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The author, an assistant professor of Spanish at Indiana University, Bloomington, 
describes this empirical analysis of forms of politeness in the two contiguous na-
tions of Mexico and the US in the following terms: “The objective … is to examine 
the similarities and differences in the realization patterns and the perceptions of 
refusals by educated, male native speakers of Mexican Spanish and U.S. English in 
formal and informal situations” (1).

From a sociolinguistic perspective, refusals are important because they are sensi-
tive to social factors such as gender, age, level of education, power, social dis-
tance, and because what is considered appropriate refusal behavior varies across 
cultures. From a pragmatic perspective, the negotiation of a refusal may entail 
frequent attempts at directness or indirectness and politeness or impoliteness that 
are appropriate to the situation and may vary according to the social values of 
a particular culture. The choice of a direct or indirect refusal and the appropri-
ate degree of politeness will depend on the relationship between the participants 
(close or distant, power), age, gender, and the situation. (1)

In his first chapter, Félix-Brasdefer provides a comprehensive and discerning re-
view of the literature on politeness, including Grice’s (1975) cooperative principle 
and maxim of politeness, Goffman’s (1955) notion of ‘face’ and face-work, La-
koff ’s (1973) rules of politeness, Leech’s (1983) politeness principles, Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987) universal model of politeness, Fraser’s (1978) conversational 
contract, Arndt and Janney’s (1985) supportive facework and interpersonal po-
liteness, Spencer-Oatey’s (2000) rapport management, Ide’s (1989) typology of 
linguistic politeness, discernment, and volition, Haverkate’s (1988) typology of 
politeness strategies, Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) intercultural communication 
and face systems, and Watts’ (1989) politic behavior and relational work. From his 
critical analysis of previous research on politeness, the author crafts his own per-
spective. There are, he notes, two approaches. The first (“politeness1”) refers to “…
the common notion of the term, that is, the way politeness manifests itself in com-
municative interaction: politeness-as-practice in everyday interaction” (10). The 
second (“politeness2”) alludes to “… the scientific conceptualization of politeness1 
and to a theory of the universal principles governing human interaction” (11).
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The second chapter discusses the notion of refusal within the context of speech 
act theory (Austin 1962, Searle 1969). The author provides one of the most com-
prehensive critical reviews of the literature on refusals ever assembled (46–50), 
and one that should be consulted by anyone working in this area of linguistics. 
What makes this study unique is the attention paid to interactional patterns.

The third chapter outlines the methodology and organization of the empirical 
research. The study involved twenty native speakers of Mexican Spanish and twen-
ty native speakers of American English (62–63). The author’s methodology is that 
of simulated interactions, or role-plays (see appendices 1A and 1B for the scripts 
of the role plays in English and Spanish respectively). There were 240 refusal in-
teractions from Mexicans and Americans with references to the verbal behavior of 
speaker and addressee. Chapter 4 presents the results, while the fifth chapter dem-
onstrates the differences between refusal strategies of Mexicans and Americans. 
Finally, in his detailed and revealing concluding remarks, Félix-Brasdefer points 
out that his study involved production and perception data in similar situations 
within a discursive approach. Thus the results provide invaluable information on 
the ways in which refusals are negotiated along various parameters (173).

The volume is a completely revamped version of the author’s 2002 doctoral 
dissertation. It is a very valuable contribution to sociolinguistics because it dem-
onstrates important distinctions in refusal acts between speakers of Mexican Span-
ish and US English. Awareness of these differences can contribute to a reduction 
in cross-cultural conflict as well as improvement in second-language pedagogy. 
Moreover, its all-embracing literature review, methodology, and insightful discus-
sion of the results make it an essential reference for cross-cultural refusal research. 
A valuable set of references, an author index, and a subject index complement this 
excellent study.

References

Austin, J. L. 1962. How to Do Things with Words. Cambridge, MA: Harvard U. P.
Arndt, Horst & Richard Janney. 1985. Politeness revisited: Cross-cultural supportive strategies. 

International Review of Applied Linguistics 23:281–300.
Brown, Penelope & Stephen C. Levinson. 1987. Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage. 

Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.
Félix-Brasdefer, Julio César. 2002. A cross-cultural study of politeness strategies among speak-

ers of Mexican Spanish, American English, and American learners of Spanish as a foreign 
language. Doctoral dissertation. University of Minnesota, Twin Cities.

Fraser, Bruce. 1978. Acquiring social competence in a second language. RELC Journal 9/2:1–
26.

Goffman, Erving. 1955. On face-work: An analysis of ritual elements in social interaction. Psy-
chiatry 18:213–231.



© 2009. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

274 Reviews / Críticas / Rezensionen / Recenzoj

Grice, H. Paul. 1975. Logic and conversation. P. Cole & J. L. Morgan, ed. Syntax and Semantics 
3: Speech Acts. New York: Academic Press. 41–58.

Haverkate, Henk. 1988. Toward a typology of politeness strategy in communicative interaction. 
Multilingua 7:385–409.

Ide, Sachiko 1989. Formal forms and discernment: Two neglected aspects of universal polite-
ness. Multilingua 8: 223–248.

Lakoff, Robin. 1973. The logic of politeness; or, minding your p’s and q’s. C. Corum, S. Cedric, & 
A. Weiser, ed. Papers from the Ninth Regional Meeting. Chicago Linguistic Society. Chicago: 
Chicago Linguistic Society. 292–305.

Leech, Geoffrey N. 1983. Principles of Pragmatics. New York: Longman.
Searle, John R. 1969. Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.
Scollon, Ronald & Suzanne Wong Scollon. 2001. Formal Forms and Discernment: Two Neglected 

Aspects of Universal Politeness. 2nd ed. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Spencer-Oatey, Helen. 2000. Rapport management: A framework for analysis. H. Spencer, ed. 

Culturally Speaking: Managing Rapport Through Talk Across Cultures. London: Continuum. 
11–45.

Watts, Richard J. 1989. Relevance and relational work: Linguistic politeness as politic behavior. 
Multilingua 8:131–166.

Reviewer’s address

Classical and Modern Languages
Program in Linguistics
University of Louisville
Louisville, KY 40292, USA

Fhnues01@louisville.edu

About the reviewer

Frank Nuessel (Ph.D., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign) is a Professor of Modern 
Languages, Linguistics, and Humanities at the University of Louisville. His research interests 
include Esperanto, Hispanic linguistics, Italian studies, gerontology, and onomastics.

mailto:Fhnues01@louisville.edu

	J. César Félix-Brasdefer. Politeness in Mexico and the United States. Pragmatics and Beyond 171. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 2008. xiv + 195pp.
	References
	Reviewer’s address
	About the reviewer


