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Abstract 

Politeness theory, developed by Brown and Levinson, has been applied to literature in linguistic 

research for in-depth analysis of discourse, whether written or spoken. Based on my understanding of 

politeness and the different politeness strategies suggested in the literature, this paper analyzes the 

different strategies mostly used by the main characters of the televised version of the novel North and 

South (1855), written by Elizabeth Gaskell, by focusing on some parts of the conversations in the 

televised version (2004), in terms of gender, social class and situation. The result shows that the film 

characters mostly resort to on-record and positive politeness strategies, while negative politeness and 

off-record strategies are less used in the conversations, which supports the story ambition to bridge 

gender and social gaps. The analysis demonstrates that much of our understanding of character 

motives in a novel/film relies on the way politeness strategies credibly reflect our experience and 

how strategies in interaction commonly work as theoretically described. 

Key words: Positive politeness, negative politeness, North and South film.  

 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

Artighetsteori, utvecklad av Brown och Levinson, har tillämpats på litteratur i lingvistikforskning för 

djupanalys av diskurs i skrift och tal. Baserat på min förståelse av artighet och de olika 

artighetsstrategier föreslagna i litteraturen, analyseras i denna studie de olika strategier som mest 

används i några konversationer i filmversionen (2004) av Elizabeth Gaskells roman North and South 

(1855) när det gäller kön, klass och situation. Resultatet visar att karaktärerna i filmen till största 

delen använder (’on-record’) artighet och positiva artighetsstrategier. Negativa och indirekta ('off-

record') artighetsstrategier används i mycket liten grad, vilket bidrar till berättelsen ambition att 

överbrygga  socialaoch könsmässiga klyftor. Analysen visar också att vår förståelse av karaktärers 

motiv in roman/film grundar sig på hur trovärdigt strategier i dialoger återspeglar vår erfarenhet av 

interaktion och hur den teoretiskt beskrivits. 

Nyckelord: Positiv artighet, negativ artighet, North and South, film 
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1 Introduction and aims 

The following sections introduce the background and aims of this study. 

1.1 Intorduction 

Every day, we interact with different people in different contexts and in order to maintain these 

interactions and keep our relationships with people healthy, we need to be polite. In other words, we 

need to abide by some rules and learn some skills to make a conversation go smoothly without any 

offence or insult to the participants. This is the main reason for the importance of politeness theory. 

As Shahrokhi and Bidabadi state, politeness is not something that we have from birth; it is a 

combination of skills that we learn and acquire" (2013: 17). Throughout our lives, we learn and apply 

these skills, but we may be unaware of them because they become a natural part of interaction. 

Therefore, many linguists are interested in analyzing and describing these skills, which they call 

“strategies”. Brown and Levinson (B&L) are the two linguists who first introduced politeness theory 

in 1978. They offered researchers a good chance to analyze communication among participants of 

any conversation. In 1996, Bouchara applied politeness strategies to Shakespeare’s four tragedies. 

For him, drama and literary works became ‘data sets’ through which researchers could see the 

applicability of politeness and how different politeness strategies worked in different contexts (1996: 

4-5). 

 

The main focus of these researchers was analyzing politeness strategies in addition to analyzing the 

contexts in which the strategies were used. When introducing their theory, Brown and Levinson 

(B&L) believed that context affects participants’ choice of politeness strategies to a great extent. In 

the same vein, this paper aims to show how politeness strategies are used in film to reflect and thus 

create credible characters in specific social contexts. The source of data chosen for this analysis is a 

film called North and South, which is mainly an adaptation of Elizabeth Gaskell’s novel North and 

South (1855). Elizabeth Gaskell was a famous novelist during the Victorian age. Later in 2004, the 

BBC produced an adaptation of the novel in the form of a four-episode film. The series script was 

written by Sandy Welch and directed by Brian Percival and it was a great success, (Harris, 2006). 

The film was chosen because of the different social classes presented in it (middle, upper, working 

class), which can display the extent to which politeness strategies are used to portray social class 

differences. In addition, the dialogue is a prominent feature in the film which means that many types 

of social interactions are available for analysis.  
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A selection was made of some dialogues involving characters of different classes which were then 

transcribed and analyzed based on Brown and Levinson’s theory, to see which strategies are used to 

portray characters and class. 

1.2 Aims 

Based on the literature on politeness theory, the paper attempts to answer the following questions:  

a) Which politeness strategies are enacted in the film version of North and South? 

b) How do politeness strategies in the film correlate with social status, gender and indicate 

personality? 

2 Background 

The following sections describe politeness theory as introduced by Brown and Levinson as well as 

different notions related to the theory. 

2.1 Politeness theory 

The first important term which forms the basis for politeness theory is Face. 

2.1.1 Face  

Erving Goffman, who was a sociolinguist, introduced the notion of Face for the first time in (1967). 

His main focus was how participants in any conversation interact and the social context of that 

interaction. For Goffman, face is “the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by 

the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact” (Goffman, 1967: 213. As cited in 

Redmond, 2015: 4). In other words, Goffman believed that during any interaction, people are keen to 

present themselves differently whether verbally or non-verbally. They tend to associate different 

values with themselves and with others, so they claim several faces according to the context of the 

interaction and the participants involved in that interaction. For example, teachers are eager to be 

seen by their students as efficient teachers, so they claim this image or face (Redmond, 2015: 4). 

Brown and Levinson used Goffman’s face theory in order to introduce their politeness theory. Brown 

and Levinson in 1987 define face as the “basic wants” which every participant in a conversation 

needs and realizes that the other participant needs as well (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 311). They 

distinguish between two types of face: negative and positive face. 
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According to Brown and Levinson, the face people claim for themselves can be either negative or 

positive. Negative face is “the want of every competent adult member that his actions be unimpeded 

by others” (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 312); a person claiming negative face is one who wants to keep 

distance to other participants and does not like other participants to impose things on him/her. On the 

other hand, Brown and Levinson define positive face as “the want of every member that his wants be 

desirable to at least some others” (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 312). This means that a person who 

claims positive face cares for the wants and desires of other participants and, therefore, wants to be 

desired and admired by them. The notion of face was subject to further research in the field of 

sociolinguistics. Several sociolinguists later elaborated on the definition of face. Ron Scollon and 

Suzanne Scollon, for example, introduced similar definitions of face, but with different terms. For 

them, face has “two sides” namely involvement and independence. Involvement means the desire of 

each participant to be involved in an interaction and to show agreement, interest and support to other 

participants, which is similar to Brown and Levinson’s positive face. On the other hand, 

independence is the desire of each participant to be independent, uncontrolled and be respected by 

other participants in a conversation, which is similar to Brown and Levinson’s negative face (Scollon 

& Scollon, 2001: 46- 47).  

 

However, unlike Brown and Levinson, Ron Scollon and Suzanne Scollon believe that participants 

during any conversation might have these two sides of face at the same time. According to Ron 

Scollon and Suzanne Scollon, we cannot say that a participant shows absolute involvement or 

absolute independence; participants might show more independence or more involvement based on 

the situation and their desire in that specific situation (Scollon & Scollon (2001: 46- 47). In this 

paper, I use Brown and Levinson’s terms positive and negative face to refer to the predominant 

strategy used by characters in interaction.  In establishing their politeness theory, Brown and 

Levinson define some acts during interaction as face threatening acts (FTAs). 

2.1.2 Fac threatening acts (FTAs) 

There are acts that threaten the face of participants during interaction. The meaning of threaten here 

is that these acts “run contrary to the face wants” of participants (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 313), 

which is that we basically agree on the need to maintain each other's face.  Brown and Levinson 

define acts which threaten negative face and those which threaten positive face. There are several 

acts which threaten the hearer’s negative face such as orders, suggestions, reminders, threats, offers 

and promises, in addition to compliments and expressing strong emotions. These acts are threatening 

because a participant who shows a negative face wants others to respect his/her independence and 
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privacy and receiving orders or threats runs contrary to his/her wants. There are also acts which 

threaten the hearer’s positive face such as challenge, disapproval, bringing of bad news, and non-

cooperation. A participant who shows a positive face needs to be liked and approved by others; acts 

like disapproval or non-cooperation make him/her feel unwelcomed and distanced which are contrary 

to his/her needs and wants. Brown and Levinson also define acts which threaten the speaker’s 

negative face such as expressing thanks and committing him/herself to promises to the hearer 

because such things might put some pressure on the speaker and a feeling of being dominated by 

others might arise, which is undesired by a speaker claiming negative face. Other acts which threaten 

or damage the speaker’s positive face are apologies, phys ical breakdown, non-control of emotions 

and humiliation (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 313-315). However, participants in a conversation can 

perform these acts and mitigate or avoid the threat by using some politeness strategies. 

Brown and Levinson (1987) make an important distinction between acts that threaten the speaker’s 

positive face, negative face and those acts that threaten the hearer’s positive and negative face. The 

following subsections clarify this distinction. 

 

2.1.2.1 FTAs to the hearer’s negative and positive face 

According to Brown and Levinson, there are different types of acts initiated by the speaker and which 

threaten the hearer’s negative face as the speaker does not take into consideration the hearer’s freedom 

when performing them (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 313). Brown and Levinson classify these acts into 

three categories. First, the speaker might have some expectations of the hearer or asks the hearer to do 

something which might put some pressure on the hearer and threaten his/her negative face. Acts such 

as, requests, suggestions, warnings or even advice can put the hearer under stress as he/she does not 

want to respond to these orders or suggestions (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 313). Second, acts which 

signify some positive initiative of the speaker towards the hearer, such as offers and promises, might  

threaten the hearer’s negative face because the hearer might reject or accept them. The third category 

includes acts that show some desire of the speaker towards the hearer or hearer’s possessions, such as 

envy, compliments, lust or hatred. These acts put some pressure on the hearer’s negative face as they 

indicate the that hearer should either protect him/herself and her/his possessions or give them to the 

speaker (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 313- 314). 

 

With respects to acts that threaten the hearer’s positive face, Brown and Levinson describe these acts 

as those acts in which the speaker ignores the hearer’s feelings and wants. According to Brown and 

Levinson, criticism, disagreement, complaints or insults threaten the hearer’s positive face because 
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they imply negative evaluation of the hearer. Moreover, bringing subjects which might embarrass the 

hearer, for example, political or religious topics in addition to using wrong address terms with hearer. 

These acts show that the speaker does not care about the hearer’s feelings or positive face. 

 

2.1.2.2 FTAs to the speaker’s negative and positive face 

Similarly, there are also acts that threaten the speaker’s negative face. Showing gratitude or accepting offers 

from the hearer are acts that form a potential threat to the speaker’s negative face as he/she will be in debt to 

the hearer. Besides, the speaker may give promises and offers to the hearer unwillingly. Hence, these promises 

might put some pressure on the speaker’s freedom of action and damage his/her negative face (Brown 

&Levinson, 1987: 315). According to Brown and Levinson (1987), acts that may contain a faux pas 

might be also threatening to the speaker’s negative face. In other words, when the speaker anticipates 

a faux pas from the hearer, he/she can either respond to it and, in this case, damage the hearer’s 

positive face, or he/she can ignore it which might damage his/her negative face as well (p. 315). 

 

In connection with acts that damage the speaker’s positive face, Brown and Levinson introduce 

several examples. Apologies, confessions of guilt or mistakes are acts that might damage the 

speaker’s positive face as they carry some criticism to the speaker. Moreover, physical and emotional 

failure which may lead to loss of control over one’s body or emotions may embarrass the speaker 

and, as a result, threaten his/her positive face. Finally, Brown and Levinson believe that receiving 

compliments is a potential FTA to the speaker’s positive face, that is, when receiving a compliment, 

the speaker will probably try to either devalue the thing being praised by the hearer, thus, damage the 

speaker’s positive face, or the speaker will feel obliged to compliment the hearer in return which 

might also damage the speaker’s negative face (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 315).  

 

Table 1 below summarizes the different acts that threaten both speakers’ and the hearers’ negative or 

positive faces which are described and clarified above. 
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Table 1. FTAs to the speaker’s and hearer’s positive  and negative face (Brown& Levinson, 1987: 

314-315). 

The speaker The hearer 

Positive face Negative face Positive face Negative face 

Apologies and 

confessions  

Expressing thanks Disapproval, 

criticism, 

disagreement  

Orders, requests and 

threats 

Self-humiliation and 

admission of guilt 

Acceptance of 

hearer’s thanks or 

apology 

Mention of taboo 

topics or bad news 

Acceptance of offers and 

promises 

Emotional breakdown 

(tears, laughter)  

Giving excuses  Interruption, non-

attention  

Acceptance of 

suggestions and advice 

Physical breakdown Giving unwilling 

promises and offers 

Use of address terms  Expressions of envy or 

admiration 

Acceptance of 

compliments from the 

hearer 

Responses to H’s 

faux pas 

 Expression of strong 

emotions (hatred, anger, 

lust) 

 

2.1.3 Strategies for performing FTAs 

The possible strategies, introduced by Brown and Levinson, are illustrated in their diagram as shown 

in (Figure 1): 

 

Figure.1 Strategies for doing FTAs (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 316) 

A speaker dealing with a potentially face-threatening act, such as making requests, threats or 

apologies, command or insult, has three choices: 

 Do not do the act. 
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 Do the act off-record. 

 Do the act on-record. 

As participants in any conversation, we often have the choice of not performing the FTA, so we 

simply ignore it. However, it is important for most speakers to achieve their aims and so the act needs 

to be performed with the option to perform the act off-record or on-record. In an off-record act, the 

speaker somehow hints to his intention but not clearly and the hearer has the option to ignore or to 

respond to the speaker. Grundy (2000) gives us an example of this strategy, which is similar to the 

conversational implicature in Grice's speech act theory (Davies, 2008) 

1. Oh no, I’ve left my money at home. (Grundy, 2000:157)  

By this sentence, the speaker intends to say ‘I want to borrow some money from you’, but the 

speaker says this sentence instead (1). The hearer in this case has the choice to understand the 

intention of the speaker and lend him/her some money or ignore the implied meaning of the 

utterance. On the other hand, performing an act on-record means that the intention of the speaker is 

clear to the hearer. In addition, an on-record strategy can be with redressive action i.e. by minimizing 

the threat of the act, or without redressive action by stating the threatening act directly without 

considering participants’ negative/positive face. Brown and Levinson use the term baldly to refer to 

doing the act directly without redressive action. Explaining this strategy, Grundy gives us an example 

from a situation he experienced with his neighbor. Grundy’s neighbor had an old car which leaked oil 

all the time outside their houses, a fact that annoyed Grundy; therefore, if he wanted to express this to 

his neighbor baldly without any redressive action, he would say:  

2. Don’t park your leaky old banger outside our house any more. (Grundy, 2000:158) 

Here (2) Grundy states clearly his intention without even minimizing the threat. As for doing an act 

on-record with redressive action, a speaker might use positive or negative politeness. Participants 

wear different faces and use the most suitable politeness strategy according to the context and the 

relationship among them. If participants are using positive politeness, they tend to show an interest in 

each other’s needs. They claim ‘common grounds’ with the other person claiming closeness and 

friendship (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 316-317). They even tend to show agreement rather than 

disagreement besides being optimistic that the other person will respond to their wants. Giving 

Grundy’s situation as an example, if he uses positive politeness, he would say: 

3. Bill my old mate, I know you want me to admire your new car from my front room, but how 

about moving it across the road and giving yourself the pleasure? (Grundy, 2000:158) 
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On the other hand, participants using negative politeness tend to use questions and hedges. They tend 

to apologize or to be hesitant and pessimistic about the other person responding to them by giving 

them an excuse to refuse to respond. They “minimize the size of the imposition” in order not to 

impose or embarrass the other (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 316-317). Stating the FTA when 

communicating is also a characteristic of negative politeness strategy by showing the other 

participant that ‘I’ as a speaker know the threat my action may cause (Brown &Levinson, 1987: 316-

317). Grundy gives an example of negative politeness strategy as well: 

4. I’m sorry to ask, but could you possibly park your car in front of your own house in future. 

(Grundy, 2000:158) 

As example (4) illustrates, the speaker is hesitant to ask and uses apology to minimize the threat. 

Table 2 below summarizes the different characteristics of the four strategies described and 

exemplified above in terms of what is involved in order to mitigate or avoid inevitably face-

threatening acts, such as requests and insults, to both speakers and the hearers. 

Table 2. Characteristics of negative, positive, on-record, off-record strategies (Brown 

&Levinson, 1987: 322- 323) 

Characteristics of 

positive politeness 

strategy 

Characteristics of 

negative politeness 

strategy 

Characteristics of off-

record strategy 

Characteristics 

of on-record 

strategy 

- Be optimistic. 
- Demonstrate 

closeness, friendship 

and solidarity 
- Emphasize that both 

speakers have 
common goals. 

- Claim common 

grounds. 
- Seek agreement and 

avoid disagreement 
- Show sympathy and 

understanding 

- Be pessimistic. 
- Demonstrate privacy. 
- Minimize the 

imposition. 
- Give them an excuse 

on a plate. 
- Show apology and 

hesitation. 

- Use pre-sequence. 
Ex: pre-invitation 

and hedges 

- Give hints and clues. 
- Be ambiguous. 
- Overgeneralize. 

- Use metaphors and 
rhetorical questions. 

- Be clear and 
direct. 

- Don’t use any 

redressive 
action. 
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2.2 Politeness and context 

As the explanations and definitions above show, politeness is based not only on language itself, but 

also on the context in which a certain utterance is made. Cutting (2008) explains several contextual 

aspects which clarify the importance of context in politeness theory. These aspects are presented in 

sections 2.2.1- 2.2.4. 

2.2.1 Form and function 

Cutting (2008) distinguishes between form and function and the importance of this understanding in 

relation to politeness theory. According to Cutting, politeness is determined by the function of words, 

not by their form. To illustrate this idea, she quotes the following example from Elmore (1989): 

1. So, if you’d be as kind as to shut up, I’d appreciate it.  

                                                                               (Elmore, 1989 as cited in Cutting, 2008: 51) 

In the example, the speaker uses polite forms; however, his/her intention is not polite. Therefore, 

according to Cutting, what matters in a certain utterance is the intention of the speaker not the form 

of the utterance. 

 

2.2.2 Situational context 

Since politeness is context-related, situational context is one element that affects speakers’ choice of 

politeness strategies. Cutting refers to two crucial factors that should be taken into consideration 

regarding the situational context. The first factor is the size of the imposition; asking somebody for a 

car lift is not the same as asking them to borrow their car! The imposition/request in borrowing 

someone’s car is greater than that in asking for a lift. Therefore, it might include hesitation or the use 

of hedges and indirectness on the side of the speaker. The second situational factor is the formality of 

the context. Formality requires indirectness. The more formal the situation is the more we redress the 

FTA by using indirectness and negative politeness (Cutting, 2008: 52). If we take the car example 

again, asking to borrow your brother’s car is not the same as asking to borrow your neighbor’s. The 

context with your neighbor is more formal than that with your brother; therefore, it requires more 

formality and minimization of the threat. 

2.2.3 Social context 

When observing the social context, Cutting emphasizes the importance of two main factors. The first 

one is the social distance which is determined by the familiarity of the speakers with each other. If 

they are strangers, they tend to use negative politeness and indirect language. However, if they are 
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friends, they tend to use positive politeness and less formal language. The second factor is power; 

this is a very crucial element that speakers should take into consideration during interaction. Speakers 

have different occupation, status, education, ethnicity and class all of which might empower or 

weaken speakers and as a result affect their linguistic behavior. According to Cutting, speakers of 

higher status tend to use bald on-record strategies whereas those of lower status might resort to 

negative politeness (Cutting, 2008: 53). As we shall see, this is not a common pattern in the film.  

 

2.2.4 Cultural context  

Not only does the situational context affect the use of politeness strategies, but also the culture of 

each speaker influences their choice of the strategies for doing FTAs. For example, the British often 

tend to use negative politeness while using negative politeness and showing distance between 

speakers might seem disrespectful in other countries (Cutting, 2008: 54). Cultural context is less 

important in this film since it is set in the same country, albeit in different geographical parts. 

However, the North and South distinction is more related to differences in social class and urban vs 

rural cultures than national cultures. 

 

2.3 Politeness and gender  

After introducing politeness theory, researchers started to focus on the use of politeness strategies by 

different members of society and the implications of these usages. Studying the correlation between 

the use of politeness strategies and gender has become a subject for investigation and research. 

Several studies were conducted in different contexts examining the use of these strategies by men and 

women. One of the earliest studies conducted in relation to politeness and gender was that conducted 

by Penelope Brown in (1980). In her study, she focused on a certain community in Mexico, the Maya 

community. She concluded that women tend to be politer than men when speaking to women and to 

men. For example, she classified particles into particles that strengthen an utterance, which are used 

in positive politeness, and particles that weaken an utterance, which are used in negative politeness. 

She concluded that women use strengthening particles (positive politeness) more than men (Brown, 

1980: 119-121). Brown relates the use of politeness strategies to the position of both men and women 

in a certain society or culture. She believes that the use of positive politeness by women is due to 

their weakness in the Mayan community. With her study, Penelope Brown motivated other research 

in the same field. Her study was controversial and inspired many linguists to go more in depth and 

investigate in the field of politeness and gender. 
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In a study conducted in 2003, Pamela Hobbs examines the politeness strategies used by men and 

women in voicemail interaction. In her paper, Pamela criticizes the previous studies on politeness 

strategies. She claims that most of the research done in this field concluded that women are politer 

than men. However, most of these studies, she continues, do not take into consideration the context 

of the interaction that was being examined (Hobbs, 2003: 245). Therefore, in her paper, Pamela 

Hobbs intends to focus on the setting in which these politeness strategies were used. By examining 

voicemail interaction between men and women, she concludes that men’s and women’s use of 

politeness strategies are almost the same. Nevertheless, men use positive politeness strategies more 

than women (Hobbs, 2003: 243). 

A recent study aims at investigating how men and women differ in their use of (im)politeness 

strategies in Arabic discourse on Facebook as a medium of communication (Al-Shlool, 2016). The 

data collected are online Arabic texts of many Facebook users, their comments and posts, and other 

web pages of different interests as well such as, religion, politics and sport. Although language on the 

internet tend to be informal, Safaa Al-Shlool, the researcher, was surprised that politeness strategies 

were used more than impolite strategies. Even when impoliteness was used, participants were 

affected by the topic. Moreover, it was found that males use negative politeness strategies whereas 

females use positive politeness. Finally, the researcher concludes also that the topic plays a role in the 

use of strategies (Al-Shlool, 2016: 46). 

3 Recent studies on politeness strategies in films 

Several researchers have analyzed different types of data based on politeness theory. In a study 

conducted in 2013, Mifta Hasmi analyzed the motion picture Nanny McPhee. The main aim of the 

study was to identify and describe the politeness strategies used by characters of the movie which 

was the main source of data. Mifta Hasmi concluded that characters used the four politeness 

strategies positive politeness, negative politeness, off-record and bald on-record. However, the 

strategy most employed by characters was positive politeness since the main discourse of the film 

was family discourse (Hasmi, 2013). In another study in 2017, Sofia Bada analyzed the politeness 

strategies in the motion picture Love Actually. The objective of the research was to assert the 

importance of politeness theory in our relationships with others by describing characters of the film 

through analyzing the politeness strategies they used. Sofia Bada introduced the characters, described 

each of them and identified the politeness strategies used by each of them. Results showed that 

positive politeness and bald on-record were the most used strategies in the film as most of the 
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dialogues were among family or friends where it is important to establish a positive and friendly 

atmosphere (Bada, 2017). 

 

A recent study, conducted by Rajif Ruansyah and Dwi Rukminiin (2018), aimed to analyze 

politeness strategies in Ellen Degeneres Reality Talk Show. The data used were videos of the show 

and transcripts of the interviews done during the show. Results showed that Ellen Degeneres used 

positive politeness most of the time with her guests since she preferred to create a comfortable and 

shared ‘common grounds’ with the guests (Ruansyah & Rukmini, 2018). 

 

4 Material and method  

The following sections describe the background of the film as a source of data and the methodology 

used in analyzing the film. 

 

4.1 Material 

North and South is a film produced by the BBC in 2004 as an adaptation of a novel written by the 

Victorian novelist Elizabeth Gaskell in 1855. The BBC divided the film into four episodes each of 

them is one hour. The film tells the story of Margaret Hale, a middle-class southern woman. Margaret 

Hale and her family has to move from the comfortable life they have had in Helstone, in the south of 

England, to the industrial life of Milton in the North because Mr. Hale, Margret’s father, decides to 

leave the clergy. When they move to the North, they struggle to adjust to the new life style, the 

factories, the polluted air and the suffering of poor people. They meet the factory owner Mr. 

Thornton and his family who treat the working class as inferiors. Throughout the film, we encounter 

many clashes between the working-classes and the factory owners and we see how the Hales react to 

such clashes which they are not used to see. While Margaret Hale sympathizes with the working-

class people and tries to help them in several ways, she starts to feel a strong attraction towards Mr. 

Thornton. As a result, she tries to bridge the gap between the working class and their “Masters”. At 

the end, the working class, symbolized by Mr. Higgins, and the factory owner Mr. Thornton 

understand each other better than before and they start to live peacefully together. The film ends with 

Margaret and Mr. Thornton together. The main characters of the film are Margaret Hale, Mr. Hale, 

Mr. Thornton and his mother Mrs. Thornton, and Mr. Nickolas Higgins, who is a worker at Mr. 
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Thornton’s factory and becomes Margaret's a friend. This film is the main and only source of data for 

the present study. The following section illustrates how this film was analyzed. The film's focus on 

class differences and bridging social gaps should provide an opportunity to study how politeness 

strategies are used to portray differences in social status as well as inter-class attitudes. 

 

4.2 Method  

The present study analyzes some dialogues involving the main characters in the film in terms of 

politeness strategies. After reading several studies conducted in the same field about similar topic 

such as (Hasmi, 2013), (Bada, 2017) and (Ruansyah & Rukmini, 2018), I was inspired by the 

methods they used and applied the same method of analyzing the film from the researcher’s point of 

view. I watched the film twice, each episode separately and identified the scenes with dialogues 

involving FTAs. Dialogues without any FTA were not included in the analysis. In the end, 21 

dialogic scenes involving FTAs were selected for analysis. Each dialogue is identified by specifying 

the episode number and the time when the dialogue is performed in the episode. Each dialogue was 

then reproduced from the North and South film script produced by the International participants of 

the North & South forum. The politeness strategies used in each dialogue are identified and explained 

in relation to the character’s background and to politeness theory. One limitation of the method is the 

lack of visual and audial aspects as my analysis is based on the film script but may also be influenced 

by my recollection of the film scenes. 

5 Analysis and results 

5.1 Analysis 

This section presents the result and analysis of 21 dialogic scenes performed by  main characters in 

the film, including various FTAs and featuring different constellations of class, gender and 

formal/informal situation. These scenes are identified and described in the following table (Table 3). 

Some of these scenes are analyzed in relation to instances of FTAs and politeness strategies later in 

this section. 
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Table 3. Scenes containing FTAs and the politeness strategies used. 

Characters’ class/gender Context 

formal/ 

informal 

Scenes with FTAs  Strategies 

used 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class, southern woman. 

- Mr. Henry Lennox: a 
middle class, southern man. 

Formal  1. “I was wondering, Margaret, 

whether you might consider 
making that walk?” FTA to the 
speaker’s PF and the hearer’s 
NF. 

On-record  

- Mr. Hale: a middle class 
southern man. 

- Mrs. Hale: a middle class 
southern woman. 

Informal  2. “it’s not usual for clergymen to 

leave their parish …as if to 
escape something” FTA to the 
hearer’s NF. 

On-record  

- Margaret Hale: middle 
class, southern woman. 

- Bessy Higgins: working 
class northern woman. 

Formal  3. “Are you following me?” FTA 
to speaker’s NF and hearer’s PF. 

Negative + 
positive + off-
record 

- Mr. Hale: a middle class 
southern man. 

- Mr. Thornton: a middle 
class, northern factory 
owner. 

Formal  4. “Couldn’t you show a little 
mercy?” FTA to speaker’s PF 
and hearer’s NF 

Negative + on-
record 
strategies  

- Mr. Thornton: a middle 
class northern man. 

- Margaret Hale: middle 
class, southern woman. 

Formal  5. “You do the man, whoever he 

is, more harm than good with 
your basket” FTA to the 
hearer’s PF. 

6. “Miss Hale my feelings for you 

are very strong.” FTA to the 
speaker’s PF and hearer’s NF 

- On-record 
 
 

- Negative + 
on-record 
politeness  

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman.  

- Mrs. Thornton: a middle 
class, northern woman. 

Formal  7. “you had a water mattress that 
we might borrow?” FTA to 
speaker’s PF. 

8. ” You had been seen out after 
dark with a gentleman.” 
Criticism is a FTA to the 
hearer’s PF 

- Negative 
politeness  

 
- On-record 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

- Mr. Hale: a middle class 
southern man. 

Informal  9. “Father, I've got something I 
have to tell you.” FTA to the 
speaker’s PF. 

10. “you gave Mr. Thornton real 

offence” FTA to hearer’s PF 

11. “Do you have any reason for 

thinking that Mr. Thornton 
cared for you?” FTA to the 
hearer’s NF and speaker’s PF. 

- Positive 
politeness 
 

- On-record  
 
- Negative + 

positive + 
on-record 
strategies  

- Mrs. Thornton: a middle 
class, northern woman. 

- Mrs. Hale: a middle class 
southern woman. 

Formal  12. “I promise.” Giving promises is 
a FTA to the speaker’s NF. 

On-record 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

- Mr. Thornton: a middle 
class northern man. 

Formal  13. “I thought that I would still be 
welcomed here” FTA to 
speaker’s PF and hearer’s NF 

Negative+ 
positive 
politeness 
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- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

- Mr. Thornton: a middle 
class northern man. 

Formal  14. (Mr. Thornton puts out his hand 
to shake Margaret’s) FTA to 
both participants. 

Positive + on-
record 
strategies  

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

- Mrs. Hale: a middle class 
southern woman. 

Informal  15. “you could go Margaret” FTA 
to speaker’s PF and hearer’s NF 

Positive + on-
record 
strategies 

- Nickolas Higgins: a 
working class, northern 
man. 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

Formal  16. “I don’t much like strangers in 
my house” FTA to hearer’s PF 

Negative + 
positive + on-
record 
strategies 

- The poor, working class 
northern woman. 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

Formal  17. (Margaret gives money to the 
poor woman) FTA to the poor 
woman’s NF 

Off-record 

- Dixon: a working class, 
southern woman. 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

Informal  18. Dixon’s criticism of Mr. Hale. A 
FTA to the hearer’s NF. 

19. Margaret’s response to the 
criticism. A FTA to the hearer’s 
PF. 

On-record+ 
positive 
politeness 
strategies. 

- Mary Higgins: a working 
class, northern girl. 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

Formal  20. “Bessy’s been took so very ill!” 
FTA to the speaker’s NF. 

Off-record  

- Mr. Bill: a middle class, 
southern man. 

- Margaret Hale: a middle 
class southern woman. 

Informal  21. “But you wish I would mind 

my own business” 
FTA to the speaker’s PF 

Positive + on-
record 
strategies 

 

Results show that in 21 scenes, main characters of the film carry out an FTA. In performing the FTA 

and responding to it, characters use many different politeness strategies with or without redressive 

action as illustrated in the following sections.  

 

5.1.1 Episode one 

5.1.1.1 Two women of different social class, formal: 

In this outdoor scene Margaret, a middle-class woman recognizes Bessy, a factory worker, from a 

previous situation and intends to approach her. 

Episode 1, (27:39) 

Bessy: Are you following me? [potential FTA to both speaker and hearer] 

Margaret: No, I well…. yes. I did not mean any offence. I recognized you from Marlborough 

mills. [negative redressive politeness] 
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Bessy: And I recognize you. Giving Thornton back as good as he gave. You do not see that 

every day. [positive redressive politeness] 

Margaret: well …I don’t want to keep you. [negative politeness] 

Bessy: what important appointments might I have? [off-record politeness] I’m going to meet 

my father. He works at Hampers, a mile across town. [on-record politeness] 

Margaret: But you work at Marlborough mills. 

Bessy: Yes. It’s near home and the work’s easier. Here is father now. 

 

Bessy's initial question is an FTA as it expresses a threat to the speaker's personal freedom and a 

threat to the hearer's positive face. The initial response 'no' mitigates the immediate threat and the 

admission followed by the apology 'I did not mean any offence' is an example of negative politeness 

with redress, saving the face of both speaker and hearer. Bessy's response strengthens Margaret's 

positive face as her complimentary utterance assures Margaret that she likes her. Margaret responds 

with the equally face-saving utterance ‘I don’t want to keep you’ which indicates respect for Bessy's 

time and privacy, which, according to Brown and Levinson (1987), is characteristic of negative 

politeness as shown in (Table 2). Margaret’s use of negative politeness strategies labels her 

relationship with Bessy as formal and in addition, it suggests that Margaret is a person that is keen to 

save face in any interaction. Bessy's rhetorical and joking response question serves the purpose of 

confirming their respective social position while mitigating the FTA by avoiding imposition and then 

signaling inclusion by volunteering personal information, thus bridging the social gap. 

 

In the next scene, we see Margaret looking for Bessy’s house. On her way, she finds a poor woman 

with a little girl crying and standing in the street. 

Episode 1, (39:47) 

Margaret: Excuse me I’m looking for Bessy Higgins. I must have come in a wrong direction. 

Poor woman (with a little girl crying): she lives along the way just round the corner. It’s all 

right she’s not frightened of you. She’s hungry that’s why she cries. 

(Margaret takes money out of her purse to give them to the woman) [potential FTA] 

Poor woman: Bessy’s just round the corner. [off-record strategy] 

(Margaret puts her money back in the purse and continues her way) 

 

Giving money to the poor woman is a threat to the woman’s negative face because it puts her in debt 

to Margaret. The woman refuses the act indirectly using off-record strategy. As Brown and Levinson 

suggest, a person using the off- record strategy “can get credit for being tactful, non-coercive” 
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(Brown and Levinson, 1987:318). The poor woman perhaps intends to save her own face and 

Margaret’s face as well. Margaret respects the poor woman’s wishes and puts the money back in the 

purse. 

 

5.1.1.2 A man and a woman of different social class, formal: 

At the beginning of the film, Margaret meets Bessy Higgins in the street. Their conversation is 

analyzed in the previous section. In the same scene, Nickolas Higgins, Bessy’s father and a worker at 

Mr. Thornton’s mill, arrives later and he continues addressing Margaret: 

Episode 1, (29:14)  

Margaret Hale: Well, I...thought that I might come and bring a basket. Excuse me. A-at home, 

when my father was a clergyman, of course. 

Bessy Higgins: A basket? [laughing with her father] What would we want with a basket? 

We've little enough to put in it. 

Nickolas Higgins: see! I don’t much like strangers in my house. [potential FTA to the hearer’s  

positive face] I dare say in the south where you come from, a young lady such as yourself feels 

she can wander into anyone’s house whenever they feel like. But here we wait to be asked into 

someone’s parlor before we charge in. 

Margaret Hale: excuse me Mr. Higgins, Bessy I don’t mean any offence. [negative politeness] 

Nickolas Higgins: so I reckon you can come whenever you want, but you will not remember 

us. I’ll bet on that. [positive politeness] 

 

Nickolas Higgins’ initial utterance threatens Margaret’s positive face and her need to be liked and 

welcomed as he expresses his wishes baldly on-record without redress. According to Brown and 

Levinson, when participants in a conversation use the on- record strategy, they benefit in several 

ways. One of the benefits is that the speaker puts some pressure on the hearer (Brown and Levinson, 

1987: 318). This might be one of the reasons that makes Nickolas Higgins, the working-class man, 

use the on-record strategy when addressing Margaret, the middle-class southerner. Margaret 

mitigates the pressure by using negative politeness. 

 

5.1.1.3 Two women of different social class, informal: 

This scene is between Margaret Hale and Dixon. Dixon is the servant at their house and before this 

scene, Dixon criticized Mr. Hale for his decision in moving to the north.  

Episode 1, (38:58) 
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Dixon: He has thrown away his position in society and brought us all down with him. 

He'll be the death of us all! [potential FTA to the hearer’s positive and negative face] 

Margaret Hale: I know you love my mother, but you forget yourself. Please don't talk about my 

father in that way. It... it's not for you to question his motives or judgment. You're a servant in 

this house. If you have such thoughts, keep them to yourself or you are free to leave and go 

back to Helstone whenever you choose. [a potential FTA to the hearer’s positive face. on-

record strategy] [She puts her hand on Dixon's arm.] Like it or not, we are here.  

Margaret: I will help you. [positive politeness] 

Dixon: You, Miss Margaret? In the kitchen? 

Margaret: Yes. Me. I can learn to starch and iron, and I will until we find suitable help. You'll 

do as I say, Dixon. [positive politeness] 

 

Dixon criticizes her master baldly on-record. Her criticism threatens Margaret’s negative and positive 

face at the same time. It threatens Margaret’s positive face because it shows disapproval to her 

father’s decisions. It also threatens  Margaret’s negative face as Dixon does not show any respect to 

the class differences and expresses strong emotions and anger towards her master (Margaret’s father). 

However, Dixon is the servant, but at the same time she is very close to the whole family. Therefore, 

we see Margaret shifting between two different politeness strategies in this scene. At the beginning, 

she uses positive politeness with Dixon “I know you love my mother “by showing understanding to 

Dixon’s worries and love for Mrs. Hale which are characteristics of positive politeness (Table 2). 

However, in the same conversation later on, Margaret expresses her anger baldly on-record by which 

she emphasizes the class differences and threatens Dixon’s positive face. Cutting (2008) points to the 

importance of power as a factor which affects participants’ use of politeness strategies (Cutting, 

2008: 53). Margaret is a middle class woman and the daughter of the house owner, so she has power 

over Dixon, who is a working class servant. Margaret adds “I can learn to starch and iron, and I will 

until we find suitable help” where she redresses the threat to Dixon’s face by showing sympathy and 

claiming closeness which are characteristics of positive politeness. Thus she bridges the social gap 

between her and Dixon. 

 

5.1.1.4 Two men and a woman of similar social class, formal/informal: 

In the following scene, we see Mr. Thornton at the Hales’ house and he is about to leave when he 

puts his hand out to shake hands with Margaret as a form of politeness. 

Episode 1, (47:50) 
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Mr. Thornton: Come Miss Hale, let us part friends despite our differences. If we become 

more familiar with each other’s traditions, we may learn to be more tolerant, I think. 

[Mr. Thornton puts out his hand to shake Margaret’s [potential FTA to both the speaker 

and the hearer] as she turns to let him pass to the door [on-record strategy], refusing his 

polite handshake. Confused by this rejection, he clinches his fist and lowers  his hand.] 

Mr. Thornton: [to Mr. Hale.] I’ll see myself out. 

Mr. Hale: Please, please come again, John. 

Mr. Hale: Margaret! The handshake is used up here in all forms of society… I think you gave 

Mr. Thornton real offence by refusing to take his hand. [potential FTA to the hearer’s 

positive face] 

Margaret: I’m sorry Father…I’m sorry I am so slow to learn the rules of civility in Milton... 

but I am tired…I have spent the whole day washing curtains so that Mr. Thornton should feel 

at home…. [Margaret takes a seat on the sofa.] so please… excuse me if I misunderstood the 

handshake… I’m sure in London, a gentleman would never expect a lady to take his hand like 

that… all unexpectedly. [positive politeness] 

 

The first part of the scene is formal and the handshake initiated by Mr. Thornton is intended to 

establish a friendly relationship with Margaret which is one characteristic of positive politeness 

(Table 2). Nevertheless, it is a FTA to Mr. Thornton’s positive face and Margaret’s negative face. 

Margaret refuses the handshake baldly on-record by ignoring the handshake and giving Mr. Thornton 

a way to go out. The second part of the scene is informal and we see Mr. Hale carrying a new FTA 

when he explains to Margaret the consequences of her refusal. According to Brown and Levinson 

(1987), there are acts that threaten the hearer’s positive face, for example, expressing disagreement or 

criticism to the hearer’s behavior or acts (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 314). When Mr. Hale says “I 

think you gave Mr. Thornton real offence by refusing to take his hand”, he disapproves of Margaret’s 

behavior and threatens her positive face. Margaret mitigates the threat by apologizing and giving 

excuses and clarifications “please… excuse me if I misunderstood the handshake” by which she 

seeks the hearer’s agreement and sympathy which are characteristics of positive politeness as shown 

in (Table 2). 

This long scene explains the different usage of politeness strategies among different cultures and 

societies. As mentioned by Cutting (2008), the use and even interpretation of politeness strategies 

differ from one culture to another (Cutting, 2008: 54). Margaret, who is a middle-class southern 

woman, refuses to shake hands with Mr. Thornton as it is unusual in the south which she expresses 

when she says, “I’m sure in London, a gentleman would never expect a lady to take his hand like 
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that… all unexpectedly”. On the other hand, for Mr. Thornton, who is a capitalist northern factory 

owner, the handshake is a politeness strategy used to indicate respect for others. 

5.1.2 Episode two 

5.1.2.1 A man and a woman of similar social class, formal: 

This scene is between Margaret and Mr. Thornton who tries to confess his love to Margaret and asks 

her to marry him: 

Episode two, (54:40) 

Mr. Thornton: Miss Hale I didn’t just come here to thank you. I came because I think it’s very 

likely….I know I’ve never found myself in this position before…..It’s difficult to find the 

words….Miss Hale my feelings for you are very strong. [potential face-threat to both 

speaker and hearer] [negative redressive politeness] 

Margaret: Please….Stop….Please don’t go any further. [on-record politeness] 

Mr. Thornton: Excuse me! 

 

Mr. Thornton’s confession is an FTA to the speaker’s and the hearer’s negative faces. We notice Mr. 

Thornton’s hesitation and use of hedges in order to redress the threat to his negative face as a 

speaker. He even states the difficulty and the threat of the act he is attempting to do when he says ‘I 

know I’ve never found myself in this position before….It’s difficult to find the words’. He uses pre-

sequences, for example, when he says, “I didn’t just come here to thank you”. All these strategies, 

according to Brown and Levinson (1987), are characteristics of negative politeness as shown in 

(Table 2). Mr. Thornton’s use of negative politeness labels his relationship with Margaret as formal. 

In addition, it shows Mr. Thornton as a person who is so keen to save his face during interaction. 

Margaret’s response asserts the FTA by using on-record strategy in rejecting Mr. Thornton’s feelings 

which in turn strengthens the threat to Mr. Thornton’s negative face. 

5.1.2.2 Two women of different social class, formal: 

Bessy Higgins gets sick. Her sister Mary comes suddenly to Margaret’ house and asks for help: 

Episode two, (48:20) 

Mary Higgins (to Margaret): I’m sorry Miss I didn’t know what to do. Bessy’s been took so 

very ill! [A potential FTA to the speaker’s negative face. Off-record politeness] 

(Margaret goes with Mary) 

 

In her initial utterance, Mary Higgins uses both negative politeness and off-record strategies. On one 

hand, Mary uses address terms like Miss due to the social distance between her and Margaret. She 
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apologizes, gives excuses and respects Margaret’s time and freedom which are characteristics of 

negative politeness. This correlates with Cutting’s claim that people of a lower status tend to use 

negative politeness with those of a higher status (Cutting, 2008: 53). On the other hand, Mary does 

not state her request; she actually implies it by using off-record strategy to which Margaret responds 

and goes with her. Using negative and off-record politeness strategies between participants of 

different social classes labels the scene as formal. 

5.1.3 Episode three 

5.1.3.1 Two women of similar social class, informal: 

Margaret is invited to an exhibition in London. Her mother, Mrs. Hale, tries to convince Margaret to go. 

Episode three, (21:40) 

 

Mrs. Hale: More letters from your aunt Shaw inviting us to the great exhibition. Oh, I do so wish I 

could go. (Addressing the maid) Don’t worry I know that I shouldn’t. But you could go Margaret. It 

sounds so exciting with bears and elephants and exotic people and inventions from all over the empire. 

[potential FTA to the hearer] 

Margaret: I can’t go to London. Not when you’re…..Not until I know you’re feeling better. [on-

record strategy] 

Mrs. Hale: Yes, but…If you went you could tell me all about it. And maybe bringing me something 

back and that would give me something to look forward to. [positive politeness] 

 

Mrs. Hale’s request threatens Margaret’s negative face as it threatens her independence and freedom. Margaret 

responds using on-record strategy. Mrs. Hale responds later in the scene and emphasizes common goals with 

Margaret. She uses positive politeness with redress “that would give me something to look forward to”. She 

appeals to the mother-daughter relationship. The use of positive politeness labels the scene as informal 

dialogue between a mother and her daughter. As stated by Cutting (2008), social distance which is identified 

by the familiarity of the speakers with each other is a crucial factor which influences the use of politeness 

strategies. If they are friends or family members as in the example in this scene, they tend to use positive 

politeness and less formal language (Cutting, 2008:53). 

5.1.4 Episode four  

5.1.4.1 A man and a woman of similar social class, informal: 

Mr. Hale has doubts about Mr. Thornton’s feelings towards Margaret. As a result, he tries to know 

about this from Margaret in the following scene: 

Episode four, (21:5) 
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Mr. Hale: Margaret my dear. You are not obliged to answer this question [negative 

politeness] but…..Do you have any reason for thinking that Mr. Thornton cared for you? 

[potential FTA to the hearer’s negative face] 

Margaret Hale: Father I’m sorry! [positive politeness] 

Mr. Hale: You….mm…rejected him? [on-record strategy] 

Margaret Hale: I should’ve told you. [positive politeness] 

 

The utterance made by Mr. Hale “Do you have any reason for thinking that Mr. Thornton cared for 

you?” threatens Margaret’s negative face as it invades her privacy and independence. Therefore, Mr. 

Hale mitigates the threat by giving Margaret an excuse or a reason to refrain from responding. He is 

also pessimistic about getting an answer from her which is a characteristic of negative politeness as 

suggested by Brown and Levinson (1987). Margaret’s utterance “Father I’m sorry!” minimizes the 

threat to her father’s positive face as it suggests that she is welling to respond and share this 

information with him which is a characteristic of positive politeness (Brown and Levinson,1987). As 

result, Mr. Hale is motivated to use on-record strategy in his following question 

“You….mm…rejected him?” without using any redressive action. Margaret, again, responds by 

using positive politeness and expressing regression for not sharing this information with her father 

earlier. The use of negative politeness labels the dialogue as formal which implies mutual respect 

between the father and his daughter. 

5.2 Results  

Figure 2. below summarizes the strategies which are most used in these 21 scenes and those which 

are used less.  

 

Figure 2. Characters’ use of politeness strategies. 

Use of pliteness strategies

on record positive politeness negative politeness off record
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Figure 2 shows that in 21 scenes, on-record strategy is used the most by the film main characters (14 

times), followed by positive politeness (9 times). Negative politeness is used less often (7 times) and 

off-record strategy is used the less (3 times). In Figure 3. below, correlations between the use of 

politeness strategies and the characters’ background are clarified and will be discussed later in 

section (6. Discussion). 

 

 

Figure 3. Correlations between the use of politeness strategies and the characters’ background. 

 

 

Figure 3. illustrates the use of politeness strategies in different contexts by different main characters 

in the film. On-record strategy is used by middle class characters (11 times) more than working class 

characters (twice) and it is used almost equally by male and female characters with a slight 

difference; in addition, it is used equally in formal and informal contexts. On the other hand, positive 

politeness is used often by female characters (6 times) and is used less  by male characters (3 times). 

It is used almost the same in formal and informal situations; however, we notice in Figure 3. that 

positive politeness is used more often by middle class characters and less often by working class 

characters. As for negative politeness, Figure 3. demonstrates that this strategy is used more 

frequently by middle class characters and in formal contexts whereas it is used less frequently in 

informal situations and never used by working class characters. Moreover, the figure shows  a slight 
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difference in using it by male and female characters. As the figure illustrates, off-record strategy is 

used the less and it is used only by female, working class characters in formal situations. 

6 Discussion 

Based on the analysis, we can conclude that the main characters in the film use all politeness 

strategies when carrying out or responding to an FTA; however, some strategies are used more than 

others. On-record strategy is used the most, 13 times, in different scenes involving FTAs in the film. 

It is used by characters of different social classes, gender and in both formal/informal contexts. On 

the one hand, on-record is used more by and among middle class characters, for example, Margaret 

Hale, Henry Lennox, Mrs. and Mr. Thornton. This applies to what Cutting suggests (2008) as he 

thinks that people of higher social class tend to use on-record strategy (Cutting, 2008: 53). Moreover, 

according to Brown and Levinson, a speaker who is using on-record strategy might have several 

intentions such as to be clear and avoid misunderstandings, to be honest and to put some pressure on 

the hearer (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 318). All these different aims can apply to the different 

contexts where on-record is used. On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that on-record strategy is 

used twice by working class characters. Nickolas Higgins uses on-record while addressing Margaret 

Hale which might be interpreted in relation to the different social class. Nickolas Higgins, who is a 

working class proud man, uses bald on-record strategy with Margaret, who is of a higher class as a 

way to put some pressure on her and to show his strength and self-confidence; thus he emphasizes 

that his lower class does not prevent him from being so direct with those of upper class. Furthermore, 

Dixon is the second working class character who uses on-record strategy when she criticizes Mr. 

Hale baldly in front of Margaret and Mrs. Hale. Her usage of this strategy despite the class 

differences can be interpreted in terms of the closeness and familiarity with the Hales family. 

 

Positive politeness is used a deal by the main characters in the film when performing or handling an 

FTA. It is also used by several characters of different background and in different contexts; however, 

it is noticeable that it is used more frequently by female characters, for example, Margaret Hale, Mrs. 

Hale and Bessy Higgins whereas it is used less frequently by male characters. As Penelope Brown 

clarified in her study (1980), the use of positive politeness by women might be associated with their 

weakness. During the Victorian age, women were considered weak and inferior to men; they were 

expected to manage the domestic duties (Hughes, 2014). Although we see female characters working 

beside male characters throughout the novel, these females are enslaved instead of being empowered 
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by their work. Thus, using positive politeness by female characters more than male characters might 

be related to differences in gender roles during the time the novel was written.  

Nevertheless, we see a wide variation in the use of positive politeness by middle class and working 

class characters as the majority of characters who use positive politeness are middle class characters. 

This might be attributed to the social gap and the formality that this gap imposes on participants. 

Nonetheless, it is worth mentioning that positive politeness is used by two working class characters 

namely, Nickolas Higgins and Bessy Higgins, when they are addressing Margaret Hale in the same 

scene. Although the context of this scene is formal and the characters are not familiar with each 

other, both Bessy Higgins and Nickolas Higgins, in some parts of the scene, use positive politeness to 

establish a friendly atmosphere which might be one reason for their usage of positive politeness. 

 

Negative politeness is used less often by main characters compared to on-record and positive 

politeness. The contexts where it is used are formal contexts which corresponds to Cutting’s 

suggestion that the more formal the situation is the more we redress the FTA by using indirectness 

and negative politeness (Cutting, 2008: 52). However, it is used once in an informal context by Mr. 

Hale addressing his daughter, Margaret Hale. Despite the fact that the two participants are family 

members, Mr. Hale uses negative politeness. This might be attributed to the FTA initiated by Mr. 

Hale and which might threaten Margaret’s negative face as it requests private information on 

Margaret’s part. Furthermore, negative politeness is used equally, to some extent, among male and 

female characters which might imply that there is no correlation between the gender of characters and 

their use of negative politeness. However, there is a significant correlation between characters’ social 

class and their use of negative politeness as we see negative politeness used only by middle-class 

characters and never used by working-class characters. This, to some extent, contradicts Cutting’s 

belief as he believes that people of a lower class/status might resort to negative politeness because of 

the social distance and the lack of power on their behalf (Cutting, 2008: 53). On the contrary, we see 

negative politeness used by middle class instead of lower class characters. Alternatively, the social 

distance and lack of power in working class characters make them, sometimes, resort to positive 

politeness in order to create a friendly atmosphere with middle class characters as we see in the scene 

between Margaret Hale and Bessy Higgins. Working class characters use on-record strategy to put 

some pressure on middle class characters as we see in the scene between Margaret Hale and Nickolas 

Higgins. In addition, they use off-record strategy when they carry a FTA during their interaction with 

middle-class characters. The off-record strategy probably gives them the chance to avoid showing 

their inner conflicts while interacting with others; despite the poverty the poor woman is struggling 
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in, she does not want to be unkind to Margaret. Hence, she uses off-record strategy. Thus, off-record 

strategy is used in the film only by working-class female characters in formal contexts. 

 

Results reflect that characters’ choices of politeness strategies were not random. Characters’ 

background, social classes and the formality of contexts influenced their use of politeness strategies 

as Brown and Levinson highlighted when introducing their politeness theory. 

7 Limitations and challenges 

One of the challenges faced when analyzing the film was the difficulty in describing the visual 

aspects of the film on paper; in other words, in explaining some of the politeness strategies used by 

some characters, the researcher had to describe the settings, surroundings and even body language of 

the characters in order to clarify a certain idea. That was not easy to be written on paper as it may 

also be influenced by my recollection of the film scenes. For further research, the film can be 

analyzed based on many other theories, such as other speech act theories, which might lead to deeper 

and, maybe, different understanding of the characters and their intentions behind each utterance. 

8 Conclusion 

Throughout this paper, the North and South BBC film version is considered in relation to politeness 

theory. Parts of the conversations in the film are analyzed based on Brow n and Levinson’s politeness 

theory and the politeness strategies they introduced. Results show that on-record and positive 

politeness strategies are used most of the time in the film. Other strategies such as negative 

politeness and off-record are used less frequently. This distribution of strategies can be explained by 

the story ambition to  bridge gender and social gaps. Thus, the analysis demonstrates that much of 

our understanding of character motives in a novel/film relies on the way politeness strategies in 

interaction scenes credibly reflect what theoretically has been shown to be part of and parcel of how 

strategies in interaction are experienced and commonly work.  The paper can be used as an example 

explaining the importance of politeness strategies in our everyday interactions and how this theory 

helps us interpret the behaviors and utterances of participants in any interaction. 
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