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denies the charge; second, he hits back with another proposition that is
again a personal, not a ritual insult: “You come over to my house to eat
(since there was no food in your own), and so what right have you to
complain?” Of course, the second part implicitly contradicts the first — if no
chair caved in, how does Junior know what occasion is being talked
about? ...

Sounds are directed as targets very close to the opponent (or at himself’)
but by social convention it is accepted that they do not denote attributes
which persons actually possess: in Goffman’s formulation, symbolic distance
maintained serves to insulate this exchange from further consequences. The
rules given above for sounding, and the development of sounds in bizarre
and whimsical direction, all have the effect of preserving this ritual status. As
we have seen, the ritual convention can break down with younger speakers
or in strange situations — and the dangers of such a collapse of rituul
safeguards are very great. Rituals are sanctuaries; in ritual we are freed from
personal responsibility for the acts we are engaged in. Thus when somcone
makes a request for action in other subcultures, and he is challenged on the

fourth precondition, ‘What right have you to tell me that? his reply muy
follow the same strategy:

It’s not my idea — I just have to get the work done.
I’'m just doing my job.
1 didn’t pick on you — somebody has to do it.

Any of these moves to depersonalize the situation may succeed in removing
the dangers of a face-to-face confrontation and defiance of authority. Ritual
mnsults are used in the same way to manage challenges within the peer group,
and an understanding of ritual behavior must therefore be an importumt
element in constructing a general theory of discourse.

NOTE

I am particularly indebted to Benji Wald for suggestions incorporated in the 7rosem
version of the analysis of sounding.
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compliments are co;_npatible with their folk definitions. Most definitions
of complements specify two conditions: (1) an expression of admiration on
the part of the speaker, (2) concerning a possession, accomplishment, or

personal quality of the addressee. The definition proposed by Hol
mirrors the above folk definitions: por wHeme(15H)

A cgmph'mcnt is a speech act which explicitly or implicitly attributes
credit to someone other than the speaker, usually the person addressed,

for some good (possession, characteristic, skill, e ich i iti
i g . etc.) which is positive
valued by the speaker, ’ v

ng;rai points are worthy of mention here, First, the distinction between
explicit and implicit compliments is an important one, corresponding in part
to the _distinction between direct and indirect speech acts. The former are
recognized as compliments outside of context, being realized by a small set
of conventional formulac (cf. below), for example,

(1) Terrific presentation this morning!

(2) T like your hair short like that.

Implicit compliments are those in which the value judgement |In
presupposed and/or implicated by Gricean maxims, for example,

(3) T wish I could manage my work like you do.

(4) Your husband is a very lucky man.

Note that the literature on compliments, and this chapter is no exception,
deals almost exclusively with explicit compliments,
A second point relevant to Holmes’ definition concerns the relationship

between the addressee and the topic of the speech act. Holmes® definition
allows for examples such as:

(5) [Context; 2 elderly women discussing a new TV newsreader]
A: Oh, but you must admit that she’s got a lovely voice.
B:  She certainly has.

to count as compliments (correctly, in Holmes® view), but she then ex plicitly
e:\l:cl_udcs such examples from further consideration. 1y is perhaps better o
dlstinggish between compliments and other statements of admirntion/pruise
(pf w_h:ch compliments form a subcluss) by restricting compliments 1o
situations i_n which the topic of ndmirution benrs directly on the nddresses or
on i quality or person(s) more or lexs clowely relmted 10 the nddrenge
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(cf. Kerbrat-Orecchioni 1987: 5; Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk 1989 /4),
Thus, (6) counts as and is recognized as a complimenl whereus (7) in not;

(6) Your children seem very well-behaved.

(7) Your neighbors seem like such nice people.

The issue of stating precisely what is meant by ‘more or less closely related
to the addfessee’ is a thorny one, which is not pursued in the present
context. This issue is taken up and discarded by Marandin (1987: 76), who
replaces it with a functional notion, describing compliments as statements
where the speaker pleases or intends to please the addressee.

Finally, there are broad similarities between the act of complimenting and
the act of congratulating, noted by Norrick (1980), Marandin (1987), and
others. This similarity will be taken up separately in greater detail later in
this chapter. It will suffice to mention here that while compliments focus on
possessions and personal qualities, congratulations often refer to accom-
plishments and to good fortune (Norrick 1980: 297).

COMPLIMENT FORMULAE

In a series of articles, Nessa Wolfson and Joan Manes (for example, Wolfson
and Manes 1980; Manes and Wolfson 1980; Wolfson 1983) noted that one of
the most striking features of compliments in American English is their almost
total lack of originality (Manes and Wolfson 1980: 15). Examining a corpus
of approximately 700 compliments, they found that about 80% of the
compliments depended on an adjective to carry the positive semantic load of
the utterance and that two-thirds of all adjectival compliments made use
of only five adjectives:

nice, good, beautiful, pretty, great

Most of the nonadjectival compliments depended on semantically positive
verbs, for example, like, love, enjoy, admire, be impressed by, and the first
two of these verbs accounted for 86% of the compliments in this category.
Relatively few compliments made use of an adverb (usnally well) or a noun
(for example, genius) to express positive valuation. Wolfson and Manes
noted that the semanic load of the compliments in their corpus is borne by
the several lexical items mentioned above, and they argued that this is strong
evidence of the non-creativity of compliments in specch.

More striking evidence of formulaicity in English compliments is found at
the syntactic level, More than hall (53%) of the data studied by Wollson
und Munes exhibited nosingle syntonctic |!mllt'rn:1
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(8) NP is (really) ADJ
looks
That shirt looks great on you.

The two other major syntactic patterns were:

(9) 1 (really) like NP (16.1%)
love
I really like what you've done to your hair.

(10) PRO is (really) (a) ADJ NP (14.9%)
That’s a good question.

Only six other patterns occur with any re ity i ini
gularity in the re 0
the Wolfson and Manes corpus: waming 1a%of

(I1) You V (a) (really) AD] NP (3.3%)
You did a great job.

(12) You V. NP (really) ADV (2.7%)
You sang that song really well.

(13) You have (a) (really) ADJ NP (2.4%)
You have a beautiful living room.

(14) What (a) ADJ NP! (1.6%)
What a pretty skirt!

(15) ADJ NP! (1.6%)
Good shot!

(l6) Isnt NP ADI (1.0%)
Isn’t that ring pretty!

American English compliments are not mere statements of admiratio
offered to the addressee: they are highly structured formulae which can hn
adapted with minimal effort to a wide variety of situations in which g:w ) :
able comment is required or desired (Manes and Wolfson 19§0- 123) wor

Polish, like English, makes use of a small set of syntaclig il s
f'cm-nu?ac for the purpose of encoding compliments. The noney
compliment act is a striking fact: these are speech formulae. 1 is tempting to
speculzftc that such noncreativity is direetly tied 10 o u.;c.‘g j'{;l -;R'|‘
recognizable formulac in status- wnd solidurity-negotint iy ||mh'lll e
speech. That is, in muking n socinl move of this kind, the H:.:l : it

and semantic
citivity of the

ol formula
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decreases the likelihood that the move might be misinterpreted or unnoticed
by an addressee. The formulae used in Polish and in English differ — as one
expects — in interesting ways, and these differences are set within a larger
cultural framework below.

ANALYZING COMPLIMENT DIFFERENCES

There are both striking similarities and important differences between the
Polish and English compliment data. Syntactic differences in the two
languages account for the less rigid adhesion to formulaic structure in
Polish, that is, the relatively free word order in Polish contrasts with the
fixedness of English word order. More interestingly, one notes the virtual
absence of compliments expressed with a first person singular focus
(for example, podoba mi sie~‘1 like’, (ja)lubie~ "1 love/like”) in Polish as
compared with the high frequency of such first person focus in English
(for example, I likeflove NP). By contrast, the most common Polish
formula is Masz (‘you have’) (INTY ADJ NP, which accounts for 35% of
the sample, compared with a 2.4% frequency for the corresponding English
structure You have (a) (really) ADJ NP. Herbert (1987) categorized
English compliments according to the ‘personal focus’ of the compliment
act, for example,

(17) Ist. I like your hair that way.
1 think you've done a good job so far.
2nd. Your hair looks good short.
You've done an excellent job with the sources you had.
3rd. That’s a nice sweater,
Nice job.

and found that the relative distribution of personal focus was:

(18) st ond  3rd  (impersonal)
32.8% 29% 38%

By contrast, the relevant frequencies for the Polish data are:

(19) st 2nd 3rd
575% 75.5% 18.5%

The infrequency of first person compliments in Polish is quite marked,
and it cannot be attributed to the lack of a syntactic formula of the relevant
type. Although podoebad sie 1o like’ does not often figure in the encoding of
compliments, it is frequently used in compliment responses, for example,

|
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(20) A: Ladng mas: sulienke
“You have a nice dress.’
B: Podoba ci sig?
‘Do you like it?

This response type strikes the Engli
nglish e 3
further praise. The vast bulk of p glish speaker as coy and “fishing’ for

: lish complim h
ol o piiments have second person
,'whsch., on the one ha?dém{ay seem natural since the deﬁnilioI:lenf a
: _ 1 of admiration for some possessi i

: ¢ session, achieve
riclla}lt,c ;t;:.,ut:carmg directly on_the addressee or on objects/persons {:ln(:::ll'

o the addressee. What is interesting is that almost half of the secong

n possession via the fi |
. : _ ormula Masz 4
co};;‘;g;lfe r:::::;e }::;”:’Cttm ;ave (a) ADJ NP’, As Manes (1983) nnlrf:ij
mdicators of values held by the society usi :
© indire usin
agfs :;scl very high meidence of possession compliments, esPeéally gr:h::v
fep et aET::I;]I'S o&ustandmg here. In the same way that American speakery
'galion to compliment close acquaintances '
appearance (for example, chan i i, S Pl
: : ged hair style/length, absence
: ; rese!
iall.::lzlbga:rt,_toss of weight [although not weight gain]), Polish Spf:/fkers ';:;0‘:{
an Uimga ion ol_‘ the Same sort when close acquaintances display newl|
q possessions, especially items of apparel or decoration, for exam p!ey

(21) ‘Widzg nowe kolczyki. Bardzo fadne.
I see new earrings. Very nice.’

(22) To nowa koszula? Ladna
‘Is that a new shirt? Nice.’

(23) O, masz nowe spodnie.*
‘Oh, you've got new pants.’

M _ ;
Amcé:i:';i (3&31511.9“2 r?toted tha_t lz;ppearance 18 very commonly the Tocuy of
S, especially aspects that are th ! '
effort and new items. Complj i R
. pliments on skill or perform: are
st St n sk performance are the secon
_ ;i pid decline in topic frequenc
pe, \ . y. Holmes (1ux

provides a quantitative analysis of topic in New Zealand c-:mmlin:;:n{u: "

L
(24) appearance 50.7%, ‘
ability/performance 30.6%,
possessions 11.2%,
personality/fricndship 4.8, (For example, You're sueh o % |

Rentle pery,
other 2T % e
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Using these same categories for topical analysis of the Polish corpus, the
relevant frequencies are:

appearance 32.25% (n=141)

ability/performance 11.75% (n=47)

possessions 49.25% (n=197)

personality/friendship  1.25% (n=15)

other 25%  (n=10) (for example, Masz bardzo

pracowitg zone
(*You've got a hard-working
wife.”)

The most striking point of contrast between the English and Polish data
sets concerns the category Possessions, which is the most common topical
subtype in Polish compliments, accounting for about 50% of the sample
whereas the category occurs in only 11% of Holmes™ sample. There is a
sharply reduced frequency ol compliments on ability/performance in the
Polish data. It is important to recall here that the data were collected
ethnographically among university student populations in the respective
countries. One point of interest arising from the present finding is that it
directly contradicts the widely held folk-belief mentioned earlier that
compliments are relatively infrequent on account of a lesser importance
attached to material possessions in Poland than in Western countries.
Without any firm evidence to support the conclusion, it is nonectheless
tempting to speculate on the relationship between the high frequency of
possession compliments in Polish and life within the consumer-troubled
society of Poland [under communism, pre-1989 — Ed.]. The fact is, as readily
acknowledged by official and unofficial sources, consumer goods are in very
short supply, or they are imported and available only for Western currency
or at very high, occasionally staggering, prices. There is a variety of sources
through which people acquire the consumer goods which they need and
desire. The acquisition of goods, ranging from sheepskin coats to washing
machines to the trivial purchases of everyday life, is often regarded as an
accomplishment — by oneself and by fellow members of the society
(cf. Wedel [1986] for a detailed description of everyday life in pre-democratic
Poland). Perhaps for this reason, such acquisitions are often prominently
displayed and are prominent topics in conversation. Several speakers of
Polish observed independently to the author that conversation at social
gatherings seems to consist of little more than an exchange of news
concerning Lthings onc has acquired or ‘arranged’. In view of the above, it is
perhaps not surprising (hat possession compliments have such a high
incidence in the sample, In both Polish and English, onc is struck by the
centrality of appenriance/possession compliments, reflecting the importance
ol These Tentures in both societies,
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COMPLIMENTS AND CONGRATULATIONS
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object, its probable cost, difficulty of acquisition, etc. These aspects, as well
as any aesthetic appreciation, enter into the act of complimenting. That is, it
is often the fact of acquisition that is the topic of the speech act, and this
situation has much in common with the act of congratulating. Further
support for such an analysis comes from the observation that speakers very
often introduce the topic of their new possession into conversation by
complaining about its high cost, the length of time spent waiting in line to
purchase it, or by noting their ‘good connections’ which directed them to the
object. Compliments follow such commentary.

Finally, the link between compliments and congratulations is strength-
ened by the existence of a token in which the topic of the compliment is, for
example, a new refrigerator, a hot-water heater, or an unremarkable kitchen
cabinet. Speakers compliment on such objects because they recognize the
achievement of acquisition, not because they find the refrigerator
aesthetically pleasing.

It is, of course, not possible to prove the validity of an analysis such as
that proposed above. One might look at patterns of responses to
compliments as a source of relevant information on how addressees
perceive compliments. When asked about the appropriate way in which to
respond to a compliment in Polish, speakers most often report that the
compliment should be downgraded or rejected. Those Polish speakers who
are familiar with English often contrast the two languages, reporting that
English speakers say Thank you and accept compliments offered, whereas
Polish speakers will most commonly disagree with the compliment. This folk
belief also appears in the scholarly literature; for example, Lewandowska-
Tomaszczyk (1989: 75) claims that the convention of avoiding self-praise
‘seems to be the highest among Poles, less strong in British English, and the
weakest with the American English speakers’.? There are certainly instances

of this kind in the data:

(25) A: Ale ladne masz butk?®
‘What nice shoes you have.’
B:  Ale mewygodne.
‘But comfortable.’

(26) A: Dzisiaj bardzo dobrze wygladasz!
“You look very well today!’
B: Oo, w tej chwili to nie bardzo.
‘Oh, not so well at the moment.’. ..

(27) A: Tadeusz, naprawde masz rewelacyjne spodnie!
*Tadcusz, you really have terrific pants!’
B:  Luz-blues, Ameryka lata trzydzieste!
*Shick, America of the thirties!

e e e et e e
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(28) A: Masz ekstra zapalniczke.
"You’ve got a super lighter.’
B: Fajna, prawda?
‘Neat, isn’t it?

(29) A;. Masz bardzo ladng sukienke.
‘You have a very pretty dress.’
B:  Wiem, jest sliczna
B: ‘I know, it's lovely,”., ..

The high incidence of such acceptances contrasts sharply with the rate of
acceptance among American university students (Herbert 1989) and New
_Zealan:d speakers (Holmes 1988). This incidence is also the more remarkab]
in the light of Polish speakers’ claims of not accepting complimentar I'orc:
It may be that the compliment formula is used to express reco ni{Eon f
ach;_eyememjeﬁort in acquisition, a use to which the formulag was n::
traditionally put, and that this usage elicits bold acceptance as a re&pnmmi

CONCLUSION

Bwl@mg upon previous work on English compliments, this chapter huw
pl'()l\?ld(’.d a s!(etch of Polish compliments from a contrastive perspectiv
Polish compliments, like English compliments, are highly fon'nulail:: witTI:
almost 85% of the corpus described as variants on four basic syn;luuliu
p:?tcrps. Further, Semantc expression is highly predictable, especially in
:v J??t:val and adverbial compliments, which account for 83% of the sample
Eo }sfo: and Manes (1980) have previously raised the question of whyl
1(3 : nglis ) comphmems_ should be formulaic. Unlike greetings, leave-tukingw
(1;;552;!?‘;' cac',hcomph:nents occur rather freely in conversation, Ilulmul:
i u;1 .t at 21.5% of :]CI‘ New Zealand sample occurred as greetingy,
f'. oqu: closings, and _72.9/5 as focher’. It is generally assumed that the
ormulaicity o.f' compliments derives from their need to be recognized
anywhere in discourse as tokens of good will, offers of solidarity nur Iml
express:cd by Kerbrat-Orecchioni (1987: 15) — “‘une espéce de cadcm; verby)!
Com;fahmqp_,ts are acts of social negotiation. Addressees must recognize limlnl
:zciuct?;l and a(!dre_ssccs are t_hcn faced with the problem of acknowledging/
o fomg1?r; ;ejtecgngfdc_ﬁectmg the oﬁ"cre.:d praisc, that is, ol responding 1o
e bp nt. Compliment responses in English have been analyzed in
etail by Pome{antz (1978), Herbert (1986, 1989), and Holmes (198K); of
Kerbrat-Ore_cchxoni (1987) on French compliment responsey, ‘
Thc; promincnce ol possession compliments in Polish was noted, nmd i
{:rmmr}cncc wus‘ncd to the anthropology of, everyday life in ll;n formey
Peaple’s Republic of Poland, Specifically, compliments on PORKENRIOTIN,
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particularly new possessions, recognize an achievement/accomplishment on
the part of the addressee, who has managed by persistence, personal
connections, or simple good fortune to acquire some desirable consumer
item. In this regard, this subset of Polish compliments blurs the distinction
between compliments and congratulations. They are superficially compli-
ments, almost always encoded in the semantic and syntactic formulae
described above, but they also operate as expressions of congratulations, a
fact acknowledged in many response types and also described by
informants. This type of approach to the analysis of speech acts obviously
derives from the discipline known as ‘the ethnography of speaking’, in which
language and speech are taken to pattern independently and to interact with |
other patterns of sociocultural organization, for example, cultural value |
systems, religion, political organization, an approach championed in the
works of Dell Hymes (for example, 1962).

Speech acts are obviously multifunctional. On the other hand, compli-
ments express admiration on the part of the speaker and they also serve as

_offers of social negotiation (cf. Wolfson 1988). On the other hand, these

expressions may be put to particular uses. For example, compliments may
be used for personal profit, to which we attach the lable ‘flattery’, or they
may serve as responses to compliments when addressees respond to a
compliment by offering a return token, for example,

(30) A: I like your hair short, Sharon.
B: Thanks, Deb. I like yours too.

thereby re-establishing the balance between interlocutors. The multi-
functional character of compliments is further reflected in their rather frec
occurrence in discourse.

Compliment events (compliment + response) provide interesting informa-
tion on sociocultural values and organization. As has previously been noted,
the topics of compliments reveal the values which are positively regarded
within some particular society. Clothes and general appearance are of great
importance in Polish- and English-speaking societies. There are numer-
ous compliments on youthful appearance, but none on aged appearance;
many compliments on weight loss, but virtually none on weight gain. In
addition to these reflections of cultural values, patterns of compliment
events reveal social organization. Who compliments whom, in which
circumstances, with what purpose, on which topics, eliciting what response,
ctc.? Finally, the frequency of the act of complimenting may itself provide
some insight into the sociology of compliment work. For example, many
non-Americans have commented (often unfavorably) on the high frequency
of compliments in American Lnglish. These comments come from speakers
ol other varicties ol English, for example, New Zealand speakers (Holmes
and Brown 1987), Souwth Alvienn spenkers (Herbert 1Y89) and sccond
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language speakers of English from a wide variety of linguistic and cultural
backgrounds. Judging by their own norms, these groups often report a
suspicion that Americans are ‘insincere’ in their complimenting; cf. Herbert
and Straight (1989). When questioned, after having complimented
acquaintances on new possessions, Poles often reveal noncomplimentary
attitudes toward the objects they had explicitly complimented on moments
earlier. The most commonly cited reasons for such acts of complimenting
include: (1) an assessment that the item was very expensive, and (2) a report
that the item is difficult to acquire. Neither of these values is explicitly
encoded in the expression of compliments although both are acceptable
topics in conversation; speakers may report with pride on the sum of money
paid for an object or on the byzantine circuit of connections and
acquaintances that enabled them to ‘arrange’ (zalatwic) its acquisition. It
may be that the compliment formula serves to offer the addressee an
opportunity to introduce these facts in conversation. A view of the subsct
of compliments on possession as a type in which the compliment-
congratulation distinction is blurred is compatible with the above reports.
The compliment is not necessarily a statement of aesthetic appreciation,
although it bears that form. A traditional form is put to new use in response
to changes in the organizational patterns of everyday life. ...
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The fieldwork upon which the analysis of Polish compliments rests was conducted
over approximately 30 months in Poznan, Warsaw, and Lublin during 1983 18§,
1987, and 1988. Fieldwork was concluded in December 1988, and the writing of the
chapter was done during the first half of 1989. There have been significant political,
social, and economic changes in Poland since that time. The ethnolinguistic nnulysix
presented later rests upon the ethnography of everyday life at the time of ficldwork.
Any difference between the 19831988 data and those which might be collected now
is a matter for empirical investigation. ¥

The author is grateful to Barbara Nykiel, Nessa Wolfson, and two anonymoun
reviewers for their comments and criticisms. All errors of interpretution ure the
author’s sole responsibility.

1 The following conventions are used in Wolfson and Munes' statements of
syntactic patterns: a. really stands for any intensifier, b. all verbs nre cited in the
present tense, c. look stands for any linking verb other than be, . fike and love
stand for any verb of liking, ¢. ADJ stunds for any semunticnlly positive ndjective,
. ADV stands (or any semantically positive ndverb, g NI stunds for o noun
phrase which does not include 1 semuantienlly positive ndjective, and e PR
stunds tor vow, thiv, that, these, those,
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2 Nowy ‘new’ does mot figure in the list of most commonly used adjecn'z\r;s
since nowy is generally used to introduce the compliment; examples such as (23),
where nowy carries the complimentary force, are rare. .

3 Pumcranlzy(l‘ﬂS) was the first to note that the dlfﬁ_cu]ty of respon‘chng to a
compliment derives from the conflict in two conversational postulates: (1) agree
with speaker, (2) avoid self-praise.
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