politeness strategies brown and levinson

politeness strategies brown and levinson have become foundational concepts in the study of
sociolinguistics and pragmatics, particularly in understanding how individuals manage face-
threatening acts during communication. Developed by Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson in the
late 1970s and early 1980s, these strategies provide a theoretical framework explaining how
speakers use language to maintain social harmony and mitigate potential offense. This article
explores the core principles behind these politeness strategies, their classification, and the
implications for communication across different cultures. Additionally, the discussion will delve into
the concepts of face, face-threatening acts, and the universality and variability of politeness
strategies. By examining these elements, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of how
politeness functions as a social mechanism. The following sections will outline the key components
and applications of Brown and Levinson’s theory in detail.

e Understanding Face and Face-Threatening Acts

e Core Politeness Strategies by Brown and Levinson
¢ Positive Politeness Strategies

¢ Negative Politeness Strategies

e Off-Record (Indirect) Strategies

e Cultural Variations and Critiques

Understanding Face and Face-Threatening Acts

At the heart of Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory lies the concept of "face," originally
introduced by sociologist Erving Goffman. Face refers to an individual’s public self-image, the
positive social value they claim for themselves during interactions. Brown and Levinson distinguish
between two types of face: positive face and negative face. Positive face is the desire to be liked,
approved of, and appreciated by others, while negative face represents the desire to have freedom of
action and not to be imposed upon.

Face-threatening acts (FTAs) are communicative acts that inherently risk damaging either the
speaker's or the hearer’s face. These acts can range from requests and criticisms to orders and
disagreements. Brown and Levinson argue that because FTAs pose a risk to social harmony,
speakers employ politeness strategies to minimize the impact of these acts and maintain
interpersonal relationships.

Core Politeness Strategies by Brown and Levinson

Brown and Levinson categorize politeness strategies into four main types, which speakers use



depending on the social context, the relationship between interlocutors, and the weight of the face-
threatening act. These strategies are:

1. Bald On-Record
2. Positive Politeness
3. Negative Politeness

4. Off-Record (Indirect) Strategies

Each strategy varies in the degree of directness and politeness, balancing the speaker's intent to
perform the act while mitigating potential face damage. The selection of an appropriate strategy
depends on factors such as social distance, power relations, and the rank of imposition.

Positive Politeness Strategies

Positive politeness strategies are designed to address the positive face wants of the hearer,
emphasizing camaraderie, friendliness, and solidarity. These strategies convey that the speaker
respects and values the hearer’s desire for acceptance and approval. They are often used in
situations where the speaker wishes to reduce social distance and build rapport.

Examples of positive politeness strategies include:

e Using in-group identity markers, such as inclusive language or shared slang.
e Expressing interest or approval in the hearer’s interests or possessions.

¢ Offering compliments or showing agreement.

e Joking or using humor to create a relaxed atmosphere.

e Making offers or promises that benefit the hearer.

By implementing these techniques, speakers can mitigate the threat to the hearer’s positive face
while performing potentially face-threatening acts.

Negative Politeness Strategies

Negative politeness strategies focus on recognizing and respecting the hearer’s negative face—their
desire to act freely without imposition. These strategies are more formal and indirect, reflecting
social distance or hierarchical relationships. Negative politeness is often employed when the speaker
wants to appear humble, deferential, or cautious.

Common negative politeness strategies include:

e Using hedges or tentative language, such as "maybe" or "perhaps."



¢ Apologizing or expressing regret before making a request.
¢ Being indirect by phrasing requests as questions or statements rather than commands.
e Minimizing imposition by acknowledging the cost or inconvenience to the hearer.

¢ Using formal titles and honorifics to show respect.

These strategies help reduce the imposition of the speaker’s communicative acts and preserve the
hearer’s autonomy.

Off-Record (Indirect) Strategies

Off-record politeness strategies involve indirectness and ambiguity, allowing the speaker to avoid
explicit face-threatening acts. By using hints, metaphors, or vague language, the speaker provides
the hearer with the opportunity to interpret the intended meaning without being directly confronted.
This creates plausible deniability and reduces the risk of offending the hearer.

Examples of off-record strategies include:

e Making indirect requests through hints or questions, e.g., "It’s cold in here," implying a
request to close a window.

e Using irony or sarcasm to convey a message without direct assertion.
e Employing understatement or ambiguity to soften the impact of a statement.

e Giving a general comment that implies a request or criticism without stating it outright.

Off-record strategies are particularly useful in sensitive situations where directness may cause
discomfort or offense.

Cultural Variations and Critiques

While Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies have been influential, their universality has been
questioned. Cultural differences significantly affect how politeness is expressed and interpreted. For
example, what counts as positive or negative politeness in one culture may not align with the norms
in another. High-context cultures may rely more on indirectness and off-record strategies, whereas
low-context cultures might prefer direct communication.

Critiques of Brown and Levinson’s theory also highlight its focus on Western, individualistic
societies, which may not fully capture the complexity of politeness in collectivist or hierarchical
cultures. Furthermore, some scholars argue that the theory’s emphasis on face and imposition may
overlook other social factors influencing politeness, such as gender, age, or situational context.

Despite these critiques, politeness strategies Brown and Levinson proposed remain a valuable
framework for analyzing interpersonal communication and the management of social relations
through language.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are politeness strategies according to Brown and
Levinson?

Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies are techniques used in communication to mitigate face-
threatening acts. They identified four main strategies: bald on-record, positive politeness, negative
politeness, and off-record (indirect) strategies.

Who are Brown and Levinson in the context of politeness
theory?

Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson are linguists who developed the politeness theory in the
1970s and 1980s, focusing on how people use language to maintain social harmony and manage face
in communication.

What is the difference between positive and negative
politeness strategies?

Positive politeness strategies aim to make the listener feel appreciated and valued, appealing to
their desire for approval. Negative politeness strategies, on the other hand, focus on respecting the
listener's desire not to be imposed upon, emphasizing politeness and deference.

What does 'face’' mean in Brown and Levinson's politeness
theory?

'Face' refers to a person's self-esteem or emotional needs in social interactions. Brown and Levinson
distinguish between positive face (the desire to be liked) and negative face (the desire to have
freedom and not be imposed upon).

Can you give an example of an off-record politeness strategy?

An off-record politeness strategy involves indirect communication to avoid imposing, such as saying,
'It's cold in here,' instead of directly asking someone to close the window.

How does the bald on-record strategy differ from other
politeness strategies?

The bald on-record strategy is direct and clear, without any minimization of face-threatening acts. It
is used when efficiency is prioritized or when there is a close relationship between speakers.

Why is Brown and Levinson's politeness theory important in
sociolinguistics?

Their theory provides a framework for understanding how people use language to navigate social



relationships and mitigate conflicts, highlighting the social functions of politeness in communication.

Are Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies universally
applicable across cultures?

While their framework is influential, some researchers argue that politeness strategies vary across
cultures. Different societies may prioritize positive or negative face differently, leading to variations
in politeness norms.

Additional Resources

1. Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage

This seminal work by Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson introduces the foundational theory of
politeness strategies. The authors explore how speakers use language to mitigate face-threatening
acts and maintain social harmony. The book presents the concepts of positive and negative
politeness, along with strategies to navigate social interactions across cultures.

2. Language and Politeness: An Introduction to Discourse Analysis

This book provides an accessible overview of politeness theories within the broader field of
discourse analysis. It discusses Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies and situates them
alongside other linguistic approaches to understanding face and interaction. The text is valuable for
students seeking to understand the role of politeness in communication.

3. Interpersonal Pragmatics

This collection explores pragmatic aspects of interpersonal communication, including politeness
strategies as theorized by Brown and Levinson. It examines how individuals manage relationships
and social identities through language. The book includes case studies and empirical research
highlighting the application of politeness theory.

4. Politeness in Language: Studies in its History, Theory and Practice

This edited volume traces the history and development of politeness research, focusing significantly
on Brown and Levinson’s contributions. It offers critical perspectives on their model and discusses
its application in various linguistic and cultural contexts. The book is useful for readers interested in
the evolution of politeness theory.

5. Pragmatics and Politeness

Focusing on the intersection of pragmatics and politeness, this book delves into how politeness
strategies function within everyday communication. It elaborates on Brown and Levinson’s
framework and compares it with alternative models. The text also examines cross-cultural
differences in politeness practices.

6. Facework and Politeness: Theories and Applications

This book provides an in-depth analysis of face theory and politeness strategies, building on Brown
and Levinson’s foundational work. It discusses how face concerns shape conversational behavior and
social interaction. Practical examples illustrate how politeness strategies are employed in different
social settings.

7. Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Politeness
Exploring how Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies manifest in diverse cultures, this book



highlights cultural variations in politeness norms. It presents comparative studies that reveal the
adaptability and limits of the theory. The book is essential for understanding politeness in a
globalized communicative environment.

8. Politeness in Interaction: Studies in Language and Social Interaction

This volume gathers research on politeness as it occurs in natural social interactions, emphasizing
empirical data. It builds on Brown and Levinson’s model to analyze conversational strategies and
face management. The book offers insights into how politeness functions dynamically in real-time
communication.

9. The Routledge Handbook of Language and Politeness

This comprehensive handbook covers a wide range of topics related to politeness, including an
extensive overview of Brown and Levinson’s theory. It features contributions from leading scholars
who discuss contemporary developments and critiques of politeness research. The handbook serves
as an essential resource for advanced study in language and politeness.
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