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1. Introduction

Using Simmel’s (1971) formal sociology and Austin’s (1962) performative
utterance theory in linguistics, this article examines the role of
ceremonious politeness (i.e., ta’arof) in teaching Persian as a Second
Language. Ceremonious politeness is a prominent phenomenon in
Iranians’ communications, which span from simple verbal and non-verbal
social relations to written and formal correspondence. Aside from Iranians,
foreign learners of the Persian language also encounter the phenomenon,
but most often they are not able to decode this social protocol. Since, in
their everyday life experiences with Persian, these individuals face
ceremonious politeness, it is very important that they gain a better
understanding of the social relationships of Iranians, establish a two-way
communication with the people around them, and become familiar with
both the verbal codes and social structures of the Iranian society.

2. Theoretical framework

From a sociological perspective, ceremonious politeness is a social subject
that relates to mutual relationships between individuals. Stressing the need
to differentiate between social forms and their context, the German
sociologist Simmel (1971: 25) argues that such distinction occurs through
the abstraction of the form of mutual social interactions in different
situations and different contexts. However, seen from Austin’s (1955) lens,
the form of ceremonious politeness, which includes verbal and non-verbal
communications, becomes important in teaching Persian as a Second
Language. As such, Austin (1962) states that one can do many things with
language as reaction to speech can help the speaker utter a word or words.
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3. Methodology

This study uses the exploratory method of phenomenology in order to
understand foreign students’ experience with ceremonious politeness. Data
were collected through random in-depth interviews with 48 respondents
who were aged 18-45. These individuals were foreign students of
advanced and graduate courses at Imam Khomeini University, Dehkhoda
Institute’s International Centre for Teaching Persian, and Iranology at the
University of Tehran. Interviews were digitally recorded and then carefully
transcribed for content analysis. All interviews were conducted in Persian
but from time to time English words were also used to resolve potential
misunderstandings.

4. Results and discussion

During the research, a majority of respondents happened to talk about their
most common difficulties in learning Persian at different stages.
Ceremonious politeness appeared to recur at all three levels of elementary,
intermediate, and advance. At the elementary level, the form and context
of ceremonious politeness remains unknown to them. For example,
learners do not know that for ceremonies politeness to function, there is a
need for both parties to take part in speaking so balance can be established.
Given this lack of knowledge, when they encounter ceremonious
politeness from Iranians, they put an end to the conversation by destroying
the balance. At the intermediate level, they are familiar with the form of
ceremonious politeness. They know that both sides need to express words
so that the concept can maintain its meaning; however, they are not able to
fully understand the verbal complexities and social protocols that underpin
the concept and hence cannot decode it. Most of such misunderstandings
appeared to happen when students participate in social activities and
interactions. Finally, and at the advance level, students know both form
and context and can understand the verbal complexities of ceremonious
politeness. Yet, a full understanding of the social protocols and native
codes and their details is still difficult. Such difficulties usually occur in
individuals’ professional and social interactions. The study shows that
most of such difficulties occur at the intermediate level, where learners are
familiar with the form of ceremonious politeness but are still less familiar
with the context of the phenomenon.

5. Conclusions and suggestions
In teaching Persian as a Foreign Language, the sociological structures and
verbal complexities should be taken into consideration. Familiarity with
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these can help increase learners’ knowledge of Iranians’ cultural behavior.
It can also help learners understand ceremonious politeness and employ
correct models in their communication. They will also acknowledge that
ceremonious politeness is an indispensable part of Iranians’ language and
culture and that they can use such knowledge in order to resolve cultural
obstacles in their learning. Therefore, it is highly recommended that in
teaching a cultural phenomenon such as ceremonious politeness, the
characteristics of different levels of the language should be taken into
account. Having said this, since the application of ceremonious politeness
entails a wide range of social interactions, learners’ needs should also be
taken into account and categorized into different areas such as individual,
social, professional, educational, and training. Such categorization can help
both the learners and the teachers identify the most applicable contexts in
which ceremonious politeness is more likely to happen.

References

1. Alirezai, Shaili. (2008). Compliments in Iranian Culture. Najvaye
Farhang. 8 & 9. 101-114. [In Persian].

2. Ambady, N., Koo, J., Lee, F., & Rosenthal, R. (1996). “More than
words: Linguistic and nonlinguistic politeness in two cultures”.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 70. pp. 996-1011.

3. Amid, Hasan. (1996). Persian Dictionary. Tehran: Amirkabir
Publications. [In Persian].

4. Asjedi, Minu. (2000). Comparison between compliments and Lima in
Farsi and Chinese. Articles collection of the fourth theoretical and
applied linguistics conference. Volume 2. Theran. [In Persian].

5. Austin, John. (1962). How to do things with words (The William
James Lectures delivered in Harvard University in 1955) edited by
J. O. Umson. Un vol. 19 x 12,5 de IX- 167 pp. Oxford, Clarendon
Press. (distributor: Harvard University Press).

6. Azad Aramaki, Taqi & Bikaran Behesht, M. (2010). Compliments in
Iranian daily life. Barg Farhang. N 22, 196-209. [In Persian].

7. Chardin, John. (1971). Travels in Persia. Translation by Mohammad
Abbasi. Volume 4. Tehran: Amirkabir Publications. [In Persian].

8. Council of Europe. (2009). The Common European Framework in
its political and educational context. Strasbourg: Language Policy
Division of Council of Europe.

. Daneshgar, Mohammad. (2002). Compliments and culture of Iranians.

Ne)



Fevsian L Tranian Diatects | 27

10.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25

CAiaar 4

Nameye Parsi. 25, 57-72. [In Persian].

Dehkhoda, Ali Akbar. (2006). Dehkhoda Dictionary (Dehkhoda
Middle Dictionary). Under the supervision of Seyyed Ja'far Shahidi.
Volume 1. Tehran: University Tehran Publications. [In Persian].
Dorkich, Monir. (2007). Why do foreigners not understand Persian
compliments?. Nameye Parsi. 42, 17-42. [In Persian].

Eshqavi, Maliheh. (2008). Necessity of teaching Persian compliments
to foreign students. Articles collection of Seminar of Learning Farsi to
Non-Persian Speakers. Collectors Tajeddin & Abbasi. Tehran. 269-
281. [In Persian].

Faika, Soren. (2016). Courtesy and compliments in Iran. /ranian Studies.
6(1). 105-124. [In Persian].

Goffman, E. (1959). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.
New York: Doubleday: Garden City.

Hashemi, Seyyed Mohammad Reza & Hosseini Fatemi, Azar & Davai,

Saba. (2011). Comparison of cultural-social boundaries of compliments in
English and Farsi. Journal of Language Studies and Translation. 44(1).
25-38. [In Persian].

Kasper, G. (1992). "Pragmatic transfer". Second Language Research.
8:3.203-231.

Kerbrat-Orecchioni, C. (2012). Politeness variations and constants
in France, from the classic age to today’. In M. Bax & D. Z.
Kadar (Eds.), Understanding Historical (Im) Politeness: Relational
linguistic practice over time and across cultures (pp. 131-153).
Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing.

Khorshid Nam, Abbas. (2010). About compliments. Barg Farhang.
22, 182-195. [In Persian].

Leech, G. (2005). “Politeness: Is there an East-West Divide?”.
Journal of Foreign Languages, 6(1). 1-30. doi=10.1.1.122.4402.

Moin, Mohammad. (2003). Persian Dictionary. Tehran: Rahe Roshd
Publications. [In Persian].

Norden, Hermann. (1977). Under Persian skies. Translation by
Hossein Samii. Tehran: Tehran University Publications. [In Persian].
Pan, Y., & Kadar, D. Z. (2011). Politeness in Historical and
Contemporary Chinese. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Pinto, D. (2011). “Are Americans insincere? Interactional style
and politeness in everyday America”. Journal of Politeness Research,
Language, Behaviour, Culture. 7. 215-238.

. Sadri Afshar, Gholam Hossein & Hokmi, Nasrin. (1996). Persian



Fersian L and Tvanian Diatects | 28

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

CAiaar 4

Dictionary of today. Tehran: Kalameh publishing company. [In Persian].
Sajedi, Abolfazl. (2002). John Austin's Speech Action Theory and
Understanding the Quranic Language. Qabasat. 25, 122-130. [In Persian].
Schmitt, N. (2002). 4n Introduction to Applied Liguistics. London:
Arnold.

Serena, Carla. (1983). People and Religions in Iran: Madame Carla
Serena Travel. Translation by Ali Asqar Saidi. Tehran: Zavvar. [In
Persian].

Shamlu, Ahmad. (2000). Alley book (comprehensive vocabulary,
idioms, interpretations, Persian proverbs). Volume 1. Letter T. First
Publication. Tehran: Maziyar Publications. [In Persian].

Shokri, Giti. (2003). Culture of primary school. Tehran: Institute of
Humanities and Cultural Studies. [In Persian].

Simmel, Georg. (1971). “The problem of sociology”, in Georg
Simmel on individuality and social forms. Edited by Donald N.
Levine. Chicago Press. pp. 23-35.

Spencer-Oatey, H. (2005). (Im) “politeness, face and perceptions
of rapport: unpackaging their bases and interrelationships”. Journal
of Politeness Research Language, Behaviour, Culture. 1(1). 95-119.
Taussig, G. (2002). Coleridge and the Idea of Frienship. 1789-1804.
Newark: University of Delaware Press.

34, Watts, Richard. (1992). Politeness. Cambridge: University Press.



