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The Relational Aspect of Language: A venues of Research 

1. Introduction 

In this theoretical chapter center stage is given to the relational aspect of language and 
how it has been studied in a number of avenues of research, primarily within the field 
of politeness research. This overview draws on previously published work on the 
pragmatic turn (Locher 2012) and on insights from the recent special issue on interper
sonal pragmatics in the Journal of Pragmatics (Haugh et al. 2013). 

A classic example that zooms right in on the relational side of language is the way in 
which we use greeting terms in combination with first names/surnames to indicate close
ness/distance and power hierarchies. As Holmes (1992, 4) succinctly puts it, "[l]inguistic 
variation can provide social information". Addressing somebody with their title and sur
name as opposed to first name thus carries social, information. Choosing the title Ms 
over Mrs or Miss might index social conventions and ideologies on gender. 

Within pragmatics, relational issues have been traditionally approached by drawing on 
politeness research (e.g. Brown and Levinson 1987; Leech 1983; Lakoff 1973). In
deed, the fact that politeness is a topic worth studying is not just exemplified by the 
abundant politeness literature in linguistics but we can find ample evidence in public 
discourse as well (see e.g. the many cartoons on politeness published in magazines and 
online, or publications on (n)etiquette). 

In this paper I argue that drawing on classic politeness theories alone might not help us 
to sufficiently interpret what is going on with respect to the relational side of language 
more generally. The following example, taken from the Internet social network plat
form Facebook, is a case in point: 

Back at my desk in Basel after an awesome three and a half months in Vancouver. Thanks to the 
Basel team for making my leave possible and to the UBC and SJC friends for making it such a 
special and memorable stay. (December 13, 2012) 

This status update was written by myself when I returned home after a sabbatical in 
Canada. We observe an act of thanking, about which we could raise questions of polite
ness: Was I polite in thanking my colleagues by posting a message on Facebook in this 
form? Rather than going for a yes-no answer, it might be more interesting to discuss the 
relational issues that emerge. There is membership in-group terminology (UBC, SJC) 
that will be accessible to some people on my friends list but not to others. I am creating 
in-groups and out-groups and at the same time this has an impact on my own position
ing. I am performing the role of an academic in front of "friends" who are fellow aca
demics but also in front of "friends" who do not work in an academic context. 

Bucholtz and Hall (2005, 586) argue that "[h]ow one speaks (what style one uses) has 
an impact on how one is perceived as a person and therefore we can make a link to 
linguistic 'identity construction', defined here as 'the social positioning of self and 
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other'". There is thus a connection between the relational aspect of language, style, 
and identity construction, which deserves to be explored in more detail. 

This point will become even clearer in the next example. It is taken from a corpus of 
reflection papers composed by Bachelor students of Medical Science in connection with 
their communication skills training at a British university (see http://illness-nan-atives. 
unibas.ch for a project description). They were asked to write about a memorable en
counter with a patient and discuss their own compmiment during the encounter. 

While sitting in tlm·ing a GP visit in my first year of being a medical student, I had to call in a 
patient, Jane Rosemary (name changed for confidentiality). She was a tall, middle aged woman 
who walked into the consultation room with her husband. She looked weak and walked slowly 
in. I noticed that she was not moving her right ann much and she clutched it from time to time 
which I believed indicated that she was in slight pain. After greeting her, the GP proceeded t~ 
ask her if it was alright for me, a medical student to sit in during the consultation and ask her a 
few questions about her condition. (N-025) 

What we can see here is how a story telling frame emerges when a story world is created 
and character positioning takes place: We are introduced to the interactants by means of 
membership categories such as the GP, the medical student, and the patient and her hus
band. We also see how the student reports on the speech acts of greeting and asking for 
permission, which are performed by the GP, who is in the hierarchically higher position. 
Since classic politeness theories are concerned with speech acts as they are performed, it 
will be difficult to apply them to this extract, in which they are merely named. However, 
relational issues clearly emerge in the observed positioning and, in the case of the 
speech acts, we can also see relational concerns in what is narrated. 

The examples presented in this introduction demonstrate the pervasive nature of the 
relational aspect of language and communication. This paper deals with how this as
pect has been studied in the field of politeness research and with interpersonal prag
matics more generally. Its aim is to give centre stage to the relational side of language 
use by sketching the histmy of politeness research, working with the idea of interper
sonal pragmatics, and addressing the potential of research synergies. In order to reach 
this aim I will first talk about variation in linguistics, before leading over to interper
sonal pragmatics and avenues of research on the relational aspect of language. 

2. Vaiiation and Interpersonal Pragmatics 

It is useful to re-visit the idea of variation in linguistics to position the study of the re
lational side of language within pragmatics. Variation can be observed at all levels of 
language from phonology, morphology, syntax, and lexicon to differences in how 
practices are realised. We find historical, regional, social, and situational variation in 
language. These different planes of variation cannot easily be separated when looking 
at naturally occurring language - a point I will return to later. Different research disci
plines have tackled variation in different ways, asking different questions about varia
tion and developing different tools for analysis. However, ultimately, all the different 
disciplines look for patterns and systematic constraints in what they observe (War
daugh 2002; Coulmas 2005). In a somewhat simplified way, we can posit that histori
cal linguistics asks how the (abstract) language system has changed over time. Dialec
tology is interested in how regional language varieties differ and can be systematically 
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described and explained. This field can be expanded to the field of Varieties of Eng
lish, the study of the different Englishes that have developed across the globe. 

Variationist sociolinguistics, in the Labovian sense, has found that - in contexts such 
as the cities in the 1960s - there is not only regional variation, but also systematic lan
guage variation that can be linked to social factors such as class, age, or gender. 
Variationists work with elicited interview data and are interested in how groups of 
people use language differently. In other words, while intra-speaker variation and style 
shifts are key starting points for their methodology, they are still interested in the ab
stract understanding of language and the social impact on its system, rather than in the 
study of concrete instances of language in use by individuals. 

In contrast, research approaches such as Hymes's (1974) ethnography of speaking, 
conversation, and discourse analysis, interactional sociolinguistics and those con
cerned with the study of style and audience design have focussed not on the language 
system per se, but on how language is used for meaning creation by individuals and 
communities in situ. Intra-speaker variation, style shifts, and identity construction 
emerge as topics. We therefore see a difference in the kind of questions asked about 
variation. As a consequence, it is not a coincidence that variationist sociolinguistics is 
also a quantitative approach, while approaches such as discourse analysis or stylistics 
usually work with qualitative case studies. ' 

Where can we position pragmatics, politeness research, and the study of the relational 
aspect of language within this rough sketch? First, we need to point out that the defini
tion of pragmatics as the study of language in use is actually not a unified one. Ac
cording to Taavitsainen and Jucker (2010, 4), there are two traditions in pragmatics. 
They argue that the Anglo-American tradition of "pragmatics [ ... ] deals with infor
mation structure, implicit meanings and cognitive aspects of utterance interpretation" 
(Taavitsainen and Jucker 2010, 4). This tradition is closely associated with approaches 
that explain the creation of context-dependent meaning in terms of a pragmatic inter
face between the language system and acts of language use, often working with con
structed examples: Speech Act Theory, developed by Austin and Searle, or other ap
proaches that developed out of the field of philosophy such as Grice's Cooperative 
Principle (CP; see Langlotz 2011 ). It is here that the classic politeness theories by 
Lakoff, Leech, and Brown and Levinson set in, as I will illustrate shortly. 

The definition of pragmatics adopted predominantly in Europe is broader (Taavit
sainen and Jucker 2010, 4), as can be shown with Verschueren's (2009, 19) definition: 
Pragmatics is seen as "a general functional perspective on (any aspect of) language, 
i.e. as an approach to language which takes into account the full complexity of its cog
nitive, social, and cultural (i.e. meaningful) functioning in the lives of human beings". 
While the first definition focuses on the language system as it is complemented with a 
set of rules that aim at explaining language in use, the individual human being engaged 
in acts of creating meaning is at the heart of explorations in the second research strand. 
Many of the more recent developments in politeness research adopt this second under
standing of pragmatics. 

So what about the relational side of language within the study of linguistics? The exam
ples at the beginning of this chapter have shown that the relational aspect oflanguage is 
hard to ignore. That there is such a relational aspect is of course not new. For example, 
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in 1967, Watzlawick et al. highlighted that "[e]very communication has a content and a 
relationship aspect such that the latter classifies the former and is therefore a 
metacommunication" (54). Importantly, the content and relational aspect of language 
cannot easily be separated, since they co-occur in the same expression (e.g. Fill 1990). 

The relational side as a point of interest in itself is not explicitly theorised in varia
tionist theoretical linguistics, sociolinguistics, or dialectology. However, it does occur, 
for example in the Hallidayan systemic-functional grammar, where the interpersonal is 
recognized as an il}1portant metafunction of language (see e.g. Halliday 1978). The 
relational component of language is often discussed within discursive approaches to 
the study of language as diverse as conversation analysis, discourse analysis, interac
tional sociolinguistics, style, and audience design. However, these approaches might 
not primarily deal with the construction of relational meaning as such, although some 
researchers obviously do. Finally, of special interest here is that the relational side of 
language is given an important role in a number of pragmatic politeness theories, such 
as Lakoffs, Leech's, and Brown and Levinson's frameworks. I will especially explore 
the relational component in the politeness field and then move on to some of the dis
cursive approaches within this field. 

In general, the label "interpersonal pragmatics" can be used for those studies that focus 
on the relational/interpersonal in their research endeavours. Studies in interpersonal 
pragmatics "explore facets of interaction between social actors that rely upon (and in 
turn influence) the dynamics ofrelationships between people and how those relation
ships are reflected in the language choices that they make" (Locher and Graham 2010, 
2). What Sage Graham and I propose is not a new theory, but we argue that the per
spective of interpersonal pragmatics can lead to rewarding research questions and pro
jects without precluding any choice of method (Locher and Graham 2010, 2). Just like 
Haugh et al. (2013, 9), we find it important that "interpersonal pragmatics be concep
tualised first and foremost as offering a pragmatics perspective on interpersonal as
pects of communication and interaction [and that it] is conceived of as inherently in
terdisciplinaty or multidisciplinary in nature." Let me now turn to some of the details 
of how the relational aspect of language has been theorised in that research field that 
can most generally be labelled as (im)politeness research. 

3. Classic Politeness Research and the Relational Aspect of Language 

Classic politeness research can now look back on 40 years of research dealing with the 
relational angle of language. There are three classic theories that all work with Grice's 
Cooperative Principle (CP): Lakoff (1973), Brown and Levinson (1978/1987), and 
Leech (1983). Rather than introducing all of these approaches in detail (see Locher 
2012 for an overview), I will mainly comment on the theories' stance towards interper
sonal issues. Lakoff was the first to link the idea of politeness to 'pragmatic rules' in 
linguistics. She highlights that while we might consider a sentence in its particular 
context as grammatically correct, it might nevertheless not be considered well-formed 
from a pragmatic point of view. For this reason she assumes that there is a set of 
pragmatic rules forming norms against which deviations are judged. Lakoff thus for
mulates a set of pragmatic rules that complement syntactic rules (Lakoff 1973, 296). 
She formulates two "rules of pragmatic competence" that are comprised of "1. Be 
clear", an early version ofGrice's CP, and "2. Be polite" (Lakoff 1973, 296, 298; 1990, 
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37). The latter rule is split into three rules of politeness in turn: 1. Don't impose; 2. 
Give options, and 3. Make A[lter] feel good - be friendly. In 1990 these rules were 
labelled as 1. Distance, 2. Deference, 3. Camaraderie. So, we might use more words 
than strictly necessary from a content perspective in order to not impose, in order to 
give options, or to make the addressee feel good. For example, we might say could you 
pass me the salt please? rather than just saying pass the salt. 

The relational aspect of language is implied in the interpersonal concepts of distance, 
deference, and camaraderie. Ultimately, Lakoff was in search of universals, just like 
Chomsky in theoretical linguistics. Her the01y is meant to explain how language is 
used in general by taking relational aspects into account. She argues that these rules 
are valid across cultures, but that the cultures give different weight to the rules: She 
claims that Europeans value Distancing strategies, while Asian people are reported to 
favor Deference and Americans Camaraderie (Lakoff 1990, 35-39). 

In 1983, Leech proposed his Principles of Pragmatics and has refined the politeness 
patt therein in 2007. Like Lakoff, he argues that what he terms the "Politeness Princi
ple" should be seen in connection with the CP. To understand how meaning is created 
in actual language use, people interpret deviations from the CP in a certain manner and 
politeness is one explanatory factor for not expres,sing yourself as clearly or. as bri~fly 
as possible etc. from a content point of view. Leech (1983, 132) postulates six maxims 
(the Maxims of Tact, Generosity, Approbation, Modesty, Agreement, and Sympathy) 
that together form the Politeness Principle. The maxims all have relational issues at the 
core, such as how the speaker positions him- or herself towards another person. This 
can be shown in the sub-maxims that all explicitly mention the role of self or other 
towards each other. The Agreement Maxim states that people strive to minimise "dis
agreement between self and other", while the Sympathy Maxim argues that interlocu
tors strive to minimise "antipathy between self and other" (Leech 1983, 132).

1 

In 2007 Leech reformulates the Politeness Principle, drops the maxims, and highlights 
the fact that the Politeness Principle is a constraint with a particular aim: "The Princi
ple of Politeness (PP) - analogous to Grice's CP - is a constraint observed in human 
communicative behavior, influencing us to avoid communicative discord or offence, 
and maintain communicative concord" (Leech 2007, 173). Since offence and concord 
are concepts that have to do with how people are positioned towards and engage with 
each other, we once again see a relational element at the core of this theory. 

The best-known classic politeness theory is by Brown and Levinson from 1978 and 
1987. Like the others, this theory has been influenced by Speech Act Theory and Grice's 
CP. It is therefore positioned with the other two approaches within the same research 
thrust that attempted to understand language use as such, moving the theory beyond the 
sentence to speaker and utterance meaning. By looking at English, Tamil, and Tzeltal, 
Brown and Levinson especially make a case for universals in their search for pragmatic 
rules. This interest in the process of creating meaning in general is also visible in the 
proposed key assumptions. Similar to the idea of the idealised speaker-hearer in 
Chomskyan syntax, they base their reasoning on an idealised model person who follows 

Leech's (1983, 132) other maxims come in pairs; for example, the Tact Maxim focusses on the 
other ("Minimize cost to other"), while the Generosity Maxim highlights the importance of the 
self ("Minimize benefit to self'). 
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rational means-ends behavior. Crucially, however, they draw on the Goffmanian idea of 
face, and develop the idea of the face-threatening act (FTA), which are clearly relational 
concepts. In fact, we have explicit pointers to the relational effects of language use, 
namely the creation of social relationships and the explicit mention that language varia
tion can be studied from that angle: "We believe that patterns of message construction, 
or 'ways of putting things', or simply language usage, are parts of the very stuff that so
cial relationships are made of' (Brown and Levinson 1987, 55). 

Brown and Levinson argue that both speakers and hearers systematically take extra
linguistic constraints into account when interpreting or shaping a message. These fac
tors are "the 'social distance' (D) of S and H", "the relative 'power' (P) of S and H", and 
"the absolute ranking (R) of impositions in the particular culture" (1987, 74). Taken 
together, these aspects make up the "weightiness of the FTA x" (1987, 75), which then 
lead the speaker to choose one of five main strategies for facework (from bold on 
record and mitigated strategies to refraining from committing a face-threatening act). 
D and P are of course relational factors in the way that two independent human beings 
are set in relation to each other. 

In general, the three early theories are meant to be read as complements to existing 
theoretical thinking on syntax and speech acts of the time by proposing pragmatic 
rules. These theories have in common that they want to understand variation in lan
guage in general (rather than looking at the use of language by individuals2) and are 
looking for explanation of observed variation in patterns by proposing general prag
matic rules. They are thus the result of the pragmatic turn. Furthermore, the combina
tion of all three theories with Grice's CP derived from the philosophy of ordinary lan
guage positions the approaches within the Anglo-American understanding of pragmat
ics, as quoted above. However, in the case of Brown and Levinson we find the addi
tion of ideas on face derived from sociology and anthropology, which broadens their 
framework. When looking at how the relational component of language is worked into 
the early politeness theories we can note that they all give it an important position. In 
the case of Lakoff, the relational component of language is implied in the terms dis
tance/deference/camaraderie. In the case of Leech, his Politeness Principle is a con
straint with the aim to "avoid communicative discord or offence, and maintain com
municative concord" (2007, 173). This is relational by definition and on a par with the 
CP in the creation of meaning. Both Leech and Brown and Levinson speak of con
straints that influence language choice, such as distance and power differences be
tween interactants. Finally, Brown and Levinson broaden these early theories in that 
they introduce the idea of "face" and "face-threatening acts", with face being an inher
ently relational concept. 

4. Recent Trends in Politeness Research 

The three classic politeness theories and especially Brown and Levinson's work -
have received much attention in the literature and have been applied widely. As dis
cussed in Locher (2012, 2013a), new developments in politeness research have been 
predominantly developed since the 1990s as a reaction to these still widely used early 

2 All three theories work primarily with constructed examples and examples derived from obser
vations that rarely go beyond two speaker turns. 
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politeness frameworks. This is mainly because the generalisations in the early theories 
are at the cost of the local, situated meaning of "politeness". It was felt that the percep
tions and judgements of the interactants are not sufficiently taken into account there, 
and that the form-function correlation (for example, indirectness equals politeness, 
prominent in both Brown and Levinson and in Leech) is problematic. Alternatives 
were proposed by Fraser (1990), who argued for a conversational-contract view, Watts 
(1992), who added the notion of markedness within politeness research, and scholars 
such as Sifianou (1992) or Holmes (1995), who stressed the pro-social, involvement 
aspect of politeness (see Locher 2004 for discussions). While it is not possible to go 
into detail here about the particularities of the different frameworks, they have in 
common that they emphasise the local negotiation of meaning in particular contexts. 

There are several trends that started in the 1990s and that are still topical today. The 
first is about whether we can or indeed should look for universals in relational use of 
language. We thus find a debate about the theoretical concepts employed in past theo
ries (Eelen 2001). Ultimately this is also a question of how we ask research questions 
about an abstract system or how meaning is negotiated locally in naturally occurdng 
linguistic data. Once more we find a fundamental split between two different research 
traditions. 

The theoretical linguistics tradition, inspired by Generative Grammar, Speech Act 
Theory, and Grice's Cooperative Principle, works with theoretical concepts so called 
second order or etic - definitions. Politeness then is a theoretical concept rather than a 
value judgment by interactants in situ. The classic politeness theories use the term "po
liteness" as a sh01ihand to account for relational considerations that influence linguis
tic output and interpretation. They add pragmatic rules to syntactic rules, to use 
Lakoffs (1973) terminology. 

Researchers who argue that it would be worthwhile to look at an emic, first order ac
count when one is interested in politeness argue that the term "politeness" refers to a 
judgment according to the norms pertaining to the specific interaction under investiga
tion. As such the meaning of politeness is negotiable over time and place, and it would 
be of interest to look at this variability in meaning in its own right. Terms such as po
lite, rude, polished, etc. are then studied in their lay meaning rather than in their theo
retical meaning. Crucially, the spotlight is on the negotiation of relational aspects of 
language within an emerging interaction. Largely as a result of the discussion about 
universals and the emic/etic discussion, the second trend came about from the nineties 
to today. Politeness researchers started to look for politeness in contexts where there 
were no obvious speech acts such as advising, greeting, requesting, and they wondered 
how then to use the classic theoretical frameworks. It was also argued that theories that 
have the relational aspect of language at their core should also be useful when analys
ing data that do not address face-threating acts (Brown and Levinson 1987, 69) or that 
are not intended to explain how human beings "avoid communicative discord or of
fence, and maintain communicative concord" (Leech 2007, 173). Today politeness 
researchers work on impoliteness, rudeness, and conflict in general, and they are also 
interested in historical developments of practices. The recent publication by Culpeper 
(2011) entitled Impoliteness: Using Language to Cause Offence, Culpeper and Kadar's 
(2010) edited collection on Historical (Im)politeness, Bousfield's (2008) monograph, 
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and Bousfield and Locher's (2008) edited collection on Impoliteness in Language are 
examples of this trend. 

Finally, we can observe that there is a new openness toward mixed methodologies and 
to combining politeness research with other fields within linguistics in order to ap
proach the relational side of language (see Section 6). Especially the link between 
judgments on politeness and identity construction (see e.g. Spencer-Oatey 2007; 2011; 
Locher 2008; 2011) makes it possible to draw on work on style, audience design, or 
crossing that is also concerned with intra-speaker variation and positioning (see e.g. 
Bucholtz and Hall 2005; Davies and Harre 1990; Coupland 2007; Rampton 1995). 

5. Interpersonal Issues within Relational Work and Discursive Approaches 
to Politeness 

The last avenue of research to be discussed in this chapter is concerned with the dis
cursive approaches that deal with the relational aspect of language (e.g. Haugh 2007; 
Haugh et al. 2013; Hutchby 2008; Locher 2004; 2006; 2008; 2012; 2013b; Locher and 
Watts 2005; 2008; LPRG 2011; Mills 2005; Tracy 2008; Watts 1989; 1992; 2003; 
2005). While the scholars just mentioned do not present a unified theoretical approach 
to politeness, there are nevertheless a number of important commonalities. The focus 
is on practices in the sense that naturally occurring linguistic data is collected and ana
lysed in situ. This means that attention is given to context and to the negotiation of 
relational meaning within emerging interaction. There is also a general interest in in
terpersonal effects of the entire first order spectrum so that face-enhancing, face
maintaining, and face-aggravating or face-damaging behavior is studied. With some 
exceptions, the work carried out in this field is primarily qualitative in nature. In what 
follows, the approach proposed by Richard Watts and myself (Locher and Watts 2005; 
2008) will briefly be examined in light of how it treats the interpersonal side of lan
guage (for a longer introduction, see Locher 2004; 2012). We propose to use the tech
nical term "relational work" rather than "politeness". The concept "refers to all aspects 
of the work invested by individuals in the construction, maintenance, reproduction and 
transformation of interpersonal relationships among those engaged in social practice" 
(Locher and Watts 2008, 96). This definition highlights that we are interested in more 
than politeness and in particular in the relational/interpersonal side of language used to 
create relationships. The research aims are to better understand how people create rela
tional effects by means of language, how this process is embedded in cultural context, 
and how this is interrelated with historical, social, and cognitive processes. The ap
proach hinges on a number of key concepts, all of which have a relational component: 
knowledge of frames and norms of different practices, face and identity construction, 
and judgments of behaviour according to norms. These concepts are all of equal im
portance and no particular sequence is implied. The key concepts of frames and norms 
of different practices go hand in hand (see Locher 2012) and are meant to capture the 
social embeddedness of interaction. In socialisation processes, people acquire know
ledge of pragmatic rules that are tied to specific understandings of cultural norms and 
community of practice norms (see Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992). People learn 
about the rights and obligations of the interactants in particular settings and they ac
quire knowledge of appropriate action sequences within a practice (frames/scripts/ 
schemata; see Tannen 1993). It is important to point out that norms are not static but 
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constantly renegotiated through action. This means that norms are at the same time 
historically embedded and emergent (see also Watts' [1991, 155] useful concept of 
latent and emergent networks, and Haughet al.'s [2013, 6] observations on "time as 
infused with historicity"). 

The second complex of key concepts concerns face and identity construction and the 
process of judging behavior according to norms. As in many other frameworks, we 
also adopt the term "face" from Goffman: "The term face may be defined as the posi
tive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he 
has taken during a particular contact" (Goffman 1967, 5). This concept is inherently 
relational since a projected face depends on the update of the addressee for confirma
tion and face is always at stake (Scollon and Scollon 2001). When people engage in 
interaction they assess their and other people's contributions in light of the face con
cerns pertaining to a particular constellation. When doing this, positive and negative 
emotions3 play a crucial role and people will label others' and their own behavior with 
negatively or positively marked first-order lexemes such as impolite, rude, imperti
nent, snobbish, refined, cultured, diplomatic, polite, etc. 

Finally, once we have established that people attend to face concerns and take complex 
considerations of context into account (community of practice norms, knowledge of 
frames, rights and obligations of the interactants, the history ofrelationships, etc.), it is 
a short step to arguing that identity construction is connected to these processes. Ulti
mately, judging others with emic labels such as rude, impolite, refined, polite, or pol
ished also adds to the picture that interactants have of the people for whom they have 
used these labels. In this view, identity is considered dynamic and is defined as 
"intersubjectively rather than individually produced and interactionally emergent ra
ther than assigned in an a priori fashion" (Bucholtz and Hall 2005, 587; see also 
Davies and Harre 1990; Spencer-Oatey 2007; Locher 2008; 2012). 

People show awareness of different norms of interaction and adopt behavioural and 
linguistic styles that may maintain, challenge, or enhance their standing towards other 
interactants in a given situation. As scholars we can describe this pragmatic intra
speaker variation by using terms such as face-enhancing, face-maintaining, and face
aggravating/face-damaging behaviour to describe the relational side of linguistic inter
action. The next section points out a number of possible research avenues. 

6. Research Synergies and Applications 

For scholars interested in the relational aspect of language, the field of interpersonal 
pragmatics holds many possibilities for interdisciplinarity. I concur with Haugh et al. 
(2013, 2), who highlight the "inherently interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary" nature 
of interpersonal pragmatics. For example, they point out the field of "Interpersonal 

3 In Locher and Langlotz (2008) and Langlotz and Locher (2012; 2013), we discuss the role of 
emotions in judging as well as the link to relational work and argue that emotions always play a 
role in questions of face and relational work. Emotions are fundamentally linked to appraisals 
and to judgments on behaviour even in instances where no linguistic or behavioural surface 
structure allows the linguist to see evidence of this process (Langlotz and Locher 2013, 91). 
Haugh et al. (2013, 4) further point out the need to explore the link between interpersonal atti
tudes, emotions, and evaluations. 
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Communication", which, while having developed independently from im/politeness 
research primarily in the United States, is interested in similar linguistic phenomena 
(Haugh et al. 2013, 1). Within linguistics, there is also a certain overlap of interests with 
research on identity construction, style, and audience design (see e.g. Bucholtz and Hall 
2005; Davies and Harre 1990; Coupland 2007; Rampton 1995). The concepts of posi
tioning, face, and the approach to studying interpersonal communication in different 
contexts in situ is shared by these fields. We can also find overlap of interests with psy
chology, from whiclj the notion of positioning has been adopted, and with cognitive sci
ence/linguistics. The concept of frame, the processes of drawing analogies, of judging 
according to norms, and the role that emotions play therein are fundamentally also 
cognitive in nature (see e.g. Culpeper 2011; Langlotz 2010; 2011; Locher and 
Langlotz 2008; Langlotz and Locher 2012; 2013; Spencer-Oatey 2011). Furthermore, 
how pragmatic knowledge is acquired when children are socialised (see Scollon and 
Scollon 1990 for the notion of discourse system) and how adults acquire it in L2 non
immersion contexts, is a thriving field within cognitive and applied linguistics. 

When pursuing research within interpersonal pragmatics, there are several options for 
addressing the field. One possibility is to focus on one or more linguistic strategies that 
are used for interpersonal effect. In other words, a particular linguistic surface struc
ture is chosen to be studied in detail with respect to what kind of relational effects can 
be created by using it in different contexts. Examples of such studies are the discussion 
of mitigation (e.g. Schneider 2010), the study of the multi-functionality of swearing 
(e.g. Stapleton 2010), and the use of humour (e.g. Schnurr 2010). In contrast, research
ers can also choose to focus on particular contexts and practices to explore how the 
interactants draw on several strategies to create interpersonal effects. Examples of such 
studies can be found in the chapters of the handbook on lnte1personal Pragmatics that 
explore the settings of the workplace (Vine 2010), courtroom interaction (Cotterill 
2010), health discourse (Davis 2010), political discourse (Blas Arroyo 2010), or the 
discourse of dating ads (Marley 2010). Finally, it is, of course, possible to give centre 
stage to theoretical considerations and to combine insights from both general trends. 

My own recent work in collaboration with Brook Bolander has looked at status up
dates in Facebook in two focus groups often British and Swiss young adults (Bolander 
and Locher 2010; Locher and Bolander 2014). The strings of brief micro-blogging 
texts are explored with respect to how language contributes to positioning the self ver
sus others. As the example quoted in the introduction shows, there is a complex crea
tion of in-groups and out-groups happening in front of the direct addressees and the 
wider reading audience of members of the friends lists. Micro-blogging thus poses in
terpersonal challenges for the writers that are of interest to scholars. The reflective 
writing texts of medical students mentioned at the beginning of this chapter can also be 
explored with a relational lens. The corpus lends itself for studies of linguistic identity 
construction: How do the students write about themselves in the different roles of stu
dents and novice doctors and how do they position the patients, nurses, and doctors in 
the scenes they describe (see Gygax et al. 2012)? The corpus can also be studied by 
looking at meta-pragmatic comments on relational issues and concerns. For example, 
the students give specific importance and value to rapport and empathy (beyond mere
ly mentioning them as communication skills that they were taught in training), and 
they report that they have become aware of the challenges of communicating appropri-
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ately and that the way in which they speak has interpersonal consequences for how 
they and their fellow colleagues are perceived. Rather than striving for politeness, 
however, the students primarily report that they are worried that they might come 
across as rude or patronising (see Culpeper 2011 for similar results). The students also 
talk about emotions and how challenging it is for them to adequately react to the pa
tients' emotions and their own (Locher and Koenig 2014). These brief pointers have 
shown that adopting a relational lens when studying interaction opens the research 
field beyond the study of classic politeness theory. 

7. Concluding Remarks 

The aim of this chapter was to explore how the relational side of language has been 
studied in a number of pragmatic approaches over the last forty years. By taking this 
bird eye's view on the history of politeness research, it has become apparent that the 
field has been influenced both by the pragmatic turn and by the social turn in linguis
tics (Langlotz 2011). The pragmatic turn, in its reaction to theoretical linguistics, has 
inspired work that aimed at discovering universal pragmatic rules that are on a par 
with syntactic rules. Lakoff, Leech, and Brown and Levinson went for the 'big picture', 
modelling complex social realities of linguistic communication with a number of con
straints (such as differences in distance and power between interactants) that guide 
linguistic surface structures and their interpretation. That their reduction of complexity 
- inherent in all modelling work - is meaningful in its own right can be recognised in 
the fact that hardly anybody would deny that these constraints exist. Criticism about 
constraints is mainly concerned with their status as universals or the link between lin
guistic surface structure and relational effect. 

Research inspired by the qualitative social turn, i.e., by approaches that analyse lan
guage use as a social practice that is performed for social purposes, is interested in how 
the interpersonal constraints are worked with by interactants in naturally occurring lin
guistic data. Rather than going for the big, universal picture, this work often offers inter
pretations of case studies, which can then be used for the01y building. A focus on a turn
by-turn negotiation of relational meaning, however, does not mean that quantitative ar
guments do not have their place in the discursive approaches. For example, if one wants 
to establish the norms of a particular c01mnunity of practice, it is important to find 
means of establishing these norms by looking at the practice over longer periods of time 
and by repeating analysis in order to discover the patterns. Ultimately, the discursive 
approaches allow again for more variation (both between groups and within individuals) 
- variation that had been levelled in the early approaches to politeness. 

Ultimately, whether one leans towards one or the other side of the linguistic approach
es has to do with what kinds of research questions are posed. The more recent devel
opments in the field have started to look at face-aggravating and conflictual behaviour 
and by doing this the relational side of language is studied in its entire spectrum. In 
contrast, the early approaches were intended to theorise how pragmatic meaning is 
created primarily in situations of cooperation. 

It was proposed that the term "interpersonal pragmatics" can be used for all of the dis
cussed frameworks in this paper since the term refers to the particular focus on the in
terpersonal side of language and communication that they all have in common. My 



320 MIRIAM A. LOCHER 

own research path within this field has led me from the early pragmatic theories to 
thinking of the interpersonal side of language in terms of relational work. The research 
agenda is then to better understand how people create relational effects by means of 
language, how this process is embedded in cultural context, and how this is interrelat
ed with historical, social, and cognitive processes. In line with Haugh et al. (2013, 9}, I 
suggest that to achieve these aims, we can work in an interdisciplinary or multidisci
plinaty manner and draw on past and present politeness research, insights from work 
on identity and style1 cognitive linguistics, communication studies, and psychology.4 
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Comparison and Comparability: The WA VE Perspective 

1. Introduction 

Comparability is the key concern of any large-scale comparative enterprise, regardless 
of whether we are looking at comparative studies in a given discipline or at attempts at 
making scientific output measurable and, thus, comparable across all academic disci
plines.1 Typically, this means that quantifiable criteria win out over qualitative criteria, 
so that, for example, in the world of ratings and rankings bibliometric measures are 
preferred over peer-reviewed quality assessments of selected research papers. In lin
guistics, the largest-scale comparative enterprises are typological (or: macro-compara
tive) ones, especially those undertaken with the aim of (literally) mapping linguistic 
diversity across the globe, as done in the World Atlas of Language Structures (W ALS; 
see Dryer and Haspelmath 2013 for its most recent version) and the Atlas and Survey 
of Pidgin and Creole Structures (APiCS; Michaelis et al. 2013), both initiated at, di
rected from, and electronically hosted by the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionaty 
Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany. The as yet largest-scale comparative enterprise 
striving to map language-internal (micro-comparative) variation on a global scale is 
WA VE, which offers ratings, examples, and interactive maps for 235 morphosyntactic 
features in 50 L1 and L2 varieties of English as well as 26 English-based pidgins and 
creoles. In print form WA VE comes as The Mouton World Atlas of Varieties of Eng
lish (Kortmann and Lunkenheimer 2012); as an electronic online resource WA VE can 
be freely accessed as the Electronic World Atlas of Varieties of English (eWA VE, last 
updated in November 2013; www.ewave-atlas.org). 

It is from the perspective of(e)WAVE, especially from what it can (and cannot) reveal 
concerning (dis)similiarities in the morphosyntax across varieties of English and Eng- · 
lish-based pidgins and creoles, that in this paper some reflections on the central issue 
of comparability will be offered. In section 2 I begin with a brief review of the typo
logical perspective on comparability and the appropriate choice of categories for mac
ro-comparative (cross-linguistic) comparison, before presenting in section 3 - against 
the typological background - the WA VE perspective in four steps: A brief introduc
tion to ( e )WA VE (3 .1) will be followed by a discussion of the nature of the WA VE 
features (3.2). Next I address the problem that WAVE possibly glosses over important, 
typically substrate-induced local constraints, as has been pointed out in several recent 
publications (3.3), before presenting examples of four different types of usage con
straints on certain WAVE features (3.4). Section 4, finally, offers some major lessons 
to be learnt from the WA VE perspective on how much comparability is possible in 
large-scale comparative studies, and identifies the major challenges and tasks for the 

For many helpful comments and suggestions the author would like to thank, above all, Alice 
Blumenthal-Drame and Klaus P. Schneider. 
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