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PHILOLOGICAL SCIENCES

UDC 811.111°373.72:177
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Abstract: This study investigates English idiomatic expressions functioning as
vital instruments of social coordination through the framework of politeness and
etiquette. Adhering to Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness and Goffman’s
concept of face, the researcher employs qualitative analysis of 36 idioms sampled
from the Oxford Dictionary of Idioms. They are organized into five thematic clusters:
expressions of respect and deference, markers of superiority or disdain, idioms
centered on self-dignity and face-saving, phrases advocating cautious
communication, and those emphasizing impartiality and shared decency. The results
show that these idioms are more than just ornamental language; rather, they are
practical instruments that maintain social harmony, negotiate power relations, and
cement social hierarchies. Such expressions work as performative acts in social
interactions and regulate interpersonal perceptions by ingraining cultural values of
honor, humility, and propriety.

The study emphasizes the dual nature of idioms as contextually adaptive tactics
and stable linguistic forms, demonstrating their ability to maintain conventional
etiquette while adapting to changing communication needs. Idioms serve as a conduit
between cultural norms and personal expression, and this investigation deepens our
understanding of linguistic pragmatics while providing observations relevant to

intercultural communication.

454



Keywords: etiquette, English idioms, semantic group, social interaction,

pragmatics.

Language is the primary medium of connection and communication since
people are social beings by nature. These interactions occur both within a single
group (intra-group) and between groups (intergroup). Intergroup connections may
result in misunderstandings if interlocutors do not adhere to the communicative
conventions of the languages they speak [4, p. 36]. An effective strategy to prevent
these kinds of misunderstandings is to comprehend and employ decorum in
accordance with the principles and norms of the language.

The field of politeness research has grown significantly during the last three
decades, leading to the creation of a considerable amount of scholarly literature.
However, definitions of politeness remain diverse. Furkatovna and Dilnoza suggest
that politeness can be viewed as a distinct linguistic structure that conveys the
speaker’s attitude, best understood through pragmatic rather than semantic analysis
[7]. It is essential to understand that engagement goes beyond simple information
sharing; language interactions are social by nature, as Spencer-Oatey notes
[11, p. 98]. As a result, individuals’ utterances are influenced by social distance and
intimacy, and they not only convey meaning but also follow social standards. These
elements may be internal, emerging during the encounter, or external, existing before
to the discourse. While internal factors include things like the degree of friendliness
or the level of imposition, external ones usually relate to the individuals’ relative
status.

In their seminal work on politeness theory, Brown and Levinson posit that
individuals possess a public self-image, referred to as “face” [1], a concept they adapt
from Goffman’s definition of face as the “positive social value a person effectively
claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact”
[8, p. 5]. This concept of face is dynamic, similar to a person’s sense of self-worth,
and requires constant control during encounters.

People use both defensive and protective attitudes when trying to maintain
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their face: protecting their own face and keeping others’ faces intact [2, p. 156].
Brown and Levinson argue that cooperation in face maintenance is rooted in the
mutual vulnerability of face [1, p. 61]. Since any participant’s face can be threatened
by another, it is in everyone’s interest to show concern for others’ faces, thereby
protecting their own.

Positive and negative faces represent the two parts of a face. The term
“negative face” is typically associated with formal politeness, which represents the
desire for autonomy and independence from imposition [1, p. 62]. The need for
acceptance and approval, to be regarded as a member of the same group, and to have
one’s desires recognized by others are all represented by positive face.

In modern English, idiomatic expressions serve not merely as ornamental
language but as vehicles for transmitting social values and regulating interpersonal
behavior. Among these, a number of expressions are deeply entwined with the norms
of etiquette, reflecting subtle judgments about respect, deference, dignity, and
decency. The phenomenon of etiquette, analyzed through the prism of English
idioms, reveals the pragmatic functions of these expressions in everyday
communication, in addition to reflecting cultural past. Examining these idioms, we
can see that language mediates social connections and establishes the bounds of
appropriate behavior in addition to communicating factual information. The
communicative power of these expressions lies in their ability to package complex
attitudes toward honor and humility, superiority and subordination, thereby
influencing both the speaker’s image and the listener’s perceptions. In this context,
idioms can be seen as linguistic markers that indicate whether one is acknowledging
another’s achievements, preserving one’s own dignity, or, alternatively, asserting
superiority over someone else.

The research uses a qualitative methodological approach. First of all, a list of
idioms related to etiquette has been compiled from the reputable lexicographic
source, particularly, the Oxford Dictionary of Idioms [12]. The idioms have been
subsequently classified into thematic groups according to their semantic functions:

expressions of respect, admiration, and deference, idioms criticizing superiority and
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disdain, expressions verbalizing self-dignity, face-saving, and the avoidance of
humiliation, idioms concerning thoughtful, cautious communication, and those
denoting impartiality and a shared commitment to decency.

A close inspection of 36 idiomatic expressions reveals that they can be
classified into several pragmatic clusters based on the social values they express. The
first semantic group comprises those idioms that verbalize respect, admiration, and
deference. Expressions “give someone their due” and “hat’s off to you” function to
acknowledge achievements or merits in a manner that is both formal and emotionally
charged. In addition to expressing admiration, a speaker who uses these idioms is
promoting the principle of social reciprocity, which smoothes the social fabric by
recognizing individuals whose activities are worthy of praise. Similar to this,
expressions like “on bended knee” bring up ideas of modesty and sincerity,
frequently in situations when great admiration is contrasted with personal
vulnerability, for example: “Her overwhelming defeat in the Republican presidential
primaries, the polls that show Trump beating President Biden and other
developments over the past few months have clearly convinced her that the only path
to viability in the Republican Party right now is the one that leads to the doorstep of
Mar-a-Lago, where a supplicant must arrive on bended knee” [9]. In these cases,
language becomes a ritual of respect; even the act of “making or paying a
compliment” takes on an almost ceremonial quality as it elevates both the speaker
and the recipient into a shared space of reverence. These expressions serve as
nonverbal cues that signal mutual recognition of social hierarchy and communal
values, fostering an environment in which honor is publicly acknowledged and
celebrated.

The second set of idioms expresses superiority and contempt. Here belong
such expressions as “have one’s nose in the air” or “look down one’s nose” which
convey the meaning of snobbishness and self-importance, implicitly marking the
speaker as someone who regards others as beneath them. When one “throws one’s
weight around” or “rides roughshod over” others, the language not only

communicates the exercise of power but also positions the speaker in a socially
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dominant role, for instance: “A man supposedly devoted to the institution of the
Senate could — given the way Trump wants to ride roughshod over it now — go down
as the handmaiden to its greatest degradation” [3].

Such idioms are frequently used in situations when an unequal distribution of
power is either denounced or, ironically, displayed as a claim to one’s legitimate
position. Language thus turns into a tool for differentiation as well as exclusion,
marking social borders by expressing disdain or disapproval. Through deliberately
employing these idioms, a speaker can maintain a delicate balance between respect
and rebuke in social encounters by using them as either overt rejections or subtle
warnings of behavior that is viewed as exuberant or presumptuous.

The pragmatic topics of self-dignity, face-saving, and avoiding humiliation
are the focus of the third semantic category of idioms. Expressions such as “stand on
your dignity” denote the importance of maintaining self-respect even in adverse
circumstances. In many cultures, the concept of “saving face” is paramount, and
idioms that express the necessity of preserving one’s honor are deployed to mitigate
embarrassment or social censure, for example: “Officials and analysts Monday
mostly said yes, believing that the potentially disastrous attacks were, instead, a
face-saving moment — allowing each of the combatants to step back from the edge of
a wider conflict” [10]. On the other hand, to “lose face” is to experience a public
decline in one’s social status, which is something that both speakers and listeners aim
to avoid. These idioms serve as both cautions and reassurances, expressing the fine
equilibrium between self-presentation and social expectations. In contexts ranging
from personal relationships to formal ceremonies, the ability to maintain dignity
through careful language use is seen as an essential component of proper etiquette.

A further set of idioms contains expressions that provide guidelines for
thoughtful, cautious communication. Idioms “mind one’s p’s and q’s” or “choose
one’s words carefully” remind speakers of the importance of discretion and restraint
in conversation, for example: “When he was around, you didn’t say a curse word.
You minded your p’s and q’s” [5]. These set phrases are normative because they

enable individuals to conform their speech to recognized norms of decency and
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civility. These expressions serve as a corrective remedy in situations when language
may otherwise cause misunderstandings or offense, encouraging speakers to use
tactful language and handle delicate subjects with caution. Although the saying “if
you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all” promotes a commonly
accepted social principle, its usage in casual conversation serves to reinforce the
notion that tact is a virtue. In contexts where the social stakes are high, such as
professional interactions or family gatherings, the prudent selection of words is not
merely a matter of style but a strategic choice that protects social harmony and
reinforces collective norms.

The final semantic cluster comprises idioms that stress impartiality and a
shared commitment to decency. Phrases like “in common decency” and “be no
respecter of persons” denote a universal standard that surpasses personal biases and
situates proper behavior within a framework of fairness, for example: “Responding to
President Trump’s attacks on his French counterpart, France’s government struck
back Wednesday, accusing Trump of lacking ‘“‘common decency” by spewing
invective on the same day the country was commemorating the victims of a major
2015 terrorist attack” [6].

Speakers demonstrate their commitment to an ethic of equal treatment and their
rejection of bias by using such expressions. These idioms are especially effective in
situations where socioeconomic differences could normally cause conflict. They act
as a reminder that a foundation of respect and decency must always prevail, even
though particular interactions may be characterized by differences in status or
viewpoint. As a result, these phrases serve to both promote courteous conversation
and uphold the general belief that social interactions will always be guided by a
shared commitment to fairness.

The usefulness of these idioms goes beyond their use as ornamental language,
as demonstrated by the practical analysis. They serve as linguistic tools that encode
and uphold the societal standards of decency, dignity, and deference. Speakers use
these phrases to influence other people’s conduct as well as to support their own

opinions in informal interactions. The expressive power of these phrases comes from
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their capacity to conjure strong mental images and to invoke centuries of cultural
tradition, which enables interlocutors to share a space of meaning. When someone
decides to “raise their hat” in appreciation of someone else’s accomplishments, for
example, they are not just employing a common expression; rather, they are
participating in a culturally embedded custom that acknowledges social order and
mutual respect. Idioms that caution against “losing face” serve both social criticism
as well as personal cautions, alerting people of the possible repercussions of
imprudent behaviour.

The relation between the fixed structure of these expressions and their flexible
pragmatic applications offers fertile ground for further research. The contradiction
between the situational unpredictability and stability of the idiom illustrates that
language is dynamic, allowing both innovation and tradition to coexist. Despite the
fact that the form of these idioms is frequently conventionalized, their pragmatic
impact can vary significantly based on the speaker’s aim, the audience’s expectations,
and the situation. Therefore, a more thorough comprehension of these expressions
can reveal more general trends in human communication, explaining how language is
employed not only to transmit information but also to control public image and
negotiate social relationships. Studying these idioms provides significant clues
regarding the relationship between language, culture, and social behavior and
contributes to developinga more sophisticated understanding of linguistic
pragmatics.

In summary, an analysis of English idioms from the standpoint of etiquette
shows that these expressions are effective means of facilitating social interaction.
They can be used to convey admiration and respect or to express conceit and
contempt; they can be used to protect one’s own dignity or to direct courteous and
considerate speech; they can be used to uphold universal standards of equity or to
manage the fine line between individuality and conformity. We can Dbetter
comprehend how language functions as a social institution through investigating
these idioms as coherent units with both fixed forms and context-sensitive functions.

This study has applications in language instruction and cross-cultural communication
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in addition to enhancing our theoretical understanding of idiomatic language. Thus,
examining etiquette via the prism of English idioms reveals the language’s timeless
ability to influence interpersonal interactions and to convey the customs and beliefs
that define society.
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