LING 131 LANGUAGE AND STYLE

Week 10 Lecture 1: Meaning Between the Lines 2 – Politeness

Politeness is the term used to refer to a whole range of linguistic strategies that display to the hearer that the speaker (a) has a positive opinion of the hearer and (b) does not want to impose on him/her. They are devices for saving face, of both the speaker and the hearer.

Consider the following possible politeness strategies:

Questions:


‘Do you think you could stop smoking?’

Negatives:


‘I don’t suppose you could stop smoking’

Impersonal Constructions:
‘Smoking is not permitted in this carriage’

Hedges:


‘Perhaps you could stop smoking’ etc.

Positive politeness

Negative politeness

Impoliteness
Top Girls (Act 2, Scene 1 – an interview at the employment agency.)
by Caryl Churchill
1. WIN:
Now, Louise, hello. I have your details here. You’ve been very loyal to the one job I see.

2. LOUISE:
Yes I have.

3. WIN:
Twenty years is a long time in one place.

4. LOUISE:
I feel it is. I feel it’s time to move on.

5. WIN:
And you are what age now?

6. LOUISE:
I’m in my early forties.

7. WIN:
Exactly?

8. LOUISE:
Forty-six.

9. WIN:
It’s not necessarily a handicap. Well it is of course, we have to face that. But it’s not necessarily a disabling handicap. Experience does count for something.

10. LOUISE:
I hope so.

11. WIN:
Now between ourselves is there any trouble, any reason why you’re leaving that wouldn’t appear on the form?

12. LOUISE:
Nothing like that.

13. WIN:
Like what?

14. LOUISE:
Nothing at all.

15. WIN:
No long term understandings come to a sudden end, making for an insupportable atmosphere?

16. LOUISE:
I’ve always completely avoided anything like that at all.

17. WIN:
No personality clashes with your immediate superiors or inferiors?

18. LOUISE:
I’ve always taken care to get on very well with everyone.

19. WIN:
I only ask because it can affect the reference and it also affects your motivation. I want to be quite clear why you’re moving on. So I take it the job itself no longer satisfies you. Is it the money?

20. LOUISE:
It’s partly the money. It’s not so much the money.

21. WIN:
Nine thousand is very respectable. Have you dependants?

22. LOUISE:
No, no dependants. My mother died.

23. WIN:
So why are you making a change?

24. LOUISE:
Other people make changes.

25. WIN:
But why are you, now, after spending most of your life in one place?

LING 131 LANGUAGE AND STYLE

Week 10 Seminar: Meaning Between the Lines 2 - Politeness

A. Reading

Read pages 212-17 and 222-37 (ELPPP). The first extract is on politeness and so relates directly to the task below. The second extract relates to assumptions of various kinds, and so connects to the lecture we gave you at the end of week 9.

B. Seminar Task

1.
Read the extract from Come On Jeeves carefully.

2.
Examine the ways in which the two characters are polite and/or impolite to one another. Do the characters use the same style(s) of politeness and impoliteness? Who wins, and why?

It may be helpful to remember that there are two different kinds of politeness:

A.
We feel the need to be praised by others and so it is polite to (a) praise others (e.g. ‘You’re very clever’) and (b) to dispraise oneself (e.g. ‘No, I’m pretty dim really’). Technically this is called Positive Politeness.

B.
We also like to go about our business in the world unimpeded. So it is polite to (a) ease the path of others and (b) to make life more difficult for oneself in doing so. This is usually called Negative Politeness.

Note that you can be really impolite by doing the opposite of what the politeness principles suggest (e.g. praising oneself or making others go out of their way to ease one’s own path).

3.
Look at the text in terms of turn-taking patterns, conversational implicature and assumptions as well. Indeed, you may well discover that what you find here ties in with the issues revolving around politeness/impoliteness.

Come On Jeeves by P. G. Wodehouse.

CONTEXT: Jeeves is the Earl of Towcester’s butler. In order to raise cash, the Earl has been operating as a bookie under a false identity, with Jeeves as his clerk. After the last race, they quickly ran away in order not to pay Captain Biggar the £3000 that he was owed. The Captain pursued their car but was stopped by the police for speeding. In this scene he enters the Earl’s house and is faced by Jeeves.

JEEVES flicks phone table, coffee table, etc., and empties ashtrays. A man appears in French window. This is CAPTAIN BIGGAR. He is a weather-beaten colonial, with a bronzed face, a clipped moustache and the air of being a tough customer.
1. CAPTAIN:

Good evening.

The voice has a familiar ring to JEEVES, but he turns with great calm and continues to dust out ashtrays and polish them with a cloth he has taken from the drawer.

2. JEEVES:
Yes, sir? May I suggest that the front door is round to the right, the tradesman’s entrance to the left?

3. CAPTAIN:

I’ve just been having a dekko at your Austin.

4. JEEVES:
Your allusion, I presume, is to the car of my employer, the Earl of Towcester?

5. CAPTAIN:
The Earl of Towcester - ? That’s true, then, is it? The police said… (He comes into the room.)

6. JEEVES
(interrupting): You are possibly unaware, sir, that your entry into this room constitutes a trespass?

7. CAPTAIN:

That be damned. When you’re chasing crooks –

8. JEEVES:

Crooks?

9. CAPTAIN:
People who take your money and don’t pay what they owe are crooks. And we don’t stand on ceremony with them in Kuala Lumpur.

10. JEEVES:
You appear to be under some misapprehension. If you have any business with his lordship, will you kindly state it briefly and at once?

11. CAPTAIN:
My old Wolseley would have caught up with that car if the police hadn’t nabbed me for speeding. I told them I was chasing a welshing bookie and his clerk and gave them the car number – (Points off in presumed direction of garage.) – that car number.

12. JEEVES:
Since the police presumably informed you that the car in question is the property of Lord Towcester, I find your presence here bordering on the incomprehensible.

13. CAPTAIN:
Listen. You’re coming it very grand, but let me tell you, my good man, that I’m used to dealing with Rajahs, Viziers and three-tailed Bashaws.

14. JEEVES:
There is no question of being grand. I am, however, dressed in a little brief authority, and I shall exercise it by asking you to leave this room at once.

15. CAPTAIN:
I’ve not finished saying my say…

16. JEEVES:
I see I shall have to summon the police. (He goes to telephone, picks up receiver.)

17. CAPTAIN
(beginning to crack): Wait a minute. I’ve not come to make any trouble for Lord Towcester. Seems someone borrowed his car today…with or without his permission…

18. JEEVES:
Nobody borrowed his lordship’s car. Of that I can assure you. It is a clear case of mistaken identity. (He replaces receiver, but stands with his hand on it.)

19. CAPTAIN:
Don’t tell me! That car was used today by a bookie called ‘Honest Patch Perkins’ and his clerk.

20. JEEVES:
In the kindliest spirit I suggest that your eyesight needs medical attention.

21. CAPTAIN:
My eyesight? My eyesight? Do you know who you’re talking to? I am Sahib Biggar.

22. JEEVES:
I regret to say that the name is unknown to me. However, Sahib, I can only repeat…

23. CAPTAIN

(cutting in on ‘Sahib’): In this country I use my title of Captain.

24. JEEVES:
Sahib or Captain, I still say that you have made the pardonable mistake of misreading a licence number.

25. CAPTAIN:
Look, perhaps you’re not up on these things. I am a white hunter, the most famous white hunter in Malaya, Indonesia, Africa. I can stand without fear in the path of an oncoming rhino…and why? Because I know I can get him in that one vulnerable spot before he’s within sixty paces.

26. JEEVES:
I concede that you may have trained your eyes for that purpose, but, poorly informed as I am on the subject, I do not believe that rhinoceri are equipped with number plates.

(BILL appears in hall doorway. He stops dead as he sees the CAPTAIN. JEEVES turns to him with reassuring calm.)

