Politeness: more than just please and thank you

by Mark Hancock

FACE  Erving Goffman's concept of Face: dignity, respect, esteem
Face-threatening acts - some examples
· Refusing an invitation

· Criticizing

· Requesting

· Telling someone what to do

· Offering

· Complimenting

Inviting and responding to invitations: a conversation grid

	Start 
	Are you doing anything on Friday evening? 
	Well, I'm a bit busy actually… Why? 
	Do you fancy going for a drink? 

	What are you doing at the weekend? 
	Oh, nothing much. Why? 
	I'm having a party. Do you want to come? 
	I'd rather not. I have to get up early in the morning… 

	Well, I'm going out on Saturday but I'm free on Friday. 
	How about going out for dinner? 
	Well, I'd prefer not to. I'm on a diet. 
	Ok then. Maybe some other time… 

	Would you like to come round and see my holiday photos? 
	I'd love to. What time? 
	Let's meet around 8 o'clock. 
	Finish 


POLITENESS STRATEGIES Brown and Levinson “Politeness: Some universals in language usage” (CUP 1978)
Choice of politeness strategy depends on …

A Social Distance   B Imposition   C Power

distant - negative politeness <-------( close - positive politeness

Negative politeness

· Be indirect

· Don't assume

· Don't coerce

· Respect the other's choice

· Apologise for imposition

· Recognize imposition

· Impersonalize
Positive politeness

· Notice details about a person

· Exaggerate

· Use in-group slang eg 'tronco'

· Seek agreement

· Avoid disagreement

· Assume common ground

· Assume you are cooperating
Formal register: funny signs
Members are advised that these restrooms will remain closed except for special events 

Ladies are kindly requested not to have children in the bar.

Blind customers are advised to use the Braille keys. 

Guests are cordially invited to make use of our laundry service.  Please ask the chambermaid to remove your dirty clothes.
It is strictly forbidden for campers of opposite sexes to share one tent unless married to each other for that purpose

Formal notices…

1 often use verbs in the passive. are requested
2 sometimes use adverbs. kindly
3 often use a plural noun. guests 

a. to show who is being addressed.

b. to make it less personal by not mentioning who is announcing.

c. to show how something is said, as a substitute for tone of voice.
Polite requests

1 The magic word  2 A good reason  3 Apologizing in advance 4  Thanking in advance

1. I wonder if I could ask you a really big favour? I'm sorry to ask, but I can't see any other way around it. Would you mind possibly lending me your…




a. pen?

b. car?

2. Can I borrow your…




a. pen?

b. car?
Socio-linguistic appropriateness - see CEFR page 122

Key points

· Politeness goes beyond cultural stereotypes

· Politeness is based on respect for "face"

· Politeness is not always saying what you think

· Politeness is reflected in conversation schema as well as individual functional exponents

· Politeness strategies are calculated based on social distance, imposition and power

· Politeness can be negative or positive

· Inappropriate politeness strategies can give unintended impressions

Please also look at politeness lessons in English Result  by Mark Hancock and Annie McDonald (OUP), for example Pre-intermediate Lesson 12C.















