu-
Mizil et al., 2013). The second assumption - about the relation between speech act indirectness and utterance
length - is based on the view (expressed e.g. by Searle, 1975 or Leech, 1980a) that the more Extralinguistic
matter indicates goods or services that can be exchanged for granting a request, as in \Give me all your
money. And | will give you my yacht."; it may also involve a threat, e.g. holding Hearer at gunpoint.

11 exponents of indirectness in an utterance, the more indirect, i.e. polite, this utterance is. Again,
counterexamples are easy to find where length does not necessarily translate into the amount of indirectness,
and hence politeness. Consider examples that Leech provides to show how increasing indirectness increases
politeness:

(6) Answer the phone.

(7) 1 want you to answer the phone.

(8) Will you answer the phone?

(9) Can you answer the phone?

(10) Would you mind answering the phone?

(11) Could you possibly answer the phone (Leech, 1983: 108).

On Leech’s reasoning, (8) is politer than (7) because using the interrogative instead of the affirmative
increases optionality and in this way makes the utterance more indirect; this is so, despite the fact that
utterances (8) (consisting of 5 lexical items) is shorter than (7) (consisting of 7 lexical items). But here too,
there is empirical evidence that utterance length, although not infallible, is a stable predictor of how indirect,
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and hence polite, an utterance is judged to be. This evidence comes mainly from corpus studies [4] and
studies of communication in online communities [2,96]. The statistically robust correlation between length
and indirectness in our view explains the results obtained by Ostman (1989), who set out to verify Haiman’s
“ famous proposal that the social distance between interlocutors corresponds to the length of the message,
referential content being equal” [1,67]. An artificial language experiment led Ostman to the more general
conclusion that longer messages are consistently interpreted as more” formal, and hence more polite, than
their shorter equivalents with the same semantic content. Last but not least, the decision to use utterance
length as an index of the amount of politeness is motivated by the modeling and experimental logistics.
Particularly in behavioral experiments, the operationalization of politeness as scale that is easy to measure
should prove to be of great benefit. In this respect, it is a better, though perhaps cruder, measure than e.g. the
cognitive interpretation of indirectness-qua-politeness as the relative length of the inferential path needed to
arrive at an utterance’s illocutionary force". We need to stress here that such an operationalization is solely
based on probabilistic considerations (i.e. that on average politer utterances tend to be longer than their less
polite equivalents) and not on the conviction that there is some direct causal link between length and
politeness. For example, we do not believe that politeness is explained by a higher cost of producing longer
utterances: it may be true that producing (2) is energetically more costly than (1), but this difference is
negligible and cannot explain the difference in politeness effect between the two utterances [5]. Before
engaging in modelling LP, we must address one more important concern, which can be expressed by the
guestion: Are there linguistic forms that are inherently polite? The view that gives the affirmative answer to
this question - found e.g. in Brown and Levinson 1987), some of whose ideas we adopt - has been a target of
severe criticism by more recent politeness research (see for example Watts’s lengthy discussion of formulaic
and semi-formulaic expressions of LP; 2003: 168-200). In our case, not just the sources we cite but, more
importantly, the operationalization of LP as the degree of indirectness and utterance length strongly suggests
that we, just like Brown and Levinson, give the affirmative answer to the question spelt out above. However,
in the point Zahavi and Zahavi (1997), who point to the relationship between utterance length and Politeness
in contraposing human language use to animal communications [17,56]. Current uses may lead to changing
future beliefs about LP; we could even imagine that speech act directness and utterance shortness become
positively correlated with the degree of LP. Even then, the Politeness Equilibrium Principle will hold and the
model that we present in the forthcoming sections will work, and it will continue to work as long as the two
requirement are met:

« politeness is measurable, i.e. the form of an utterance is able to lead us to reliable beliefs about the
degree of politeness it expresses; and

» measures of politeness enjoy at least some degree of intersubjectivity, i.e. interactants are able to
form similar evaluations of how much politeness is expressed in an utterance.

However, at least in English, the link between indirectness (and hence utterance length) and politeness
is extremely robust, to the point of being codified in prescriptive grammars of the English language [7,88].

Unlike many facets of language - phonology, syntax, semantics or even pragmatics - linguistic
politeness has attracted little attention of evolutionarily minded researchers. We think that lack of interest -
apart from a few isolated attempts - is not dictated by a peripheral status of LP for the description of
language, and specifically for language evolution. LP is a universal characteristic of languages but such that
is subject to a lot pressure of cultural background, and hence could be a very attractive area for
evolutionary modeling. Next, LP is first and foremost a set of interactional strategies, and hence
should be easily translated into  game-theoretic  terms. We  think  that the
biggest obstacle to an evolutionary approach to LP springs from the problem of defining fitness related
consequences of using LP. Note that this problem does not arise with reference to linguistic
communication as such - it is easy to see that the transfer of honest information decreases the
fitness of the communicator and increases fitness of the receiver. In the case of LP, it is not easy
to see what politeness does, in terms of fitness - in particular, the cost of using LP is an open
guestion [13,5].

In this paper, we suggest a conceptualization in which LP function as a verbal tool for Speaker
to contribute expenses (emotional debt, paying face, etc.) for accommodating Hearer’s Rate of
Imposition. In our view, such a conceptualization is pragmatically realistic; in contrast to van
van Rooy’s idea of politeness as handicap (2003), it seems to capture the motivational dynamics of
conversational interaction. It is then very promising that we have managed to successfully translate
this conceptualization into game-theoretic terms and present it in a mathematically sound model.
This is of course just the first step in explicating the evolutionary nature of LP. The model
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