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Abstract

This article assesses the advantages and limitations of three different approaches to the analysis of politeness in language:
politeness as social rules, politeness as adherence to an expanded set of Gricean Maxims, and politeness as strategic attention
to ‘face.” It argues that only the last can account for the observable commonalities in polite expressions across diverse
languages and cultures, and positions the analysis of politeness as strategic attention to face in the modern context of
attention to the evolutionary origins and nature of human cooperation.

What Is Politeness?

If, as many have claimed, language is the trait that most radi-
cally distinguishes Homo sapiens from other species, politeness
is the feature of language use that most clearly reveals the
nature of human sociality as expressed in speech. Politeness
is essentially a matter of taking into account the feelings of
others as to how they should be interactionally treated,
including behaving in a manner that demonstrates appropriate
concern for interactors’ social status and their social relation-
ship. Politeness - in this broad sense of speech oriented to
an interactor’s public persona or ‘face’ - is ubiquitous in
language use. Since, on the whole, taking account of people’s
feelings means saying and doing things in a less straightforward
or more elaborate manner than when one is not taking such
feelings into consideration, ways of being polite provide prob-
ably the most pervasive source of indirectness, reasons for not
saying exactly what one means, in how people frame their
communicative intentions in formulating their utterances.

There are two quite different kinds of feelings to be attended
to, and therefore there are two distinct kinds of politeness. One
kind arises whenever what is about to be said may be unwel-
come, prompting expressions of respect, restraint, avoidance
(‘negative politeness’). Another arises from the fact that long-
term relationships with people can be important in taking their
feelings into account, prompting expressions of social close-
ness, caring, and approval (‘positive politeness’). There are
many folk notions for these kinds of attention to feelings -
including courtesy, tact, deference, demeanor, sensibility,
poise, discernment, rapport, mannerliness, urbanity, as well
as for the contrasting behavior - rudeness, gaucheness, social
gaffes, and for their consequences - embarrassment, humilia-
tion. Such terms label culture-specific notions invested with
social importance, and attest both to the pervasiveness of
notions of politeness and to their cultural framing.

How Gan We Account for Politeness?

Since politeness is crucial to the construction and maintenance
of social relationships, politeness in communication goes to
the very heart of social life and interaction; indeed it is probably
a precondition for human cooperation in general. Politeness
phenomena have therefore commanded interest from theorists
in a wide range of social sciences. Three main classes of

theoretical approach to the analysis of politeness in language
can be distinguished.

1. Politeness as social rules. To the layman, politeness is
a concept designating ‘proper’ social conduct, rules for
speech and behavior stemming generally from high-status
individuals or groups. In literate societies such rules are
often formulated in etiquette books. These ‘emic’ (culture-
specific) notions range from polite formulae like please and
thank you, the forms of greetings and farewells, etc., to more
elaborate routines for table manners, deportment in public,
or the protocol for formal events. Politeness is conven-
tionally attached to certain linguistic forms and formulaic
expressions, which may be very different in different
languages and cultures. This is how the ‘person on the street’
tends to think about politeness, as inhering in particular
forms of words.

Some analytical approaches to politeness are formulated in
terms of the same sorts of culture-specific rules for doing what
is socially acceptable, for example, the work by Ide and others
on Japanese politeness as social indexing or ‘discernment’ (see
Watts et al., 1992). In these approaches, politeness is a matter
of social norms, and inheres in particular linguistic forms
when used appropriately as markers of pre-given social cate-
gories. This approach is most appropriate for fixed aspects of
language use - the more or less obligatory social marking of
relatively unalterable social categories.

2. Politeness as adherence to Politeness Maxims. An alternative
approach takes the position that the linguistic forms of
politeness are not a matter of arbitrary convention but are
motivated by general principles. During the 1970s this
perspective was formulated in linguistic pragmatics in Gri-
cean terms, with politeness seen as a set of social conven-
tions coordinate with Grice’'s Cooperative Principle for
maximally efficient information transmission (‘Make your
contribution such as required by the purposes of the
conversation at the moment’), with its four ‘Maxims’ of
Quality, Quantity, Relevance, and Manner (see Pragmatics,
Linguistic). Lakoff (1973) suggested that three ‘rules of
rapport’ underlie the choice of linguistic expression, rules
which can account for how speakers deviate from directly
expressing meanings. Choice among these three pragmatic
rules (‘Don’t impose,” ‘Give options,” ‘Be friendly’) gives rise
to distinct communicative styles. Leech’s more detailed
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proposal (1983) is in the same vein. Complementary to
Grice’s Cooperative Principle, Leech postulates a Politeness
Principle - ‘Minimize the expression of impolite beliefs,’
with the six Maxims of Tact, Generosity, Approbation,
Modesty, Agreement, and Sympathy. As with Grice’s
Maxims, deviations from what is expected give rise to
inferences. Cross-cultural differences derive from the
different importance attached to particular maxims.

The conversational maxim approach shares with the social
norm approach the emphasis on codified social rules for
minimizing friction between interactors, and the view that
deviations from expected levels or forms of politeness carry
a message.

3. Politeness as face management. A more sociological perspective
places ‘face work’ at the core of politeness. Goffman (1967)
considered politeness as an aspect of interpersonal ritual,
central to public order. He defined face as an individual’s
publicly manifest self-esteem, and proposed that social
members have two kinds of face requirements: positive face, or
the want for approval from others, and negative face, or the
want not to offend others. Attention to these face require-
ments is a matter of orientation to Goffman’s “diplomatic
fiction of the virtual offense, or worst possible reading”
(Goffman, 1971: 138ff), the working assumption that face is
always potentially at risk, so that any interactional act with
a social-relational dimension is inherently face-threatening
and needs to be modified by appropriate forms of politeness.

Universal Principles of Politeness

Brown and Levinson (1987, henceforth B&L) introduced a new
perspective by drawing attention to the detailed parallels in the
construction of polite utterances across widely differing
languages and cultures, and arguing that universal principles
underlie the construction of polite utterances. The parallels
they noted are of two sorts: how polite utterances are linguisti-
cally constructed, and how the polite expression of utterances
is modified in relation to social characteristics of the interlocu-
tors and the situation. At least three social factors are involved
in deciding how to be polite: (1) one tends to be more polite
to social superiors; (2) one tends to be more polite to people
one doesn’t know. In the first case, politeness tends to go one
way upwards (the superior is less polite to an inferior); in the
second, politeness tends to be symmetrically exchanged. In addi-
tion, (3) in any culture there are norms and values affecting the
degree of imposition or unwelcomeness of an utterance, and one
tends to be more polite for more serious impositions. In
language there are also detailed parallels, with the linguistic
structures for realizing particular kinds of politeness showing
remarkable similarities across unrelated languages. The polite-
ness of solidarity is characterized, for example, by use of intensi-
fiers, in-group identity markers and address forms, exaggerated
intonation patterns, and forms for emphasizing agreement and
avoiding disagreement. Avoidance-based politeness is character-
ized by forms expressing self-effacement, formality, restraint,
deference, with the use of honorifics, hedges, indirect speech
acts, and impersonalizing mechanisms like pluralization of
pronouns, nominalization, and passive. All of these involve

elaborating the expression of communicative intent in specific
ways that deviate from direct Gricean communication.

Why then are these kinds of detailed parallels across
languages and cultures to be found in the minutiae of linguistic
expression in socially analogous contexts? Explanations in
terms of arbitrary social norms or rules can account for polite-
ness in a particular social group, but not for the cross-cultural
patterns, which seem to require a strategic account in terms
of what people generally are trying to do when they are being
polite. B&L proposed that such deviations from Gricean effi-
cient communication are motivated by the universal human
assumption that interactors have ‘face,” in the form of desires
for the interactional acknowledgment of their social persona.
Following Goffman, they posited two kinds of face: positive
face desires for affirmation and social closeness, and negative
face desires for separation, personal territory, and freedom
from unexpectable impositions. These give rise to two styles
of politeness - one addressed to ratifying the personality of
the interlocutor (positive or solidarity politeness), and the
other designed to mitigate or minimize impositions (negative
or respect politeness).

B&L (1987) proposed an abstract model of politeness
wherein human actors are endowed with two essential attri-
butes: face and rationality. Face consists of two specific kinds of
wants: positive face (i.e., the desire to be approved of, admired,
liked, validated), and negative face (the desire to be unimposed
upon, unimpeded in one’s actions). The second ingredient in
the model - rationality - provides for the ability to reason
from communicative goals to linguistic means that would
achieve these goals. From these two assumptions - face and
rationality - and the assumption that speakers mutually know
that all speakers have these two attributes, B&L developed
a model of how speakers construct — and interpret - polite utter-
ances in different contexts on the basis of assessments of three
social factors: the relative power (P) of speaker and addressee,
their social distance (D), and the intrinsic ranking (R) of the
face-threateningness of an imposition. P, D, and R are seen as
abstract social dimensions indexing kinds of social relationship
(P and D) and cultural values and definitions of impositions or
threats to face (R).

B&L (1987) argued that the actions people do when talking
with one another - for example, requesting, informing,
offering, complaining - have implications for each others’
face, and they identified a wide array of speech act types that
have the potential to threaten face: ‘face-threatening acts’ or
FTAs. They distinguished five general types of strategies of
politeness, ranging from avoiding an FTA altogether, to
carrying it out but ‘off record’ (indirectly). On-record realiza-
tion of an FTA can be done without any redressive action at
all (‘baldly’). It may be carried out with positive redress, which
is essentially approach based, addressing the hearer’s positive
face wants by emphasizing closeness and solidarity. Politeness
may also be carried out with negative redress, which is essen-
tially avoidance based, addressing negative face wants for
distance, deference, and freedom from impositions. Speakers
are assumed to choose the linguistic framing of their utterance
from this set of strategic possibilities according to the weighti-
ness of the FTA, which is assessed with reference to the three
contextually dependent social factors P, D, and R. For low levels
of FTA threat, bald-on-record or positive politeness is most
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appropriate and cost effective; for higher levels, negative polite-
ness is required; for the highest threats, indirectness is the safe
option.

The claim, then, is that, however culturally variable the kinds
of social relationship and kinds of face threat might be, under-
lying them are human attributes (face, means-ends reasoning
abilities) and pan-cultural social dimensions (relative power,
social distance, ranking of face-threateningness) which univer-
sally go into the reckoning and the interpretation of strategic
language choice, and hence one can derive the cross-cultural simi-
larities in choice of linguistic realizations of politeness strategies
that empirically seem to be in evidence. B&L (1987) claimed
further that this model of politeness universals could be applied
in particular cultural settings as an ethnographic tool for
analyzing the quality of social relationships. Stable social rela-
tionships are characterized in part by stable patterns of language
use, which may distinguish particular societies or social groups.
Analyzing these stable patterns (for example, the distribution of
T/V pronoun usage across individuals and social groups) can
reveal important aspects of social relationships and their changes
over time.

Critiques of the B&L Politeness Model

The goal of B&L to formulate a cross-culturally applicable ‘etic’
set of concepts in terms of which politeness can be analyzed in
‘emic’ terms for any particular society was ambitious. Etic
analytical concepts are drawn from a universal set, defined
from outside a particular cultural perspective and used to
compare behavioral or linguistic systems across different
cultural groups, in contrast to emic ones which are meaningful
within a specific culture and are used to describe a system in its
own terms. Critics of the B&L model reveal several major points
of contention about whether it is legitimate at all to generalize
across cultural systems and, if so, how a theory of politeness
should be formulated.

The Universality of Face
Many critics have challenged B&L's formulation (via Goffman
and Raddliffe-Brown) of positive and negative face wants as
a valid way of conceptualizing the universal underpinnings of
politeness. Negative face, in particular, considered as wants for
freedom from imposition, appears entirely too embedded in
Western individualism to sit well with conceptions of face in
some other (e.g., east Asian) cultures. In part, this is due to a mis-
construal: in the B&L model, face wants are abstract, they do not
necessarily correspond clearly to conscious emic notions. What
B&L (1987) claimed is that underlying diverse folk notions is
a core of two interactionally relevant wants (for ratification,
and freedom from imposition) which seem to be cross-
culturally applicable, as desires concerning one’s public self-
image in the context of the moment which are assumptions
oriented to in interaction. Other theorists (e.g., O'Driscoll, 1996;
Arundale, 1999) have argued for notions of positive/negative
face that are even more abstract, in terms of merging/individua-
tion or closeness/separation, as the universal heart of politeness.
Challenges to the universality of the model also extend to the
proposed hierarchy of increasing politeness (from bald-on-record
to positive to negative to indirectness). Assessments of the P, D,
and R factors are situationally and culturally very variable; it is

possible to accumulate different strategies in one utterance and
to balance elements of negative politeness with positive polite-
ness in one act, and indirectness is not always seen as the most
polite option. These observations have led some researchers to
argue against the possibility of identifying any kind of universal
basis for polite behavior; politeness is simply incommensurate
across societies. Those who take this extreme relativistic line can
have no explanation for the observable cross-cultural parallels
in patterns of language use, for how people manage (sometimes)
to understand others from culturally different backgrounds, or for
cross-linguistic parallels in the diachronic sources of honorifics
from politeness strategies.

Politeness as Communicated or Taken for Granted

In contrast with rule-based approaches, B&L (1987) insist that
politeness inheres not in words or in sentences per se, but in utter-
ances uttered in a context, by virtue of the successful communica-
tion of a polite attitude or intention. Polite utterances are not
necessarily communicating ‘real’ feelings about anothers’ social
persona, but expressing contextually expected concern for face.
This concern is an ‘implicature,” an inference of polite intentions,
not a feature inextricably attached to particular linguistic forms.
Politeness is ascribed to a speech act, or to an interactional
move (if you prefer), not to a strategy or its linguistic realization
per se.

In other approaches (for example, Fraser’s (1990) ‘conversa-
tional contract,” Watts et al.’s (1992) ‘politic behavior’), polite-
ness is taken to be the expected background to interaction; it is
normally not communicated but consists in following expecta-
tions as to appropriate behavior.

Broad versus Narrow Scopes for Politeness Theory

A narrower view takes politeness to be strategic orientation to
potential face threats; there are some situations (e.g., task-
oriented ones) where politeness may be subsumed to other goals,
and there are many reasons for being indirect in speech other than
politeness (e.g., humor, irony, rhetorical force). Many motiva-
tions other than politeness guide human behavior. A more inclu-
sive view sees politeness as orientation to the social-relationship
dimension of every interaction, with attention to face taken to
be an omnipresent necessity. The whole continuum from extreme
politeness through a quite neutral level of politeness (maintain-
ing the status quo, ‘discernment’) to rudeness (outright inten-
tional threat) then needs to be brought into the theory.

Politeness from the Point of View of the Individual, the Dyad, or
the Social Group

The B&L model takes the interacting dyad as its unit; it is about
how interlocutors make inferences of politeness from one
another’s deviations from Gricean efficient communication,
and how stable patterns of strategies characterize dyadic inter-
action, providing an index to the quality of the social relation-
ship. Many politeness strategies are quintessential examples of
‘intersubjective perspective-taking’ - putting yourself in the
others’ position. A major goal of B&L (1987) was to insist on
the centrality of social interaction as a significant level of social
life, intermediate between the individual and society, where
social/cultural facts (status, role, values, norms, rights, and
obligations) are integrated with individual ones (goals, plans,
and strategies).
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Yet the Gricean foundation of the theory and the speech-act-
based formulation of the B&L strategies have made many see
the model as purely psychological (how a speaker calculates
how to frame an utterance). Arundale (1999), for example,
argues instead for a theory of how face is jointly constituted in
ongoing interaction. In fact, we need both perspectives: face
is indisputably interactionally created, negotiated, and manip-
ulated. Nevertheless, it can be considered from the point of
view of the individual speaker or hearer (as B&L do in their
production/comprehension model), or of the society or social
group (as ‘face constituting theory’ and most sociolinguists do).

The Indeterminacy Problem

B&L (1987) proposed their model as a concrete discovery
method for analyzing social relationships in any society by
studying members’ speaking practices. However, the usefulness
of this model as an ethnographic tool is undermined by
a number of complexities that arise when examining naturally
occurring language usage data. The problems of mixing
strategies in a single utterance and ordering of strategies across
utterances are compounded by the indeterminacy of context-
dependent P, D, and R assessments and by difficulties of estab-
lishing whether an utterance is intended to be taken as ironic,
joking, or teasing. All of these make it hard to code levels of
politeness in any concrete situation and to assess how different
expressions interact to produce a composite message in an
utterance. These are problems with any theory in terms of
actors’ intentions when applied to empirical data; as both inter-
actors and conversation analysts know, it is not always possible
to be certain what interlocutors’ intentions are at a particular
point in natural interaction. The B&L model of politeness as
originally formulated clearly needs elaboration and revision.

New Directions in Research on Politeness

The intellectual climate of research has changed radically in the
four decades since the B&L model was fostered at the University
of California, Berkeley, in the early 1970s. Since then an enor-
mous amount of research has addressed politeness from a variety
of perspectives, in work coming from all the social sciences that
have an interest in social interaction. Empirical studies of polite-
ness have greatly increased the amount of information we have
about social interactional styles in different contexts and
different societies. Yet the research emphasis in work on polite-
ness has been largely on cross-cultural differences in politeness,
with little attention addressed to the cross-linguistic and cross-
cultural parallels which motivated the theory. Indeed, very few
studies provide the crucial kinds of evidence necessary to test
the universality of any theory of politeness, namely, for a range
of particular societies, an ‘ethnography of speaking’ providing
evidence of naturally occurring language usage across a wide
range of different contexts, showing how politeness is interac-
tionally modulated in relation to local social factors in that
society.

Researchers, impressed by different cultural views of face,
propriety, conviviality, and the individual, have generally
preferred to study culture-specific patterns of language use.
Yet the significance of politeness lies far beyond the culture-
specific rules of appropriate behavior and speech that seem

so salient to members of the culture. This wider significance
lies in the fact that by regular patterns of language choice
humans interactively construct their social relationships.
Research in this area therefore needs to be based in a theory
of social interaction that takes into account both our common
human nature and ability to communicate cross-culturally, and
the cultural differences which can sometimes lead us to misun-
derstand one another. Despite its shortcomings, the BRL model
retains its hold on research on politeness largely because it
provides a coherent set of concepts for analytically dissecting
polite speech in different societies and contexts. It is also the
only theory that begins to provide an account for the detailed
cross-cultural parallels in polite speech.

In the new millenium, research agendas and priorities have
changed. The study of social interaction has turned to focus on
the interactional foundations of language, its cognitive underpin-
nings, and its instantiation in the brain. Research continues on the
sociocultural contexts of language use, with a major emphasis on
face as co-constructed in interaction and on the sequential devel-
opment of this interactional process, with impoliteness as well as
politeness as the object of enquiry. A corresponding emphasis on
the sequentially developing contexts for face and related polite-
ness issues (preference structures, entitlement, ‘ownership’ of
knowledge, ‘fairness’) appears in the field of Conversation Anal-
ysis, for example, in Pomerantz and Heritage (2013), Lerner
(1996), Heinemann (2006), Curl and Drew (2008), Heritage
and Raymond (2005), and Heritage (2013). There is also an
increasing trend toward the comparative study of naturally occur-
ring interaction from a conversation analytic perspective (Sidnell,
2009), as well as new theoretical approaches to the study of
cultural models (e.g., Strauss, 2004) and of human social rela-
tions - for example, Agha's (2007) view of social relations as
created through language use shaped by reflexive models of social
life. All of these developments can be expected to feed into our
understanding of politeness.

Another new direction is the emerging emphasis on the coop-
erative basis of human sociality and on the interactional under-
pinnings to language, its evolution, and its ethological base;
Goody (1995), Enfield and Levinson (2006), Tomasello (2008,
2009), and Stivers et al. (2009) can be mentioned here. There
are recent investigations into the cognitive and brain underpin-
nings to interaction (e.g., De Ruiter et al., 2010; Noordzij et al.,
2009, 2010), work which forms a new context within which the
search for universal bases for politeness can be pursued, exploring
the cognitive prerequisites for politeness, such as recursive theory
of mind, without which the elaborate demonstration of mutual
regard would be impossible. This context suggests that the inhibi-
tion of aggression, the soothing character of politeness work, and
the elaborate interpersonal ritual that politeness represents, may
have played a crucial role in the evolution of the specifically
human forms of social life and culture, and, indeed, may have
been a fundamental factor driving the evolution of human
cognition.

Conclusions
Politeness has attracted an enormous amount of research atten-

tion since the 1970s, and continues to be a major focus for
research in disciplines concerned with social interaction.
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The study of politeness phenomena can provide insight into
widely differing issues; foci of interest correspondingly differ
widely. They include, for example, analyses of the sequential
development of politeness in natural interaction, the study of
cross-cultural ~ pragmatics and  misunderstanding,  the
ethnography of speaking of face and politeness in different
cultures and contexts, politeness strategies as providing the
stylistic coherence of particular types of interaction (e.g,
gender differences in speech style), politeness as a functional
motivation for linguistic structure (e.g., honorifics), the social
psychology of face management and interpersonal perception,
applications of politeness theory to the analysis of formal
ritual and to a view of culture as ‘rhetoric/ or forms of
effective expression.

Research on politeness has, however, been much weaker on
the theoretical front. A major limitation is the kinds of data
used in analyses. A large proportion of studies take as their
data people’s conscious evaluations of politeness expressed in
sentences, judgments which tend to be both prescriptive and
stereotypical. Far fewer studies use as data recordings of situated
conversational exchanges to explore how politeness is achieved
sequentially in naturally occurring discourse, and only a handful
provide the crucial kind of evidence necessary to test the univer-
sality of any theory of politeness: for a particular society, an
‘ethnography of speaking’ providing evidence across different
contexts to show how politeness is modulated in relation to
social factors (P, D, R, and others) in that society.

The emphasis in research has been largely on cross-cultural
differences, with insufficient attention addressed to the cross-
linguistic/cross-cultural parallels which tend to be taken for
granted when they are not disputed. But politeness has
a significance far beyond the P’s and Q's of appropriate
behavior and speech. The wider significance of politeness is in
the interactional, communicative, day-to-day basis of social life
and the conduct of social relationships. Research on politeness
needs to be anchored in a theory of social interaction that
takes account both of our common human nature and our
ability to communicate cross-culturally and of cultural
differences which make us sometimes misunderstand one
another.

See also: Communicative Competence: Linguistic Aspects;
Cooperation: Sociological Aspects; Discourse, Anthropology of;
Intercultural Communication: An Anthropological Perspective;
Intergroup Relations; Linguistic Anthropology; Pragmatics,
Linguistic; Prosocial Behavior and Empathy; Social Psychology;
Status and Role, Social Psychology of.
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