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Abstract

Politeness is a clear enough pragmatic concept that has been dealt
with extensively from various points of view. This commonness brings to
the forefront the impression that there might be nothing new to add to the
topic when a paper makes its appeal to attempt it recently. However, this
paper endeavors to prove something different. This is supported by
observing that there do exist certain contexts where politeness plays a
subsidiary (or no) role in communication (be it written or spoken). The
most readily cited example is the institutional contexts whereby issuing
an official punishment, for instance, has nothing to do with politeness.
Yet, this should not lead to the over-hasty conclusion that such contexts
are impolite; it is just that politeness is employed in a rather peculiar
way. It is this peculiarity on which the present paper rests. More
specifically, this work traces the way by which Imam Ali, being the
super-ordinate ruler, makes, when issuing letters to address his co-
ordinate rulers, certain alignments between being authoritative and polite
at the same time. This alignment is mostly highlighted when noticing that
politeness, in one of its instantiations, involves giving the addressee
options, whereas authority impedes this freedom. As such, in certain
positions, Imam Ali issues mitigated commands to Malik, in other cases,
he uses direct counterparts. That is, the strategies of politeness in the
aforementioned letter vary according to the issue being discussed, and
not according to the addressee himself.
Keywords: Culture-sensitive, Deductive, Descending, Inductive,
Lakoft.

Introduction
Politeness is a commonsense phenomenon that has been dealt with

bymany scholars the first of whom is Lakoff. Lakoff, as Eelen (2001)
describes her, is the mother of modern politeness theory because she is
the first who has tackled it from a decidedly pragmatic angle. For Lakoff
politeness is “a system of interpersonal relations designed to facilitate
interaction by minimizing the potential for conflict and confrontation
inherent in all human interchange” (Lakoff, 1977, p. 88). Watts (2003)
comments that Lakoff’s view of politeness to be developed by societies
for the sake of reducing friction in personal interaction leads one to
conclude that friction in personal interaction is undesirable. As such
societies develop strategies, that is, politeness, to reduce that friction.
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Politeness, thus, ends up as being a set of norms for a cooperative
behaviour.

However, there are certain contexts where politeness plays a

subsidiary role in communication. For example, in issuing a formal letter
(about a certain thing, a punishment, for instance), politeness has a
secondary role to play, what is more important (in such cases) is the
content of what is issued rather than the way with which it is issued,
because the former entails the latter anyway.
Furthermore, politeness is culture-bound: each culture has its own ways
of expressing the polite behaviour. In English, for instance, as Leech
(1983) asserts, the more indirect one is, the more polite s/he becomes as
in:

- Could you possibly answer the phone? is more polite than

- Answer the phone.
where the first is indirect, and the second is direct.

Arabic, by contrast, as Al-Hindawi (1999) observes, prefers directness as
a marker of politeness. For example, in inviting someone for lunch, the
following can be used as equally polite:

C el L delae J b

) Have your lunch with us today(
© Sasdl le lelae Jolim Y A
)Why don’t you have your lunch with us today(

It must be indicated that in Arabic the more direct an invitation, offer,
advice, etc., is, the serious intentions it communicates. As such, in the
preceding example, the first (with the direct command) is a more sincere
invitation than the second (which might be considered a kind of
compliment).

Accordingly, what the present paper attempts to tackle is the
employment of politeness by Imam Ali, the Master of Eloquence, when
addressing Malik Al-Ashtar, who has been appointed as a governor of
Egypt during the reign of Imam Ali. Put differently, this work traces the
ways by which Imam Ali makes certain alignments between being
authoritative and polite at the same time. This alignment shows its
importance when noticing that politeness involves giving the addressee
options, whereas authority impedes this freedom, and giving freedom in
Malik’s case is at stake due to the fact that he has been appointed to take
care of people’s welfare and affairs — a crucial matter that requires a wise
policy. As such, in certain positions, Imam Ali issues mitigated
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commands to Malik, in other cases, he uses a direct command (as will be
clarified in the analysis).

Models of Politeness

There are many different views of politeness, and so are the models
ofpoliteness. The most common of these models are:

1. Lakoff’s (1977) model, which has been hinted at above.

2. Brown and Levinson (1978) develop the term ‘face’ to show another
view of politeness. The focus in their view of politeness is on the
speaker; and

3. Leech (1983), on his part, develops still another view of politeness
residing in what he calls ‘self’ (i.e. the speaker), and ‘other’ (i.e. the
hearer). He (ibid.) proposes six maxims to sustain his view: tact,
generosity, approbation, modesty, agreement, and sympathy. The
focus in his view of politeness is put on the hearer.

In sum, whatever the view might be, politeness always remains the
principle which must be available in interaction if that interaction is to b
considered successful. [ See Eelen (2001) for more theories of
politeness].

Outof these models Lakoff’s will be chosen. This is because her
model “is part of a general system of interactional style which classifies
people’s interactional behaviour” (Eelen, 2001,p.49) (italics mine). The
key word in Eelen’s description is 'general' which means that this model
can be applied to any kind of communication (whether written or
spoken), unlike the other two models which are applied mainly to
conversational situations, the thing which is not applicable to the text
under investigation as it is mainly written. Accordingly, Lakoff’s model
is quite suitable, and is explained below.

Lakoff’s Model of Politeness

Eelen (ibid., p.3) points out that Lakoff’s model of politeness is
summarized in three rules:

1. Impersonality (Distance): Don’t impose.

2. Hesitancy (Deference): Give options; and

3. Informality (Camaraderie): Make A feel good, be friendly.

James (1980) gives an illustrative account of each of these rules. The
first rule has to do with not intruding on the addressee’s privacy or
embarrassing her/him with the citation of ‘unmentionables’. If one has to
intrude, a permission should be asked for while so doing, e.g.

- May I ask you what this car cost you?
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The gist of the second rule is to “let the addressee make his own
decisions”. This rule is activated, for the majority of cases, when
commands are issued. If a master says to his servant “It’s chilly in this
room”, the latter will act to redress his employer’s discomfort by closing
a window, for instance, without feeling servility.

The third rule has to do with establishing rapport, camaraderie, a
sense of equality or respect, distance, and a recognition of inequality
between the addresser and the addressee. It must be noted that this rule
has converserealizations according to the real statuses of the addresser
(i.e. the speaker S) and the addressee (i.e. the hearer H). If S is of a
higher or equal status to H, the use of ‘familiar’ or ‘solidarity’ forms of
address on her/his part will put H at ease. But the converse does not hold:
if S is of a lower status than H, then S must not use familiar or solidarity
forms.

Lakoff’s rules of politeness are linguistically realized by many
strategies called ‘modality markers’. Modality markers are, as is
indicated by Al-Hindawy(1999), various devices which interactants may
appeal to so that they canconvey the right degree of politeness to their
partners. They are classified into‘downgraders’ and ‘upgraders’
depending on whether they decrease or increaseimposition. Since the
whole structure of Imam Ali’s letter consists of commands, which entail
imposition, then it is only ‘downgraders’ thatare of particular relevance
to this work.

Al-Hindawy (ibid.) elucidates, by depending on House andKasper
(1981)and Trosborg (1995), these markers more clearly.He argues that
these markers either signal an internal modification (the structureof
which can be slipped into the structure of the main act), or an
externalmodification (which has a separate structure and thus external
modifiers areusually longer and more explicit). These two types of
modification have beenillustrated by Al-Hindawy (ibid.) as follows:
Internal Modification

Downgraders that have to do with internal modification include
differentsyntactic and functional mitigating devices.

Syntactic Downgraders

The following syntactic downgraders are listed within this label:

a. Question: A question is often more polite than a statement or command
as it
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is the most indirect device ( and in the English culture indirect devices
aremore polite than direct ones (Al-Hindawy, ibid., p. 96)). As the
first example ismore polite than the second:

Can you give me a ride?

You can give me a ride.

b. Past tense/ negation: These devices are polite because they give

theaddressee the impression of having freedom in deciding what type

ofresponse is required (and so they are the actual realizations of

Lakoff’s firstrule), e.g.:

Could you come with me?

Couldn’t you come with me?

c. Tag questions: In trying to smoothen the impact of imposition,
speakersmay appeal to a tag question, e.g.

- Give me that book, will/won’t you?

d. Conditional clause: This is another device of mitigating imposition,
e.g.:

- How much did you pay for your house, if I may ask.

e. Embedding: In this downgrader, the impositive act is embedded in a
clausethat reflects the attitude of the initiator of that act. Embedding
shows:

- Tentativeness: As in, I wonder whether you can explain this matter to
me.

- Appreciation: As in, I would be thankful if you could help me.

- Subjectivity: As in, I guess you don’t mind coming home with me.

Functional Downgraders

This type of downgraders include a number of devices:

a. Impersonalizing devices: These involve the use of mechanisms in
which no

explicit reference is made to the performer of the action. This is
called‘agent indirection’. The following shows how the use of the
pronoun ‘you’ isavoided:

- Pass us the newspaper. (i.e. Pass me the newspaper)

b. Politeness markers: These include expressions such as ‘please’,
‘kindly’,and ‘so kind as to’; or the use of such titles as ‘sir’, ‘Mr.’,
‘Madame’, etc.These markers indicate deference to the hearer ( and so
they are the actualrealizations of Lakoff’s second rule), e.g.

- Would you be so kind as to give me your book?

- Excuse me, sir, can you tell me the time?
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c. Consultative devices: These include such expressions as ‘Would you
mind’,

‘Do you think’, ‘Do you object’, etc., e.g.

- Would you mind giving me a hand?

d. Downtoners: These include such modifiers as ‘just’, ‘simply’,
‘possibly’, ‘perhaps’, ‘rather’, etc., to downtone the impositive force of
the speech acts,e.g:

- Just tell come with me, will you?

- You might send me a copy of the letter, possibly.

e. Understatements: These markers have to do with understating, or to
some

degree, minimizing some aspects of the impositive act, e.g.

- May I have your attention for a minute?

f. Interpersonal markers: These are devices that reveal the speaker’s
intention

to establish and maintain good and lovely interpersonal relationships (
andso they are the actual realizations of Lakoff’s third rule). They are
classifiedinto:

- Cajolers: which attract the hearer’s attention, interest, understanding,
etc.

They include such expressions as ‘you know’, ‘you see’, ‘I mean’, etc.

- Appealers: which are intended to stimulate the hearer to respond
willingly.

These include: ‘right’, ‘okay’, etc.

- In-group language means: which are used to show rapport and
equality.They include the use of address terms (e.g. first names),
endearments (e.g.dear, darling), and the inclusive ‘we’ which can be
used to mean ‘you’ or‘me’, as in the examples below:

- Let’s go on with dinner, eh? (i.e. you)

- Give us a break. (i.e. me)

External Modification

Downgraders that are concerned with externally modifying impositionare

of the following types:

a. Preparators: speakers use devices to prepare the listeners for the
utterance to

be issued. Preparators fall into three kinds:

- Preparing the content: Such preparators are used to give a clue to the
hearer
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that what follows is a directive by means of expressing the speaker’s
attitude
towards the directive, or the proposition referred to in it. Typical
examplesof such preparators are the so-called © attention getters’ such
as ‘Excuse me’,‘I’m sorry’, “You know something’, etc .,e.g.
Excuse me please, what time is it?
Checking availability: Other preparators are employed to check that
thespeech act to be issued is indeed within the limits of possible. This
type issometimes called ‘enquirers’ and sometimes ‘pre-sequences’,
e.g.
Are you busy right now?
I wonder if you could spare a moment.
- Asserting the preconditions: This last type of preparators is used to
assert the
precondition that the speaker has the right, owing to her/his superiority,
that
the hearer do something, e.g.
- I’ve got something for you to do, you can start type these letters right
now.
b. Disarmers: These devices include statements which (like the
otherdowngraders) reduce the impact of imposition by softening the
recipient’sattitude and motivating her/him to respond willingly, e.g.
I hate bothering you but....
I hope I’m not intruding....
I’m sorry to disturb you but....
Supportive reasons: One other way of showing politeness is by
givingreasons for issuing a speech act. Presenting an explanation, a
justification, etc.,might help the addressee grasp the reason behind
issuing a speech act, the thingwhich may lead the addressee to comply
willingly with it, e.g.
Could you pass me the salt, please? I can’t reach it.

It is to be noted that this paper applied a model developed from a
certain culture to a text with a totally different culture. This should not
lead one to infer the comprehensiveness of the model, due to the fact that
the text had been written very much earlier before the development of the
model. So, what should be inferred instead is the comprehensiveness,
flexibility and, above all, versatility of interpreting the text.

Some Illustrative Examples for Analysis

e
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In this section, the different classifications of the preceding model are
investigated. This is done by highlighting the strategy which represents
politeness and the meaning it communicates as far as the impositive act is
concerned. ‘ ; ‘
uncd\od@csﬂ)‘iuy‘u)\;“u:djucwﬂ\ﬂ\&@\mﬂf\u\&]

B

(This is what Ali, the servant of Allah and commander of the faithful,
commands Malik ibn AL-HarithAL-Ashtar to do when he appointed him
as a governor of Egypt) (Translation mine).

The text starts with issuing a direct command (U<l)which is not
mitigated by any of the aforementioned devices. This is not to indicate
that politeness is not attained to in this initiative command;politeness
here plays a secondary role as hinted at before. This is supported by
Imam Ali’s use of the title (&) x=) (servant of Allah) to describe himself.
The use of this title pinpoints the fact that although Imam Ali is the
commander of the faithful, he is first of all a servant of Allah, who issues
commands in accordance with the authority given him formally and not
subjectively.

It is also necessary to indicate that the use of Malik’s full name in this
extract does not represent a politeness marker, since this is thecrucial
command on which the letter as a whole is built. Rather, it is used to
remove vagueness and disambiguation. After being set up, the text starts
employing different strategies to show politeness, as will be discussed
below.

o Aty 4l b e 4lS 34y el Lo plaly ¢ welb Lty g pan 0 2.
w\f,a.ooj‘Lg..chabmya-@ﬁ\dwﬁj‘tg;bbmbiwﬁ
Jifb4oj@wa&»4w\&ab;aujo.\.um«l;w
wu\op‘ubu#\wtg;ﬁ)‘u\}w\yw)@o éf‘j.oj“-\
e 3y 3l

[He charged him to fear God, to prefer obedience to Him (over all
else) and to follow what He has directed in His Book — both the acts He
has made obligatory and those He recommends — for none attains felicity
but he who follows His directions, and none is overcome by
wretchedness but he who denies them and lets them slip by. (He charged
him) to help God-glory be to Him-with his heart, his hand and his tongue,
for He-majestic is His Name-has promised to help him who exalts Him.
And he charged him to break the passions of his soul and restrain it in its
recalcitrance, for the soul incites to evil](1)
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In this extract, the ‘opening' commands are divided into two parts, where
each starts with the verb (s_»l):
He charged him to fear God ... who exalts Him )
o):;\u,e ol Lg)suo)A\
And he charged him to break the passions of his soul... the soul incites to
evil ) o
;}uﬂ.}’é)\..«\ A\MSJ)&S:\U‘D)A\

What is remarked about these commands is their parallel use of two
strategies of politeness:

1. The use of the impersonal device which is represented by the verb

(sl)instead of the direct command (£ »); and
2. The use of supportive reasons, the underlined ones. The supportive

reasons here are explanations for issuing the commands.

It is necessary to look for the ground on which these two strategies
have been used. Each of these embodies one of the rules in Lakoff’s
model (the third and second rules, respectively). The use of the
impersonal device, according to the third rule, establishes rapport and
equality between interactants. Presenting explanations, in turn, implies,
according to the second rule, giving the addressee the freedom to make
his own decisions. Does this mean that Malik, in this case, has the
freedom to comply or not with what Imam Ali commands? Certainly no.
The reason why Imam Ali uses these two strategies is that Malik was
“one of the most loyal companions” of Imam Ali before being appointed
a governor of Egypt (web source 1), and that is why Imam Ali establishes
rapport and respect in addition to giving Malik options. This is strongly
supported by reviewing these two commands, where it will be noted that
they have to do with Malik the companion, not the governor.

When issuing commands concerning people’s welfare and public
affairs, Imam Ali employs other strategies, as the following extract
manifests.

die on S Jgs Lede @ 850 J) iy 5 Y b b Lot (33,
zy,s\,yiy@ﬁswu&gﬂjyiyo},@wuwb‘,ﬁ,
A oFlall e dung Wily ¢ ogd JoB oS L S 0550y « SUS
¢ Elal Jaall 5,55 ] Sedl Cof (S ¢ asle ol e o b
Lo LYl juilly el OB ¢ Sl J Y Les Sy iy ¢ Sl pn Sl
i Sl o TR Rl A I S jaaly L e S ol el Led
ol 3l FTL 0l ol ¢ oglST m sl e ogle (5555 Y
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o S JW ol g2 o P e bia G B AU s
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[Be it known to you, O, Malik, that I am sending you as Governor to
a country which in the past has experienced both just and unjust rule.
Men will scrutinise your actions with a searching eye, even as you used
to scrutinise the actions of those before you, and speak of you even as
you did speak of them. The fact is that the public speak well of only
those who do good. It is they who furnish the proof of your actions.
Hence the richest treasure that you may covet would be the treasure of
good deeds. Keep your desires under control and deny yourself that
which you have been prohibited from, for, by such abstinence alone, you
will be able to distinguish between what is good to them and what is not.
Develop in your heart the feeling of love for your people and let it be the
source of kindliness and blessing to them. Do not behave with them like
a barbarian, and do not appropriate to yourself that which belongs to
them. Remember that the citizens of the state are of two categories. They
are either your brethren in religion or your brethren in kind. They are
subject to infirmities and liable to commit mistakes. Some indeed do
commit mistakes. But forgive them even as you would like God to
forgive you. Bear in mind that you are placed over them, even as I am
placed over you. And then there is God even above him who has given
you the position of a Governor](2)

In this extract, the ‘tone’ of politeness differs from what has been
investigated so far. The use of the first name ‘Malik’ is used here as an
in-group language means, which demonstrates rapport and equality. This
is the all-and-only, yet an all-inclusive, device that is used in this lengthy
extract. This finding makes us infer two things:

1. Imam Ali wants to make Malik feel rapport and equality with him, as
both are, now, governors (with the difference that Imam Ali occupies

a higher position). As such, Malik should behave in the same way

with which his Master acts; and
2. Employing more than one device of politeness might sacrifice

seriousness. Worded differently, dealing with people’s public affairs
and common good is not a matter which affords mitigation; it requires
using a highly rhetorical language that communicates what is really
required by the person to do, and this is exactly what the wording of
this extract communicates.
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[Do not set yourself against God, for neither do you possess the
strength to shield yourself against His displeasure, nor can you place
yourself outside the pale of His mercy and forgiveness. Do not feel sorry
over any act of forgiveness, nor rejoice over any punishment that you
may mete out to anyone. Do not rouse yourself to anger, for no good will
come out of it.

Do not say: “I am your overlord and dictator, and that you should,
therefore, bow to my commands”, as that will corrupt your heart, weaken
your faith in religion and create disorder in the state. Should you be
elated by power, ever feel in your mind the slightest symptoms of pride
and arrogance, then look at the power and majesty of the Divine
governance of the Universe over which you have absolutely no control. It
will restore the sense of balance to your wayward intelligence and give
you the sense of calmness and affability. Beware! Never put yourself
against the majesty and grandeur of God and never imitate His
omnipotence; for God has brought low every rebel of God and every
tyrant of man].

In this extract, as well as the rest of the text, the only strategy of
politeness explored is the presentation of supportive reasons, i.e.
explanation in this text. As a matter of fact, the employment of this
strategy needs some close inspection. This text, as Darweesh and Mirza
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(2014) argue, exhibits two types of reasoning: inductive (which involves
giving the conclusion first, and then providing supportive reasons,
logically speaking), and deductive (which is the reverse of the inductive:
giving supportive reasons first and then reaching the conclusion). As far
as politeness is concerned, it does not matter whether the supportive
reason (be it an explanation or a justification) comes first or last. For
example, there is no such huge difference between issuing the first and
the second acts for both communicate the same thing:

It is hot in here. Can you open the door?

Can you open the door, it is hot in here?

However, Darweesh and Mirza (ibid.) state that when explanations
are given first, then they have an important role to play (other than that of
politeness which occupies a secondary position in this case):moulding the
addressee’s mind to cope with the standpoint being tackled. This means
that explanation in this text is double-rolled: first for politeness reasons,
and second for enhancing the comprehensibility of the addressee.
Conclusions

The paper comes up with finding out that the text employs a
descending scale of politeness starting with the use of impersonal devices
to establish rapport and equality and ends with presenting deductive
explanations that play a secondary role. This can be proved by noticing
that Imam Ali first starts by employing various strategies of politeness
when addressing Malik, the companion. When addressing him as a
governor, only one strategy is used in order not to lose seriousness.
Moreover, Lakoff’s first rule,which impedes intrusion, does not apply to
this text. This is quite logical because the relationship between Imam Ali
and Malik is not reciprocal, that is, they cannot exchange positions due to
the fact that Imam Ali is of a higher position and status. In other words, it
is because of these factors that intrusion has no place to be mentioned,
i.e. whatever Imam Ali commands cannot be, in any way, considered
intrusion as he is addressing a governor about people’s lives.
Additionally, the only three strategies used have been employed
rhetorically and deliberately to embody politeness in a salient way.
Furthermore, the unemployment of the other classifications of Lakoff’s
model is justified by two things: first cultural differences, and second the
channel of communication is writing, which has certain characteristics
that distinguish it from the other kind of communication, i.e. speaking.
Added to that, politeness has been first seeded in the Arabic tradition way
before its western counterpart. This can be clearly proved by the fact
Lakoff's model which is developed in 1977 has been easily applied to a
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text that is far removed in time from the date of the model's development
in addition to its (i.e. text) being created from another culture. Finally,
strategies of politeness are infinite. They are as such owing to the fact
that this concept is culture-sensitive. Consequently, what is politely
applied in one culture does not have its own reflections or realizations in
another. Each has its own being.

Notes:

1. The translation of the second extract is taken from Sewadi (2010, p.
36).

2. The translation of the rest of the text is Armstrong's, unless otherwise
indicated. It is cited in: http://paularmstrong.com/articles/caliph-ali-
letter-to-malik-ashtar/

3. It is to be pointed out that the version of the text under analysis is
taken from web source 2, due to the availability of many versions.
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