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POLITENESS ACROSS CULTURES 

 

Tanasova N.S., tanasova101@gmail.com 

Dmytro Motornyi Tavria State Agrotechnological University 

 

Politeness as a social phenomenon is a significant aspect of communication. It is observed in 

“the very heart of social life and interaction” and considered to be “a precondition for human 

cooperation in general” [1, p. 326]. A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics defines politeness as 

“norms of social behaviour, in relation to such notions as courtesy, rapport, deference and distance” 

[2, p. 373]. According to P. Brown, politeness is “a concept designating ‘proper’ social conduct, 

rules for speech and behaviour” [1, p. 326]. This notion is also described as a means “to maintain 

the kind of smooth, harmonious interpersonal relationships called for by any human community” [4, 

p. 97]. 

While the phenomenon of politeness seems to be universal, however, there are differences in 

signs of politeness in the culturally diversified world. No doubt, we can’t say there are polite 

cultures and there are impolite cultures. Different cultures result into forming different sets of  

norms and values, and thus, it causes inequality regarding the politeness systems established for a 

particular culture. The main point is how essential representatives of a certain culture find  

politeness messages [3]. The paper aims at brief presenting some research on politeness across 

cultures where misunderstandings might affect interpersonal interaction negatively that makes the 

topic of our study of high priority. 

In terms of polite greetings, which are interpreted as signs that “show our good feelings, our 

friendliness” to someone [4, p. 97], there are different forms of them. For example, Japanese and 

Chinese people greet others with their traditional bows. In Greece, besides a handshake, an embrace 

and a kiss are appropriate, even at first meetings. In Mexico, women may pat each other on the 

shoulder. In general, a handshake is the most common greeting, though there are differences in this 

sign, too. For example, in New Zealand a handshake is firm, but in Taiwan, a handshake is like a 

gentle handclasp that lasts for ten seconds [5]. If we compare the ways of expressing of gratitude in 

Asian culture and Western culture, it is necessary to underline that western speakers tend “to 

convey their thanks directly”, whereas Asians prefer “to minimize themselves to achieve the same 

goal” [4, p. 99]. As for privacy, in Asian culture it is normal to discuss such subjects as age, 

marriage, family members that can be interpreted as demonstrating “concern for other people” and 

speakers’ wish “to shorten the social distance” between them and their interlocutors [4, p. 100]. On 

the other hand, the considered topics are not acceptable for Westerners in daily conversations. 

In conclusion, different cultural groups have different politeness systems. The knowledge of 

the peculiarities of polite behaviour and polite patterns in cross-culture communication will provide 

with proper ways how to speak, act and react adequately that can definitely be a foundation for 

efficient intercultural interaction. 

 

References 

1. Brown P. Politeness and Language. International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral 

Sciences. 2015. Volume 18. P. 326-330. 

2. Crystal D. A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics. Oxford: Blackwell, 2008. 529 p. 

3. DeVito J.A. Human Communication: The Basic Course. NY: Pearson, 2015. 462 p. 

4. Huang Y. Politeness Principle in Cross-Culture Communication. English Language 

Teaching. 2012. Volume 1. № 1. P. 96-101. 

5. Morrison T., Conaway W.A.  Kiss, Bow, or  Shake Hands. Avon: Adams Media, 2006.  

593 p. 

 

Language adviser: Nisanoglu N.G., Teacher of the Department of Foreign Languages 

mailto:tanasova101@gmail.com
mailto:tanasova101@gmail.com

