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Abstract: 
Politeness violations in scripted television can function simultaneously as 
interpersonal disruption, characterization, and comic design. Previous discussions of 
Young Sheldon often catalogue maxim violations but give limited attention to how 
local face effects, sequential responses, and humor jointly construct the protagonist. 
This study examines which of Leech’s politeness maxims are violated by Sheldon 
Cooper in the pilot episode and explains how these violations contribute to 
characterization, humor, and social interaction. A qualitative pragmatic case study 
was conducted on 12 criterion-selected utterances from Season 1, Episode 1, coded 
through Leech’s Politeness Principle and interpreted with attention to adjacent turns, 
participant relations, and interactional consequences. Approbation violations were 
most frequent (50.0%), followed by Tact (33.3%) and Modesty (16.7%). The violations 
cluster around unmitigated evaluation, public rule enforcement, and explicit self-
elevation. Humor emerges from the incongruity between propositional accuracy and 
relational inappropriateness, while interlocutors’ corrections and resistance display 
the social cost of Sheldon’s literal, rule-oriented stance. The study shows that maxim 
violation in sitcom discourse is not merely a breach of etiquette; it is a recurrent 
narrative resource that links pragmatic misalignment to character identity, comic 
timing, and relationship management. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Pragmatic competence involves more than producing grammatically well-formed 
utterances; it requires speakers to calibrate what they say to the social relations, expectations, 
and interactional purposes of a particular moment. Politeness research has therefore treated 
language as a form of relational action: speakers not only transmit propositions, but also display 
respect, affiliation, distance, authority, criticism, empathy, and entitlement. Leech’s Politeness 
Principle remains useful in this regard because it models recurring interpersonal pressures 
through maxims such as Tact, Approbation, Modesty, Agreement, Generosity, and Sympathy 
(Leech, 1983, 2014). Although the framework was originally formulated to account for polite 
behavior, its analytic value is equally visible when speakers depart from those expectations. A 
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maxim violation can expose what the speaker prioritizes, what the addressee finds 
objectionable, and how social relations are negotiated after a potentially face-sensitive 
utterance. 

Scripted television is especially productive for such analysis because dialogue is 
designed to be simultaneously plausible within the fictional world and interpretable for an 
overhearing audience. Sitcom dialogue condenses recurrent social friction into highly 
recognizable interactional patterns, and pragmatic incongruity is often central to the comic 
effect. Recent research has shown that humor in traditional and digital media is strongly 
dependent on participant frameworks, audience design, contextual assumptions, and relational 
expectations (Dynel & Chovanec, 2021). Work on sitcoms likewise indicates that humorous 
effects may emerge from maxim infringement, incongruity, irony, literalism, and strategic 
deviations from ordinary conversational expectations (Darmawan, Djatmika, & Wibowo, 
2024; Fan, 2024; Jameel, 2024; Mahadewi, Laksminy, & Saientisna, 2023; Wieczorek, 2024). 
At the same time, corpus-based comparisons caution against treating scripted television as a 
transparent substitute for spontaneous conversation, because scripted dialogue is selectively 
constructed to perform narrative and stylistic functions (Li & Xiao, 2024). This makes sitcom 
data particularly suitable for examining how pragmatic behavior is stylized for characterization 
rather than for making direct claims about real speakers. 

Young Sheldon is a useful case because its protagonist repeatedly treats factual 
correctness, explicit rules, and intellectual hierarchy as interactionally primary. The pilot 
episode introduces nine-year-old Sheldon Cooper as he begins high school and encounters 
social environments whose norms are less explicit than the rules he values. His utterances 
frequently create tension not because they are propositionally false, but because they are 
delivered without the mitigation, tact, or affiliative work expected in the situation. The resulting 
contrast between epistemic confidence and relational sensitivity becomes a recurring source of 
humor. Recent studies have independently recognized the pragmatic richness of the series. 
Zhao (2023) applies Leech’s maxims to dialogues in Young Sheldon and shows that 
observance and violation can generate conversational implicatures. Sui (2024) reports that 
violations of Approbation and Tact are prominent in the series and links them to humor and 
relationship development. Fan (2024), using Grice’s Cooperative Principle, similarly argues 
that verbal humor in Young Sheldon is often produced through departures from ordinary 
conversational expectations. Himika, Ahmed, and Akter (2026) extend this line of work by 
framing Sheldon’s difficulties in terms of pragmatic and sociopragmatic failure, emphasizing 
misalignment between literal interpretation and contextually appropriate communication. 

These studies establish Young Sheldon as relevant to contemporary pragmatic research, 
but two issues remain. First, maxim-based studies often stop at identifying a violated category. 
Classification is necessary, but it does not fully explain why a particular utterance is 
interactionally consequential or how the next speaker treats it. Second, claims about 
characterization can become impressionistic if they are detached from sequential evidence. A 
stronger analysis must connect the maxim, the immediate face or relational effect, the response 
it triggers, and the narrative or comic function of the exchange. This need parallels broader 
media-pragmatic research. Studies of film and television show that politeness and impoliteness 
choices contribute to power, conflict, identity, gendered performance, and character relations, 
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not merely to isolated sentence-level meanings (Abdulrazzaq, 2022; Duhita, Nababan, & 
Djatmika, 2025; Mubarok, 2025; Permata et al., 2025). Research on film dialogue also 
emphasizes that politeness strategies must be interpreted through interactional context and 
character relationships (Aziz & Hashim, 2025; Fitri, 2022; Shofi, Sartini, & Prestiawan, 2025; 
Siahaan et al., 2026; Yuliantari, Simpen, & Putrayasa, 2022). 

The present study therefore narrows the object of analysis to the pilot episode and 
expands the analytical depth beyond a two-example illustration. It examines 12 focal utterances 
produced by Sheldon that satisfy explicit criteria for maxim violation and interactional 
relevance. The study asks two questions: (1) Which types of Leech’s politeness maxim 
violations occur in Sheldon’s utterances in Young Sheldon Season 1, Episode 1? and (2) How 
do these violations function in the construction of characterization, humor, and social 
interaction? The contribution is twofold. Empirically, the study provides a more systematic 
account of the pilot episode than a limited illustrative treatment. Analytically, it treats violation 
as a relational event rather than a static label by integrating the initiating utterance, the 
implicated social norm, the interlocutor’s uptake, and the narrative effect. This focus is 
consistent with the current journal’s broader attention to language in mediated and cultural 
contexts, including studies of bilingual media performance and film-based sociolinguistic 
representation (Febriany & Octavani, 2025; Putra, 2025). 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Politeness is not reducible to conventional courtesy formulas. In pragmatic theory, it 
concerns how linguistic choices are evaluated against expectations about interpersonal 
conduct. Brown and Levinson (1987) conceptualize politeness through face wants and 
strategies for mitigating face-threatening acts, whereas Leech (1983) formulates a Politeness 
Principle organized around interpersonal maxims. The two traditions overlap but place 
different analytic emphasis. Brown and Levinson foreground strategic facework; Leech 
foregrounds the evaluative relation between self and other, benefit and cost, praise and 
dispraise, agreement and disagreement, and sympathy and antipathy. For the present study, 
Leech’s framework is particularly suitable because the focal data repeatedly involve explicit 
evaluations, self-presentation, and the imposition of rule-oriented judgments. 

Leech’s six classic maxims can be summarized as follows. Tact minimizes cost to other 
and maximizes benefit to other; Generosity minimizes benefit to self and maximizes cost to 
self; Approbation minimizes dispraise of other and maximizes praise of other; Modesty 
minimizes praise of self and maximizes self-dispraise; Agreement minimizes disagreement and 
maximizes agreement; and Sympathy minimizes antipathy and maximizes sympathy. In 
contemporary terms, these maxims should not be treated as mechanical rules that speakers 
either obey or break in a context-free manner. Their value lies in identifying relational 
directions in interaction. A direct negative evaluation may instantiate Approbation violation, 
but its pragmatic force depends on who speaks, to whom, in what setting, and with what 
sequential consequence. Likewise, an apparently self-confident utterance becomes a Modesty 
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violation when it publicly elevates the speaker in a setting where self-praise is interactionally 
salient. 

This contextual view is supported by current work on politeness and impoliteness. 
Jumanto and Rahayu (2020) emphasize that politeness judgments depend on relational 
distance, solidarity, and culturally grounded expectations. Xiang, Zheng, and Feng (2020) 
demonstrate that impolite and over-polite utterances create additional processing demands in 
interpreter-mediated interaction, underscoring that relational meaning is not peripheral to 
message interpretation. Mullan (2020) shows that humor can perform different face-related 
functions across cultural groups, and Dynel and Chovanec (2021) argue that public humor 
depends on layered participation structures in which the ratified addressee and the broader 
audience need not interpret the same utterance in the same way. These observations are central 
to sitcom discourse, where an utterance can be socially awkward for a character while 
simultaneously entertaining for viewers. 

The distinction between impoliteness and unintentional pragmatic misalignment is also 
important. Culpeper (2011) conceptualizes impoliteness as behavior that is negatively 
evaluated in relation to face and social expectations, often with attention to intentional or 
conventionalized offense. Yet not every violation in Young Sheldon is best described as 
strategic aggression. Sheldon frequently behaves as though the propositional content of a rule 
or fact is sufficient justification for saying it. The local effect can still be face-threatening, but 
the characterization depends on the contrast between interactional impact and apparent speaker 
orientation. Himika et al. (2026) describe this pattern as pragmatic or sociopragmatic failure in 
the series, a formulation that highlights difficulty adapting language to context. The present 
study uses the more neutral term pragmatic misalignment when the dialogue displays a 
mismatch between Sheldon’s literal or rule-centered reasoning and the relational expectations 
demonstrated by other characters. This avoids turning fictional speech into a clinical diagnosis 
and keeps the analysis at the level of discourse. 

Media discourse research further demonstrates why characterization must be treated as a 
pragmatic accomplishment. Duhita et al. (2025) show that impoliteness in the television series 
Euphoria contributes to the performance of social identities and power relations. Abdulrazzaq 
(2022) similarly illustrates how impoliteness categories in televised interaction are linked to 
conflict and interpersonal positioning. In film studies, positive, negative, bald-on-record, and 
off-record strategies have been used to explain how characters manage solidarity and tension 
(Fitri, 2022; Mubarok, 2025; Munawarah et al., 2026). Cross-cultural film analysis also 
indicates that the interpretation of politeness is shaped by culturally embedded expectations 
and scripts (Shofi et al., 2025). Although these studies employ different frameworks, they 
converge on the principle that pragmatic choices help viewers infer stable aspects of character 
from repeated interactional behavior. 

Humor adds another layer. Incongruity is especially relevant to the pilot episode because 
the audience is repeatedly invited to recognize a gap between what is logically defensible and 
what is socially appropriate. Fan (2024) identifies maxim-related departures as a mechanism 
of verbal humor in Young Sheldon, while Sui (2024) directly connects politeness-principle 
violations to comic effects and relationship development. Research on other sitcoms similarly 
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finds that maxim infringement can function as a humor-construction device (Darmawan et al., 
2024; Mahadewi et al., 2023). Wieczorek (2024) further argues that humor in sitcom discourse 
is multifunctional: a humorous episode may communicate propositional meaning while also 
managing stance, social relations, and character alignment. This multifunctionality is crucial 
here. Sheldon’s violations do not merely produce laughter; they simultaneously establish his 
rule orientation, provoke correction, and map the social boundaries of the family, school, and 
church settings. 

Recent studies published in the International Journal of Language and Cultural Linguistic 
also demonstrate the journal’s interest in mediated language as a site where social identity and 
cultural positioning are made visible. Febriany and Octavani (2025) analyze code mixing and 
switching in YouTube discourse as strategic resources for identity construction and audience 
engagement, while Putra (2025) examines how film dialogue indexes inclusion, exclusion, and 
social attitudes. Although their objects differ from politeness violation, both support the 
broader premise that mediated language is purposeful social action. The present study extends 
that premise to a pragmatic account of sitcom dialogue, focusing on how violations of 
interpersonal expectations are organized into a recognizable character pattern. 

From this literature, three analytic principles are adopted. First, maxim classification is 
treated as a starting point rather than an endpoint. Second, each focal utterance is interpreted 
sequentially, with attention to surrounding turns and observable uptake. Third, humorous 
function is distinguished from interpersonal effect: an utterance may cause embarrassment or 
resistance within the story world while generating comic incongruity for the audience. This 
dual-layer approach makes it possible to explain why the same line can simultaneously be face-
threatening, character-defining, and humorous. 

 

METHOD 

This research uses a qualitative pragmatic case-study design. The object is Young 
Sheldon Season 1, Episode 1, “Pilot,” first broadcast by CBS in 2017. The episode was selected 
because it functions as the narrative introduction to Sheldon’s high-school experience and 
concentrates many interactions in which explicit rules, institutional authority, family 
expectations, and peer norms come into conflict. The unit of analysis is the utterance-in-context 
rather than the isolated sentence. Accordingly, each candidate utterance was examined together 
with its immediate conversational environment, the participants involved, and the response 
produced by the addressee or surrounding characters. 

The data were compiled from the episode dialogue and cross-checked against publicly 
available transcript versions of the pilot to reduce transcription error. Selection followed three 
criteria. First, the utterance had to be produced by Sheldon Cooper in the pilot episode. Second, 
it had to instantiate a reasonably clear departure from one of Leech’s politeness maxims, 
operationalized as unmitigated cost or social exposure imposed on another person (Tact), 
explicit dispraise of another (Approbation), or salient self-elevation (Modesty). Third, the 
surrounding interaction had to provide evidence that the utterance mattered socially, for 
example through laughter, correction, resistance, embarrassment, reproof, topic repair, or a 
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later parental explanation. These criteria produced 12 focal utterances. The dataset is 
deliberately episode-bounded: the study does not claim that the frequencies represent the full 
series. 

Coding proceeded in three stages. In the first stage, each focal utterance was assigned a 
primary maxim according to its most salient interpersonal direction. Potential overlap was 
recorded analytically but was not double-counted in the frequency table. For example, public 
criticism may both impose social cost and dispraise the target; where the dominant action was 
negative evaluation, it was coded as Approbation, whereas public exposure or intrusive rule 
enforcement was coded as Tact. In the second stage, the analysis described the local relational 
effect by asking what social expectation the utterance bypassed and how the next turn or scene 
displayed that effect. In the third stage, the local pattern was linked to characterization and 
humor, focusing on recurring contrasts between factual or rule-based reasoning and context-
sensitive social conduct. 

The analysis is interpretive rather than diagnostic. It does not infer a medical or 
psychological condition from the fictional character’s speech. Terms such as literalism, rule 
orientation, epistemic confidence, and pragmatic misalignment refer only to recurring 
discourse patterns represented in the episode. This distinction is methodologically important 
because scripted television is authored performance rather than naturally occurring clinical 
evidence. As Li and Xiao (2024) note, sitcom conversation can resemble everyday talk while 
remaining selectively designed; therefore, findings are limited to the narrative-pragmatic 
construction of the character and not generalized to real children, gifted speakers, or 
neurodivergent communities. 

To strengthen transparency, the results are presented in two forms: a distribution table 
that summarizes the primary maxim categories and an analytic table that links each datum to 
its interactional context and main function. The discussion then returns to representative 
examples in greater depth. This structure responds to the need for a more critical interpretation 
of how violation contributes to characterization, humor, and social interaction rather than 
merely listing instances. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The 12 focal utterances yielded three primary types of maxim violation: Approbation, 
Tact, and Modesty. Approbation violations were the most frequent, accounting for six cases 
(50.0%), followed by four Tact violations (33.3%) and two Modesty violations (16.7%). No 
primary Generosity, Agreement, or Sympathy violations met the selection criteria in the pilot 
dataset. This absence should not be interpreted as evidence that the maxims never occur 
elsewhere in the series; it indicates only that the most salient violations in the selected episode 
cluster around evaluation of others, interpersonal imposition, and self-elevation. The 
distribution is broadly compatible with Sui’s (2024) observation that Approbation and Tact are 
prominent in Young Sheldon, but the episode-level analysis clarifies how those categories 
interact with local responses and narrative design. 
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Table 1. Distribution of primary politeness maxim violations 

Primary maxim Frequency Percentage Dominant relational effect 
Approbation 6 50.0% Explicit or implied dispraise of another person 

Tact 4 33.3% 
Public exposure, intrusive observation, or socially costly 
directness 

Modesty 2 16.7% Salient self-praise or self-elevation 
Total 12 100% — 

Table 2. Analytic map of the 12 focal utterances in the pilot episode 

No 
Context / shortened 

utterance 
Primary 
maxim 

Immediate 
interactional issue 

Characterization / humor 
function 

1 To Georgie: “Think, 
monkey, think.” 

Approbation Direct intellectual 
disparagement 

Establishes evaluative 
bluntness; humor from 
overconfident correction 

2 To Georgie: he will not 
stay in ninth grade long 

Modesty Self-elevation within 
reassurance 

Turns comfort into a display 
of exceptional ability 

3 To Missy: “Good luck 
with your finger 
painting.” 

Approbation Diminishes sibling’s 
schooling 

Builds sibling hierarchy 
through deadpan 
condescension 

4 To Mary: peers may 
make him their leader 

Modesty Overt self-praise Contrasts Sheldon’s expected 
prestige with Mary’s social 
anxiety 

5 At school: publicly 
identifies a girl as 
pregnant 

Tact Unsolicited exposure 
of sensitive 
information 

Shows fact-first orientation; 
creates situational 
awkwardness 

6 Homeroom: publicly 
lists classmates’ dress-
code breaches 

Tact Public surveillance 
and exposure 

Pits written rules against tacit 
peer norms 

7 Homeroom: points out 
teacher’s mustache 

Approbation Negative evaluation of 
teacher appearance 

Reverses student–teacher 
evaluative hierarchy 

8 Math class: reported 
questioning of teacher 
credentials 

Approbation Challenges 
institutional 
competence 

Turns epistemic confidence 
into authority conflict 

9 Classroom: reported 
hygiene-code 
accusation 

Approbation Public/explicit 
dispraise of teacher 

Escalates rule enforcement 
into institutional disruption 

10 To George: he wonders 
about “bigger 
questions” 

Approbation Implicitly devalues 
father’s topic 

Shows scalar ranking of 
conversational relevance 

11 To George: links firing 
to beer consumption 

Tact Direct comment on 
vulnerable personal 
behavior 

Blunt inference creates 
friction before relational repair 

12 In church: asks a 
puberty-related bodily 
question aloud 

Tact Public treatment of 
intimate topic 

Setting-sensitive awkwardness 
creates comic incongruity 

 

Critical Interpretation of the Violations 

Approbation violation is the dominant pattern because Sheldon repeatedly converts 
private judgments into overt evaluations of other people. The earliest example occurs in family 
interaction when he responds to Georgie with the insult “Think, monkey, think.” The utterance 
is economical but relationally dense. It does not merely reject Georgie’s claim; it downgrades 
his intellectual competence. The Approbation Maxim would favor minimizing dispraise of the 
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other, yet Sheldon intensifies dispraise and presents it as obvious reasoning. Mary immediately 
closes the exchange with a directive to stop, displaying that the family treats the evaluation as 
socially excessive. The humor is generated by the mismatch between Sheldon’s analytic 
certainty and the interpersonal aggression packaged inside it. The line also establishes a 
recurrent asymmetry: Sheldon treats intelligence as a legitimate scale for evaluating people, 
while other characters repeatedly signal that such explicit ranking is unacceptable. 

A similar mechanism appears in his comment to Missy about “finger painting.” The 
literal topic is school grade, but the utterance works as a diminutive comparison between his 
accelerated education and her age-appropriate schooling. The comic effect depends on the 
audience recognizing that Sheldon frames the contrast as informational rather than insulting. 
Pragmatically, however, the line minimizes praise and maximizes dispraise of the sibling’s 
activity, again violating Approbation. The interaction shows how characterization is 
accumulated through repetition: no single remark proves a stable trait, but a series of evaluative 
turns constructs a recognizable discourse style in which epistemic hierarchy is foregrounded 
over affiliation. 

The school scenes make this pattern more consequential because institutional roles are 
involved. Sheldon publicly points out his homeroom teacher’s mustache as a possible 
grooming-code violation. Later, other teachers report that he questioned a math teacher’s 
credentials and accused another teacher of breaching the hygiene code. These are not merely 
examples of a child speaking directly. They invert the expected evaluative hierarchy of the 
classroom. A student normally occupies the position of being assessed by teachers, yet Sheldon 
repeatedly assumes the role of assessor. The Approbation violation therefore intersects with 
power. His utterances challenge the positive social value of teachers before an audience of 
peers and colleagues, which helps explain why the school staff respond with frustration. Aziz 
and Hashim (2025) similarly argue that cinematic politeness choices reveal how characters 
negotiate institutional pressure and interpersonal conflict, while Duhita et al. (2025) show that 
impoliteness in television can be central to performing social relations and power. In the pilot, 
Sheldon’s evaluations humorously reverse the classroom hierarchy while also establishing the 
practical problem the family must manage. 

The remark “I tend to wonder about the bigger questions,” addressed to his father after 
George begins a personal story, is a subtler Approbation violation. No direct insult is expressed, 
but the scalar adjective “bigger” implicitly classifies the father’s topic as comparatively small 
or unworthy of curiosity. This case is important because it shows that violation need not depend 
on taboo vocabulary or overt hostility. Relational damage can arise through presupposed 
ranking. George continues the story rather than escalating the conflict, but the line reinforces a 
recurring pattern in which Sheldon’s self-conception as an intellectual authority organizes his 
relevance judgments. Such indirect evaluative effects are precisely why maxim analysis must 
be contextual rather than lexical. 

Tact violations form the second cluster and are particularly visible when Sheldon exposes 
information about other people in public. On entering high school, he identifies a girl as 
pregnant and immediately offers congratulations. The utterance is not syntactically rude and 
may even contain a conventionally positive speech act. Nevertheless, the public identification 
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of a sensitive personal condition imposes social exposure without evidence that the person 
invited discussion. Tact is therefore violated at the level of interactional entitlement: Sheldon 
treats an observable fact as publicly sayable simply because he believes it is true. The moment 
is humorous because the congratulatory formula normally presupposes shared recognition and 
social permission, whereas here it follows an unsolicited observation. 

The most elaborate Tact violation occurs in the homeroom scene, where Sheldon publicly 
enumerates classmates’ apparent dress-code violations, including hair length, sports attire, and 
a transparent blouse. The content is explicitly rule based, and the rules provide Sheldon with a 
warrant for speaking. Yet the social cost is borne by the students whose bodies and clothing 
are publicly inspected. The class laughter and the teacher’s attempt to move on display the 
interactional consequence. This scene crystallizes the central pragmatic conflict of the episode: 
codified institutional rules are explicit, but the norms governing when, where, and how to 
invoke them are tacit. Sheldon demonstrates high sensitivity to the former and low orientation 
to the latter. The resulting humor is not created by factual falsity; it comes from the collision 
between two normative systems, one textual and one relational. 

The church sequence offers a related Tact pattern. During a sermon, Sheldon asks his 
mother when he should expect puberty-related bodily development. The question is 
informationally sincere but interactionally misplaced. The public religious setting raises the 
cost of the question because it draws attention to an intimate topic and forces Mary to manage 
both the child’s curiosity and the surrounding audience. A nearby adult reacts, and Mary 
defends Sheldon while attempting to restore order. The scene thus shows that the social 
meaning of an utterance is partly a function of setting. The same question in a private family 
conversation could be unremarkable; in church, its timing and publicness transform it into a 
face-sensitive act. This supports a core pragmatic principle: appropriateness cannot be derived 
from propositional content alone. 

The final Tact example appears when Sheldon interprets his father’s dismissal from a 
coaching job and directly connects it to George’s beer consumption. Again, the inference is 
presented as causal reasoning, but it touches a vulnerable family topic at a moment when 
George has just acknowledged sadness and anger. The utterance therefore fails to minimize 
interpersonal cost. Importantly, the sequence does not end only in comic awkwardness. George 
continues to explain why indiscriminate rule enforcement can have consequences, and the 
episode later depicts a rare moment of physical closeness between father and son. The narrative 
thus uses a Tact violation to create a bridge from comic bluntness to relational development. 
The violation produces friction, but the repair sequence deepens characterization on both sides. 

Modesty violations are fewer but structurally important because they reveal how Sheldon 
frames his own intellect. In the car, Mary warns that other students may feel intimidated by his 
intelligence. Sheldon replies that they may instead recognize his intellect and make him their 
leader. The utterance explicitly maximizes praise of self, reversing the Modesty Maxim. Its 
humor depends on grandiosity being delivered as a plausible forecast rather than a boast. 
Mary’s subsequent prayer that he not be physically bullied functions as a pragmatic counter-
reading: she interprets his self-elevation not as evidence of future leadership but as a social 
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risk. The exchange therefore stages competing models of the same situation. Sheldon predicts 
deference based on intellectual merit; Mary predicts peer sanctions based on social norms. 

A second Modesty violation appears at family dinner when Sheldon reassures Georgie 
that he does not intend to remain in ninth grade for long. The surface form resembles 
reassurance, but the presupposition is that Sheldon will advance rapidly because of superior 
academic ability. This is a useful example of how politeness violations can be embedded in 
ostensibly helpful speech acts. The line reduces Georgie’s concern only by foregrounding 
Sheldon’s exceptionalism. The humor lies in the pragmatic double bind: the utterance is 
designed as comfort but simultaneously intensifies the very status difference that troubles 
Georgie. 

Across all three maxim types, a common mechanism emerges: Sheldon privileges the 
epistemic dimension of talk over the relational dimension. He tends to orient to whether an 
observation is correct, whether a rule exists, or whether an inference follows, while surrounding 
characters orient to whether saying it now, to this person, in this form, is socially appropriate. 
This pattern is better described as pragmatic misalignment than as deliberate verbal aggression. 
The distinction matters because intentional hostility would produce a different characterization. 
Culpeper’s (2011) account of impoliteness emphasizes negative social evaluation, but the pilot 
repeatedly invites the audience to separate negative effect from hostile motive. Sheldon’s 
utterances are face-threatening in consequence while often appearing sincere in orientation. 
Himika et al. (2026) reach a compatible conclusion when they link the character’s humor to 
sociopragmatic difficulty and failures of contextual adaptation. 

The humor of these violations can be explained through layered participation. Within the 
fictional interaction, classmates, teachers, siblings, and parents experience embarrassment, 
irritation, or the need to correct Sheldon. For the television audience, however, the same 
disruption is designed as comic incongruity. Dynel and Chovanec (2021) emphasize that media 
humor operates across multiple participant levels, and this distinction is clearly visible here. 
The audience often possesses a richer understanding of the social norm than Sheldon appears 
to display, creating a form of pragmatic dramatic irony: viewers can anticipate the interpersonal 
trouble produced by a line before the character does. The laugh therefore depends not only on 
the line itself but on the audience’s ability to infer competing contextual frames. 

This dual-layer structure also clarifies why the violations contribute strongly to 
characterization. Sheldon’s identity is not communicated through exposition alone; it is enacted 
through repeated failures to prioritize mitigation, privacy, deference, and self-effacement. The 
responses of other characters are constitutive evidence. Mary repeatedly softens, redirects, or 
protects; George explains consequences through personal experience; teachers resist role 
reversal; siblings retaliate through teasing; and classmates laugh or distance themselves. 
Characterization is therefore interactional. Sheldon becomes recognizable not only because of 
what he says but because the same discourse pattern repeatedly elicits corrective behavior from 
others. 

The pilot further uses these exchanges to map social domains. At home, maxim violations 
are absorbed within durable family relationships and often answered with direct correction. At 
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church, they are managed through embarrassment and maternal defense. At school, they 
become institutionally disruptive because they challenge peer privacy and teacher authority. 
The same rule-oriented speaking style consequently produces different social consequences 
across settings. This finding is consistent with cross-context politeness research showing that 
relational meaning depends on social roles and culturally situated expectations rather than a 
universal inventory of polite forms (Jumanto & Rahayu, 2020; Shofi et al., 2025). It also 
explains why simply counting violations understates their significance: the narrative function 
changes as the setting changes. 

The results align with but also refine recent Young Sheldon research. Zhao (2023) 
demonstrates that Leech’s maxims illuminate conversational implicature in the series, and Sui 
(2024) identifies Approbation and Tact as frequent violation types. The present pilot-level 
findings support that direction, with Approbation accounting for half of the selected cases and 
Tact for one third. However, the present analysis shifts the emphasis from frequency alone to 
sequential function. For example, the dress-code scene is not simply a Tact violation; it is a 
public role inversion that provokes laughter, teacher repair, and later administrative concern. 
Likewise, the leadership remark is not simply self-praise; it sets up a contrast between 
Sheldon’s expected prestige and Mary’s anticipation of peer rejection. These sequential 
contrasts show how pragmatic violation becomes a narrative engine. 

The study also complements research on humor. Fan (2024) and Mahadewi et al. (2023) 
emphasize violations of conversational expectations as sources of verbal humor, while 
Wieczorek (2024) describes sitcom humor as multifunctional. The present findings specify one 
recurrent multifunctional pattern: propositional seriousness plus relational inappropriateness. 
Sheldon usually does not frame his line as a joke. The humor is instead outsourced to the 
audience, which recognizes that a formally serious utterance breaches an interpersonal 
expectation. This is distinct from deliberate joking, sarcasm, or mock impoliteness, where the 
speaker designs the utterance as humorous. The distinction helps explain why Sheldon can 
remain narratively sympathetic even when his remarks impose social costs. 

A further contribution concerns the use of Leech’s framework itself. The data show that 
the maxims are most informative when they are treated as relational heuristics rather than moral 
judgments. Labeling an utterance “impolite” can suggest that the speaker is intentionally bad-
mannered, whereas maxim analysis can identify the direction of the imbalance without making 
that inference. Approbation identifies excessive dispraise, Tact identifies excessive cost or 
exposure, and Modesty identifies excessive self-praise. The subsequent discourse analysis then 
explains why the imbalance occurs and what it does. This layered procedure strengthens the 
theoretical connection between classification and interpretation, addressing the common 
weakness of maxim studies that remain descriptive. 

The findings also have a methodological implication for media pragmatics. Because 
sitcom dialogue is scripted, the recurrence of similar violations is unlikely to be accidental. The 
writers use them to establish a stable contrast between Sheldon’s competence in formal 
knowledge and his difficulty with implicit social calibration. Yet, following Li and Xiao 
(2024), this stylization should not be conflated with natural conversation. The value of the 
dataset lies precisely in its crafted regularity: repeated pragmatic misalignment becomes a 
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semiotic resource for narrative characterization. In this respect, the analysis connects 
pragmatics with discourse analysis and media semiotics, since the meaning of the utterances 
depends on recurring patterns, audience knowledge, scene design, and the contrast among 
characters’ communicative styles. 

Finally, the broader relevance to language and cultural linguistics lies in the distinction 
between explicit and tacit norm systems. Sheldon is highly attentive to codified rules, such as 
school handbooks and dress codes, but less responsive to norms that are culturally learned 
through participation, including when criticism should be mitigated, when bodily information 
should remain private, and when self-praise is dispreferred. The pilot repeatedly dramatizes the 
fact that communicative competence requires more than knowing lexical meaning or 
institutional regulations; it requires sensitivity to socially shared expectations about 
appropriateness. This observation connects the study to current work in the journal on mediated 
language and identity, where linguistic choices index inclusion, exclusion, stance, and social 
positioning (Febriany & Octavani, 2025; Putra, 2025). 

Theoretical and Applied Implications 

The findings carry a theoretical implication for politeness research: violation should be 
treated as an interactional relation rather than as a direct index of hostile intention. In the pilot, 
the audience can evaluate an utterance as socially costly even when Sheldon appears to orient 
to accuracy, rule compliance, or logical inference. This separation between interpersonal effect 
and inferred motive is analytically useful because it prevents the maxim framework from 
collapsing into a simple polite/impolite binary. Leech’s categories identify the direction of the 
relational imbalance; sequential evidence then shows how participants ratify, resist, repair, or 
reinterpret that imbalance. The resulting model is therefore two-level: maxim classification 
explains what interpersonal expectation is breached, while discourse analysis explains how the 
breach acquires social and narrative meaning. 

There is also an applied implication for language and pragmatics education. Scripted 
scenes such as these can be used to demonstrate that grammaticality and propositional truth do 
not guarantee pragmatic appropriateness. Learners can compare Sheldon’s literal or rule-
oriented formulations with alternative utterances that preserve the same informational content 
while mitigating public exposure, dispraise, or self-praise. Such use should remain critical: a 
sitcom is a designed media text rather than a transparent sample of spontaneous American 
English, and the character should not be treated as a diagnostic model of any real social group. 
Used with that limitation, the episode provides compact material for teaching audience design, 
contextualization, face sensitivity, indirectness, and the distinction between explicit 
institutional rules and tacit interactional norms. 

A further implication concerns intercultural communication and translation. Politeness 
evaluations are partly culture- and context-dependent, so subtitles and dubbed versions may 
alter the perceived strength of a violation through lexical choice, honorific resources, levels of 
directness, or culturally preferred forms of mitigation. The present findings therefore offer a 
basis for comparative work on how the same scripted interaction is recalibrated across 
languages. Rather than asking only whether a translation is semantically accurate, future 
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studies can examine whether it preserves the relational imbalance that drives characterization 
and humor. This perspective extends pragmatic analysis toward translation studies and 
intercultural media discourse, while remaining consistent with the present study’s central claim 
that meaning is produced jointly by linguistic form, social expectation, participant response, 
and audience inference. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study examined politeness maxim violations in Young Sheldon Season 1, Episode 
1 and analyzed their functions in characterization, humor, and social interaction. Twelve focal 
utterances were identified. Approbation violations were the most frequent (50.0%), followed 
by Tact (33.3%) and Modesty (16.7%). The distribution shows that the pilot constructs Sheldon 
primarily through overt evaluation of others, socially costly public observations, and explicit 
self-elevation. The other three maxims in Leech’s classic model were not selected as primary 
violation categories in this episode-bounded dataset. 

More importantly, the findings show that the violations are interactionally organized. 
Approbation violations challenge siblings and teachers by making negative evaluation explicit; 
Tact violations expose private or sensitive information and apply formal rules without 
mitigation; Modesty violations make Sheldon’s intellectual self-conception overt. These acts 
repeatedly trigger correction, laughter, irritation, resistance, or explanation from other 
characters. The surrounding responses demonstrate that the pragmatic meaning lies not only in 
the initiating line but also in how the social environment receives it. 

The main theoretical contribution is that Leech’s maxims become more explanatory 
when integrated with sequential discourse analysis. A maxim label identifies the relational 
direction of the violation, while the next turns reveal its face effects and narrative 
consequences. In the pilot, humor typically emerges from incongruity between propositional 
accuracy and relational appropriateness: Sheldon often has a rule, observation, or inference that 
can be defended literally, yet the timing, publicness, or evaluative force of the utterance violates 
tacit expectations. This pattern allows the series to create comedy without requiring the 
character to intend a joke or deliberate offense. 

The study is limited to one episode and to a small qualitative dataset, so the frequency 
pattern should not be generalized to the full series. Future research can compare seasons, 
examine other characters, or combine manual pragmatic coding with corpus methods to test 
whether Approbation and Tact remain dominant across a larger sample. Comparative work 
could also investigate how subtitles or translations preserve, attenuate, or intensify the 
politeness effects. Even within this bounded dataset, however, the analysis demonstrates that 
politeness violation is a productive narrative resource: it links language choice to character 
identity, comic timing, institutional hierarchy, family negotiation, and the culturally learned 
distinction between what is true and what is socially sayable. 
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