Politeness in the Language of Administration of Obafemi Awolowo University Administrators

ABSTRACT
A university brings together in one place teachers and learners for the main purpose of knowledge generation and knowledge impartation. While researchers and lecturers are engaged as academic staff to generate knowledge through research and subsequently impart the generated knowledge to students through teaching, there is a set of staff engaged in the university system as professional or career administrators whose main engagement is to facilitate the teaching and learning process. This study focuses on the language used by the career administrators and unravels the elements that characterize their official correspondences. The theoretical framework for the study is the Brown and Levinson’s Face and Politeness theory which sees the choice of politeness in language use as a means to an end aimed at presenting a ‘positive social value’ of expressions. The data for the work were obtained from the official correspondences of career administrators in the Registry of Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife in Southwest Nigeria. These include minutes of meetings, decision extracts, internal and external memoranda, official speeches, and so on. Findings from the analysis of the data indicate a conscious use of politeness as a face-saving gesture in their language choices. This is evident in the use of: polite words and terms; formal verbs as against informal verbs; indirect command; passive voice instead of active voice, etc.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The complexity of human language is a concept which linguists have constantly explored, as what is said is quite important as how it is said. Noam Chomsky highlights the concept of competence and performance noting that while competence deals with the innate understanding of a native speaker with respect to his language, performance has to do with the actual utterance made by the speaker. Chomsky also highlights the fact that performance is influenced by several factors which sociolinguists seek to explore. One of the factors that affect performance and ultimately influence how language is used to achieve certain purpose is the concept of politeness which this paper seeks to explore. The choice of politeness in the language of administration among the Administrators of Obafemi Awolowo University, is deliberate as a means to an end, as this study seeks to unravel. 
2. THE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM
The university system has a very complex setting as it brings together teachers and researchers whose mission is to search for and impact knowledge on one hand and students who are knowledge seekers on the other hand. It is safer to say then, that the main mission of a university is research and teaching for which the academic staff of the university are primarily engaged. The academic staff generate knowledge through research, transmit the generated knowledge through teaching and then apply the generated knowledge to the good of the wider society through community service (Ogunruku, 2012).
 The complexity of the university system becomes obvious as the coming together of researchers, teachers and students in one central location comes with the challenges of meeting the needs of both the teachers and the students, some of these needs include the provision of accommodation, medical care, processing of salaries and bursaries. There is also the need for the maintenance of facilities for teaching and research, keeping of staff and student records as well as other administrative matters with respect to promotion, leave matters, recruitment matters and other welfare matters.
It is obvious that the academic staff of the university would be overwhelmed if they have to combine their main duties of teaching and research with all kinds of administrative duties. This therefore brings to the fore the need to engage some other set of staff to handle all the highlighted administrative matters, to allow the academic staff focus on their main engagements of teaching and research. Some of these administrative staff, also referred to as non-teaching staff include the Accountants in the Bursary; the Engineers in the Division of Works and Maintenance Services; the Medical Doctors, Pharmacists and Nurses in the University Health Centre.
There is a set of administrative staff very central to the day to day administration of the university. They are referred to as Administrative Officers or Administrative Assistants. They are also called professional or career Administrators and they earn their promotion up to the position of Registrar of the University. As part of the engagement of the professional or career administrators in the university, their work schedule gets them involved in doing a lot of write-ups. They serve as secretaries to committees and panels, hence, they are to put up notices of meetings, write the minutes of the meetings as well as decision extracts of the meetings. Other write-ups of career administrators include circulars, public notices, memoranda both internal and external, and official letters either to staff, students and external bodies.
University Administrators are seen as the custodian of the rules and regulations that govern the actions and activities of all stakeholders in the university system. From time to time, they have to apply the regulations to the various requests from staff and students. As such, their write ups sometimes vary as they have to convey both palatable and harsh responses, instructions, decisions and directives to both staff and students, furthermore, their write-ups are directed at different recipients both within and outside the university system. In the light of the above, their choice of language becomes apt as what is conveyed is as important as how it is conveyed, hence the need for politeness in their language use.
Obafemi Awolowo University is located in Ile-Ife, Osun State, South Western Nigeria. The University was established in 1962 by the then Western Government of Nigeria. The University is currently named after the Premier of the then Western Region who founded the University, Chief Obafemi Awolowo. The University has over 25,000 students and over 5,000 staff members, both academic and non-academic.
3. FACE AND POLITENESS THEORY
Face theory can be traced to a renowned sociologist Erving Goffman who defines face as the positive public image you seek to establish in social interactions (Goffman 1955). The concept of face is hinged on the belief that in social interactions, human beings always seek to create a positive image of themselves and do not want their self -esteem or dignity trampled upon.
Goffman face theory was the foundation on which sociolinguist Penelope Brown and Stephen Levenson laid what is now known as the politeness theory. He opined that Brown and Levenson expanded the face theory by arguing that there are two faces; (i) positive face- the desire to get approval and be accepted by others; and (ii) negative face- the desire to proceed in a conversation without being impeded upon. (Redmond, 2015)
Oftentimes we seek to maintain a positive face whether as speakers or hearers. Politeness theory emphasizes the “want of to be unimpeded and the want to be approved of in certain respects.” Brown and Levenson conceptualize that in conversation between two individuals, they both recognize their desire for self-esteem and approval, and make conscious effort to show respect and honour to each other, hence helping each other to maintain a positive face.
Brown and Levenson’s politeness theory asserts that in enhancing the dignity of others, speakers tend to avoid some communication acts, which they referred to as face threatening acts. They believe that some actions which are sources of face threats are complaints, insults, criticisms, disapprovals, warnings and threats. Goffman (1955: 213-231) also describes what he referred to as facework as “the actions taken by a person to make whatever he (she) is doing consistent with face”. This could be explained as deliberate actions aimed at maintaining the personal dignity of the individuals in a communication. Politeness theory therefore emphasizes the need to utilize facework in making any form of communication receptive.

4. POLITENESS IN THE LANGUAGE OF ADMINISTRATION
The data for this study were obtained from the official correspondences of career administrators in the Registry of Obafemi Awolowo University. As earlier mentioned, the write- ups of career administrators in the university system includes minutes of meetings, decision extracts, draft speeches, internal and external memoranda, circulars and official letters.
A breakdown and analysis of the language of administration as obtained in the official correspondences reveals the application of the politeness theory. The conscious and deliberate use of politeness in their language choice manifest in different forms as presented below.
4.1.  Use of polite words and expressions
Administrators oftentimes utilize polite words in their correspondences. One word that always occur in their language is the word “please”. Wikipedia explains “please” as “a word used in the English language to indicate politeness and respect while making a request”. Instances where the word “please” is used are:
1. I have directive of the Registrar to inform you to please report at your new posting by Monday unfailingly.

2. The Vice-Chancellor has directed that you please attend the meeting as scheduled.
The two statements are directives being conveyed by administrators. However, the inclusions of the word “please” softens the directives and make it a polite one.
Another polite word often found in the language of administration is “kindly”.  Macmillandictionary.com explains that the word ‘kindly’ is “used for asking someone to do something, especially when you are trying to hide the fact that you are annoyed.” It added that the word is also “used for making a polite request”.
When decision extracts are conveyed by Administrators at Obafemi Awolowo University, there is a statement that usually ends the write-up, with the word ‘kindly’ always present therein. The statement is reproduced below:
 	3. You are kindly requested to note the above for appropriate action.
4. Kindly note the above decisions for compliance.
Other instances of the frequent use of ‘kindly’ are:
5. At the instance of the Registrar, I write to request that you kindly report at her office by     2pm for a brief discussion. 
6. The Committee of Deans has directed all Heads of Departments to kindly ensure that all scripts are graded by lecturers on or before 7th April, 2021.
The above statements are directives and requests which are politely conveyed with the inclusion of the word ‘kindly’. 
One expression that concludes almost all forms of write-up of Administrators is the expression ‘thank you’. It is a well-known fact that the expression is used to show gratitude in a polite manner in communication. A typical memo issued out ends with the expression ‘thank you’, no matter the contents of the memo. The message conveyed in the memo could be a request, a directive, a decision, a warning, an advice, or a response to an earlier request. The essence of the usage of the polite expression ‘thank you’ is to elicit some measure of politeness and give the reader some sort of soft landing.
A typical memo containing these polite terms is reproduced below:
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				INTERNAL MEMORANDUM
	FROM: Secretary,  
              Housing & Allocating Committee


REF: R.DVC/HAC/22    DATE: 10/04/2017
	TO: Professor……………………….,	
       Department of …………..




Deduction of House Rent
It was recently discovered that house rent and water rate were not being deducted from the salaries of some staff living in the Staff Quarters including you.
Kindly forward to this office a copy of your payslip wherein the last house rent was deducted from your salaries, to enable us take further necessary action.
You may also visit our office or please call our telephone lines for further information on the matter.
Thank you.


Mr…………………..
	
For our easy reference and identification, the polite terms used in the above memo are in bold and italicized.
         4.2 Use of Formal Verbs
The language of administration of Obafemi Awolowo University is replete with the use of formal verbs as against informal verbs. Formal verbs elicit some sense of formality, respect and dignity. Asahiah (2020) highlights some examples of formal uses of verbs by Administrators of Obafemi Awolowo University as follows:
	Informal Uses
	Formal Uses

	Ask
	Request, implore, demand, enjoin

	Said
	Opined, suggested, mentioned, stated

	Start
	Commence, kick-off

	End
	Terminate, conclude, culminate



Judging from the above, sentence (7) would be more appropriate rather than the use of sentence (8) in official correspondences:
7.  The Vice-Chancellor requests that you come to his office.
8. The Vice-Chancellor asks that you come to his office.
Reporting is a very important aspect of minutes writing as comments of members of the meeting are usually reported and captured in the minutes of a meeting. A polite way of capturing the comments of members who attended a meeting is as presented below in (9) rather than (10):
9. Professor John David opined/suggested that the rusticated students be pardoned.
10. Professor John David said that the rusticated students be pardoned.
Also, instead of saying:
11. The meeting started at 12 noon and ended at 3pm;
It is more formal to say:
12. The meeting commenced at 12 noon and was concluded at 3pm.
          4.3. Use of Passive Voice
The language of administration utilizes passive voice rather than active voice reporting. Active voice is when the subject and the object of a sentence are in their normal position, while in passive voice, the object of the verb in the sentence is moved to sentence initial position. When the passive voice is used, there is usually a focus on the object while the subject is relegated. Sometimes, the subject is even cut off and what we have is a truncated passive, as in the examples below:
	John killed a goat (active voice)
	A goat was killed by John (passive voice)
	A goat was killed (truncated passive)
An example of the use of the passive voice is the statement below which is an excerpt from a circular issued by the Registrar.

13. All students are hereby directed to vacate their halls of residence on or before 12 noon.

The above statement is in passive voice. The active voice could be (14) below:

14. The Vice-Chancellor has directed all students to vacate their halls of residence on or before 12 noon.

In (13) above, the subject of the sentence ‘the Vice-Chancellor’ is clipped off perhaps intentionally to take off the focus on the giver of the directive. This is a face-saving gesture aimed at saving the face of the Vice-Chancellor. The passive voice brings focus on the directive itself rather than the giver of the directive, since the directive may not be too palatable to the intended recipients.

When a typical notice of meetings is issued, the statement below always ends the notice.

15.  All members are expected to attend punctually.

This statement is in passive voice. The active voice would be:

16. The Chairman (or the convener of the meeting) expects all members to attend punctually.

As the statement is presented in the passive voice as in (15), it is a subtle directive presented in form of an expectation from members to attend the meeting punctually. The statement is politely presented and the passive voice shifts attention away from the giver of the directive to the directive proper.

 	4.4.  Use of Modal Verbs

Modal verbs such as may, will, can, shall and the past forms such as might, would, could and should are used in statements to show some level of politeness or to be less direct and pointed. Lingualinkdc.net asserts that “using modal verbs to be diplomatic can help you navigate a difficult conversations and prevent hurt feelings”. The goal is not only to communicate in English, but to communicate well”. The language of administration is replete with the use of modal verbs. One common usage is a statement that always opens up a decision extract. The statement is as presented below:
17. “I should be grateful if you could kindly attend to the following decisions of the meeting of the Governing Council held on 4th July, 20…”
The above statement is inherently polite as a result of the use of the modal verb ‘could’. The contents of the decision extract may even be very harsh decisions, but the opening statement conveying the decisions sounds diplomatic and the intended recipients of the decision extracts would graciously attend to the decisions.

4.5. Use of Indirect Command
In certain situations, a superior officer may request for the advice of a junior officer on a matter to enable the superior officer have grounds on which to take an informed decision. When such a junior officer does what is required by bringing up some recommendations, it is usually couched in such a way and manner as to ensure that the junior officer is not seen as giving directives to the superior officer. Although the write-up of the junior officer may actually contain commands or directives, it is presented as an indirect command, as in the example below:
19. The Registrar may wish to kindly consider the above recommendations and take necessary action.
Rather than giving a directive or command to the Registrar to consider certain recommendations before taking an action, (19) above presents a subtle, polite and indirect command to the Registrar. Usually, the Registrar would consider the recommendations given and then take the necessary decisions or actions. Another example is presented below:
20. The Vice-Chancellor may wish to direct all Deans to forward to the Registrar’s office, five (5) copies each of the report of their Faculty Board decisions extracts.
The sentence (20) above is a memo from the Registrar to the Vice-Chancellor. The Registrar must not be seen as giving a directive to the Vice-Chancellor, hence the statement is disguised as an indirect command.
4.6. Use of Directive Advice
An advice is said to be a suggestion from an adviser which usually is not binding on the receiver of the advice. In other words, the receiver of an advice has the prerogative to either take the advice or do away with it. However, this is not always the case as can be seen from certain language of administration of Obafemi Awolowo University.
When a student performs poorly and falls short of the grades required to guarantee his or her studentship, the student is usually withdrawn from the university. In communicating the decision of the withdrawal to the student, university Administrators do couch the decision in a peculiar way in form of an advice which ultimately cannot be declined as presented below:
21. Having been on probation for two consecutive semesters, you are hereby advised to withdraw from the University with immediate effect.
Rather than communicating a very pointed and assertive directive of withdrawal to the student, the directive is presented politely as an advice. The advice is definitely not optional for the student to either accept or ignore. Though presented as an advice, the student must as a matter of necessity take the advice as the fate of the student is sealed.
Communicating the withdrawal in a polite way as in sentence (21) makes the statement milder and less direct in order to save the face of the student to whom the content is directed.
5. CONCLUSION
An analysis of the data as presented in the language of administration of Obafemi Awolowo University administrators presents a subconscious application of the elements of the politeness theory. Harsh decisions sometimes can be very difficult to communicate, but with the pragmatic application of some measure of politeness to any form of communication, the communicator gives the receiver of the communicated message a soft landing. The use of polite expressions and other means of expressing politeness as identified in this study serve as faceworks meant to create a positive image for both the communicators and the recipients.
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