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Politeness Formulas: definition
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Politeness Formulas: Jespersen 1922; Ferguson 1976

Phrase of politeness: Malinowski 1923

Formulaic Expressions: Tannen & Öztek 1977

Conversational routines: Coulmas 1981; Aijmer 1996

Formule di buona creanza: Slama-Cazacu 1985 

Formule di cortesia: Pierini 1983; Slama-Cazacu & Mininni 1989; Pagliaro 2018 

Routine formulas or pragmatic idioms: Coulmas 1994

«little snippets of ritual used in everyday encounters between people» 
(Ferguson 1976: 137)



Politeness Formulas

 Indipendent class of functional and pragmatic expressions (Pagliaro 2018)

Macro class of formulaic language (Coulmas 1994, Wray 2006, Bardovi-Harlig 2012, Giovanardi & 

De Roberto 2013)

 Words, collocations, locutions (Pagliaro 2018)

 Conventional formulas of linguistic politeness (Lakoff 1973, Leech 1983, 2014, Brown & Levinson 

1987, Watts 2003)

 Intensity (Labov 1984)
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Linguistic politeness

Bertuccelli Papi (2010):

«Il linguaggio della cortesia è l’insieme delle strategie, norme e convenzioni
verbali adottate da una comunità per contenere la conflittualità e favorire
l’armonia nell’interazione comunicativa. In quanto tale, l’espressione
linguistica della cortesia è un fenomeno socio-pragmatico nel quale
intervengono parametri come la distanza sociale tra gli interlocutori, i
rapporti di potere e/o di solidarietà, il grado di familiarità, partecipazione
affettiva e coinvolgimento. Da questi dipendono scelte linguistiche che
variano in relazione al contesto, allo stile, al registro, al canale e al mezzo di
comunicazione.»



Politeness Formulas and Intensity

5

 Intensity (Labov 1984): Intensification Mitigation

Bazzanella, Caffi & Sbisà 1991; Bazzanella 2004; Bazzanella & Gili Fivela 2009):

• propositional content

• speaker’s attitude (Bühler 1934; Benveniste 1966)

• interactional level

Polite attenuation (Lakoff 1989)

Pagliaro 2018: 158; 
Pagliaro (in press): 269 
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Construction Grammar
(Croft 2001, Goldberg 2006, Fillmore 2013, Masini 2016)

«The anatomy of a construction» Croft (2001: 18)



Lexicon-syntax continuum
(cfr. Croft 2001:17; Goldberg 2013: 17)

 complexity/simplicity at the syntagmatic level

 specificity/schematicity at the paradigmatic level

• Does abstractness 

rhymes with 

productivity? 

(Masini 2016: 51)

• Cline of productivity

(Barðal 2008)

• Level of 

entrenchment and 

type frequency 

(Diessel 2004)

Types of constructions Constructions (examples) Items

Atomic construction ciao «hello»

Partially specific
construction

[arriveder-Pro] arrivederci «good bye»

Totally specific multiword 
construction

in bocca al lupo «good luck
(lit. in mouth to the wolf)»

Partially specific 
multiword construction

[buon(o/a) N] buona fortuna «good luck»

Abstract multiword 
construction

[[FeCo]X [FeCo]X]FeCo ciao ciao «bye bye»

Phrasal construction [[scus-PRS] Cong Pro V] scusa se ti interrompo 
«sorry if i interrupt you»

FeCO > formula di cortesia «politeness formula» , Pro > pronoun , N > noun , V > verb, Cong > conjunction, PRS > person.

• Pagliaro 2018: 135 



The corpus 
(Pagliaro 2018)

• 3325 politeness formulas collected from VoLIP (De Mauro et al. 1992; Voghera et al. 2014) and C-
ORAL-ROM (Cresti & Moneglia 2005) Italian spoken corpora
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Types of constructions Constructions (examples) N. of items

Atomic construction 1020

Partially specific construction [brav-g], [arriveder-Pro]… 450

Totally specific multiword 
construction

9

Partially specific multiword 
construction

[a Avv], [buon(o/a) N], [per
N]…

1516

Abstract multiword 
construction

[[FeCo]X [FeCo]X]FeCo 189

Phrasal construction [[scus-PRS] Cong Pro V] 141

Total           3325

FeCO > formula di cortesia «politeness formula» , g> «gender», Pro > pronoun , Avv > adverb, N > noun, V > verb, Cong > conjunction , PRS > person.



Postponing construction: definition
211 items
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Politeness formula

Postponing meaning

Ending function

At the end of the communicative event: dual function of ending a 

conversation and immediately postponing to the next meeting.



Postponing construction: formal data
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Types of constructions Constructions (examples) N. of 
items

Examples

Partially specific 
construction

[arriveder-Pro] ... 110 arrivederla 
"goodbye"

Partially specific 
multiword construction

[a Prep Pro], [a Avv] ...

[[Pro ved-PRS] Avv]...

94 a presto, a più tardi
"see you soon" "seeyou later" 

ci vediamo domani
"see you tomorrow"

Abstract multiword 
construction

[[arriveder-Pro] [arriveder-Pro]]
...

2 arrivederci arrivederci
"goodbye goodbye"

Phrasal construction [[Pro ved-PRS] Prep Agg N]
...

5 ci vediamo in questi giorni
"see you these days"

Total 
211

 114 items out of 211 analysed

Case 1

Case 2



Postponing construction and istantiations: Case 1
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< [[X]x [Y]y]i ↔ [Functionxy]i >                                                         Abstract construction I 

                  ↓ 

< [[X]Prep [Y]y]i ↔ [Function SEMPrep a SEMy]i >                                           Abstract construction II 

                   ↓ 

< [a [Y]y]FeCo ↔ [Postponing toPrep a future time of meetingy]FeCo >          Semi-specific construction I 

 

[a Avv]               [a Prep Pro]      [a Pro]  [a [V-Pro]]    Semi-specific construction II 

   ↓    ↓      ↓            ↓ 

a domani       a tra poco  alla prossima        arrivederci  Constructs 
“see you tomorrow”        “see you later” “see you soon”      “goodbye” 
a dopo                                                                                                   arrivederla 
a più tardi             “goodbye” 
“see you later”           a risentirci 
a stasera           “hear from you soon” 
“see you tonight” 
a presto 
“see you soon” 
 

Adapted from Pagliaro 2018: 179



The second variable: some information

 Partially specific construction

• verb

• indefinite time indication 

• deintensification of polite attenuation

• communication channel

• less productivity

 Partially specific multiword 
construction

• adverb / adverbial locution of time

• indefinite / definite time indication

• Deintensification / intensification of 
polite attenuation

• no communication channel

• more productivity
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Postponing construction and istantiations: Case 2
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 < [[X]x [X]x]i ↔ [Functionx]i >                                                                 Abstract construction I 

                  ↓ 

< [[X]FeCo [X]FeCo]FeCo ↔ [FunctionFeCo]FeCo >                                                    Abstract construction II 

                   ↓ 

< [[X]FeCo [X]FeCo]FeCo ↔ [IntensityFeCo]FeCo >                                                    Semi-specific construction I 

                   ↓ 

< [[arrivederci] [arrivederci]]FeCo ↔ [Polite attenuation]FeCo >          Semi-specific construction II 

       ↓ 
      arrivederci arrivederci                   Construct                                                                                                                   
     “goodbay goodbay” 

Adapted from Pagliaro 2018: 188 and Pagliaro 2020: 191 

 Repetition (Wang 2005)

 Productivity of repetition
(Bybee 2006)

 abstract multiword
constructions

 intensification of polite 
attenuation



Intensity data

Polite attenuation
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Deintensification Intensification

• lesser determination of the 
propositional content 

• lesser commitment of the speaker 
towards the interlocutor

• less certain desired perlocutionary 
effect

• greater determination of the 
propositional content 

• greater commitment of the 
speaker towards the interlocutor

• perlocutionary effect hoped for
• more certain desired 

perlocutionary effect



Postponing construction in context: discoursive properties

IN TURNS

Beginning 13 (9%)

Middle 9 (6%)

End 55 (39%)

Olofrastico 64 (45%)

Total                          141
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IN COMMUNICATIVE EVENT

Beginning \

Middle 2 (1%)

End 139 (99%)

Olofrastico \

Total                          141



Postponing construction in context: types of text
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Types of text Number of items

Dialogue In-person conversations 34 (24%)

Telephone conversations 81 (57%)

School lessons \

In-person interviews 2 (1%)

Radio and television interviews 15 (11%)

Debate \

University lecture \

Closing argument \

Conference \

Monologue Sermon \

Voicemail 3 (2%)

Radio and television broadcast speech 6 (4%)



Examples

B: un girello lo facciamo eh?

A: ecco facciamo questo girello

B: okay

A: mh # però mi raccomando <F> <F> 
[rinforzo]

B: non ti preoccupare

A: stai più tranquillino

B: va bene

A: no ma io lo dico per te <F> [rinforzo] # 
va buono?

B: okay

A: mh

B: ciao XYZ

A: bacione

B: bacione t'abbraccio

A: ciao a domani

B: ciao a domani

A: ciao
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 VoLIP MB 23 (De Mauro et al. 1992; Voghera et al. 2014) 



Discussion and conclusion

• Postponing construction as an independent construction 

• Postponing construction as a productive construction

• Politeness formula with postponing meaning and ending function

• Dual function of ending a conversation and immediately postponing 

to the next meeting

• Cf. Goffman (1971)

18



Thank you for listening!

...and alla prossima
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