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Abstract: This paper explores how the authors to the papers in this special issue of Acta Linguistica
Academica (2019/2) understand the performance and evaluation of (im)politeness in various types of
Chinese data across different contexts. The paper looks at the long-debated issue of universalism and
particularism in (im)politeness research, since interaction takes place within different sociocultural sys-
tems, in different situational settings, at different interactive contexts, and with different interlocutors.
The paper also brings forward the necessity to enhance the impact of Chinese (im)politeness research.
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Introduction

Politeness has attracted an enormous amount of research attention in prag-
matics since the 1970s. Later, after approximately two decades, impolite-
ness has also become an oft-investigated phenomenon in linguistics research
(e.g., Bousfield 2008; Culpeper 1996; 2011; Dynel 2015). In this postscript,
for the reasons of brevity and space, I will use (im)politeness to denote
politeness and impoliteness.

Nowadays, most (im)politeness researchers have reached a consensus
that it is not the linguistic form per se invariably carrying (im)politeness
across contexts. Instead, it is the participant’s evaluation of the interac-
tion that is polite or impolite (Eelen 2001; Kádár & Haugh 2013; Locher
& Watts 2005; Mills 2003; Watts 2003). For an overview of linguistic
(im)politeness research, refer to Kádár’s (2019) introduction. In addition,
polite and impolite cannot cover all the judgement of an individual’s utter-
ance or social behavior. They just represent two ends of an evaluative con-
tinuum. The boundaries between the perceptions of the evaluative concepts
such as polite or impolite, as Watts (2005) reminds us, vary considerably
from speaker to speaker, and from community of practice to community of
practice. Note that Watts (2005) proposes a marked behavior ‘overpolite’
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to indicate the other end of the evaluative continuum opposite to impo-
lite. Therefore, there are two important questions to consider for linguistic
(im)politeness research:

– To what extent do universal and cultural aspects of linguistic (im)po-
liteness overlap?

– How do theoretical approaches to linguistic (im)politeness benefit from
examinations of (im)politeness practices in a particular language/cul-
ture and vice versa?

The aim of this postscript is not to offer summaries of the papers, neither
is it to offer a judgement about each contribution. Instead, it discusses the
papers with respect to the thorny issue of universalism and particularism,
or generality and specificity, long investigated in (im)politeness studies.
Before the conclusion, it also discusses how we can increase the impact
of Chinese (im)politeness research within the emancipatory perspective.

Emancipating (im)politeness research

Pragmatics still privileges a western notion of what (im)politeness is. Many
researchers construct their (im)politeness models and theories as univer-
sally applicable. However, Hanks (2012, 564) notes that, ‘as linguistic sys-
tems are functionally driven resources for interaction, they too may be
motivated by social relations and values’. Therefore, to understand the
(im)politeness practice in a certain language and culture, researchers need
to investigate it in the social-culturally situated context of interpersonal
communication. Indeed, there are increasing numbers of empirical inves-
tigations into (e.g., Fukushima 2016; Haugh 2016; He & Ren 2016; Kim
2014; Panpothong & Phakdeephasook 2014) and theoretical discussions
on (e.g., Hanks, Ide and Katagiri 2009; Spencer-Oatey & Kádár 2016)
(im)politeness practices in particular languages other than English, rather
than simply perceiving them as local applications of some universal phe-
nomena. Figure 1 presents an overly simplified model of affordances of and
constraints on interpersonal interactions.

As the diagram indicates, people interact based on their pragmatic
competences, which can be defined as ‘the ability to use language effec-
tively in order to achieve a specific purpose and to understand language
in context’ (Thomas 1983, 92), though I would add ‘appropriately’ to the
definition. It has to be admitted that individuals’ pragmatic competences
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Figure 1: Layers of affordance of and constraints on interpersonal interaction

are not identical, as represented in different shapes in the diagram. In
addition to their own pragmatic competences, the interactants also need
to pay attention to the immediate interactional contexts (the micro level)
and the situational communicative norms and/or conventions (the meso
level). At the macro level, the interactants should stick to the sociocultural
systems they belong to, respectively. Therefore, there is a crucial question
for interactants to consider, particularly in intercultural communication:
whose norms or systems should interactants adjust their performances to
and evaluate an utterance or a practice against? Cross-cultural pragmat-
ics has revealed that people from different cultures perform and perceive
(im)politeness differently (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989; Chang & Haugh 2012;
Culpeper et al. 2010). Variational pragmatics studies have also observed
intralingual differences in native speakers’ pragmatic performance across
region, gender, and age (Barron 2017; Barron & Schneider 2009; Dinkin
2018; Lin et al. 2012; Ren 2018c; Ren et al. 2013; Schneider & Barron 2008).
In addition, preceding studies have found that in lingua franca communi-
cation people tend to focus on clarity (Mauranen 2006; Ren 2016; 2018b)
rather than (im)politeness traditionally constructed in (im)politeness the-
ories, particularly in the first wave approaches (see Kádár 2019).

To liberate pragmatics from Euro-American languages and ways of
interacting, it is not enough for emancipatory pragmatics to just ex-
pand investigations into a wider range of languages. It needs to discover
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a useful perspective to understand a culture, without having to assume
that the perspective is only applicable to the culture. As Panpothong and
Phakdeephasook (2014) state, the wide use of the Thai expression mai-
pen-rai is difficult to analyze and to understand for those who study Thai
as a foreign language, because the phrase can be used functionally as a
response to apologizing and thanking, a refusal strategy to an offer, a re-
mark of consolation, and a strategy to terminate verbal conflict. However,
despite the different interactional functions, the core meaning of mai-pen-
rai is closely related to the Buddhist concept of Tri Laksana (the three
characteristics of existence), according to which everything is imperma-
nent and so anything is not substantial. Thus, the Buddhist ideology helps
to achieve a deep appreciation of the Thai linguistic practices. Similarly,
in the present special issue, Lee compares the uses of first-person pronom-
inal forms in two historical literary works and explores the reason behind
the co-existence of the four first-person pronouns. Unlike the rich litera-
ture investigating second-person pronouns in European languages, Lee’s
study on classical Chinese sheds light on the largely ignored first-person
pronouns and reveals that pronominal forms provide insights into the per-
son who uses them and the context in which they are used. This work is
illuminating and makes us wonder whether the disappearance of the three
Chinese first-person pronouns (wu, yu, and zhen) relates to the simplifica-
tion of social relations between interlocutors, a tendency also discussed in
address terms in Chinese (He & Ren 2016). Focusing on the Chinese po-
litical advice, Liu and Shi (2019) demonstrate the difficulty to disentangle
the behavioral types of public advice. They argue that Chinese political
advice is genre or practice designed. Although it takes place in the context
of international events and intercultural encounters, it is better perceived
as a national public discourse. The paper thus exemplifies the necessity
to examine the similarities and differences of a speech act in public vs.
private contexts (cf. pulic apologies in Page 2014).

Furthermore, emancipatory pragmatics may also develop frameworks
paying close attention to other ways of interacting (Hanks et al. 2009; Mey
2012). For example, Kim (2014) reveals that self-deprecating language used
in conversation, in which speakers lower or humble themselves toward their
addressees, may be used to create or maintain relationships between speak-
ers involved. It is problematic to interpret the self-deprecation practices in
Korean and Japanese under the Western culture-based frameworks. Like-
wise, Chen (2019) proposes ‘family culture’ as an ideological construct
to understand and analyze the discursive (im)politeness practices in con-
temporary China. He demonstrates that Chinese politeness is better in-
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terpreted in a familial nexus, often projected above individuals in many
existing politeness models. Consequently, he formulates a set of maxims
to account for discursive practices of Chinese politeness. Kádár and Zhang
(2019) also develop a model of alignment to analyze public monologues in
Chinese. The authors demonstrate that Chinese public monologues cannot
be analyzed under (im)politeness in the interpersonal sense. Rather, they
are used beyond the interpersonal agenda as part of a discursive engage-
ment to form alignments with the public.

However, we cannot end emancipatory (im)politeness missions at
merely describing and analyzing Chinese practices. We should move a step
further to testify the perspectives and constructs developed. In addition,
we need to explore the extent to which the Chinese (im)politeness practice,
or (im)politeness practice in any language/culture, is specific. To what ex-
tent is the local specific concept and practice applicable or commensurable
to other local concepts and practices? That is, studies should build on
each other to investigate the degree of specificity vs. generality of a local
concept to frame Chinese (im)politeness research within the emancipatory
paradigm. For example, to what extent is the (im)politeness practice in
family-culture (Chen 2019) commensurable to that in clan-culture lan-
guages? To what extent is political advice in Chinese (Liu & Shi 2019)
comparable to that in other languages/cultures? Does the disappearance
of the three Chinese first-person pronouns (Lee 2019) result from simi-
lar sociopragmatic influences that also lead to the disappearance of the
second-person pronoun ‘thou’ in English or changes of pronouns in other
languages? This further step not only can advance our understanding of
linguistic (im)politeness but also point out future directions of Chinese
emancipatory pragmatics.

Increase the impact of Chinese (im)politeness research

This is a two-fold question: a) to increase the impact of (im)politeness re-
search based on Chinese data within the field of (im)politeness and prag-
matics research, and more broadly in linguistics and other academic disci-
plines; b) to disseminate the academic findings and apply them to enhance
existing or future models of policies and practices of interactional behavior
in institutional settings (Bousfield 2018).

On the one hand, as stated above, Chinese (im)politeness research
should not be satisfied with investigating (im)politeness practices and de-
scribing the lingua-cultural phenomena in Chinese concepts and terms.
The researchers may expand their interest to apply their emancipatory
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pragmatics findings to practices in other linguistic and socio-cultural
systems (at the macro level), by comparing different interactional con-
texts (at the micro level) and different situational norms (at the meso
level). (Im)politeness and pragmatics research findings and models can
also complement and/or supplement models and theories in other linguis-
tic branches and disciplines. For example, Lee’s (2019) empirical obser-
vation of first-person pronouns in classical Chinese provides illuminating
insights into lexico-grammatical studies traditionally grounded in syntax.
The same can be argued to Zhu’s (2019) investigation into topic switching
in Chinese conversations.

On the other hand, (im)politeness and pragmatics research, not re-
stricted to studies on Chinese data, should try to disseminate findings to
the society (Bousfield 2018; Mey 2012). By society, I mean ‘members of
society outside of academia who may not know or recognize’ what prag-
matists or linguists do as being relevant or useful to them (Bousfield 2018,
290). The contributions in the present special issue, particularly the empir-
ical investigations into public political advice (Liu & Shi 2019) and public
political monologues (Kádár & Zhang 2019), can benefit the existing prac-
tices and policies in the related occupational, legal, social and diplomatic
institutions.

In addition to research topics and findings, improvements to how prag-
matists and (im)politeness researchers collect and analyze data can often
lead to more persuasive tests of theories, models or constructs, and more
convincing applications in the real world (Marsden et al. 2016). The pa-
pers in this special issue base their arguments on well-designed empirical
investigations into comprehensively and situationally contextualized exam-
ples, including face-to-face interaction (Zhu), open-access video-recordings
of multi-party interaction (Kádár & Ning), literary works (Chen; Lee),
and political discourse (speeches in Liu and Shi; monologues in Kádár &
Zhang). The papers demonstrate the advantage of examining various types
of data, including oral and written data, as well as data disseminated on-
line. Also, detailed descriptions of data collection and analyses enhance the
rigor of the research and the validity of the interpretation in the papers.

All the studies in this issue have pointed out the importance to study
linguistic forms/practices in Chinese that are framed in different socio-
cultural systems from their western counterparts (the macro layer in Fig-
ure 1) (Kim 2014; Panpothong & Phakdeephasook 2014). For example,
Kádár and Ning (2019) showcase that in the contemporary Chinese society
there still exists gendered ideologies deeply rooted in Confucian philoso-
phy. Zhu (2019) examines unexpected topic switching in Mandarin Chinese
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conversations, which is constrained by context and may be perceived as
appropriate by the participants. In addition, the studies examined linguis-
tic units at various analysis levels (Jucker 2018), from units smaller than
utterances (e.g., pronouns in Lee 2019) to units larger than utterances
(e.g., monologues in Kádár & Zhang 2019). Since language is always di-
alogic (Bakhtin 1981), it is illuminating to explore the influence of the
participation status in (im)politeness and alignment in the Chinese public
political monologues (Kádár & Zhang 2019). Another issue worth investi-
gation is how much of an overlap in these features/practices do they share
with respect to (im)politeness across different genres and/or in intercul-
tural encounters. Advancing these methodological practices will increase
the impact of (im)politeness research on other related disciplines.

Conclusion

Chinese culture has a long history, which is often argued to possess dis-
tinctive characteristics. On the other hand, Chinese writing is character
based whereas English writing is alphabet based. Exploring Chinese in-
terpersonal communication, particularly in written and digital modes, can
not only shed light on the applicability of English- based findings, both
linguistically and culturally, to non-English contexts, but also help us bet-
ter understand the complex relationship between generality and specificity
(Ren 2018a) in the (im)politeness and pragmatics research. However, even
in the three thematic issues on emancipatory pragmatics in Journal of
Pragmatics, Chinese is barely touched upon. This is ironic, as the key no-
tion in (im)politeness research, face, is borrowed from the Chinese culture.
The contributions in the present special issue investigating Chinese data
will advance our understanding of the (im)politeness practice and provide
more food for thought to the research field. In this postscript, I have also
argued that it is just the beginning to liberate pragmatics with more non-
English data and concepts, but it is definitely not the end. The field needs
to explore further the issue of generality and specificity in (im)politeness
practice, with various types of data sources. Furthermore, it is crucial for
the field to disseminate the research findings to feedback the society and
simultaneously benefit from the changes research may make in the society.
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