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Politeness theory has been around since the 19th century. According to Sriubaite, it was coined by researchers at Stanford University in the 1970s and 1980s who took a swipe at the existing face theory (Sriubaite 2014). The sort to advance it in the direction of politeness, focusing on its relationship with diplomacy and tact. Politeness as a theory dwells deeper into the ideas of face as expounded by Goffman in the 1950s. According to this theory, every individual has a face that serves to satisfy a different face want or need. Ideally, this implies that we have different faces for different occasions. These faces may also be threatened by various face threatening acts which are directed at the speaker or person being spoken to. In light of such an attack, the politeness theory suggests that people often employ different defensive politeness strategies that are largely influenced by the social circumstances surrounding the attack.  
Positive and negative faces

According to the politeness theory, there are generally two kinds of faces: positive and negative face. Positive face in this context is self-centered and seeks for self-gratification. According to Sirota and Juanchich for instance, this face represents a person’s desire for his or her wishes and needs to be acknowledged and appreciated in a social context (Sirota & Juanchich 2015). This is necessary so as to uphold a consistent positive self-image. Negative image on the other hand tends to protect an individual from the pressures of conforming to what is purported to be the norm. As Sriubaite notes for instance, this face puts a lot of emphasis on the importance of one acting according to his or her own free will (Sriubaite 2014). As such, it advocates for the freedom from imposition, freedom of action and freedom of making one’s own decisions.
Strategies for performing speech acts

The above faces aim to support a person’s competence and autonomy which are apparently the face needs of everyone. Since the theory holds that any act of speech threatens the hearer or the speaker’s face, politeness passes as a critical component defense which employs the approach of redressing of positive and negative face. Building on this fact therefore, there are generally three major strategies for performing speech acts. These include positive politeness, negative politeness and off-record politeness. 

Positive politeness is also referred to as positive face redress. In this strategy, Sirota and Juanchich notes that the speaker focuses on amusing the positive face needs of his listener (Sirota & Juanchich 2015). As such, he packages his address in a way that is not only satisfying to the hearer but also enhances his or her positive face. Due to this approach, this strategy is widely considered to foster friendship and amity between the hearer and the speaker perhaps because they all have nearly the same needs and wants.

Unlike the positive politeness that focuses on heightening the positive self-image of the hearer, negative politeness on the other hand aims at earning him or her the freedom of action, the right to make his or her own decisions as well as protection from imposition. The strategy achieves the above by being direct while literally being conventionally indirect (Sriubaite 2014). In addition, it prohibits one from assuming or presuming anything thus encouraging asking questions and making hedges that are intended not to coerce the hearer. 

The last strategy; off-record politeness greatly depends upon implication. Many scholars find the approach of this strategy to be so indirect perhaps because it goes against the norms of conversation with the purpose of implying a particular recommended course of action (Sriubaite 2014). Ideally, the speaker uses a number of conversation skills such as giving hints and clues, understating and overstating, use contradictions, ironies and rhetoric questions to influence the hearer’s ability to interpret his intended meaning. 
Brown and Levinson


All the above ideas affirm the work of Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson who coined the politeness theory. Their research in the 1980s made them conclude that politeness in its entity is a social skill whose goal is to ensure everyone feels affirmed in a social interaction. Speakers actually use this skill to save both their face as well as that of their listeners.
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