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Politeness change: towards an explanation 

The example of German address pronouns

Claus Ehrhardt
University of Urbino
Abstract - This contribution looks at diachronic developments in the forms and uses of German address pronouns and treats them as one example of politeness change. The discussion shows that historical analysis of the evolutionary processes is very precise in the description of its developments, but fails to explain how and why address forms change. In order to facilitate an explanatory approach, the concept of politeness needs to be addressed too. The article proposes a contemporary concept of politeness as relational work that can constitute at least one relevant component in an explanation of diachronic processes; and it proposes to use this concept for an explanation of politeness change as an example of an invisible-hand process.   
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