Linguistic Politeness

Introduction
Politeness is a very important aspect of human life. It is the steer which guides social interaction as it helps interactants achieve their communicative intentions, preserving social equilibrium and interpersonal relationships. Politeness has been dealt with within different areas of research including pragmatics, sociolinguistics, cultural studies and many others. It is a concept that has been defined differently within various fields of knowledge. It has also been conceptualized differently within different approaches. This chapter reports on the different definitions of politeness, the different approaches within which it is conceptualized and the different theories which account for it.
1.1. Politeness
From an etymological point of view, the English word ‘polite’ was originally derived from the Latin word ‘politus’ which carries the meaning of ‘polished, made smooth, etc.’ (the Oxford dictionary of English,2000). It wasn’t until the fifteenth century, however, that this term was adopted by the English language and became part of its lexis undergoing different word formation processes and modifications as any other English word.
Deutschmann(2003) claims that by the sixteenth century, definitions of the term ‘polite’ underwent some changes to be associated with or even synonymousto words like ‘refined’, ‘elegant’, ‘correct’, ‘scholarly’, and ‘exhibiting’ a ‘refined’ state.Marquez Reiter (2000)asserts that such associations also characterised the behaviour of upper social classes; hence aconnection between the word ‘polite’ and the high class’ social conduct came to existence. She goes further to argue that during the renaissance these upper classes’ primary concern was the development of social manners and tact specific to them in order to create a civilised society “where not just social distance but reciprocal obligations between those who are higher and lower need to be determined” (2). In other words, the behaviour of the upper social classes then exclusively described as polite was a means to distinguish them from lower classes and accordingly, a means to sustain a hierarchical order in the society where social interrelationships are preserved.
[bookmark: _GoBack]During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the word continued to be used as an attribute or a social marker of either people belonging to the high class or of their behaviour that was considered as the typical model of conduct to be aspired to by people from lower classes. Watts (1999) investigated the use of the word polite in English during these centuries, and noted that:
From the very beginning of its use, the term ‘polite’ was interpreted ambiguously to justify shifts in the behavioural patterns of the gentry and the nobility, later of the middle classes of society and held up to those who aspired to the membership of higher echelons of society as a desirable and imitable form of social behaviour. (17)
While the previous short historical account of the word ‘polite’ implies that its primary uses were associated with the behavioural patterns of people, especially people from the high class, contemporary dictionary definitions of the term exhibit exemplifications of how it evolved. Deutschmann (2003) explains how current definitions of ‘polite’ demonstrate two illustrations of shift in meaning. The first shift is from being an attribute to the typical pattern of the way a person may behave to embracing a notion of the way a person may speak as well. The second is a shift from being directed towards characterising the speaker’s persona only to showing consideration for others. In contemporary dictionariesanother aspect is also included under the definition of the same entry which is doing or saying what is socially correct but not necessarily sincere.Inspired by the work of Werkhofer (1992),Deutschmann (2003, p.25) adds a further argument about being polite. For him, current dictionary definitions are but a mere reflection of the fact that politeness embeds an intrinsic dual social aspect: on the one hand, it is socially performed; on the other hand, it is essential in moulding social interaction. In other words, the double sided social feature of politeness lies in the fact that polite (whether verbal or nonverbal) behaviour is performed by people and at the same time it is a means to establish, determine, and organize social relationships between those people.
Another aspect that may constitute a further social dimension of politeness is Marquez Reiter’s (2000) and Watts's (2003) claims. Watts certifies that polite linguistic/non-linguistic behaviour is not an inborn or an innate quality that people naturally have but rather, it is something human beings must attain only via a process of socialization. “Politeness in this sense is not a natural phenomenon which existed before mankind but one which has been socio-culturally and historically constructed.” (Marquez Reiter 2000, p.1)
As far as the way it is expressed is concerned, Marquez Reiter(2000, p. 3-4)identifies two broad categories of politeness, namely non communicative politeness and communicative politeness. The latter, in turn, encompasses other sub-categories.
a. Non communicative politeness: This type of politeness includes acts which involve the use of instruments and tools in their realization. Examples of this category include the use of a handkerchief to wipe the mouth or the offering of a seat for old people. Many other examples of the kind are to be found in books and manuals of etiquette.
b. Communicative politeness: With no instruments entailed, communicative politeness constitutes a more complex type than the former; it includes two other types of politeness: linguistic and non-linguistic.
As the way it is labelled implies, non-linguistic politeness is not verbally performed; i.e. it cannot be recognized during the speech. It may be exhibited through gestures only (non- paralinguistic) or via gestures combined with prosodic features (paralinguistic). Linguistic politeness on the other hand is clearly verbally realized and may be metalinguistic or non-metalinguistic.Marquez Reiter points out that a linguistic behaviour may be thought of asmetalinguistically polite when considering the aim behind an interaction which is to retain social contact and to avoid social communicative tension. On the other hand, a speech may be described as non-metalinguistically polite when considering the mere strategies or linguistic choices one makes in order to avoid tension and end up with conflict-free communication.
Approaching politeness from a different angle, Watts (1999, 2003, and 2005) identifies two other distinct types of politeness namely first order politeness (politeness1) and second order politeness (politeness 2). Politeness 1 refers to the different ways in which members of a given speech community perceive, classify, and talk about polite behaviour. So, politeness 1 encompasses folk, lay, and common sense notions of politeness and as such it is viewed as a socio-psychological concept (Vilkki, 2006). Kasper (1998) identifies the evaluative nature of politeness 1 which is manifested in assessments and classifications of aspectssuch as what is and what is not polite according to certain social norms, how polite behaviour is linguistically encoded during social interactions, how politeness is perceived, assessed, and commented upon by the others, etc. Politeness 2, by contrast,corresponds to a theoretical notion that lies at the intersection of theories of social behaviour with those of language usage. It has to deal with the way in which polite language is scientifically, rather than intuitively, conceptualized. In this sense, politeness 2 encompasses researchers’ attempts to construct theoretical frameworks, patterns or models of politeness within different languages. 
In a more simple – but never to say less important- way,Holmes (2009) explains how scholars from different fields differentiate betweentwo types of politeness. In her view, the first type is where politeness works as a general inclusive notion that refers to ‘respectful, deferential, or considerate’ behaviour which includes both linguistic and non-linguistic actions.Politeness in this view covers the various rules and conventions of appropriate verbal and nonverbal behaviour as well.However, the appropriate verbal behaviour, though included under the former type of politeness, has constituted a distinct notion on its own due to its importance and is usually referred to as linguistic politeness. Holmes (2009)further claims that linguistic politeness has continued to be a vexing issue that captures the attention of many researchers in different fields of studies. Furthermore she adds that finding a unique or universal definition for politeness is a hard task but, in her view, “the core of most definitions refers to linguistic politeness as a means of expressing consideration for others” (711).
The type of politeness that is called by Holmes and many other researchers linguistic politenessis the one that Marquez Reiter(2000) previously described as linguistic communicative politeness (with its two sub-categories) and it is what Watts (1999, 2003, 2005) describes as a second order politeness. It is worth mentioning, however,that this particular type of politeness is also going to be the central notion for which the bulk of the present study is devoted. It is also worth mentioning that for the sake of easiness, the terms politeness and linguistic politeness will be henceforth used interchangeably to refer to the same concept.
1.2. Linguistic Politeness
Being a very important aspect of humans’ lives, linguistic politeness has spread its apparently gigantic dimensions to different areas of research. It is the central concern of many scholars in different fields of studies including pragmatics, sociolinguistics, cultural studies, comparative/contrastive studies and so forth. The concept has, therefore, been approached differently so that a single definition of linguistic politeness is by no means possible. However, although definitions abound, they happen to overlap in one aspect or another.
In view of the way, not the field, in which it is defined, the simplest definition for linguistic politeness lends itself to consider and focus on its very nature. Holtgraves (2002), for example, claims that it is a vast phenomenon that lies at the intersection between linguistic, social, and cognitive processes. Therefore, it corresponds to the way one chooses and puts words together as a result of a cognitive evaluation of the social context.  In other words, linguistic politeness refers to the way one employs linguistic signs in an attempt to consider and to interpret the social context of the interaction, a view supported by Kasper (2007) who also thinks of linguistic politeness as the procedure of arranging linguistic action in an attempt to adapt it to a given communicative event. Cutting (2002) also supports this idea arguing that politeness in this sense encompasses an array of choices made at the level of the linguistic expression in order to fulfill some communicative goals. Kerbrat-orechioni (2005, p.29) claims that if understood as such, politeness would be “all-pervasive” and“multiform” in the course of interaction. That is to say, if politeness is seen as the linguistic expressions one picks from an array of other choices to meet certain communicative ends, then linguistic politeness reveals itself to take multiple forms depending on those ends as also noted by Bloomer et al. (2005, p. 108): “we always have a choice of what we say or write and one of the linguist’s tasks is to uncover what choice x does that choice y doesn’t. Often the choices that we make differ in their social and pragmatic consequences.” So, definitions of this type view linguistic politeness as being a set of linguistic choices or strategies employed to achieve some goals though these goals are not well determined.
Other definitions of the concept lean towards focusing on the purposes it serves in communicative interactions. Because every linguistic interaction is inevitably a social one, interpersonal relationships are due to have an impact on what interlocutors say, and conversational conflicts that are deemed inherent in all human interchanges happen to appear if such relationships are not taken into account. According to Lakoff (1975), politeness is the system societies develop to lessen the friction inherent in communicative interactions; therefore, it is by no means a chaotic but rather “a strategic conflict- avoidance” that can further be “measured in terms of the degree of effort put into the avoidance of a conflict situation” (Leech 1980, p.19).Another purpose politeness serves is suggested by Grundy (2000) as being the degree to which a speaker’s linguistic action meets the addressee’s expectations as to the way it should be expressed. With no particular reference to its nature, Green (1996) takes politeness to refer to the means through which concern for the addressee’s feelings or face is exhibited no matter what the social distance between the interactants is. Holmes (1995, p.5) seems to stand on a similar ground defining politeness as “behavior which actively expresses positive concern for others as well as non-imposing distancing behavior.” To phrase it differently, these definitions go beyond explaining what linguistic politeness consists of to encompass the purpose it serves which is systematic conflict avoidance that best takes place when concern and awareness for the others is shown.
 Because no piece of language is produced without purpose, some scholars tend to view both the form and the purpose(s) it serves as inseparable entities and within this framework, they have provided definitions of the phenomenon of politeness with equal reference to both the nature (form) and the function it expresses. Politeness according to Brown (1980) is seen in terms of modifying one’s language in a particular way as to consider the feelings of other interlocutors; consequently, the linguistic expression the speaker uses will take a different form than the one he would produce if he didn’t consider his addressee’s feelings. This claim suggests that there is an interchangeable influence between the language used in a given interaction and the social relationships between the people involved in that interaction. In other words, much of what we say is modified in such a way as to exhibit consideration for other persons and obtain good interpersonal relationships; yet at the same time, the utterances we produce usually take their forms as a result of an in-advance estimation of these relations. Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 281) explain how “On this view, a very considerable intentional and strategic mediation connects linguistic forms with social relationships.”  For them, linguistic politeness refers to the linguistic strategies aspeaker uses to express his/her communicative intention taking into consideration his/her hearer’s feelings and face, and the relationship between the two participants. Taking a similar stand to that of Brown and Levinson, Kasper (1990) considers the “antagonism” and “danger” inherent in communication and refers to politeness as a set of optional strategies accessible to a speaker in order to reduce the risk and the aggression because:
If societies did not devise ways to smooth over moments of conflicts and confrontation, social relationships would be difficult to establish and continue, and essential cohesion would erode. Politeness strategies are the means to preserve at least the semblance of harmony and cohesion.(Lakoff, 1990, p.34)	
The previous different definitions of linguistic politeness demonstrate that aside from being a set of strategies or linguistic choices a speaker employs to achieve particular communicative goals, politeness is a phenomenon of an intrinsic value and one that may have several functions. Deutschmann (2003, p. 28-9) suggests that politeness can have one of the three functions summarized as follows:
· Function 1: This is where linguistic politeness is used as a means to express consideration for others; hence it makes possible retaining and restoring harmony in social interaction (e.g. Lakoff,1975; Leech 1980;Brown and Levinson,1987; Fraser1990…). Deutschmann points that this function reflects the ‘altruistic’ features of politeness by being oriented towards the other party in an interaction, a point that can be summarized in Culpeper’s terms, “im/politeness is in the eyes and ears of the beholder.”(2009, p. 376)
· Function 2:  Here, politeness is viewed as the behavioral norm for speakers; that is to say when a speaker only says what would be considered as socially correct or appropriate as noted by Sifianou (1992, p.  86), “[Politeness is] the set of social values which instructs interactants to consider each other by satisfying shared expectations.”
· Function3: As opposed to function 1, politeness here is employed to serve some cynical purposes as it is oriented towards the self, a function that Deutshmann literally describes as ‘egocentric’. Being polite, in this case, is an action done by a speaker in order to accomplish his communicative intentions, on the one hand, and to enhance his self-image in the eyes of his/her audience, on the other hand. These two orientations of politeness are emphasized byJarry (1998, p.11): “In the short term, a communicator’s aims will be to get an addressee to do or believe something; in the longer term, her aims will include that of becoming/remaining a liked and respected member of a certain group” (qtd in Deutschmann 2003, p.29).
1.3. Theories and Analytical Models of Politeness	
Interest in linguistic politeness has resulted in a myriad of empirical studies all-over the world in an attempt to detect instances of cross-cultural differences and/or similarities. The traditional longstanding controversy over the universality of language has spread to encompass this phenomenon; consequently, many theoretical and analytical frameworks have been proposed and used to account for this claim. The importance of theories of politeness is signalled by Terkourafi (2005a) who thinks that despite criticism, these theories offer basic frameworks to deal with different politeness phenomena. 
2.3.1. Politeness as a Set of Rules
Lakoff’s work on politeness (1973) was amongst the pioneering attempts to study politeness as a pragmatic construct. Her work triggered a number of empirical researches that either confirmed or disproved her assumptions. In her view, there are some pragmatic rules that underlie the choice of linguistic expression. These rules have the same status as the rules of grammar, syntax, and semantics in the linguistic repertoire as she states: “We should like to have some kind of pragmatic rules, dictating whether an utterance is pragmatically well formed or not, and the extent to which it deviates if it does.” (1973, p. 296).
Lakoff’s assumption is that pragmatic competence encompasses two general sets of rules:
a. Be clear (which is literally abiding by the Gricean conversational maxims of quantity, quality, relation, and manner.)
b. Be polite (which is composed of other sub-rules that represent lakoff’s own conceptualization of politeness.)
Thus for Lakoff, an utterance can be judged as pragmatically correct or not according to these rules.
Although, in her model, Lakoff does not clearly define politeness, she conceives it as means to avoid conversational conflicts most often at the expense of the rule of clarity. She, however, rationalizes this assumption as follows:
Politeness usually supersedes: it is considered more important in a conversation to avoid offense than to achieve clarity. This makes sense, since in most informal conversations, actual communication of important ideas is secondary to merely reaffirming and strengthening relationships. (1973, p. 297)
However, the importance attached to each rule is something that Lakoff considers to be context-bound. 
Lakoff further assumes that whilst the clarity rule of rapport (Be clear) is made up of the four Gricean maxims of conversation, the politeness rule (Be polite) is composed of three sub rules explained as follows:
a. Don’t impose: used when formal, impersonal politeness is required in formal and impersonal settings.
b. Give options: used when informal politeness is required in informal settings.
c. Make (the hearer) feel good: used when intimate politeness is required in more intimate relationships.
Among these rules, it is up to the speaker to choose the one to be followeddepending on her/his evaluation of the conversational situation. The speaker’s choice, then, has the potential of shaping his utterances and accounting for deviations from the direct expression of meanings, if any.
Lakoff’smodel of politeness deals with politeness as a set of rules that were postulated to be universal assuming the occurrence of patterns of reverberationacross cultures with the possibility of detecting some instances of cross-cultural variation as far as the ordering of the rules and the priority given to each are concerned. Both claims, however, were conceived as the means which steered a number of empirical investigations of politeness across different languages and cultures (e.g.,Smith-Hefner, 1981; Tannen, 1981; Pan, 1995 mentioned in Marquez Reiter 2000)

Figure: Politeness as a Set of Rules (Adapted from Lakoff, 1973)

1.3.2. Politeness as a Set of Conversational Maxims
Leech (1983) identifies two pragmatic systems covered under the umbrella of general pragmatics which in turn accounts for the different rules that lie beneath language usage. These two systems are pragma-linguistics and socio-pragmatics. While pragma-linguistics relates to the speech acts the speaker intends to perform through his utterances (the speaker’s illocutionary goals), the socio-pragmatic one relates to the position the speaker takes like: being truthful, polite, ironic, etc. (the speaker’s social goals)when interacting with others.
Departing from this assumption, Leech postulates two sets of rhetorical (conversational) principles that have the potential of constraining the communicative behavior of rational interlocutors: Textual Rhetoric and Interpersonal Rhetoric, each of which is made up of sets of principles. Politeness for Leech is the means through which social equilibrium and harmonious interpersonal relationships are preserved and maintained; thus, it is dealt with within the interpersonal rhetoric as one of three constituent principles: 
a. the Conversational Principle (the CP)
b. the Politeness Principle (the PP) 
c. the Irony Principle (the IP)
The IP is viewed as a secondary principle compared to the first two. It explains how a speaker with some impolite intentions may, yet, be perceived as being polite and how his interaction goals may, yet, be communicated. The speaker may be ironic by apparently breaking the CP. Thus, the IP and the CP are said to be usually in conflict. The CP and the PP, on the other hand, are assumed by Leech to have the same status. The CP is used to explain how an utterance may be interpreted and how indirect messages may be conveyed and inferred by a hearer. The PP, with its maxims, is used to account for the reason for such indirectness and the non-observance of the CP; why a particular form is preferred over another:
Politeness does not serve here as a premise in making inferences about S’s communicative intention. Thus, the PP does not seem to help in understanding S’s intention although, obviously, it plays a role in S’s choosing the appropriate expression of his communicative intention… Thus the PP may help to understand the reasons Shad for choosing the particular content and form of what he said, but usually does not help to infer S’s intentions.” (Leech,1983, p. 38-39)
Although Leech provides no explicit definition to the notion of politeness, he explains it in terms of the Politeness Principle (PP). In his view, the PP is at work between two parties that he referred to as "self" and "other" considering that "self" stands for the speaker and the "other" stands for the hearer or even a third party. The PP, like the CP, contains a set of conversational maxims: tact, generosity, approbation, modesty, agreement, and sympathy. The parallel between these two different principles is not seen only in terms of the constituents being a set of maxims, but also in the assumption that these maxims are universal. On the whole, the basic assumption behind the politeness principle and its maxims is that speakers minimize the expression of beliefs which are unfavorable to the other(s)and maximize the expression of beliefs which are favorable to the other(s).By so doing, the speaker can manage to retain harmonious relations with his audience and avoid potential breakdowns of communication.
The different maxims underlying the PP according to Leech (1983)are explained as follows:
a. Tact maxim: minimize cost to other; maximize other’s benefit.
e.g. could I interrupt you for a second? If I could, just clarify this then.(p.109)
b. Generosity maxim: minimize self-benefit; maximize cost to self.
E.g. you relax and let me do the dishes.(p.133)
c. Approbation maxim: minimize dispraise to other; maximize praise to other.
e.g. I know you’re a genius- would you know how to solve this math problem here?(p.135)
d. Modesty maxim: minimize self-praise; maximize self-dispraise.
e.g. Oh! I’m stupid- I didn’t make a note of our lecture! Did you?(p.136)
e. Agreement maxim: minimize disagreement between self and other; maximize agreement between self and other.
e.g. yes-yes, but if you do that- you- your tea towel’s soaking and at the end of the night, nothing’s getting dried. (p.138)
f. Sympathy maxim:minimise antipathy between self and other; maximise sympathy between self and other.
e.g. I was sorry to hear about your father… (p. 139)
According to Leech (1983), each of the aforementioned maxims is associated with certain types of speech acts. The tact maxim and the generosity maxim are at work in directives (that he calls impositives) and comissives; the approbation and the modesty maxims are observed in expressives	and assertives and the agreement and the sympathy maxims in assertives. Leech further claims for the possibility of adhering to more than one maxim at the same time but notes that his politeness maxims are not equally important. The tact maxim, for instance, has a greater influence on the speaker’s choice of the linguistic expression than has the generosity maxim. The same can be said about approbation and modesty taking for granted that the former is more important than the latter. Moreover, Leech argues that there is a possibility for the application of other maxims which he did not determine in his work.
	Explaining that different situations call for different degrees of politeness, Leech proposes a set of scales that determine the degree of politeness needed in a particular interaction providing a basis for judging an utterance as polite or not. These scales can be summarized as follows:
a. The cost/benefit scale: measures the costs and benefits that a given speech act will have on the speaker and the hearer. 
b. The optionality scale: measures the extent to which the action is performed at the choice of the hearer.
c. The indirectness scale: measures the effort made by the hearer to infer the speaker’s intention. 
d. The authority scale: measures the extent to which the speaker can impose on the hearer.
e. The social distance scale: measures the degree of familiarity and solidarity between the interlocutors. 
Politeness is communicated on a higher or a lower level depending on the overall influence of the above parameters.
Hence, the more social distance and authority of the hearer relative to the speaker and the more the costs for the addressee are, the less degrees of impositions and the higher level of indirectness are. In other words, politeness in this sense is equated with the more choices offered to the hearer and the more indirectness used in conveying messages which can be arrived at via an overall evaluation of the costs, benefits, social distance, and authority.

Figure: Politeness as a Set of Conversational Maxims (Adapted from Leech, 1983)
Leech’s work has been adopted by many researchers as a suitable analytical framework for linguistic politeness phenomena within or across different languages and cultures (Blum Kulka, 1987; Sifianou, 1992;Thomas, 1995;Spencer-Oatey and Jiang,2003). The main aspects dealt with using his model were the extent to which societies adhere to his proposed rhetorical principles, the priority given to each, the universality of the assumed maxims associated with the PP and the relative weight and the importance attached to one maxim over another. Investigating these aspects of politeness using this particular model, researchers meet the aim Leech sets for his theory as he clearly states it, “Indeed, one of the main purposes of socio-pragmatics, as I investigate it, is to find out how different societies operate maxims in different ways, for example by giving politeness a higher rating than cooperation in certain situations, or by giving precedence to one of the maxims of the PP rather than another” (Leech, 1983, p.80). He even adds further that “Although these matters remain unclear in detail, the interpersonal rhetoric provides a framework in which they may be systematically investigated.”(150).
1.3.3. Politeness as a Face-saving Strategy
Brown and Levinson (1978) took it for granted that politeness is basic to the maintenance of social order, a means through which potential disagreements and conflicts between speakers are disarmed. Although they acknowledge (following Grice 1975) the fact that the norm for any linguistic interaction be rational and efficient, these two linguists consider that polite utterances show up as deviations from this norm and that the hearer of the message finds in considerations of politeness reasons for such deviations.
Attempting to establish principles for talking politely and seeking to set up some universals about this remarkable phenomenon of language usage, Brown and Levinson (1987)studied in details three unrelated languages and cultures (Tamil, spoken in South India; Tzeltl spoken by Mayan Indians; and English spoken by the British and Americans).Their study yielded interesting results, namely, the existence of extraordinary parallels in language usage as far as talking politely is concerned. These results were the starting point and the basic assumption upon which their politeness model is constructed.
According to Brown and Levinson (1987), in the course of communication, participants are model persons (MPs) who are endowed with two universal properties: rationality and face. By rationality is meant the ability to reason from the ends to the means which achieve these ends. That is to say, any rational agent is said to be able to decide upon the ends or the goals behind his/her speech and to be able to choose the expression which best achieves these goals. The second property, face, is adopted from Goffman’s notion of face (1967)and the English folk term found in everyday language in expressions such as “save somebody’s face” and “lose somebody’s face”. Face is thus defined as “the public self-image that every member wants to claim for himself” (Brown and Levinson 1987:61) and it can be respected, maintained, enhanced, saved, humiliated, or lost. It is argued by Brown and Levinson (ibid.) that one of the basic features of the conversational cooperation is the mutual interest of interlocutors to always attend to each other’s face while speaking in order to disarm the potential disagreement between them. They make it clear, however, that being a characteristic of the speakers’ cooperation does not make attending to others’ faces a standard for interactions to succeed. Face is rather a self-image that speakers want to attach to their personas and want their addressees to take into account: 
It would have been possible to treat the respect for face as norms or values subscribed to by members of a society […] Instead, we treat the aspects of face as basic wants, which every member knows every other member desires, and which in general it is in the interest of every member to partially satisfy. (1987, p. 62).
Brown and Levinson assume that face is composed of two related aspects that together constitute the complete self-image claimed by MPs. The first aspect reflects the claim by speakers to certain defined territories, rights, and preserves that mirror their wants to act freely with no impositions from their interactants. It is then a sort of a negative desire and hence is referred to as negative face. In contrast, the second aspect reflects the speaker’s positive personality which he wants the addressees to be aware of and to appreciate. It also echoes the speaker’s wish that his wants, opinions, beliefs, attitudes.., etc. are shared agreed upon and desirable to others. It is a reflection of some positive desires and is referred to as positive face. According to Brown and Levinson(1987, p. 62) these two aspects of face can be restated in terms of basic face wants as follows.
a. Negative face: the want of every ‘competent member’ that his actions may be unimpeded by others. 
b. Positive face: the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least some others.
                 During conversations, MPs usually hold a similar belief that their expectations and claims about their self-image or their face wants will be mutually taken into account. However, to communicate their intentions, speakers sometimes simply have no choice but to produce utterances that, by their nature, seem to threaten the other’s face.  That is to say, interactants are often involved in some contradictory conversational situations where they are motivated to save each other’s face on the one hand, and where they have to perform speech acts which intrinsically constitute a face-threa ton the other hand:

It is this ubiquitous (and presumably universal) conflict that motives politeness; it is an underlying pressure that affects in various ways the tone of our interactions with others. Unless one chooses to live in complete isolation (and hence avoid this conflict), one must engage in some degree of face-work or politeness.(Holtgraves,2002, p.40).
Threat to face occurs when the performance of a given speech act results either in impeding the addressee’s freedom of action by imposing on them or in disregarding the addressee’s desires, wants, feelings, opinions…,etc. These speech acts are called FTAs as an abbreviation for face threatening acts (Brown and Levinson 1987, p. 65) and may be pigeonholed according to which aspect of face (positive or negative) is being damaged.
The first type of FTAs includes those which constitute a potential threat to the negative face by infringing on the addressee’s freedom of action. Examples of the sort include orders, requests, suggestions, advice, reminding, threats, warnings, offers, promises, compliments, expressions of envy or admiration, expressions of strong negative emotions towards the addressee such as hatred and anger…(ibid, p.66). The second type, however, encompasses acts which run contrary to the positive face by disregarding the wants of the addressee. These acts include disapprovals, criticisms, accusations, insults, contradictions, disagreements, interruptions, expressions of violent emotions, bringing bad news or good news, raising of dangerously emotional or divisive topics e.g. politics, race religion…etc. (p. 66)
As such, a rational speaker will make one of three choices: either to perform the act with maximum proficiency or to modify the speech as to reduce the possible threat to either aspects of face, or to avoid performing the FTA altogether. Brown and Levinson, accordingly, suggest five different ways for doing a face threatening act referred to as politeness strategies (p. 68-70).
When the speaker chooses to perform the FTA with maximum proficiency following Grice’s maxims, he is said to go baldly on record. When he does the opposite and floats all or some of Grice’s maxims, the speaker is said to go off record. If the speaker performs the act trying to redress the face threat, he is said to use either a positive or a negative politeness strategy depending on which aspect of face, positive or negative, he is stressing. Sometimes the speaker feels that the threat implied by a certain act is too great so that he chooses not to do the FTA at all. 

Figure: Politeness as a Set of Face Saving Strategies (Adapted from Brown and Levinson,1987)
In this theory, politeness is equated with the amount of face-threat redress. Hence, the more threat to face is redressed, the more a given speech act seems polite. The aforementioned politeness strategies are therefore arranged hierarchically from the most polite to the least polite:
a. Do not do the FTA (the most face saving option; the most polite)
b. Do the FTA off record (in the form of implicatures floating Grice’s maxims)
c. Do the FTA with negative politeness (with redressive action stressing the negative face)
d. Do the FTA with positive politeness (with redressive action stressing the positive face)
e. Do the FTA baldly on record (the least polite strategy with no redressive action adhering to Grice’s CP)
The choice among these strategies is determined through a rational evaluation by a rational MP of the seriousness of the FTA (the weightiness of the face-threat in Brown and Levinson’s terms). So, the greater the threat to face, the more likelihood for choosing a more polite strategy is. Such an evaluation is arrived at with a careful consideration of certain sociological variables involved in the communicative situation as argued by Brown(1980, p.115), “three factors seem to be involved in deciding whether or not to take the trouble to be polite”. These factors, assumed to be universal by Brown & Levinson are first, the relative power of the hearer over the speaker P (H, S), second, the social distance between the speaker and the hearer D (S, H), and finally, the rank (also referred to as the weight) of the imposition implicit in the to-be- performed act(Rx) (with x referring to the act). So, the need to be polite is evoked by the increase in the weightiness of the FTA which is, in turn, associated with increasing distance between the participants, increasing power of one participant over another and increasing rank of the imposition of the speech act.
In sum, in their attempt to establish some universals in language usage, Brown and Levinson chose to focus on one very important aspect of language use namely, the politeness interlocutors manifest while talking. In their view, there are several ways whereby people get to communicate their intentions. They therefore suggest five strategies for doing an act which inheres a threat to the other’s face taking into account that it is, in the first place, for each interactant’s interest to preserve each other’s face. The choice from these strategies is determined by a consideration and evaluation of three variables: the distance between the interlocutors, the relative power of one over another, and the weight of imposition implicit in the to-be-performed act. Implicit in their model, is the idea that people do not always say what they need/have to say but still they can communicate their intentions in a way that, at the same time, manage to make them seem polite and to preserve their faces. That is to say, people often produce some utterances in which deviations from the norm of communication (Grice’s CP) occur in their attempts to be polite.
Although it dates back to 1978 (1987 in a more elaborated version), Brown and Levinson’s work is still triggering a huge number of empirical research. Because it was mainly based on empirical facts and because of its explication, many researchers have used it as a model to deal with different politeness phenomena. The main phenomena dealt with applying this analytical framework were: the universality of face as basic negative and positive wants, the universality of the politeness strategies and their precise ordering from the most polite to the least polite, the indirectness assumed to be associated with higher apparently polite strategies and so on and so forth. 
Conclusion
What constitutes linguistic politeness is a matter of a great controversy. It has been approached differently by scholars, resulting in the emergence of different theories and analytical models. The pragmatic approach to politeness encompasses probably the most adopted politeness theories including those of Lakoff, Leech, and Brown &Levinson. The latter provides a thorough description of the different aspects of linguistic politeness. It is the most referred to model in the literature.
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How to do an FTA


do the FTA


1- baldly on record


5- do not do the FTA


4- off record
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rules of pragmatic competence


be  clear


quantity


quality


be polite


don't impose


relation


manner
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