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Abstract. Puzzles of linguistic politeness and impoliteness are outlined.
A framework for articulating formal semantic theories of linguistic polite-
ness and impoliteness is adopted. The framework provides a foundation
for a semantic theory that builds on past argument that (im)politeness
behaviors arise from offence management associated with disgust. The
theory is shown to explain some of the puzzles of (im)politeness.
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1 Introduction

Some forms of conflict involve participants intending or experiencing psycholog-
ical offence, as opposed to more physically impinging threat. Offensiveness may
be modulated by behaviors of politeness and impoliteness. An upsetting message
may be tempered by polite delivery, or a message that is literally positive may be
reversed through impolite conveyance (see [15]). Among the features that com-
prise delivery are forms of linguistic packaging. The means, cross-linguistically,
of creating emphasis within propositional content of a message, partly with refer-
ence to information states of interlocutors, have been discussed as “information
packaging” [41]. Herein, attention is drawn to the fact that attitudinal orien-
tation to both message content and interlocutors is also potentially packaged
linguistically.

Linguistic manifestations of politeness and impoliteness present some puzzles
about human behavior. A number of these puzzles are detailed in the next part
of this paper. However, the main puzzle of linguistic politeness and impoliteness
is an existential one. That these linguistic flourishes exist at all is at odds with
other linguistic behaviors which tend to minimize communicative effort.

Aspects of linguistic politeness and impoliteness are well explained from the
point of view of semantic theory, and may ultimately be integrated into a multi-
dimensional account of meaning in the context of interaction [9]. Such an ap-
proach may, as here, be sympathetic to the idea that perceptions of (im)politeness



may differ among interlocutors in particular situations [14]. However, perspec-
tivalism is not obviously more necessary in accounts of (im)politeness than of
propositional content, for which it is also necessary [25]. This article details an
attempt to use a semantic analysis of linguistic (im)politeness to explain some
of the puzzles of (im)politeness. A number are resolved by noting the semantic
function of politeness in signaling attitudinal orientation.

The semantic theory of impoliteness described in the third part of this paper
is intended to partially specify what is meant by expressions regarded as polite or
impolite. A truth-conditional approach to semantics articulates the constraints
that the world has to satisfy in order for relevant expressions to be correctly
interpreted as true or false, polite or impolite. Because of the situated element
of (im)politeness, articulating the constraints on the world which have to be in
place in order for an utterance of a sentence to be evaluated as, for example,
true and impolite also provides a reasonable characterization of what makes non-
linguistic behaviors in the same situations also be deemed impolite, and therefore
a semantic theory of the sort described here provides an effective interface to
pragmatic theory, as well. Addressing some of the puzzles of politeness and
impoliteness through the semantic theory provides an evaluation of the theory.

The semantic theory invoked here is informed by the view that politeness and
impoliteness behaviors are manifestations of offence management, offence rooted
in disgust [45, 44].1 This etiological account of politeness and impoliteness has
the advantage of offering an explanation for the existential puzzle of linguistic
(im)politeness: the energy required for these locutions is significant, and un-
like other forms of complexity in language, for example, referential descriptions,
which become less involved and more phonologically reduced with each refer-
ence in conversation, the language of (im)politeness does not appear to undergo
reduction on the same scale. The explanation which anchors (im)politeness in
disgust management holds that it is the desire not to be seen as disgusting which
prompts politeness and the perception of disgust which draws out impoliteness.
This theory is feasible because of the nature of the human disgust response: dis-
gust triggers are generally felt as irreversibly polluting;2 the response, which has
physical oral-facial realizations connected to expulsion reflexes, includes subse-
quent avoidance even after a single exposure; the disgust response generalizes
from primary sources to associates in relatively unfettered contagion; associates
may be conceptual as well as tangible. Because the disgust response, once trig-
gered by an encounter, leads to immediate and future avoidance,3 and since
people generally dread ostracism, it is in the interest of social agents to avoid
triggering disgust. Politeness mechanisms are therefore adaptive mechanisms

1 This is an evolutionary account that anchors politeness in selective processes as-
sociated with disgust. Alternative accounts, from the perspective of socio-cultural
development, also exist [4].

2 Attempts to reverse pollution often involve symbolic treatments that are more vig-
orous than any physical cleansing that would be strictly necessary.

3 The effects of proximity have been argued to discriminate disgust and fear [31]:
separation by a small distance and secure barriers mitigates fear, but with the same
intervening distance and iron bars, disgust is not diminished.



that mitigate disgust. Impoliteness is explained as well by the experience of
(generalized) disgust triggered by the target of impoliteness and the desire the
impolite speaker has for this view of the target to be shared by witnesses.4 The
persistent effort involved in the language of (im)politeness makes sense in light
of the profound power of the disgust response.

The paper proceeds by describing some of the other puzzles of linguistic
(im)politeness (§2). In §3 a formal semantic theory of (im)politeness is detailed,
and §4 addresses the puzzles within this framework. The semantics makes use
of events as ontological primitives, but assumes that these can be examined at
varying levels of granularity. That is, the semantics does not require an extensive
ontological inventory, but rather specifies constraints that must hold on events
that figure into acts of (im)politeness, linguistic or otherwise.

2 Puzzles of (im)politeness

(Im)politeness behaviors in general present some puzzles: as indicated above, the
biggest puzzle is that linguistic politeness is so persistently ornate. An explana-
tion has already been provided for this, and the framework for semantic analysis
of (im)politeness that arises from formalizing aspects of offence management can
also elucidate other curiosities surrounding (im)politeness. The issues described
in this section are possibly surprising in contrast to other aspects of language or
first glances at how the semantics of politeness might function.

2.1 Linguistic or extra-linguistic

One puzzle is whether (im)politeness is a feature of language at all, or rather
only a feature of behavior more generally. To focus on linguistic (im)politeness is
to attend to dimensions of offence mitigation and accentuation that are achieved
through language, apart from dimensions of offence management that are con-
ducted via other channels of communication. Some have essentially argued that
there is no place for a linguistic theory of (im)politeness, since perceptions of
such are subjectively reached and given the claim that linguistic forms do not
have politeness or impoliteness inherently in their meaning [46]. Others have
argued that (im)politeness is inherent in the meaning of some forms of language
[13, pg. 118]. That an expression is ambiguous or conveys layers of meaning is
not sufficient to dismiss the importance of semantics in the interpretation of
(im)polite language, just as semantic theory provides critical illumination of the
interpretation of metaphorical language (see [42, 43])

4 Impoliteness contains the risk for the speaker that the act will be viewed by wit-
nesses without sympathy for the speaker’s view but in favor of the perspective of
the impoliteness target.



2.2 Excess

For example, although politeness is a positive behavior by default, excessive
politeness, obsequiousness, is not esteemed (see (1));5 thus, politeness is not
monotonically additive.

(1) Please, allow me to most humbly and with supreme deference offer to your
superlatively splendid self the information that the time is 12:30.

2.3 Circular spectrum

It has been noted that in some contexts, language that might otherwise be
understood as rude is actually part of the normal code for interaction [6], and
is therefore less reasonable to understand as impolite. Additionally, in some of
contexts that include interactants who are exceedingly familiar (such as family),
it can be deemed impolite to use the language of politeness: an example like
(2.a), in contrast to (2.b), may well be less appropriate for communication with
one’s parents than for a colleague or client.

(2) a. Please, let me know what time you’d like me to arrive.
b. Let me know what time you’d like me to arrive.

Note that this is distinct from the possibility of mock (im)politeness, in which an
ironic interpretation is forced. Rather, the same utterance, without ironic intent,
may obtain a politeness-polarity switch depending on the context. Therefore,
while it is natural to think of a mono-dimensional scale between politeness and
impoliteness, it is worth considering whether a more appropriate conceptualiza-
tion is not a spectrum, but a color wheel.6

2.4 Saussureanism

Saussurean communicators use language with the same meaning-form mapping
for interpretation as for production, and it seems that natural language in general
is used in this bi-directional way. This is not a necessary truth about language,
but one that could have evolved differently. With evolutionary models, it has
been shown that Saussureans “win” over imitators and calculators under relevant
initial-state assumptions [27]. Nonetheless, people are not manifestly Saussurean
with respect to offence and offensive language. A behavior may offend the speaker
when produced by others, but the speaker may not intend nor notice offence felt
by others when the speaker produces the same behavior.7 Thus, it seems that
the language of (im)politeness is not completely Saussurean.

5 Conversely, impoliteness, when used as a tool of iconoclasm, may earn esteem [30], in
the sense that comics like Groucho Marx are appreciated. This may be connected to
the macabre attraction that disgust triggers have: as pointed out by others, [31], the
oral-facial expulsion reflex on the verge of vomiting in response to a disgust trigger
proceeds as if the substance had been ingested, even if it has not – the disgust
response requires imagining contact.

6 Perhaps a color spindle is a more appropriate conceptualization (cf. [19])
7 See Babrius’ “The Two Wallets”:



2.5 Learning

The poverty of the stimulus argument for the innateness of aspects of natural
language syntax is based on observations surrounding language learning, which
occurs quickly during development and in the absence of explicit language teach-
ing and despite a relative dearth of negative examples.8 In contrast, the language
of politeness appears to be explicitly taught [24, 20] and slowly learned. Given
the arguments made above attempting to explain the existence of the language of
(im)politeness through a need for disgust management in social settings, coupled
with one-shot learning from any immediate encounter with a disgust trigger, one
might expect the opposite, that linguistic (im)politeness would be learned quite
quickly. However, the disgust response generalizes rapidly from the trigger to
associates of the trigger, and it is in this period of association that “acciden-
tal” triggers emerge. Thus, the systematic behaviors within a culture condition
common associates, and therefore cultural specificity in disgust triggers, and,
perhaps surprisingly, relatively slower assimilation of the resulting conventions.

2.6 Synonymy

While acknowledging that humans have a deep-seated urge to avoid synonymy
in natural language and create discriminations in use conditions where none nec-
essarily existed before, in order to avoid full truth-preserving and use-preserving
intersubstitutability of expressions, one might use the struggle to differentiate
senses as evidence of initial synonymy in language. People are not reliable in
their judgements of relative (im)politeness of various expressions available to
modulate the manner of presentation.9 Thus, it is possible to find cases in which
(3.a) is not fully intersubstitutable with (3.b), and similarly for (4.a) and (4.b);
however, it will be difficult to obtain reliable judgements for either pair that one
is more (im)polite than the other. Where such expressions are not reliably ranked
in (im)politeness by the same individual on different occasions, then one has an
argument that relative to (im)politeness considerations they are synonymous
expressions.

Prometheus was a god, but of the first dynasty. He it was, they say, that
fashioned man from earth, to be the master of the beasts. On man he hung,
the story goes, two wallets filled with the faults of human kind; the one in
front contained the faults of other men, the one behind the bearer’s own, and
this was the larger wallet. That’s why it seems to me, men see the failings of
each other very clearly, while unaware of those which are their own.

(Fable 66, 1-8, p82. Babrius and Phaedrus: Fables, trans. Ben Edwin Perry) 1965
Loeb Classical Library: Harvard University Press.

8 It is bolstered by results from formal language theory which show that in the absence
of negative examples, an infinite context-free languages cannot be learned “in the
limit” [23], thus lending support to the notion that some of the structures within
language be innate rather than learned.

9 Similar facts obtain with respect to quantifying determiners in natural language [38].



(3) a. May I move by, please.
b. Excuse me, please.

(4) a. You’re in my way.
b. Move.

That equivalence classes of (im)politeness are available, resulting in syn-
onymy, is not at odds with the notion that gradedness is also available, and that
some expressions are reliably and robustly deemed more polite than others. Ex-
tremes in the gradient are associated with taboo words. Interesting support for
the notion of a circle of gradience (see §2.3) is in the fact that labels associated
with extremely positive and negative concepts are both subject to taboo.

2.7 Taboo objects have exceptional anaphoric potential

Within the discussion of taboo topics, it has been noticed long ago that sup-
pressed objects of verbs of excretion are available as antecedents to anaphora
although suppressed objects of other verbs are not accessible [40].10 Contrast
the potential antecedents (indicated with superscripts) of the pronoun it in the
examples (5) and (6).11

(5) After the gun fired, itthe gun/#the bullet dropped to the ground.

(6) After the dog defecated, it
#the dog/the excrement bore the missing ring.

The imagination is evidently more robust in constructing an unmentioned an-
tecedent in the situation normally associated with disgust. This is consistent
with the activity of imagination that is evidently rapid and vigorous in the hu-
man disgust response (see fn. 5) since the physical reactions proceed as if contact
had occurred, even when they have not.12

2.8 Metaphorical, yet metaphorically inert

(Im)politeness expressions may be non-literal, as in the examples of (7), but
in yet another asymmetry between the language of politeness and impoliteness,
politeness expressions are seldom themselves metaphorical vehicles. Compare
(9.a) and (9.b): in these examples, expressions of politeness (9.a) and (9.b) are
used to construct non-literal sentences about how easy the new hires found use
of the photocopier. While with sufficient effort, nearly every expression may
be used in a novel, non-literal way, it appears easier to use the language of
impoliteness to construct a metaphor (9.b) than it is to do so with the language
of politeness (9.a). Thinking of the accessibility of metaphorical interpretation
as akin to accessibility of antecedents to anaphors, this situation appears to be

10 This is akin to the claimed asymmetry in the quantity of labels for negative emotions
in relation to named positive emotions [32].

11 The prefixed symbol (#) is used to indicate semantic infelicity.
12 This does not include disgust reaction to smells, since smells do entail indirect in-

gestion of the disgust trigger.



the complement of the blocking of the accessibility of indefinite noun-phrases
as antecedents to pronouns by negation, as in the contrast between (10.a) and
(10.b) [28]. In the case of accessibility of metaphorical interpretation in (9), the
“negative” expression (impoliteness) allows the link while politeness blocks it.

(7) a. Please, make yourself at home.
b. Buzz off, you.

(8) a. That manager/photocopier cradles new hires.
b. That manager/photocopier vulcanizes new hires.

(9) a. #The new hires were made at home by the photocopier.
b. The new hires were buzzed off by the photocopier.

(10)a. I own a bicycle. It is green.
b. I do not own a bicycle. #It is green.

2.9 Impoliteness may be reflexive, but not politeness

While accepting that the primary use of language is within thought, rather than
for communication, one must concede that linguistic politeness is one dimension
of language use that is quintessentially communicative. Because other agents
are not involved in thinking for oneself, as opposed to thinking for speaking,13

pragmatics principles such as in (11)14 do not have force.

(11)a. Putting oneself before others is impolite.
b. Putting others before oneself is polite.

Thus, manifestations of (im)politeness expressions within thought for oneself
are surprising. However, the greater curiosity is that private thought appears
to asymmetrically favor impoliteness over politeness. I personally can easily
enough imagine having thoughts that express negative politeness (12), but I
am extremely unlikely to entertain a reflexive thought with positive politeness
(13).

(12)Idioti, why did Ii let the toast burn?
(13)#Carli, please ti enjoy this toast Ii’ve made.

2.10 Summary

A number of puzzles of (im)politeness have been indicated. Among these, an
asymmetry is evident in which some possibilities are available within the lan-
guage of impoliteness that lack counterparts among expressions of politeness.
In analyzing these puzzles further, it is necessary to have a clear view of the
semantics of linguistic forms that may be deployed to achieve (im)politeness
effects. Accordingly, a formal semantics has recently been proposed for the anal-
ysis of linguistic (im)politeness [44]. The next section (§3) presents the core of
this theory, and the section that follows the next (§4) demonstrates to how the
semantics makes sense of some the puzzles of (im)politeness behaviors.

13 See [37].
14 See [44].



3 Semantics of (im)politeness

The theory outlined in this section is developed more extensively elsewhere [44].
This presentation draws upon that account.

3.1 The semantic model

The denotations of linguistic expressions of politeness and impoliteness are events
that are constrained by predications of relative offence as experienced by the
speaker of those expressions in relation to the participants in the triggering
events.15 Treating such events, which are accompanied by relations among their
participants, as the denotation of expressions of (im)politeness allows for seman-
tic and pragmatic analysis to make reference to a shared ontology. Pragmatic
inference about an utterance will also make reference to the events that are in
the denotation of the utterance.

It is useful to characterize relevant properties of event types as in (14), treat-
ing events as particulars which instantiate the type.16 An event token e of the
type ê makes relevant relations true among arguments and has certain other
properties as specified. Events have temporality, tense, aspect, and mode (realis
or irrealis). Any event particular e will fix values for these features, according
to the level of granularity with which it is viewed.17 Events are taken to have
proto-agents and proto-patients (see [16]). Syntactic person is used to charac-
terize the fillers of these proto-roles, the event participants. Events have use and
cost for each participant. A three-valued polarity system (with 1 representing
positive value, 0 representing neutral value, and -1 representing negative value)
may be deployed within simple calculus of use and cost to establish a net value.
Table 1 provides a possible specification of the combination of values of use and
cost to yield net values.

15 See (27) and (28) for characterization of the sets of events denoted by impoliteness
and politeness expressions, respectively. The next paragraphs explain the terms used
by those characterizations. Taking denotations of expressions to be sets of events
may be compared with treatements of modality that analyze propositions as sets
of possible worlds [33] or with situation theoretic approaches to meaning that take
denotations to be sets of supporting situations [11].

16 Feature-value matrices provide an effective visual organization of bundles of first-
order descriptions. See [29, 10] for details of some feature logics and equations on
paths through feature-value structures.

17 Formal models that enable variable granularity in analysis of events exist [17].



(14)ê = event



temporality:

tense
aspect
mode


proto-agent: 1st ∨ 2nd ∨ 3rd
proto-patient: 1st ∨ 2nd ∨ 3rd

use


person: polarity
1st: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
2nd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
3rd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1


cost


person: polarity
1st: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
2nd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
3rd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1





Table 1. A specification of net offence/affinity as a function of use and cost

use
cost

1 0 -1

1 1 1 0
0 1 0 -1
-1 0 -1 -1

The relative offence (ô) experienced by an agent in response to an event
resolves the disjunctions in (15).

(15)ô(e) = attitude



before-e:


person: polarity
1st: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
2nd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
3rd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1


during-e:


person: polarity
1st: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
2nd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
3rd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1


after-e:


person: polarity
1st: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
2nd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
3rd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1




The model allows for sequencing of events and varying attitudes as sequences
and events within them unfold. In a null context, speakers are assumed to main-
tain a default evaluation of the participants as in (16), in which by default the
speaker has a positive self-evaluation which is equal to the evaluation of all



others.18 However, a reasonable alternative specification is available according
to the temperament being modelled – for example, in (17) the speaker has a
positive self-evaluation and lesser evaluations of others, but none are considered
negatively.

(16)attitude


person: polarity
1st: /1 i

2nd: / i

3rd: / i



(17)attitude


person: polarity
1st: /1
2nd: /0
3rd: /0


The propensity for triggers of disgust to spread to associates in a contagion

is modelled with the sharing of the minimum value of the offence level as in
(18).19 Because this is a worst-case formulation of contagion in which all are
deemed contaminated within an event if any are, the principle, even expressed
as a conditional, must be understood as dependent on additional parameters not
specified here.

(18)Contamination spreads

(MIN{ j | ∃ i , ô(e):after-e:person: i :polarity: j } = −1) =⇒
∀ k , ô(e):after-e:person: k :polarity = −1

When extreme values emerge, follow-on reactions by the reflecting agent may
be expected, depending on other constraints that are in effect at the time. As
appropriate to the levels of offence associated with each participant in an event
being commented upon (whether an dialogue event within an ongoing conversa-
tion or in the rest of the external world), linguistic behaviors may be anticipated.

3.2 Predictions

Predictions about the behavior of a speaker may be made on the basis of further
instantiation of ô and the ê on which it depends. Below, θ-polarity refers to
the final value within ô for the corresponding grammatical person or the proto-
agent of the triggering event (e). The defaults (19-23) characterize reasonable
expectations of how a speaker might intend to react to the event e being spoken
about in situations that are marked by divergence from the default evaluation
of event participants (16) (cf. [2]).

18 A formal framework for default feature structures is available [34]; the value to the
right of the slash is defeasible. Co-indexing encodes value sharing.

19 This formulation is hopefully more clear than that of [44]; however, this one, too,
involves polymorphic notation – here, in that the “=” of the antecedent is a test of
equality while the one in the consequent is an assignment.



(19)If 1st-polarity < 2nd-polarity, expect politeness
(20)If 1st-polarity > 2nd-polarity, expect impoliteness
(21)If 1st-polarity < proto-agent(e)-polarity, expect politeness
(22)If 1st-polarity > proto-agent(e)-polarity, expect impoliteness
(23)If 1st-polarity = 2nd-polarity, expect politic behavior.

These principles may yield conflicting expectations. The first (19) is trig-
gered when the speaker has a greater estimation of the person addressed than
self-estimation, and an expectation of politeness is licensed. The penultimate
principle (22) leads to an expectation of impoliteness that conflicts with the
expectation arising from (19) when the speaker’s self-estimation exceeds the
speaker’s estimation of the proto-agent of the event being commented upon,
as the latter may be a third-party. The result may be a mixed signal towards
deference to the addressee and disdain for the third party. The final principle
(23) conveys the default that only marked behavior is appropriate to label po-
lite or impolite, and therefore the expectation for unmarked situations of equal
addresser and addressee polarity is merely politic behaviour, following the ter-
minology adopted by Watts [46].

It may be useful to entertain additional principles in relation to extreme
values, as in (24).

(24)a. If 2nd-polarity < 0, expect impoliteness.
b. If 2nd-polarity > 0, expect politeness.

However, given tendencies of pejoration in language change [5] there may asym-
metrically be evidence for (24.a) as a robust principle but not (24.b). Addition-
ally, the applicability of all these principles may vary with culture, age, gender,
personality, context, and so on.20

3.3 Interpretation

From (im)polite language corresponding further specification of ô and ê may be
inferred. Expressions of impoliteness support the inference that the speaker’s
response to an event e′′ is consistent with the conjunction of (25.a) and (25.b).
A neutral comment by the speaker supports the inference of (26.a) and (26.b).

(25)a. ô(e♣) = attitude

after-e♣:

 person: polarity
1st: > −1
2nd: < 1


b. ô(e♣):after-e♣:person:1st:polarity > ô(e♣):after-e♣:person:2nd:polarity

(26)a. ô(e†) = attitude

after-e†:

 person: polarity
1st: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1
2nd: 1 ∨ 0 ∨ −1


20 On gender, it has been noted that over time a number of words related to women

have obtained pejorative connotations with which they did not begin (“hussy” or
“wench”, for example), but that words related to men have sometimes gained im-
proved connotations (e.g. “knight”) [18].



b. ô(e†):after-e†:person:1st:polarity = ô(e†):after-e†:person:2nd:polarity

More generally, epithets of impoliteness may be taken to denote sets of events
in which the speaker’s ultimate self-estimation exceeds the speaker’s estimation
of others (27). In contrast, epithets of politeness express sets of events con-
strained by the opposed relation (28).

(27)λe.[ô(e):after-e:person:1st:polarity > ô(e):after-e:person:2nd:polarity]
(28)λe.[ô(e):after-e:person:1st:polarity < ô(e):after-e:person:2nd:polarity]

These denotations are not assumed to exhaust the meanings of corresponding
expressions. The lexical semantics of any two expressions of (im)politeness may
separate them further, conveying other vivid associations. However, on the cur-
rent theory, with respect to (im)politeness, addressing someone as “fool” sup-
ports the same inference as addressing the person as “spittle”, in terms of the
speaker’s estimation of the addressee versus the speaker’s self-estimation.21 One
may wish to argue further that this is the same meaning contribution provided
by acid delivery [15].

4 Puzzles revisited

That the framework provides a theoretical explanation of both general and
uniquely linguistic puzzles of (im)politeness demonstrates that the semantic
framework offers a useful interface to pragmatics (§2.1). To dismiss the possibil-
ity of a theory of linguistic (im)politeness on the basis of the fact that virtually
any expression may be used politely or impolitely extends to dismissing all of
semantics given that any expression may be used literally, metaphorically or
ironically. However, this dismissal seems wrong, since, for example, irony is par-
asitic on literal meaning. Thus, in the view adopted here, both linguistic and
extra-linguistic aspects of (im)politeness may be understood in relation to the
perception of agents participating in events. The constraints involved may or
may not lead to linguistic articulations. One need not accept all of the postu-
lates in Leech’s theory of pragmatics [35] to agree with his view that, “if we
approach meaning from a point of view which combines semantics and prag-
matics, the result can be a satisfactory explanation...” (p. 7). As pragmatics is
about the contextualized use of language, holding, as this semantic theory does,
the denotation of (im)politeness expressions to be sets of events (constrained
as appropriate to the relevant perception of offence and disgust according to
the agents involved) individuates the same locus of reasoning as is employed in
pragmatic inferences about language use in context.

The framework posits structure on events additional to the usual descriptive
content. These constraints relate, as indicated, to the relative offence-polarity
with which various dialog participants and potentially third parties are viewed,
and the relative use and cost of events for the agents. One consequence of this

21 A theory which supports infinite graduations of esteem or disgust is not antithetical
to the present work, but is not central to the present cause, either.



treatment is that equivalence classes of (im)politeness exist as individuated by
those constraints: all of the expressions that yield the same values are effectively
synonymous (§2.6) to the extent that they support the same inferences regarding
the speaker’s estimation of the agents involved in the triggering event. As men-
tioned above, lexical semantics may supply means of differentiating expressions of
(im)politeness, but relative to the inferences directly connected to (im)politeness
alone, synonymy obtains.22 The current treatment of polarity does not provide
a direct model of a cyclical politeness spectrum (§2.3).

Semanticists since Reichenbach are accustomed to thinking about distinc-
tions among utterance time, event time, and reference time. It is also necessary
to take into account the utterer’s stance on events, the use and cost, for them-
selves and others. Interpretation of communicative actions as polite or impolite
constrain the possible stance values. Therefore, the possibility for politeness to
be excessive (§2.2) is explained by the determination of inconsistent information
between stance values known (or presumed by reasonable default) to be in place
and those derived from utterance interpretation. During pragmatic evaluation,
the self-contradiction implied by an obsequious utterance fails to earn esteem,
just as with other unreliable or manifestly deceptive behaviors.

Using the defaults of interpretation expressed so far, a reflexive thought such
as (12) (see §2.9) encodes a self-appraisal along the lines of (29).23 This is at odds
with the defeasible provisions of both of the default interpretation principles (16)
and (17). The example involves self-reference at two points in time: the event
of burning of the toast and the utterance utterance event. There is also implicit
reference to the event preceding the burning of the toast. It is coherent for
the speaker to adopt the perspective of superiority of the pre-toast-burning-self
over the post-toast-burning-self, thus leading to the expectation of impoliteness.
Moreover, if principle (24.a) has force, impoliteness is independently expected for
this example. Thus, reflexive impoliteness expressions like (12) are sensible.

(29)a. ô(e4) = attitude



before-e4:

 person: polarity
1st: (1 ∨ 0)

i

2nd: i


during-e4:

 person: polarity
1st: (0 ∨ −1)

j

2nd: j


after-e4:

 person: polarity
1st: (0 ∨ −1)

k

2nd: k




22 An anonymous reviewer disagrees with some of this, but that is possibly with respect

to a version of the theory in which it is claimed that the relevant expressions are fully
intersubstitutable and undifferentiable on lexical-semantic grounds. This stronger
view is not argued here.

23 The intended interpretation of the co-indexing (e.g. i ) is of structure sharing, in-
cluding between the resolution of the disjunction in the 1st person value with the
second-person value.



b. ô(e4):after-e4:person:1st:polarity< ô(e4):before-e4:person:1st:polarity

That the contrasting example (13) is less felicitous constitutes possible evi-
dence that the principle of extreme positive values (24.b) does not have force.
The infelicity of the reflexive politeness example (13) could be explained by the
impossibility of signalling greater esteem than is already conveyed in the default
discussed above (16) with respect to the situation being evaluated (30).24 While
at face value both of these expressions ((12) and (13)) are contrary to the pre-
diction of politic behavior with equal first and second person polarity, in the
case of the politeness reflexive, unlike the impoliteness example, a differentia-
tion of polarities associated with the co-extensive first and second person roles
is more difficult to achieve. The constraint expressed by the explicit language of
politeness cannot be satisfied in this formulation (30.b).

(30)a. ô(e♥) = attitude



before-e♥:

 person: polarity
1st: 1

i

2nd: i


during-e♥:

 person: polarity
1st: 1

j

2nd: j


after-e♥:

 person: polarity
1st: 1

k

2nd: k




b. # ô(e♥):after-e♥:person:1st:polarity> ô(e♥):before-e♥:person:1st:polarity

Notice that a further contrasting example (31), involving not the language of
reflexive politeness, but politic commentary, is not problematic.

(31)Ii am enjoying this fine toast Ii’ve made.

Thus, self-praise is not predicted to be prohibited on this account, but self-
politeness is.

The puzzles of learning (§2.5) and the incompletely Saussurean nature (§2.4)
of the language of (im)politeness are both partly explained by the complexity
of the calculus involved in using politeness expressions, relative to other most
aspects of language use. Cooperative use of definite noun phrases presupposes
that the addresser is able make a reasonable calculation of what entities might
be shared in a common ground understanding of salient possible references. Even
in the use of definite noun phrases, it has been shown that speakers tend to make
use of a notion of common ground that is inclined to their own world view rather

24 This would be an explanation in the spirit of the observation within generalized
quantifier theory that positive strong determiners as arguments to existential asser-
tions amount to tautologies, thereby accounting for the oddity of non-contrastive
and non-demonstrative uses of sentences like “there is the person at the door” (cf.
“there is a person at the door”) [3].



than to the information available to interlocutors [26], demonstrating that cal-
culations of addressee states are not straightforward. The calculation necessary
in the proposed framework is additional to that required by the easily learned
aspects of language, and partly accounts for the complexity of learning involved
in (im)politeness, sensitive to triggers that are established by convention in the
chain of association and to the relative status of interlocutors. While the calcu-
lators in Hurford’s simulations were the worst performers in competition with
Saussureans and imitators in establishing strategies for communicating messages
[27], it is open that the calculating strategy may be necessary in optimal pack-
aging of the message.

This discussion has demonstrated some of the successes of the semantic the-
ory of linguistic (im)politeness described here in explaining several of the puzzles
of (im)politeness that have been noted.

5 Final remarks

Not all of the puzzles of linguistic (im)politeness are addressed in this article,
and there is more to say about each of the puzzles within this framework. How-
ever, the semantic theory outlined has been demonstrated to have some traction
in explaining a number of the puzzles. It is demonstrated that some aspects of
politeness are appropriately treated as linguistic and through formal semantics.
The calculation involved in politeness management is too important for it to
disregard views of interlocutors and therefore a strictly Saussurean strategy for
linguistic packaging may be inappropriate. The fact that politeness expression
augmentation can create disgust at a point of excess, rather than managing dis-
gust positively arises through conflicting constraints. Asymmetry in the relative
availability of reflexive impoliteness over reflexive politeness is also modelled.
The complexity of politeness also makes it no surprise that linguistic politeness
learning is at a different pace to language learning, generally.

Theories of (im)politeness have tended to focus on pragmatic theory.25 The
literature on politeness and impoliteness properly accords a major role for con-
text in the evaluation of the experience of (im)politeness [1]. However, appeal
to the norms of language use within communities of practice to determine what
counts as polite or impolite implicitly relies on the possibility of straightforward
semantic interpretation to decode content and levels of politeness (e.g. [39]). Fol-
lowing Goffman’s analysis of human interactions in terms of “face” [21, 22], much
work has been guided by a view of politeness as “facework” [8]. An alternative
view [36, 7, 12] gives priority to relation management more than to agents in
themselves, and in this conception, (im)politeness is seen as “relational work”.
In exceedingly coarse-grained terms associated with networks of communicating
agents, the “facework” approaches may be seen as giving primary attention to
the nodes (the agents), and the “relational work” approaches may be seen as
attending primarily to the links (relations between agents), while the analysis

25 Of course, some others also emphasize that forms of language associated with
(im)politeness expressions are open to semantic interpretation [13].



presented here addresses (im)politeness as the management of a fog of offence
that might otherwise engulf the whole network of agents and their relations.

The view pursued here is thus not at odds with those prior conceptions, but
rather contains a distinct focus. The overarching effort is an attempt to con-
tribute both to explanation of the perception of acts as polite or impolite and to
the specification of the ontology required by a formal truth-conditional seman-
tics for linguistic (im)politeness. It is argued that speakers use polite forms in
order to avoid invoking disgust and impolite forms when they do not mind dis-
gusting others.26 Specifying denotations of expressions of (im)politeness as sets
of events provides a semantic ontology also presupposed by pragmatic analysis
of the phenomena. It is claimed that this approach clarifies some of the puzzles
of (im)politeness, but others remain for future analysis.
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