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			Politeness Everywhere

			
			

			When people ask me what I do for a living, quite often they laugh out loud if I tell them that, outside of lecturing, I spend my time researching politeness. Sometimes this inspires people to tell me a rude joke or results in comments along the lines of ‘Oh, I bet you hate swearing, don’t you!’ Reactions and responses to my research specialism demonstrate that people make presumptions about what a ‘politeness researcher’ believes and does. Many assume that I try to sanitise language by teaching people they must be more polite, and explain how to rid impoliteness from our lives.

			Just for the record, I do not hate swearing. I have been known to swear myself on occasions – just ask my editor. I also do not spend my time trying to force people to be more polite, and it would be impossible to go through life avoiding impoliteness. Instead, I work in the academic field of linguistics to identify scientific approaches which decode the unwritten rules of politeness and impoliteness within society. This decoding shows the significance that politeness rules have in the communication we engage in as we go about our daily lives. The language we use is heavily influenced by these rules, which we begin acquiring in early childhood.

			
			

			The science of politeness

			This book draws on the best scientific knowledge that academic linguists have produced over the last fifty years to explain politeness, impoliteness and the rules that lie behind how we successfully communicate (and miscommunicate) with each other. This comes from the discipline of sociolinguistics, the study of the connections between language, society and identity. Sociolinguists examine different language varieties, the social and cultural contexts where interactions take place, and the different identities and power relationships of those involved.

			Since the 1970s, sociolinguistics researchers all over the globe have been creating and refining scientific approaches for analysing politeness in communication in all of its various forms, uncovering unwritten rules of politeness in different situations. Through real-life communication data and peer-reviewed research, I demonstrate how we can become better communicators by learning to recognise our unconscious motivations for politeness and impoliteness, which are fundamentally linked to our identities and the communities in which we live and work.

			As politeness is something we readily discuss in general conversations outside of academia (anyone ever complained about the rudeness of a colleague with friends?), you will already have some thoughts and opinions about politeness and impoliteness. Reflect for a moment on the vast array of communication that you have engaged in and witnessed during the past few weeks or months – with strangers, partners, work colleagues, friends, family members. You will likely be able to recall situations in which someone has been especially rude or particularly polite towards you. You may well remember your reaction or have spent time reliving the moment, perhaps wishing that you had responded differently. Parents are frequently praised or criticised for the perceived ‘politeness’ or ‘rudeness’ of their child’s behaviour by the adults around them. We constantly make value judgements about our fellow human beings on the basis of unwritten politeness and impoliteness rules that exist in the cultures and societies where we live.

			
			

			Politeness affects our relationships with everyone, from those with whom we have the closest bonds through to complete strangers and everyone else in between. It influences our friendship choices, whom we will pick as romantic partners and how we get on with those whom we work with. Politeness and impoliteness affect all languages and cultures, no matter where you are in the world, from the remotest tribes to the most densely populated towns and cities.

			Politeness is literally everywhere, in every interaction we have, whether our communication takes place in person, online, in speech, writing, by phone, via sign language or through gestures. The more we learn about the linguistic rules of politeness, the better we will understand and be able to interpret our everyday social interactions. This includes explaining why we communicate differently with people from different communities and cultures to our own. It helps shed light on why some individuals are more successful communicators than others, and how impoliteness, miscommunication and conflict happen. If conflict escalates and relationships break down, linguistic politeness rules can be drawn upon to mediate, repair and resolve damaged relations between individuals, groups and communities.

			This book focuses on politeness in a very broad range of everyday settings. These include: communicating at home, at work and in public spaces, including on the street, in schools, on social media and other online spaces, in community groups, in shops, when playing, coaching or spectating sport, on the telephone, via instant messaging, in healthcare settings, at the airport, and when watching the TV, consuming media and engaging with advertising. It also covers settings when the stakes are high, including difficult and sensitive interactions about life, death, politics, religion and legal matters. It doesn’t matter who you are, where you live or what you do for a job, politeness is key to the success of our social relationships as human beings. By decoding unwritten politeness rules and uncovering politeness myths, we will uncover why we prefer the company of some people over others, as well as making our future communications more productive and informed.

			
			

			Where it all began

			A fascination with the importance of politeness in human communication can be traced back as far as 2,500 years ago to ancient civilisations, including in China, Egypt and Greece. Since these ancient times, people have been intrigued by how we judge one another and it seems politeness has always played a crucial part in what we deem to be appropriate and inappropriate in our communication. Since politeness was first studied, there have been accompanying anxieties about slipping politeness standards, as well as moral panics about language decay and declines in manners and ‘proper’ behaviour. However, language is always changing and, with it, politeness practices change too. This is a natural and inevitable process of language evolution – it does not indicate that people are becoming more uncivilised, discourteous or rude. Deborah Cameron,1 a specialist in language and communication at the University of Oxford in the UK, refers to any attempts to intervene and clean up language as part of ‘verbal hygiene’, an unnecessary intervention to try to stop imaginary language rot by demanding that language is used according to unrealistic ideals of correctness, purity and civility.

			None of this is to claim that politeness is unimportant in society or that we need to get rid of politeness rules. However, one of the first principles that any student of sociolinguistics learns is that the type of language held in the highest esteem in any society is that which is associated with the group that holds the most power. There is nothing inherently better or superior about it, but it still carries the most prestige and social status. Politeness rules help to keep the status quo in place. Politeness and power are fundamentally linked, and politeness can be used as a tool of social exclusion. But more on that later.

			
			

			I first came across the scientific study of linguistic politeness as an undergraduate English language and linguistics student back in the 1990s, on a sociolinguistics course. I learnt how sociolinguists investigate the relationship between language, power and identities in different societies, cultures and communities. From that moment on, I never looked at the world in the same way again. For the first time, I encountered scientific explanations based on reliable research of authentic, real-life communication, which finally made sense of the weird, wonderful and sometimes downright unpleasant things that happen to us when we communicate with each other.

			Even more exciting was the realisation that people were paid to investigate everyday communication as a job. Thirty years later, as a professor of sociolinguistics at the University of Nottingham in the UK, I still find it just as fascinating and as compelling as ever to decode linguistic politeness and impol­iteness to show exactly how humans are communicating or miscommunicating with one another. And it is this obsession with politeness and impoliteness in language which has led me to write this book.

			Whilst my office is located directly under a literal ivory tower, in the university’s ivory-towered Trent Building, I am most often found outside campus recording and decoding language in a range of real-world settings. Over the years, I have researched the language of business leaders, police officers, firefighters, healthcare professionals (including physicians, nurses and patients), sporting figures, CEOs, lawyers, politicians, teachers, journalists, NGO leaders, insurance providers, technicians, engineers, chemists, astrophysicists, geologists and climate change scientists, as well as the language used by members of the public.

			
			

			My sociolinguistics research focuses specifically on how our identities influence the language choices that we make when we communicate with each other, and how these language choices are influenced by politeness and impoliteness. Topics that I have researched have included miscommunication, how impoliteness and offence are caused, and managing conflict and verbal abuse, as well as the positives of using linguistic politeness to create effective teams and ensure strong, trustworthy interpersonal relationships. I have also examined how individuals, groups and communities are represented through a politeness lens in the mass media, including in radio and television broadcasting, newspapers, magazines, posters and billboards, and on global social media platforms, including YouTube, Twitter (now X) and Instagram.

			The impetus behind the research I conduct is to improve knowledge and understanding of exactly how language works, including how it evolves and changes, and to explain how language is interpreted differently by people with different identity characteristics.2 My overarching motivation is to work collaboratively with people to increase their understandings of language and politeness to enhance their lives in some way. My research experiences over the last thirty years have continued to shape my views on the study of politeness, and they have made it into the pages of this book in one form or another.

			Politeness and popular culture

			There are other books out there which are traditional manuals of politeness, focusing on the importance of learning etiquette to improve oneself, or insisting on the need to improve politeness through better courtesy or manners. Young people are often blamed for such alleged declines in standards. However, many of these books are not supported by rigorous linguistics evidence and they are frequently written by those who have no formal training in linguistics or social sciences. We wouldn’t expect to read a book on physics or maths written by someone who had never studied these subjects, and language and linguistics should be no different.

			
			

			Language is infused with power, status and prestige in complex ways that cannot be easily overridden. It is unfeasible to read a book one day and then wake up the next as a perfect communicator who then has amazing social relationships with everyone and never again experiences impoliteness or conflict. To pretend that such a transformation can happen, as some self-help books quite happily do, is disingenuous and devoid of any scientific knowledge as to how language really works.

			Sociolinguists do not try to sanitise language or prescribe that language standards are slipping, and nor do they proclaim that people have to change the way they speak and abandon their original identities. So, instead of telling you all of the things that you are doing wrong when you communicate and how you need to improve, this book will instead help you to recognise politeness rules and norms, how they vary, and what power they have based on different identities and the different communities and cultures in which communication takes place.

			This book also presents evidence of how to recognise and pull apart long-standing myths and stereotypes around politeness and impoliteness. There are many of these out there in the world; some of the most persistent include that the youth of today are lacking politeness and respect, that women are biologically hardwired to be more polite than men, and that swearing is a sign of a limited vocabulary and intelligence. These deeply ingrained fallacies surrounding politeness and impoliteness can do a great deal of damage to social relationships. While, conversely, gaining knowledge of how to identify language myths about politeness and impoliteness immediately raises awareness of the stereotypical value judgements that we make about one another, which, in turn, makes us more informed and knowledgeable communicators.

			
			

			It is important to know that we can unlearn habits and assumptions, just as we learnt them in the first place. Politeness is not something that individuals or groups inherently possess or are born with. Access to the rules and norms which are held in prestige in any society will depend on privilege and social class background – this is a theme that we will return to throughout the book.

			The art of communication

			When we understand how politeness and impoliteness in language really work, we can become more informed and knowledgeable communicators. It teaches us to recognise how language is deeply connected to our identities and the societies and cultures in which we live. In this book, I will present different strategies and show how others have achieved communicative successes and navigated communication failures. I want to help you to be able to spot ingrained myths and stereotypes about politeness and see how these can be unpicked to enhance overall awareness of language, politeness and power.

			We are constantly negotiating and grappling with politeness and impoliteness subconsciously. Whether we like it or not, politeness is truly everywhere. Once we learn how to interpret politeness and impoliteness using academic knowledge from socio­-linguistics, we become far more aware of the communication strategies we use. This then enables us to play a much more active role in enhancing our communication, with the aim of bringing a much greater depth of harmony into our future relationships with others.

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			Communicating Politeness and Impoliteness

			
			

			From the moment we wake up each day and start our first interactions with others, we are constantly presenting different versions of ourselves through our politeness choices. Linguist Penelope Brown3 has described politeness as so fundamentally important that it is a pre-condition for human co-operation to exist. Politeness reduces tension and friction, and it plays a foundational role in how we express our feelings, concerns and attitudes towards one another. It is a way of avoiding confrontation and conflict with others, as well as being key to maintaining strong interpersonal relationships. In contrast, impoliteness is when behaviour is judged to be inappropriate and offence has been caused. How much offence is taken will depend on what was said, who said it, whether there is any attempt to repair the relationship and whether the impoliteness was perceived to be intentional in the first place. Relationships may be damaged or break down as a result, if situations cannot be defused and rectified.

			
			

			 Politeness principles

			Politeness is encoded in everyday language use, such as in how we are tactful towards each other, show approval, compliment, give praise, express modesty by not appearing egotistical or bragging, use humour and express sympathy when it is required and/or expected. The exact ways in which these politeness features are used will vary from culture to culture, but the overall aim will be to maintain harmony and good interpersonal communication, which strengthens social bonds and solidarity between people.

			Politeness includes respect and deference, and it can be seen as part of a moral act, with adherence to politeness norms seen as a way of upholding the morality and civility of a society. The terms ‘politeness’ and ‘etiquette’ are often used interchangeably in popular culture. In this book, ‘politeness’ is used as an overarching term and ‘etiquette’ is defined more distinctively as a specific type of politeness which is very formal, with a strict system of rules and codes which are associated with accruing power in specific contexts and cultures. Decorum and manners are a key part of social etiquette. Access to social etiquette rules and codes are based on power and privilege, and most often on social class background. Linguist Sara Mills4 is an expert on the connections between politeness and social class and she traces this relationship back to key points in history. She argues that, historically, only upper-class men were afforded access to politeness norms in society, acquired through wealth, social privilege and power. She draws on the work of Richard Watts5 to show how politeness traditionally belonged to ‘the innate gentleman’ who had a certain ‘je ne sais quoi’. Watts provides a cutting assessment, arguing that it is little wonder that such ‘innate gentlemen’ kept the secrets of politeness to themselves, as it brought them an immense amount of power and privilege from which others were completely excluded.

			
			

			Today, in popular culture, politeness norms associated with deference, manners and decorum are typically associated with middle-class speakers, who hold the most power and status in public. Australian sociolinguists Keith Allan and Kate Burridge6 argue that there is a ‘middle-class politeness criterion’ which dominates. It excludes those who are uneducated, poor or socially deprived, who are either unaware of or cannot afford to observe the social ‘niceties’ of politeness. Middle-class politeness norms therefore play an important role in our consideration of politeness and impoliteness throughout this book, as these are what the average person is evaluated and judged against in public, and in contexts where politeness is synonymous with decorum, manners, civility and social etiquette codes.

			However, another key part of politeness is how we express solidarity, friendship and social bonds, and how we communicate to others that we like them, admire them and want to be around them. People from different social class groups and communities may do this in different ways, but everyone draws on politeness principles. As Mills points out, it is important to investigate what politeness looks like in all its forms, not just from a middle-class, elitist perspective of decorum and manners.

			With her colleague Stephen Levinson, Penelope Brown7 divided politeness into two categories: ‘positive’ politeness and ‘negative’ politeness. It is essential to emphasise straight away that these two terms do not equate with good and bad – in other words, negative politeness does not imply impolite, or bad behaviour. Instead, positive politeness refers to how we show solidarity, friendship and social bonds with one another, whilst negative politeness is how we show respect and deference towards others, how we signal formality and social distance, and how we avoid intrusion. This distinction between positive and negative politeness is very useful and it has endured the test of time in sociolinguistic politeness research. It has been used to research politeness in the widest range of contexts for the last forty years, from conversations between intimates in the private setting of homes, through to very public contexts, including in courtrooms and parliaments. It will be applied to the range of different places where we examine politeness in this book.

			
			

			Other considerations which influence the level and type of politeness we use include the cost or benefit that any act will have for others, such as when we are asking for a favour. To demonstrate this, it’s worth comparing the difference between borrowing a pen versus asking to be lent a large sum of money by a friend. In addition to their categories of positive and nega­tive politeness, Brown and Levinson8 refer to the cost-benefit process as ‘weightiness’, when speakers ‘weigh up’ how much politeness they need to use for the outcome they desire. This process of weighing up draws on an assessment of the power relationship between speakers and how much solidarity or social distance there is between those communicating.

			A request to borrow a substantial amount of money from a friend comes at quite a cost, with very little benefit to the friend, and so it will need far more politeness work than just use of the explicit politeness marker please: ‘Please can I borrow X?’ just won’t be enough. This simple politeness request would be completely appropriate for borrowing a pen, as the imposition and obligation of the pen is small, status is equal and intimacy between friends will be stronger than social distance. However, asking to borrow money is far riskier. The request needs to be longer and more complex to do more linguistic work. Consider the following: ‘I’m so sorry, I really don’t want to have to ask you this, but I’m in a really tight spot paying our mortgage and I think I’m about to lose my job. Is there any way at all that you would consider lending me £200 just to tide me over? I promise I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.’

			This longer and more complicated request includes an apology, a statement of reluctance to ask in the first place, a justification of why the request is being made, details of what the money would be spent on and a promise and reassurance that it would be paid back swiftly. This extra linguistic work is needed to justify the weightiness of such a request to a friend and it also increases the requester’s chances of success in gaining access to the much-needed cash. Using such detailed politeness strategies to borrow a pen would be very inappropriate and most likely be viewed as laughable and over the top.

			
			

			These useful concepts of weightiness and ranking of the imposition have been key features of Brown and Levinson’s work since the 1970s, alongside positive and negative politeness. Their work has been very influential and they have been credited with establishing politeness as an international area of linguistic enquiry in its own right.

			Their research, and the work of those who have followed in their footsteps, has tried to provide answers to complex questions, including: why don’t people say exactly what they mean when they talk to each other? Why do some people get offended when certain things are said to them, but others do not? Why do some people find humour in banter, but others get offended by it? Why do some people swear, whilst others find swearing objectionable? Why is there so much variety in the terms of address that we use for each other, and how do we decide on what terms to use?

			Early politeness research in the 1970s and 1980s focused on co-operation and harmony, and all of the ways in which we try to protect and be considerate of one another in communication, including how we show power, deference and formality through the ways in which we address each other. From the 1990s onwards, researchers also began to examine impoliteness, as there was a realisation that impoliteness was far more commonplace in everyday communication than linguists had first assumed. Researchers developed practical frameworks to explain what happens when conflict and disharmony occur in communication and offence is caused, as well as focusing on co-operation and harmony. And so it became important to analyse exactly what impoliteness looks like, how it happens, the impact it has and how it can potentially be resolved.

			
			

			Impoliteness is critically important in showing us where the boundaries of politeness rules lie – observing what happens next when impoliteness takes place tells us a great deal about a society’s morality and civility. It can also tell us a great deal about ourselves, how we display our identities when we are under pressure and how we see ourselves as conversationalists. If we think about times when we have encountered impoliteness in our lives, it is useful to consider what was said, whether we assessed the impoliteness to be deliberate or not and whether there were any attempts to repair any damage that had been done – for example, an apology for causing offence. The ways in which the encounter ended is also an important consideration – how serious was the offence? Did harmony get restored? Did the relationship suffer or break down? How were things finally resolved, if at all? Did the situation escalate beyond impoliteness to law breaking, through verbal abuse, threats or physical violence? Did anyone lose their job or get prosecuted?

			UK linguist Jonathan Culpeper9 is an impoliteness specialist who has mapped out various ways in which impoliteness can be delivered and responded to. He argues that it is crucial for impol­iteness not to be from a common stereotypical perspective in popular culture as a ‘debased form of language’ or as something that is an uncontrolled ‘emotional reflex’. Impoliteness is just as strategic, creative and powerful as politeness. Impoliteness can be shown through insults or abusive terms of address, using scorn or ridicule, being condescending, deliberately disagreeing with someone, telling inappropriate jokes, staying silent in cultures where talk is expected, acting uninterested or being unsympathetic. Other strategies are: threatening or abusive language, including words and phrases known to be taboo, using sarcasm or irony, making rude gestures, invading the other person’s space, being verbally aggressive through shouting, swearing at someone in a threatening way or interrupting and preventing another person from talking when they wish to speak, or by using overpoliteness – being excessively polite so that it stands out as breaking a social norm.

			
			

			People respond to initial acts of impoliteness in various ways, depending on whether they are willing to enter into conflict with another person and the severity of the situation. Culpeper10 points out that, as impoliteness causes offence, there will be negative consequences for those involved, including sadness, suffering or hurt experienced by the person who has been offended. In terms of what happens next, Culpeper and colleagues11 argue that one option is not to respond at all to an impolite comment, choosing instead to keep silent. If a response is given by the person on the receiving end, then they could apologise if they feel responsible, which will likely de-escalate the situation and signal that they are trying to repair the relationship. Alternatively, they may ‘counter’ the initial impoliteness by either going on the offensive and lashing out with their own impolite comment or going on the defensive, where the recipient of the impoliteness tries to defend their original position.

			Culpeper and colleagues12 give the following as a typical example of how impoliteness can escalate. On a street in New York, the driver of a car has been attempting to park and ends up in an altercation with a pedestrian about who has the right of way. The argument descends into a series of insults, showing an offensive–offensive pattern (the car driver is noticeably overweight):

			 

			Pedestrian: Oh, shut up you fat pig!

			Driver: Go fuck yourself!

			Pedestrian: Go on a diet.

			Driver: Go fuck yourself! 13

			 

			
			

			In situations like this, when someone replies to one offensive comment with another offensive comment, conflict typically escalates. Conflict between road users is a very common cause of impoliteness between strangers. This is partly because driving is such a high-risk activity – people’s senses are heightened because serious physical harm can occur, either to oneself or to one’s family and friends as passengers, as well as the fact that financial loss can instantly take place if things go wrong on the road. There is also a sense of moral outrage that is invoked when other people break the rules of the road, which arguably makes people more inclined to react more impolitely than they normally would, especially when another road user has done something risky or dangerous.

			Chances are that you will have either been involved in or witnessed impoliteness whilst out on the road as a driver, pedestrian, cyclist, horse rider or other sort of road user. Impoliteness is typically delivered through a combination of language and gestures, with hand gestures (including those that are non-verbal signals for swearing) favoured if speakers cannot hear each other or if used for additional emphasis. Impoliteness, annoyance and frustration can also be communicated using a car’s mechanics, including flashing of lights, braking very quickly if someone is travelling too close behind and aggressive honking of the car horn, which goes beyond any legal use of the horn to signal one’s presence. More significant altercations on the road where impoliteness escalates can result in impoliteness tipping over into illegal behaviour if verbal threats or physical violence results.

			Staying with the theme of driving and traffic, as it is a rich area to explore when thinking about impoliteness, Culpeper and colleagues14 give an alternative pattern of response: the offensive–defensive pattern, drawing on the communication strategies used by traffic wardens towards motorist offenders in a fly-on-the-wall TV documentary series called The Clampers. In the following exchange, a traffic warden had put a clamp on the wheel of a car for a parking violation. The driver returned to his car whilst the traffic warden was still present and so he decided to confront him. The driver engaged in impoliteness, using an offensive strategy in the form of a challenging question to call out the traffic warden’s ticket as showing a lack of intelligence: ‘Don’t you think this is a bit stupid?’ The traffic warden chooses to respond defensively with, ‘Well you see, I’m just doing my job.’15 By blaming his job role, the traffic warden side­steps any personal accountability – this is a very common and rather useful strategy for those who work in professions where they are regularly subject to impoliteness as they come into conflict with others as part of their everyday job role. The traffic warden example is a typical de-escalation strategy which can be used as an attempt to defuse conflict. It maintains the traffic warden’s status and their position as a good, competent professional who is just doing their job and who won’t be drawn into verbal abuse.

			
			

			Those who work as traffic wardens, police officers, bailiffs, debt collectors, security staff and bouncers, amongst many other roles, have clear professional responsibilities based on unequal power relationships and social distance between them and members of the public. It is important that those in such professional roles avoid offensive–offensive patterns and do not descend into slinging insults at members of the public if they are to maintain their professional status and avoid reprimands or accusations of inappropriate conduct.

			Of course, not everyone will be able to abide by the politeness rules that are in place for their job role. In Cardiff in 2016, a member of the public who had just received a parking ticket filmed a traffic warden telling him to ‘fuck off’.16 The member of the public decided to release his video on social media and it went viral. He claimed that he started filming because he wanted to explain the reason he didn’t have a ticket to the traffic warden, but the traffic warden wouldn’t listen. The traffic warden is first recorded telling the member of the public that he will have him arrested for filming him. He then goes on to angrily shout, ‘You’re the person who parked their fucking car there, so fuck off!’ The member of the public then ironically replies, ‘Nice language; well done, sir.’17 His use of the formal term of address ‘sir’ draws attention to the lack of respect the warden has just shown him as a member of the public. As the traffic warden walks away, he sticks two fingers up at the camera and at the person he has ticketed. Once the video had been watched by the traffic warden’s employers at Cardiff City Council, an official statement was released confirming that he had been removed from duty with immediate effect. A spokesperson stated that, ‘The council does not condone this type of behaviour and has guidelines which we expect our employees to adhere to.’18 This case epitomises how failure to abide by the politeness rules for one’s profession when interacting with members of the public is newsworthy if caught on a recording device; it can result in ­disciplinary action and job loss, and so the stakes are high in ­situations where individuals need to keep their impoliteness under control and instead, on the face of it at least, appear polite.

			
			

			Many fly-on-the-wall reality television programmes such as The Clampers focus on real-life situations where conflict is expected to take place due to the job role. Other programmes have been deliberately staged to provoke people into being impolite to each other. There are multiple versions of these franchises broadcast in countries across the world, translated into many different languages. Such programmes have become a dominant form of popular entertainment over the last two decades and many impoliteness researchers have used such programmes for research data and analysis. Culpeper19 has focused on the hugely successful and long-running TV quiz show programme The Weakest Link, which originated in the UK. From 2000 to 2012, contestants were constantly subject to ridicule, scorn and derision by the show’s host, Anne Robinson. Most often, the impoliteness was targeted at the contestants’ incorrect answers and their perceived lack of knowledge and intelligence. The show has had significant global success, having been adapted in over fifty countries internationally.

			
			

			TV celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay is another high-profile example of someone who has turned impoliteness into a highly profitable entertainment genre in his various TV series of ‘kitchen nightmares’ on both sides of the Atlantic. The show involved him going into failing catering businesses and challenging them to turn their fortunes around, which Ramsay did by often being very rude and challenging to the staff, using insults, scorn, ridi­cule, derision and condescending remarks, accompanied by multiple expletives, to emphasise his anger and frustration at those who are doing a bad job. Some of the appeal of reality TV programmes such as The Apprentice also comes from an expect­ation that impoliteness and conflict will occur, as individuals are pitched against each other in a divisive competition format, particularly where there is the chance to win a highly prized career opportunity.

			Clearly, then, all of these examples show us that members of the general viewing public are fascinated by watching norms being broken and conflict unfolding in other people’s lives. But what does the popularity and success of these television programmes tell us about politeness and human behaviour more broadly? Culpeper points out that part of the popularity of impoliteness in entertainment is due to a voyeuristic pleasure that people derive from watching impoliteness and conflict on TV, where a sense of enjoyment and gratification is gained from watching the pain of others. It is also popular as audience members can feel superior to the people who have been drawn into the impolite exchanges that they are witnessing. Culpeper further points out that the audience watching conflict unfold on television has the added advantage of knowing that they are safe (unlike if they were witnessing an argument or a fight in a public place). When impoliteness and conflict happen to us, our emotions run high and we may well be upset, fearful or angry. However, if we are watching other people in conflict with each other on TV or via social media videos, we are at a safe physical and emotional distance. We are free to derive a sense of gratification and satisfaction in watching conflict unfold, from a position of superiority. There is also a sense of escapism from our own lives – we can criticise the impolite behaviour of others and pass moral judgements on their rudeness without any fear of personal rebuke or impact on ourselves or our own interpersonal relationships.

			
			

			Such media can also be enjoyable because it grants us special access to parts of people’s lives which are not usually seen in public. In some shows and videos, the audience is given access to observe impolite and rude behaviours which people try their best to hide. Another aspect which draws large audiences back to watch is the desire to find out what happens next with conflictual relationships and/or to see how different people react in difficult situations, such as getting a parking ticket. Precisely because this access is so privileged, these shows make for compelling and addictive viewing. As human beings, we are fascinated with watching and observing politeness and impoliteness in the social behaviours of others, and so mass media producers have capitalised on this and created a number of successful formats which allow easy access without having to leave the comfort of our own homes.

			If you enjoy these programmes and social media videos, the next time you are seeing impoliteness unfold on ­screen, consider why you are watching it. Whose behaviour do you like or dislike? What kinds of moral judgements are you making about the people involved? What are you finding enjoyable and/or humorous? What is it that draws you back to watch? How do your views compare with the opinions of your friends and family? Your answers here will tell you a great deal about your own moral attitudes to impoliteness, and where your own boundaries of polite behaviour lie.

			
			

			Finally, when we are considering impoliteness, one note of caution is that it is important to acknowledge that people with neurodiverse conditions including autism, ADHD, Asperger’s syndrome and Tourette’s syndrome may struggle with politeness norms and conventions. For example, being able to maintain eye contact, or speaking at the culturally expected speed or volume, may be very difficult for neurodivergent individuals and such behaviour may be mistaken for impoliteness, even if politeness norms are not being intentionally broken. This book focuses on the experiences of neurotypical individuals, defined as the majority of the population who process information in ways that are typical within their cultures. This is not to suggest that the experiences of those who fall outside of this category are unimportant; rather my research expertise is with neurotypical populations, and I wish to leave space for others with special­isation in neurodiversity to tell the story of how neurodiverse populations interact with societal politeness and impoliteness norms to do this justice.

			Here, then, we have gone through the different ways in which politeness and impoliteness norms have been defined and recognised by sociolinguists in their research. I have emphasised how politeness is essential in enabling human beings to co-operate with one another and make meaningful relationships. I have also defined politeness and given an overview of different politeness terms and the most important approaches to politeness from sociolinguistics. Additionally, I have outlined the importance of defining and examining impoliteness, to ensure that a more comprehensive picture of politeness is presented from different angles, including when politeness fails and when impoliteness takes over. We will now move on to add identities, communities and cultures into our consideration of politeness and impoliteness in everyday communication.

			
			

			Identities, communities and cultures

			When we engage in polite or impolite behaviour, we are displaying a particular version of our identities, which links directly to the beliefs, values and morals in the communities and cultures where we live. Sociolinguists have studied this extensively, and a useful way to think about identities when considering politeness is to split them into three core strands: ‘personal’, ‘social’ and ‘organisational’.20 These categories can aid us as individuals to reflect on our own sense of self and who we think we are, but also how we come across to others, given the different types of identities that we will display to one another in different settings.

			‘Personal’ identities refer to the different personality traits that we have, such as being extrovert or introvert, as well as our personal skills and experiences, including our competence and abilities to fulfil particular tasks. ‘Social’ identities include our sex, gender, race, ethnicity, age, sexuality and social class background, as well as identity features that are related to geographical identities, such as local, regional and national identities. These geographical categories will be assigned at birth, but they may well change if we relocate to other places and become members of new communities in different geographical locations. Our social identities do not exist in a vacuum and they continually intersect with each other – we are simultaneously aged, raced, gendered and classed by others based on assumptions and value judgements that are made about us, including the countries and cultures of where we are perceived to be from.

			‘Organisational’ identities refer to the more formal identity roles and categories that are allocated to us by the different organisations that we are connected to during our lives. This can be as part of education, healthcare, work and any other formally organised groups that we may interact with – in schools, colleges or universities, in hospitals or doctors’ surgeries, in workplaces, sports clubs or community groups. Within these organisations, we will be assigned specific named roles, such as student, teacher, nurse, doctor, patient, CEO, group leader, coach, instructor. And when we communicate in these organisations, these roles come with their own politeness rules and expectations. For example, swearing may be completely appropriate in some workplaces and yet highly stigmatised in others – such as in a school classroom from a pupil directed to a teacher or in a courtroom from a defendant to a judge. On occasions, certain aspects of our identities will be more important than others. For example, if someone starts to talk about age in conversation by introducing the topic of ageism and discrimination in the workplace, then the age of those present in the conversation will be foregrounded.

			
			

			Reflect for a moment on your own personal, social and organisational identities, as well as the identities of others with whom you interact. This can be family members, work colleagues, friends, acquaintances or complete strangers. How do your identities become more/less important in different situations? What politeness rules are in place for you but not for others who have different identities? How are these identities evaluated according to the politeness rules and norms in the communities and cultures where we interact?

			When we are thinking about culture and communities, it is really useful to follow a definition used by politeness researchers Helen Spencer-Oatey and Daniel Kádár.21 They assert that culture refers to ‘patterns of traditions, beliefs, values, schemas, norms and symbols’. These patterns will be shared by members of the same culture and they affect how we behave and how we evaluate the behaviour of others.

			It is also useful to split culture into ‘large’ culture and ‘small’ culture categories, following Adrian Holliday’s22 work. Large ­culture refers to ethnic, national and international identities and how individuals are affected by culture at scale – such as at the level of governments, education systems, the media or a country’s economy. In contrast, small cultures refer to the activity of much smaller groups of people who come together within large cultures to form communities and establish their own politeness norms which bond the group together. This can be at the level of families, friendship groups, sports teams and clubs, workplace teams or groups created via social media networks, all of which we will cover in this book.

			
			

			At the level of large culture, politeness research has focused a great deal on observable differences between politeness in Eastern and Western cultures. In Western cultures, a sense of self is based more on autonomy, independence and individualism. However, politeness research conducted in Eastern cultures, including Japan, China and Korea, has instead shown a much greater emphasis and importance placed on collective identities and group reactions instead of individuals.

			Although there are noticeable differences between Chinese and Japanese cultures, they both value group harmony more than individual autonomy, and this leads to different politeness norms and conventions. Respect and a sense of self in East Asian cultures stems from being included as part of a collectivist culture. Often, communication strategies are self-effacing, and more orientated to the other rather than the self. Communicative behaviour really gains social value when people come together and interact as part of a group with collective social roles and responsibilities, as opposed to communicating as an individual.

			We do need to be careful not to over-simplify here, as there will be occasions where group identities are really strong in individualistic cultures and vice versa, but, overall, it is useful to emphasise that politeness can have different meanings and manifestations for different cultural groups.

			At the level of small cultures, there have been multiple studies in which politeness researchers have investigated politeness rules and how they are developed within groups, asking how these different groups use politeness effectively to strengthen social bonds and enhance their interpersonal relationships. I have spent time analysing politeness norms that develop within particular groups as an important part of my business consultancy work, looking into how different workplace departments work effectively (or ineffectively) with one another to get tasks achieved.

			
			

			In one large organisation, two departments had very different politeness norms and expectations. The sales and marketing group favoured a very direct, competitive communication style. In contrast, the design group favoured indirect, co-operative styles. Whilst this worked fine when they were communicating within their individual departments, when they got together in larger, company-wide meetings, they clashed because their politeness norms were different. The design group perceived the sales group to be impolite because they favoured banter and gave orders directly. The sales group viewed the design group as unassertive complainers who didn’t say what they really meant in meetings, which they found confusing and frustrating. We’ll consider the consequences of such differences in team politeness norms when we investigate workplace talk in detail later in the book.

			The groups with which we feel the strongest sense of belonging, whether at home, at work or in public, are known as our in-groups, and we share communicative patterns with other members. This can be our family members, friendship groups, workplace colleagues, fellow players on sports teams or, on a larger scale, as supporters of the same team when spectating together in a stadium. These contrast with out-groups, the groups from whom we wish to dissociate ourselves, or with whom we feel like outsiders. Our language styles will diverge between the two. Sociolinguists have devised theories around group membership to show how our feelings towards others affect our language choices. One of these is called ‘communication accommodation’.23 If we want to be included in the group, then we learn to adjust our language styles to the politeness norms for this group to make sure that we fit in as legitimate members. For example, we will learn what jokes or types of humour are appropriate and which are not. If we wish to ­dissociate from a group, then we will use strategies that differ from these group norms – for example, being too formal. Politeness is key here in conveying solidarity and a wish to be included or, conversely, conveying social distance and a wish to be dissociated from certain groups.

			
			

			In addition to the language choices that we make, our identities play a part in our body language and communicative gestures. This is part of the overall ‘demeanour’ of how we present ourselves to those around us. ‘Demeanour’ was defined by influential sociologist Erving Goffman24 as how we perform our identities through body language and gestures when communicating. It includes how we dress, how we style our hair, how we move our bodies – including our stance and how we choose to walk, talk and sit. In part, this will be influenced by our socio-economic class background and how we have been taught to behave politely in public, as well as age, race, ethnicity, gender identity, sexuality, peer group, religion and any other social features that may be relevant in a particular situation. If we are interacting in public, it may also include additional organisational identities that come with their own rules or norms for demeanour – for example, many workplaces or sports teams will have their own uniforms or dress codes. Value judgements based on politeness and etiquette are consistently applied to different demeanours, with individuals making assessments based on who is deemed to be desirable to be around.

			Value judgements based on politeness and etiquette codes are constantly applied to different demeanours. We make assessments about whom we most want to associate with and whom we least want to associate with based on desirable demeanours. Consider the last time that you went to a formal social occasion, such as a wedding, a birthday party, a workplace night out or a social event of a sports team or a community organisation to which you belong. How did you show group membership through your choices of dress, body language and stance? How did you converse with others? What types of humour were used (if any)? Did you feel that you had legitimate membership of your group? Why/why not? Did everyone behave according to the politeness norms of the occasion? If not, consider how and why politeness norms were broken and what the short-term and long-term consequences of this were for those involved.

			
			

			Decoding politeness in adolescence

			To get us thinking in more detail about the connections between politeness, appropriateness and demeanour, it is useful to consider one particular stage in our lives when demeanour is really acute: adolescence. Adolescents frequently push the boundaries of politeness rules and acceptable behaviour. They will often use language innovatively, including different pronunciations for their in-group and the creation of new words and slang terms to show membership. As they try out different identities and strive to find their own styles and unique demeanours, they will alter and experiment with how they present themselves and their bodies. This innovation often involves adolescents dissociating themselves from the identities and communication practices of older generations, particularly voices of authority, including parents, caregivers and teachers.

			For example, secondary schools in the UK (ages eleven to eighteen) often choose to have stringent uniform codes, including avoiding hair dye, not wearing jewellery or having piercings, as well as prescription in terms of length of skirts and length of ties, based on what the school deems to be an appropriate demeanour to show politeness and respect for the school and its rules. Pupils often create innovative workarounds to try and break the politeness rules for dress as small acts of rebellion and rule-breaking, for example, rolling skirts up at the waist or fastening ties the wrong way around. Schools employ sanctions for dress code infractions, often in the form of detentions.

			
			

			In countries where schools do not have such widespread uniform policies or dress codes, such as the US and Canada, there’s arguably a greater degree of freedom for adolescents in terms of the demeanours they display through appearance, with students having more freedom to choose what they wear. Sociolinguists Penelope Eckert and Sally McConnell-Ginet25 studied high schools in California and focused on how adolescents used their demeanour through dress, gesture and stance to signal strong in-group membership, as well as how adolescents are language innovators. In their research, they describe the very strict dress codes of girls who belong to the self-described ‘Asian Wall’26 – which refers to a brick wall in the school where Asian students hang out together during their break times. To be a legitimate member of the ‘Asian Wall’ you firstly need to be of Asian descent. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet observe how the Asian-American students who belong to the Asian Wall congregate at the wall and display very similar demeanours and language styles to display politeness, solidarity and a strong sense of group membership with each other. Eckert describes how they have ‘high platform shoes, skinny bell-bottoms, and very small T-shirts, with hips cocked. As they toss their heads, their long, sleek black hair (in some cases tinted brown) swishes across their waists, the slimness of which is emphasized by shiny belts. Some of them talk to, some lean on, quiet-demeanoured boys with baggy jeans and baggy shirts, with hair long on the top and shaved at the bottom.’27

			They then introduce us to one of the adolescent girls, known as Linda. They observe Linda talking to one of the boys, asking him a direct question about his identity, described as follows: ‘Linda turns away from her group of friends with a characteristic tilted head toss, bringing her hair around her shoulders; and with an exaggerated high-rise intonation on the pronoun, she calls to a boy who’s standing nearby. “What are you?” Another girl answers for him, replying that he is “Japanese Filipino”.’28

			
			

			Their observation contains a great deal of information about identity labels and the broader performance of adolescent identities for this ethnic group, particularly how this shows solidarity and inclusion. Group solidarity is actively displayed through dress, stance, language style and gesture. It also shows how components of our identities are very difficult to pull apart, with gender, ethnicity, heterosexuality, life stage and social status all visible and being simultaneously displayed here. Because adolescence is a time when identities are particularly acute, it is a popular area of research for sociolinguists who specialise in the role that language plays in displays of identity, group membership and language change.

			Think back a moment to your own adolescence (or if you have teenage children in your family, you could also consider them) and how membership of different groups, including friendship groups, is displayed. How did you display politeness through solidarity and belonging? How did other groups display different behaviours? What language features, dress and demeanours strengthened or weakened solidarity and social bonds between you? What created distance with other groups? Have any of these communication features transferred into adulthood with you?

			Whilst the acuteness of such identity displays and the desire to be different and rebellious arguably diminishes for many as we venture into adulthood, a sense of group belonging is still critical in our adult lives, and our ability to use politeness to show solidarity and social bonds through our language, gestures, dress and demeanour is still crucial, as we will see throughout the chapters in this book.

			
			

			Tattoos and piercings

			In discussing demeanour, it is also interesting to consider tattoos and body piercings as part of politeness. Tattoos can be visible markers of identity, and can also signal group belonging in some cultures and contexts. However, tattoos can also provoke assumptions of uncouth, inappropriate behaviour that break taboos and even the law in others. In the vast majority of countries, you have to be over eighteen to get a tattoo, partly to prevent adolescents getting tattoos which they later regret. Reactions to tattoos and piercings vary greatly, depending upon cultural rules of what is deemed appropriate and attitudes also change over time. In countries including Iran and Saudi Arabia, tattoos are illegal for religious reasons; in Japan, there are long-standing cultural associations of tattoos with gang members and criminality and so tattoos are not allowed to be on display in public places including swimming pools, saunas and spas. In Denmark, it is illegal to get a tattoo on your hands, neck or head, including your face.

			Academics have investigated tattoos in the workplace, and how a worker’s professional competence can be called into question in some professions if they have visible tattoos or body piercings. Selena Au and colleagues29 found that, in Canadian hospitals, thirty per cent of family members with relatives in intensive care reported that it was important to them that their physician did not have visible tattoos, as this damaged family members’ confidence and trust in a physician’s clinical competence. Thirty-nine per cent also said it was important for clinicians not to have visible piercings for the same reasons.

			In a US study investigating parents’ reactions to paediatric healthcare practitioners with visible tattoos, Scarlett Johnson and colleagues30 surveyed over 300 parents to assess whether they would trust a doctor treating their child who had a visible neck tattoo or facial piercings. Their participants consistently gave tattooed healthcare practitioners lower confidence ratings when compared with non-tattooed practitioners. Some parents
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