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A FRAMEWORK FOR CIVILITY RESEARCH 

Comparative studies that cross cultural boundaries require a set of observa-
tional factors that ensure that comparable aspects of societies are being observed 
during a given study. For example, to study violence in one culture and dona-
tions to charity in another will leave us no further ahead in our understanding of 
civility. Similarly, a society with a high crime rate may have a non-criminal 
population that is extremely civil. Nor is it helpful to focus exclusively on one 
aspect of civility without verifying other aspects of it. To examine whether 
members of a community smile frequently will only tell us about the frequency 
of smiling. For that measure to have significance it would also have to be exam-
ined vis-ˆ -vis other measures: for example, are those who are smiling at one 
another also predisposed to helping one another when there's nothing to be 
gained?   

The guidelines we developed for our own research were designed to allow 
us to study the following social processes in our host cultures: 1) Family and 
Child-Rearing; 2) The Notion of Self and Self-Esteem; 3) Education; 4) Conver-
sation; 5) Friendship; 6) Courtship; 7) Work Ethic; 8) State Bureaucracy and 
Citizenship; 9)  

Our field research in America, France and England was conducted during 
2000 to 2004 (in addition to many years studying and traveling/living in these 
three countries): America: New York (Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, Long Is-
land), Vermont, New Jersey, Connecticut, Maine, Utah, North Carolina, Texas, 
Virginia, Nebraska, and California. England: Central, West, and East London, 
Wimbledon, Croydon, Brighton, Eastbourne, Southampton, Worthing, Canter-
bury, Littlehampton, Birmingham, Manchester, Glastonbury, and Liverpool. 
France: Central Paris and Surrounding Districts, Calais, Dieppe, Versailles, 
Lyon, Marseilles, Boulogne, Lille, Grenoble, Bordeaux, Rouen, Aix-en-
Provence.   
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 Three sets of guidelines were used to ground our observations. The first set 
allowed us to define the various faces of civility. We called these DEFINITIVE 
INDICATORS. A second set of guidelines included varying factors of which a 
researcher should remain conscious while making observations. They included 
indicators of cross-cultural preferences as well as indicators of the potential for 
civil or uncivil occurrences. We called these CATEGORICAL INDICATORS. 
The third set allowed us to apply a fairly reliable template for the identif ication 
and observation of emotions. We called these EMOTIONAL INDICATORS. As 
we have argued previously, emotions play a central role in civility and incivility; 
so, it is important to have some idea of how various emotions are to be recog-
nized. 

Definitive Indicators 
Civility: Words Associated with Civility: Politeness, pleasantness, agreeabil-

ity, gentility, deference, empathy, good manners, propriety, pleasing disposition, 
consideration, caring, delicacy, empathy, tactfulness, hospitality, altruism, 
amenity, diplomacy, ceremony, refinement, modesty, gallantry, correctness, 
grace, friendliness, gratitude, accommodation, artifice. Gestures and behaviours 
Associated with Civility: Smiling, shaking hands, nodding, graceful movements 
towards the other, waving, bowing, relaxed brows, bodily composure, lowered 
shoulders.   

Discourtesy: Words Associated with Discourtesy: Rudeness, thoughtless-
ness, impudence, rudeness, tactlessness, disregard, lack of consideration, undip-
lomatic, indelicate, coarseness, churlish, exclusive ceremony that has a freezing 
effect, crass, aggressive. Gestures and behaviours Associated with Discourtesy: 
Frown, aggressive movements towards the other, cold stare, brows lowered and 
taut, obscene gestures, sarcastic laughter, harsh voice, glaring, pointing at the 
other, puffed out chest, turning of the back on the other, non-observance of 
known rules of manners, cold demeanor signifying unfriendliness or lack of 
desire for consensus. 

Categorical Indicators 
Individualism and Communalism: the degree to which a person's identity is 

defined by personal achievement and personal preferences or communal coop-
eration and cohesion.   

Power-distance: the degree to which the person feels obliged (or willing) to 
show deference to those in positions of authority or in positions deemed worthy 
of respect and deference (Hofstede, 1983).  

Uncertainty-avoidance: the degree to which a person prefers to avoid uncer-
tainty and risk (Hofstede, 1983).  

Reflexive vs. Communal Morality: personal moral valuation versus adher-
ence to communal moral evaluations.  

Cultural Pride or Narcissism: the tendency for members of a culture to 
think of their cultural values and interactive styles as excellent or more excellent 
than those of other cultures. 



Personal Narcissism: the tendency for a person to have a very high opinion 
of himself and the readiness to promote that self without disinterested considera-
tion for the selves of others. 

Positive or Negative Politeness Rituals: degree to which civility rituals es-
tablish mutual identif ication and/or non-imposition (Brown and Levinson, 
[1983] 1987).  

High or Low-context Cultural Communications: the manner in which inter-
actants relate to time, context and space (Hall & Hall, 1990).§ 

Emotional Indicators 
Since many of the above factors require the observation of sentiments, it is 

wise to go into the field with a template for the observation of certain emotions. 
This is necessary because some emotions are not observable in any outright way 
since they are expressed obliquely and symbolically. The following indicators 
facilitate the observation of actions and reactions that are energized by emo-
tions: 

1. All emotions must be first evaluated from the subject's own 'appraisal' of 
the situation. The degree to which a subject cares about the outcome of a situa-
tion (i.e. the emotional investment) will greatly affect the charge of the emotion 
as well as its appraisal. 'Motivational relevance' is an important part of emo-
tional reaction. This relevance applies to all emotional reactions (Smith and 
Lazarus, 1993). So, the same emotion of 'anger' may be triggered by two varying 
events, each representing varying degrees of other-blame and/or self-blame. 
Smith and Lazarus offer a useful core relational theme in their mapping of the 
emotions: Happiness (success), Hope (potential success), Sadness (loss), Fear 
(danger), Anger (other-blame), Guilt (self-blame). I t should be specified that 
anger can also lead to self-blame, depending on the extent to which guilt or 
shame are felt. These emotional reactions can be identif ied across cultural 
boundaries. P. Ekman has identif ied principal emotions expressed across cul-
tural lines, based on observations of facial expressions. They include: enjoy-
ment, sadness, anger, disgust, surprise and fear (1970). Ekman and his collabo-
rators showed photographs of faces depicting the above emotions in ten coun-
tries and obtained consistent agreement from respondents as to the emotion be-
ing depicted in each photograph (Ekman, et. al., 1987). 
 2. Emotions also serve the function of communicating appraisals to those 
with whom one is communicating. Because of this they can become dramaturgi-
cal tools involving exaggeration and even falsif ication. 
 3. The appraisal of the person regarding a generalized feeling of anxiety or 
discomfort can have a role in refining the feeling into a specified emotion that is 
then considered reality. Appraisal can add a 'qualitative' or 'meaningful interpre-
tation' to what begins as a 'visceral enervation' (Schacter and Singer, 1962). This 
has important meaning in the amount of irritation expressed between strangers 
in public. Situations of stress which involve a simple raise in adrenaline levels 
can be interpreted as emotional reactions and words and actions added on to 
rationalize the discomfort, thereby even increasing its charge. Moreover, the 
level of irritation of a population depends very much on the manner in which 



individuals 'perceive' events in their lives. A positive, stoic attitude is bound to 
decrease dissonance (in the short-tern, at least). Abramson et al. (1978) have 
shown, for example, that people who explain misfortune in terms of factors that 
they cannot control are prone to depression. Similarly, a hopeful outlook helps 
minimize the effects of disappointment and loss. 
 4. 'Action readiness factors' have been mapped out by Frijda (1986) and 
Fridja et al. (1989). They explain that anger, happiness, love, desire, confidence, 
interest, energy, elation, and contentment promote action or action-readiness. 
Feelings such as sadness, depression, desperation, fear, and anxiety inhibit ac-
tion and may lead to withdrawal. Anger and irritation tend to lead to resistance 
or rebellion. So, it is just as important to observe those who are withdrawn and 
not attracting much attention as it is to study those who are socially active and 
expressive.   
 5. The 'expressive factor' of emotions might imply that facial expression 
demonstrate the primary emotion being felt. This is not always true. A person 
may have a hang-dog face but the emotion that may have been experienced prior 
to the taking on of the 'look' may have been one of anger. Expressions can, 
therefore, communicate actual emotional states or be communicative devices to 
cover an emotion in order to deny it or alter its effect on others (R. Buck, 1984). 
 6. Behaviour in dyads, triads and groups differs. Allowances have to be 
made for group influence, groupthink, social influence and a variety of emo-
tional processes that are activated when group behaviour is observed. It is, there-
fore, important to observe members of a culture in larger group situations as 
well as in smaller private settings (Myers, [1994] 2004). 
 Furthermore, in view of the emotional components of civility-management, 
it is useful to possess a template for the observations of interactions involving 
emotions. There are certain linguistic and gestural guidelines that help us define 
an emotion in the context in which it is occurring. Being prepared to notice the 
primary and secondary manifestations of emotions helps us be more assiduous 
in our observations. For example, a person might smile openly but fidget at the 
same time. The smile might capture our attention and we might conclude that 
the person is open and confident. But the f idgeting may be telling a different 
story to which we should be paying equal attention. A certain degree of benevo-
lent suspicion is required if we are to get at the hidden meaning of behaviours. 

Linguistic and Gestural Guidelines for Emotions 
 During past studies of interactions we have been able to construct a series of 
words and expressions/gestures that identify particular emotions. Our guidelines 
accord in many instances with those developed by Suzanne Retzinger who has 
done a study on emotions of violence (1991). These associated words and ges-
tures/behaviours include:   

ANGER: Associated Words: Pissed-off, mad, ticked-off, furious, put-out, 
irritable, indignant, teed-off, enraged, fuming, bothered, resentful, bitter, spite-
ful, murderous, cold and distant, hot temper, frustrated, incensed, wrathful, out-
raged, fierce, f laming, heated, furor. Associated Gestures and behaviour: Brows 
lowered and taught, narrowed eyelids, glaring, sarcasm, bodily threats through 



leaning forward, cold stare, clenched fists, chopping motion of hands, obscene 
gestures, sarcastic laughter, f luctuating tone to denote sarcasm, hitting objects, 
throwing objects, hitting another, shouting, screaming, speechlessness, taught 
lips, down-turned mouth, pointing at the other, harsh voice, loud voice; in cer-
tain cultures, rapid laughter. 

SADNESS: Associated Words: Gloom, dejection, despondency, grief, 
blues, tearful, weepy, sighful, depressed, despondent, glum, dispirited, disconso-
late, forlorn, heartbroken, doleful, miserable, dejected, rueful. Associated Ges-
tures and behaviour: Crying, weeping, pouting, lowered shoulders, caved-in 
chest, knotted brow, tears, shuffling of feet, slow body movements, listlessness, 
far-away look, touching the other pleadingly, broken voice, inarticulated words, 
frequent irony; in certain cultures, a brave smile or forced laughter. 

SHAME: Associated Words: Embarrassment, mortif ication, regret, abashed, 
chagrin, remorse, discomposure, quandary, confusion, disgrace, loss of face, 
rebuffed, deserted, distant, hollow, inadequate, unworthy, worthlessness, trivial-
ized, demeaned, offended, incapable, incompetent, stupid, simple-minded. Asso-
ciated Gestures and behaviour: Vagueness and obliqueness, sarcasm, defen-
siveness, self-justification, withdrawal/silence, indifference, lowered gaze, 
slouch, hesitant smile, self-censoring, mumbling, tense laughter, blushing, cry-
ing, turning head away, turning gaze away, bowed head, covering face with 
hands, anger at an object or person. 
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In the foregoing sections we have discussed a variety of factors that need to 

be taken into account during the study of the civility ethos of a given culture. In 
addition, our preliminary understanding of the various involved in civil interac-
tion suggests that civility research should additionally consider the following 
premises and postulates: 

Saving face is a universal need. The manner in which face is saved, how-
ever, is socially constructed and subject to regional variations: 
 

¥ Whether a negative or positive politeness strategy is employed in interac-
tions will depend not only on the given situation but also on the degree to 
which a culture a) favors communalism and/or individualism, b) favors or 
disfavors power distancing and vertical (as opposed to horizontal) status as-
signations, and c) Encourages or discourages the expression of primary 
emotions (anger and pain). Thus, the amount of emotional repression or 
equilibrium in a given culture plays a seminal role in the type of civility 
rituals used by its members. 

¥ Hierarchies are of two types. The first is attached to title and functional 
status. The other is attached to talent, ability and popularity within the 
community. Thus, an individual can possess a privileged place in the social 
hierarchy either through adherence to the rules applying to his function in 
the hierarchy and/or personal charisma and competence.  



¥ Whether an individual is bound by communal or self-referential norms 
will have a marked effect on the manner in which guilt and shame are expe-
rienced and processed. Thus, early socialization, as well as on-going codes 
of adult interaction, will have a major influence on the manner in which an 
individual maintains composure and assists others in maintaining their 
composure, as well as the ways in which he attempts to regain his compo-
sure when face is threatened. 

¥ A culture that encourages high levels of individual responsibility and self-
surveillance increases the potential for self-blame. In the absence of exter-
nal formally empowered surveillance agents a person must take responsibil-
ity for failures in impression management. Individualistic behaviour, there-
fore, is accompanied by a high degree of expectation of personal perform-
ance and increased risk of experiencing failure, embarrassment and shame. 
Moreover, the taking on of onerous quantities of self-blame increases the 
potential for deflecting some of the blame by transferring it onto external 
events and people. A culture that encourages communal responsibility puts 
an additional demand on individual performance; blame can be assigned for 
failure to live up to individual as well as collective standards; again it be-
comes transferred onto externals. 

¥ Whether or not adjustments to personal behaviour and presentations of 
personal image can be made without resorting to confrontational denials of 
failure depends very much on the degree of directness in the discourse of 
individuals. The degree to which citizens of a culture practice discretion in 
their relations with one another affects the degree to which shame is de-
fended against. In a culture that values 'telling it like it is,' the need for re-
acting against shame with immediate defensive behaviour increases, for 
one's neighbor prefers authenticity to the insincerity involved in the mutual 
concealment of shame. Such risks of being engulfed by shame are also high 
in cultures where citizens, for some reason or other, feel compelled to fre-
quently criticize one another. How each culture handles the rising feelings 
of embarrassment and shame depends on that culture's use of language, nu-
ance and body language. 

¥ A lack of balance between cultural narcissism (patriotism and pride in na-
tional heritage and one's communal personality) and personal narcissism 
(unjustif ied pride in one's personal identity), can have corrosive effects on 
social solidarity and civility. Similarly, excessive cultural pride can impinge 
on the personally generated identity of an individual. O strong social bonds 
can be as problematic as loose ones. 

¥ Since various cultures use positive and/or negative politeness rituals, a 
study of the predominant interaction rituals of a given culture tells us much 
about its civility rituals and the ideals that lie at the foundation of that cul-
ture's moral, emotional and behavioural development. These rituals tell us 
much about the historical background of the culture and its preferred system 
of governance and status-assignation. 



 


