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Abstract. This article addresses the issues of pragmatics and is aimed at both theoretical principles of politeness/impoliteness and identity
construing. It is argued that (im)politeness is to be approached as a dual phenomenon to give a realistic picture of verbal interaction. In
this paper we explore the notion of face as a self-image co-constituted by interlocutors, and the identity as anticipated social positioning
of self toward other interlocutors as the result of such construing. Besides that this article considers the necessity of employing both first-

order and second-order perspectives in researching (im)politeness.
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Research on (im)politeness was inspired by the pragmatic
shift which postulated that natural language is full of varia-
tion in need of explanation. The study of the fact that the
same speech act can be expressed in different ways reveals
that individuals not only use language to impart information
but also shape their relationships by means of language use
[25, p. 250]. The importance of the relational or interpersonal
side of language use has long been recognized in linguistics
[34]. This research gained momentum in the 1970s and 1980s
through the seminal work of Lakoff [19], Brown and Levin-
son [5], and Leech [20]. Building on Grice's [12] Cooperative
Principle, all three approaches attempted to establish general-
ly valid rules for language use that might ultimately explain
the observed communicative variation. Politeness was seen as
a technical concept that explains motivations for why people
adapt various expressions in different situations when ad-
dressing different interlocutors. Lakoff [19, p. 298] proposed
"rules of politeness" that affect language in use. Brown and
Levinson [5] identified the factors of power, social distance
and the ranking of an imposition within its cultural context
that together influence the 'weightiness' of a particular face-
threatening act (FTA). When choosing the appropriate strate-
gy, the speakers are to attend to the addressee's need for dis-
tance (negative face) or involvement (positive face) or both.
However, in the past decade much of these earlier ap-
proaches have been increasingly challenged [1; 9; 33]. In
recent years, there ha been an important shift towards a dis-
cursive perspective on interpersonal dimensions of communi-
cation, where identities are treated by analysts as performed
and transient [10], and politeness is seen as arising locally in
interactions within the context of communities of practice
[27], or latent/emergent networks [21]. Today scholars tend
to focus on the emergence of norms of appropriateness
against which interactants make judgments on politeness and
to explore the link between these norms and relational effects.
This shift goes hand in hand with a move from a theoretical,
etic understanding of the concept of politeness (second order)
to an interest in understanding what the interactants them-
selves consider polite (first order, emic). In addition, the re-
search field has broadened its scope to include impoliteness
phenomenon as well. While early studies on impoliteness [7;
15; 18] worked within the Brown and Levinson paradigm by
mirroring politeness strategies with general impoliteness
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Face is 'in the eye of the beholder.'
M. Terkourafi [2008, p. 52]

strategies, the more recent work contributes to and furthers
the same theoretical and methodological discussions as out-
lined for politeness research [4; 7; 17].

In our research we suggest thatbothpoliteness and
impoliteness should be approached as a unified dual
phenomenon that is realized in interaction through a set of
strategies aimed at regulation or deregulation of communica-
tive process, in general, and interpersonal relations and psy-
chological states of interlocutors, in particular. Without social
expectations it is difficult to see how one interlocutor could
offend another using the language (either intentionally or
otherwise). As such, 'politeness' can be regarded as the set of
devices which can be used for avoiding or otherwise mitigat-
ing impoliteness in interaction. Essentially 'semantic (im)po-
liteness' is enacted pragmalinguistically, that is — some lexi-
co-syntactic forms are conventionally held to be (im)polite
across multiple, regularly occurring, well known discoursive
contexts and, as such, their enactment produces the pragmatic
effect(s) that the participants conventionally believe or under-
stand them to hold. If intention is a factor that distinguishes
impoliteness from politeness, as argued in Culpeper [7] and,
further, Bousfield [4], then we need a richer understanding of
the discursive context, in order to more confidently infer user
intentions. This is an area ripe for further consideration of
faceandidentity construing.

Brown and Levinson [5] introduced a definition of ‘face’
and 'face-threatening act' to the politeness field. The concept
of ‘face’ was taken from Goffman [11], who defined it as "the
positive social value a person effectively claims for [him-
self/herself] by the line others assume [he/she] has taken dur-
ing a particular contact" [11, p. 5]. Brown and Levinson [11,
p. 61] developed this idea and distinguished between a posi-
tive (involvement) and negative (independence) aspect [5,
p. 62]. The type, quantity, strength and salience of different
aspects of face are conditioned by various contextual factors.
Indeed, it is evidenced, amongst many other things, by the
fact that contemporary British culture is often viewed, per-
haps simplistically, as a negative-face culture, and the US,
just as simplistically, a positive-face culture. This very obser-
vation which has been made by many researchers over the
years must inevitably lead us to considering these two identi-
fied aspects of face as being of different strengths and, thus of
differing importance in different cultures. This does not im-
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ply that the desire to be approved of, in some direct or pe-
ripheral way is non-existent in the UK culture, nor that the
desire to be free from imposition is simply non-existent in the
US culture, rather that (traditionally at least) the desire for
freedom from imposition and the desire for approval are more
important, respectively, in these two cultures.

In the meantime, there is extensive literature that discusses
the different sides of the concept of face [28]. While there is
no general agreement on a definition of the term as such, it is
nevertheless considered a crucial part of different approaches
within interpersonal pragmatics. For example, Spencer-Oatey
[29], who uses the term "rapport management", differentiates
among types of face (situation-specific, pan-situational, indi-
vidual face, group). Locher highlights the idea that face is
"conjointly co-constituted by interlocutors in interactions"
[24, p. 26]. In short, this heralds Thomas' [32, p.169] and
Brown and Levinson's [5, p. 61] own view that face is main-
tained, enhanced or damaged in interaction with others. Face
in Terkourafi's view is constituted or threatened purely in
interaction, that is, face is only constituted externally. The
latter goes in line with Bousfield’s idea that individuals alone
do not 'have' face and cannot 'gain or 'lose’ face [4]. Rather
[face] is grounded in the interactional dyad. Without an Other
to whom they may be directed, face concerns cannot arise.
The moment an Other enters the Self's perceptual field creat-
ing the possibility to approach or to withdraw, that is the
moment when face concerns prototypically arise. To adapt a
well known expression, face is 'in the eye of the beholder.'
[30, p. 52]

We agree with the idea of all the scholars [4; 30] who in-
sist that there is, and can be, no communication without face
being an issue, which has implications for Brown and Levin-
son's model of politeness. However, we cannot agree that the
individual interactant does not bring something concerning
their own face to the interaction. After all, surely actors ap-
proach interactions with expectations as to how they would
like their face(s) to be constituted. Such expectations of how
face should be constituted are, necessarily, internal. They are
brought by an individual to the interaction based on her/his
own feeling of self-worth and her/ his understanding of the
context of previous, similar encounters (with whom one is
meeting, the situation the interactants are in, and so on). Such
expectations are held right up to the point at which the inter-
action starts and, indeed, must survive in some (albeit modi-
fied) form throughout the exchange. Essentially, when the
reality of the socially and interactionally constituted face
differs markedly from the individual's internal expectation of
how their face should be constituted — especially where face
is constituted at a somewhat 'lower' level than it is expected,
then tensions can ensue requiring, perhaps, remedial
face/politeness work, an individual's re-assesment of their
positioning in society in relation to their feeling of self-worth
including a defence of their expectations in an attempt to
bring actual face in line with the expected, or an attack on a
threatener's face or other, similar 'repositioning'. That echoes
a post-structuralist idea of an anticipated face closer to that of
identity, with the latter (especially in connection with the
roles that actors assume in communication) being approached
as positioning in a particular discursive context.
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The study of identity and language, in contrast, has a
longstanding research tradition that is not primarily linked to
politeness studies. Thus, tackling questions of identity is thus
a question of ontology, since addressing who the individual
'is' is coupled with questions of 'being’ and 'existence’. Where-
as structuralist approaches to identity generally viewed this
'is' as a static and coherent pre-given entity, post-structuralist
approaches underline identity as emergent and constructed
when individuals engage in social behavior, including com-
munication [5, p. 101]

Davies and Harre's [8] socio-psychological theory discuss-
es identity in light of the key concept 'positioning’. They ar-
gue that positioning is “the discursive process whereby selves
are located in conversations as observably and subjectively
coherent participants in jointly produced story lines” [8,
p. 46]. The fact that positioning is discursive and involves
communication process maintained by more than one party
underlines that it is an intersubjective process. Since position-
ing ensues when individuals interact with one another, its
emergence is contingent upon the interaction. Analogously,
then, selves are emergent in interaction, since an individual
emerges through the processes of social interaction, not as a
relatively fixed end product but as one who is constituted and
reconstituted through the various discursive practices in
which they participate [8, p. 45]. Thus, when individuals con-
struct identities in interaction, they are performing acts of
positioning, and underlining the existence of a particular self
which can be observed by others at a particular moment in
time. The more particular acts of positioning are performed
by the same individual, the more central this attribute is to
his/her own construction of identity [5, p. 104].

Since the construing of identity is intersubjective, position-
ing needs to be studied both from the perspective of the self
and the other. The terms used by Davies and Harre [8, p. 46]
are reflexive and interactive positioning [5]. When individu-
als engage in positioning acts, they are involved in the con-
struing and co-construing of identities. Identity is thus under-
stood from a post-structuralist perspective [6, p. 586] as "the
social positioning of self and other". Social positioning does
not take place in a social vacuum, but is rather intersubjective
and emergent. Thus, identity is "intersubjectively rather than
individually produced and interactionally emergent rather
than assigned in an a priori fashion" [6, p. 587]. When indi-
viduals interact with one another, they construe their own
identities and make assumptions about the identities of oth-
ers. This process is fundamentally relational in that ties be-
tween interactants are created and recreated, shaped, chal-
lenged and confirmed (for the connection between relational
work and identity construction [2; 24]. Relevant for this con-
struing are numerous impact factors such as culture, ethnicity,
social group, gender and age. Clearly, language, while not the
only means of identity construing, is central to this process.

An essential part of an individual’s social identity is
formed by group membership. Moreover, presumably indi-
vidual’s face concerns are closely intertwined with group-
face sensitives, which are linked up with the sensitivities of a
group one belongs to or identifies with [28; 4]. Thus, inter-
group (im)politeness is an important interactive practice in
the creation and maintenance of the boundaries that define
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groups, communities, cultural entities. As an evaluative atti-
tude, (im)politeness "is sustained by expectations, desires
and/or beliefs about social organisation, including, in particu-
lar, how one person's or group's identities are mediated by
others in interaction” [7, p. 3233]. This mediation is inter-
twined with the co-construing of face.

Adopting a discursive approach in which (im)politeness
norms are seen and analysed as practiced in on-going dis-
course, we must acknowledge that linguistic behaviour which
might be perceived as impolite by outsiders of certain com-
munities could be considered by the participants themselves
as perfectly appropriate, 'politic behaviour' in Watts' sense
[33, p. 161] or vice versa. However, we assume that there is
also a set of shared conventions which allows for the intuitive
(out-of-context) judgements [7, p. 31], people make about
certain expressions. These often coincide with categories of
(im)politeness established in theoretical models. Thus, in
contrast to Watts [33], we do not see such a clear-cut bounda-
ry between strategies outlined in theoretical models of polite-
ness (second-order perspective) and individuals' perceptions
of token structures realised in specific contexts as polite or
impolite (first-order perspective). Drawing on Culpeper [7],
we assume that a possible bridge between the two perspec-
tives is our conventionalized knowledge about the potentially
(im)polite impact of such token construing outside specific
contexts. This knowledge is part of our frame- and scheme-
based knowledge [7] and deeply entrenched in our cultural
models about cooperative interaction [16]. It is transferred,
among other means, via 'metadiscourse’, which, as an
"(i)ndirect experience" of (im)politeness, "plays a role in the
group dynamic that gives rise to a behaviour being evaluated
as impolite" [7, p. 271] or polite respectively.

The latter goes in line with Schiffrin's [27] idea of com-
municative practices, which are seen as the discursive prac-
tices (micro level) of actors in pursuit of their everyday goals
and aspirations (macro level) [13, p. 454]. Communicative
practices fit into the macro-micro opposition in the following
way: on the one hand, they are treated as shaped by one's
habitus [3], a term which, in Gumperz's [13, p. 453] under-
standing, includes the "embodied dispositions to act and per-
ceive the world that directly reflect the macrosocietal condi-
tions, political and economic forces, and relationships in
which they were acquired"”. On the other hand, the more con-
structivist approach towards communicative practices is iden-
tified with the understanding of the ways in which localized
interactive processes work. The scrutiny of these localized
interactive processes can explain if and in what ways linguis-
tic (im)politeness is construed [31, p. 25].

Yet while there is evidently an increasing number of stud-
ies that take a broadly discursive perspective on identities and
im/politeness as situated in interaction, these two phenomena
have generally been analysed somewnhat independently of the
other. In recent years, however, there has been broader
recognition that identity work and relational work are, at
times, closely interrelated [14; 23; 28]. Locher [21, p. 517]
argues that "an important aspect of identity construction is
whether or not we want to project an image of ourselves as
someone who is aware of the social norms of behaviour that
are relevant in a particular social practice”. She suggests that

the use of language that is perceived as "polite”, "impolite",

25

www.seanewdim.com

"over-polite” and so on can occasion the casting of persons as
"polite”, "impolite”, "over-polite” and so on. In other words,
we can talk of polite and impolite identities [25, p. 76].
Locher [23] goes further, however, in arguing that research
on relational work and identity can be merged within "a
broader postmodern constructionist framework™ [22, p. 187],
both for the analysis of face-to-face interactions. This move
by Locher to integrate research on relational work and identi-
ty stems from her definition of relational work as "the process
of defining relationships in interaction”, and the definition of
identity as "the active negotiation of an individual's relation-
ship with larger social constructs” [21, p. 510]. Locher [21,
p. 511] further suggests that relational work and identity are
closely interconnected as "relational work refers to the ways
in which the construction of identity is achieved in interac-
tion, while identity refers to the 'product’ of these linguistic
and non-linguistic processes”. However, while analytically
distinct, identities and relationships are nevertheless dialecti-
cally related, such that interpretations and evaluations of
identities are ultimately relationship-implicative (i.e. may be
treated as consequential for the participants' relationships)
and vice versa.

Hence, the concept of face appears to be individually (in-
ternally, cognitively, historically) expected by the individual
but interactionally (externally, mutually, continuously) con-
stituted between the individual and other actor(s). Conse-
quently, face is enhanced or threatened/damaged in interac-
tional dyads [4, p. 39-41]. The individual's understanding of
how their face was constituted and developed during this
interaction then constructs part of their internal expectations
of face for future interactions with other actors, i.e. their iden-
tity. 'Positive’ and 'Negative' face, that is the desire for ap-
proval, and the desire to be free from imposition are applica-
ble to most, if not all cultures but are of differing strengths
and saliency dependent upon context. 'Positive’ and 'Negative'
face are but two identified aspects of face. There are others
which are applicable to different cultures and contexts and
these, too, will be of differing strengths and saliency.

Summing up, both politeness and impoliteness are best to
be studied from two different research perspectives: a second-
order perspective, focusing on strategies outlined in theoreti-
cal models of politeness, and a first-order perspective, con-
sidering interlocutors' perceptions of token structures realised
in specific contexts as polite or impolite. Apparently, the
combination of these two angles proves to be fruitful in re-
searching communicative behaviours, and particularly polite-
ness/impoliteness phenomenon. Although the interactive
practices in the two threads display some similarities, the
details of how (im)politeness tokens and metapragmatic fac-
tors are distributed and negotiated in specific contexts can be
dramatically different and will mostly depend on face work
and identity construing. Moreover, not losing sight of the fact
that face and identity construing is an interpersonally per-
formed group process, we also wish to tackle in more detail
the complex interrelationship between more static and emer-
gent parts of an individual's identity. This can be done, for
example, by comparing the explicit identity claims with the
acts of performed positioning. This will allow us to zoom in
further research on the dynamic and interactive construing of
identities.
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