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Abstract 

This paper gives a brief background of housing policy in England from the 2010 general 

election where David Cameron was appointed Prime Minister of a Coalition government with 

the Liberal Democrats and throughout the years that followed. The study looks at government 

attitudes towards social housing from 2015, where David Cameron had just become Prime 

Minister of an entirely Conservative Government, to 2018 following important events such as 

Brexit and the tragic Grenfell Tower fire. Through the application of politeness theory, as 

originally put forward by Brown & Levinson (1978, 1987), the study analysis the speeches of 

key ministers to the National Housing Summit and suggests that the use of positive and 

negative politeness strategies could give an idea as to the true attitudes of government.  
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Introduction and Background 

For years, the Conservative Party have prided themselves on their support for home 

ownership. From Margaret Thatcher proudly proclaiming that they had taken the ‘biggest 

single step towards a home-owning democracy ever’ (Conservative Manifest 1983), David 

Cameron arguing that they would become ‘once again, the party of home ownership in our 

country’ (Conservative Party Conference Speech 2014) and Theresa May, as recently as 

2017, declaring that they would ‘make the British Dream a reality by reigniting home 

ownership in Britain’ (Conservative Party Conference Speech 2017). 

Their policies under David Cameron, first as leader of a Coalition government alongside the 

Liberal Democrats between 2010 and 2015 and subsequently as Prime Minister of an entirely 

Conservative government from 2015 to 2016, made it clear that home ownership was a high 

priority. In the Coalition’s 2011 Autumn Statement given by Chancellor George Osbourne, 

they announced the reinvigoration of the Right to Buy (where by council housing tenants are 

able to buy their home at a discounted rate), describing it is ‘one of the greatest social 

policies of all time’. They also announced plans for the introduction of mortgage indemnities 

for 95% loan to value mortgages on new build homes. By their 2015 election manifesto and 

consequently their 2015 Summer Budget, plans for Right to Buy had grown from 

reinvigorating the original scheme to extending it to housing association tenants. In the 2015 

Autumn Statement, they announced intentions to build 400,000 affordable new homes by the 

end of the decade. This was followed by the clarification that ‘affordable means not just 

affordable to rent, but affordable to buy’ and included almost 200,000 Starter Homes to be 

sold at 20% of market value to first-time buyers and 135,000 Help to Buy: Shared Ownership 

homes.  
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Whilst their support for home ownership at this time was unquestionable, their attitude 

toward social housing and those living in social housing was much less positive. In the 2011 

‘Housing Strategy for England’ issued by the Coalition government, it was argued that social 

housing was ‘not working’, was ‘used inefficiently’ and did not provide ‘the right support and 

incentives to take up work’ (2011:21). In order to tackle these supposed inefficiencies, the 

Localism Act 2011 was introduced with terms allowing the prevention of ‘people who have 

no need of social housing from joining the waiting list’ and scrapping the offer of lifetime 

tenancies to make way for ‘more flexible arrangements for people entering social housing in 

the future’ amongst others (Department for Communities and Local Government 2011:15). 

The 2015 Summer Budget announced key austerity measures the Government intended to 

introduce, including: a reduction in the benefit cap from £26,000 to £23,000 in London and 

£20,000 in the rest of England, removal of housing benefits for 18-21 year olds, a freeze on 

working age benefits including the Local Housing Allowance, a reduction in social housing 

rents by 1% a year and a requirement for those ‘on higher incomes living in social housing to 

pay rents at the market rate’.  

In the years since 2015, two key events have played a huge part in how the government have 

tackled issues around housing. 

The first of these events was Brexit: the UK vote to leave the European Union on 23 June 

2016. This vote had important ramifications for housing for various reasons. The UK was 

already in the midst of a housing crisis with rising housing costs for both home owners and 

renters, fewer people able to afford to buy a house, more people on social housing waiting 

lists, more people living in unsecure private rental accommodation and growing numbers of 

homeless people. Brexit, at least initially, led to great uncertainty and to the resignation of 

David Cameron, a Prime Minister known to be pro-home ownership.   

The second event was the Grenfell Tower fire tragedy. On 14 June 2017, 72 people were 

killed in the fire in a tower block in North Kensington, London. The tower block was 

managed on behalf of Kensington and Chelsea London Borough Council by Kensington and 

Chelsea Tenant Management Organisation (KCTMO). Since Kensington and Chelsea is one 

of the wealthiest local authorities in the country, the fire has been responsible for highlighting 

the inequalities in the borough, with recent research stating that ‘it has areas of both great 
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affluence and of poverty: income inequality is higher here than in any other borough by a 

considerable margin’ (Trust for London). Despite the initial cause of the fire being recognised 

as a faulty refrigerator, the fire spread so quickly due to problems with the type of cladding 

and insulation used on the building, insufficient cavity barriers and the lack of sprinklers in 

the building (amongst other reasons). The Local Authority and wider government gained 

criticism in the wake of the fire, with local residents describing how they had previously tried 

to warn of the risk of fire and some blaming spending cuts. 

If there is to be a positive outcome from Grenfell, it is the shift in focus back to social 

housing, but more importantly to the people who live in social housing. As discussed in the 

UK Housing Review 2018, stereotypical views of social housing tenants as being ‘typically 

unemployed’ (2018:38) began to be questioned following the fire and the recent Social 

Housing Green Paper, released in August 2018, addresses the need for ‘a renewed pride in 

social housing’ (2018:1).  

This study will aim to address whether government attitudes to social housing have truly 

begun to shift following the events highlighted above. Finlayson & Martin (2008:3) state that 

‘political speeches are a good source for those wishing to understand the ideas and outlooks 

of politicians: their beliefs and ideologies’. Therefore, the study will consist of an analysis of 

speeches made by key ministers at the National Housing Federation (NHF) Summit from 

2015 to 2018 and in particular how the use of different politeness strategies might represent a 

change in attitude. The speeches will be analysed alongside the context of housing policies 

throughout the years.  

What are ‘Politeness Strategies’? 

Spencer-Oatey suggests that the term politeness is ‘particularly confusing’ as in everyday-life 

it is interpreted ‘as referring to the use of relatively formal’ language (2008:2) whereas 

traditional politeness theory instead looks at ‘the maintenance and/or promotion of 

harmonious interpersonal relations’ (2008:3).  

Within linguistics, politeness has been studied in relation to various different fields, 

including: gender (e.g. Mills 2002, Mills 2003 & Mullany 2006), online social interaction 

(e.g. Westbrook 2007 & Burke & Kraut 2008), culture (e.g. Holtgraves & Joong-Nam 1990, 
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Ji 2000 & Spencer-Oatey 2008) and politics (e.g. Harris 2001, Chilton 2004 & Crespo-

Fernández 2014). 

Most studies of politeness are based largely on the theory put forward by Brown & Levinson 

in their work ‘Politeness: Some universals in language usage’ (1978, 1987).  

Brown & Levinson’s theory is based on the notion of ‘face’, a concept derived and adapted 

from earlier work by Goffman (1967) and from ‘the English folk term, which ties face up 

with notions of being embarrassed or humiliated, or ‘losing face’ (1987:311). They argue that 

each person has both negative ‘face’ wants, ‘that his actions be unimpeded by others’ and 

positive ‘face’ wants ‘that his wants be desirable to at least some others’ (1987:312). Chilton 

further clarifies the notions of positive and negative face by stating that ‘positive face is 

effectively a behavioural orientation to the self as desiring to be included in the same ‘space’ 

as other members of the group’ and ‘’negative face is effectively an orientation to one’s own 

autonomy’ and ‘their right to freedom of action and to freedom of intrusion’ (2004:40).  

Fraser (1990:229) argues that ‘face is something that can be lost, maintained, or enhanced, 

and any threat must be continually monitored during an interaction’. Furthermore, ‘since face 

is so vulnerable, and since most participants will defend their face if threatened, the 

assumption is made that it is in everyone’s best interest to maintain each other’s 

face’ (1990:229). However, as stated by Brown & Levinson, certain speech acts ‘intrinsically 

threaten face’ as they ‘by their nature run contrary to the face wants of the addressee and/or 

the speaker’ (1987:313). These are known as ‘face-threatening acts’ (FTAs). For example, 

making threats or giving orders may threaten the hearer’s negative face as their freedom is 

being impeded upon. On the other hand, insulting the hearer may challenge their positive face 

and their need to be liked and included. Certain speech acts may also threaten the speakers 

face, for example making an apology may damage the speaker’s positive face as they may be 

admitting to previous wrongdoing.  

In order to mitigate these face threatening acts, a speaker may use certain ‘politeness 

strategies’ as evidenced in the following diagram from Brown & Levinson: 
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To carry out a FTA on-record is to make clear the reason for carrying out the act, by contrast 

to carry out a FTA off-record is to do so more ambiguously, making it ‘impossible to attribute 

one clear communicative intention to what the speaker says’ (Morand 1996:545). Holtgraves 

(1997:224) argues that ‘off-record politeness is a clear instance of indirect speech; a 

threatening act is performed in such a way that more than one interpretation of the remark is 

possible’. Where an act is carried out baldly, without redress (attempts to counteract the 

threatening action), this is to do so ‘in the most direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way 

possible (for example, for a request, saying ‘Do X!’)’ (Brown & Levinson 1987: 316).  

Redressive action, as shown in the diagram, is carried out by positive and negative politeness 

strategies. Positive politeness is described by Morand as ‘insinuating or establishing a sense 

of commonality and familiarity between speaker and hearer’, (1996:546) ‘invoking a claim of 

solidarity between speaker and hearer through gestures that indicate common interests, 

attitudes or mindsets’ (1996:547). Examples of positive politeness strategies include the use 

of inclusive forms, such as ‘we’ and the expression of common interests (Brown & Levinson 

1987:322, Morand 1996:548). 

By contrast, ‘negative politeness tactics work by recognising or establishing social distance 

between speaker and hearer’ (Morand 1996:546) and are ‘essentially avoidance 

based’ (Brown & Levinson 1987:317). Negative politeness strategies include 

‘impersonalising the speaker and hearer by avoiding pronouns “I” and “you”’ and using 

indirect tactics such as questions or ‘hedges, words or phrases that diminish the force of a 

speech act’ (Morand 1996:547).  

Some scholars have criticised Brown & Levinson’s theory, with Fraser & Nolen (1981:96) 

stating that ‘no statement is inherently polite or impolite’ and Mao (1994:452) arguing that as 

they are ‘yet to address discourse behaviours in other non-Western cultures,’ their argument 
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for a ‘face-saving’ model’ has been undermined. However, Brown (2015) reasons that 

‘despite its shortcomings, the B&L 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’ (Brown 2015:329) and Chandra & Sari (2018:117) state that 

it is still considered ‘the most influential theory of politeness’. 

Politeness in Political Speech 

‘The doing of politics is predominantly constituted in language’ (Chilton 2004:6). This 

statement is echoed by Crespo-Fernández who states that ‘language is a vital element in the 

daily life of politicians’ (2014:5).  

There is a large body of work on the language of politics and political rhetoric (e.g. Reicher 

& Hopkins 1996, Schäffner 1997, Krebs & Jackson 2007, Charteris-Black 2013) and more 

specifically research has been carried out by various scholars into the importance of 

politeness in political discourse (e.g. Chilton 1990, Bull 2008, Bull & Fetzer 2010, Bull & 

Fetzer 2012). This is unsurprising as Crespo-Fernández (2014:6) argues that ‘political 

language is by definition ‘polite’ language use’ and that within political speeches, ‘it is the 

convention to appear polite and sensitive to people’s concerns while, at the same time, to try 

to win their favour or attack a political opponent’. Furthermore, Crespo-Fernández states, 

‘political actors tend to avoid words or expressions that may have unpleasant associations in 

order not to give a negative impression to their audiences’ (2014:6). Chilton (2004:40) also 

makes this point by stating that ‘a politician will have to address negative face risks – this 

motivation will be matched by verbal behaviour of particular kinds – simply not referring to 

threatening referents for example, or referring to them obliquely or through euphemism’.  

Considering that ‘negative politeness works by recognising or establishing social 

distance’ (Morand 1996:546) and positive politeness indicates that in some respects the 

speaker and the hearer want the same things (Brown & Levinson 1987:317), it is worth 

specifically looking at how the use of politeness strategies by politicians may be suggestive 

of their current attitudes towards a group of people or a particular policy. For example, 

politicians’ use of politeness strategies may serve to either create social distance between 

themselves and a particular group of people whilst remaining polite in order to “save face” or 

may serve as a tactic to align themselves with certain ideologies or groups of people.  
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Analysis of Politeness Strategies  

In order to address the aims of this study, four speeches from key housing ministers to the 

National Housing Federation (NHF) summit will be analysed. These include:  

• 2015 speech given by Greg Clark who was at the time Secretary of State for 

Communities and Local Government (Appendix 1) 

• 2016 speech given by Gavin Barwell who was at the time Minister of State for 

Housing and Planning (Appendix 2) 

• 2017 speech given by Sajid Javid who was at the time Secretary of State for Housing, 

Communities and Local Government (Appendix 3) 

• 2018 speech given by Theresa May, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 

(Appendix 4) 

These speeches were chosen in particular for three reasons: 

1) The date they were given; the first was given in 2015, prior to the events of Brexit and 

the Grenfell Tower fire and the final speech was given just weeks before the 

submission of this paper and therefore two years on from Brexit and a year on from 

the Grenfell Tower fire 

2) The importance of the ministers giving the speeches to the wider context of housing 

policy within the UK 

3) The primary audience for the speeches; the NHF National Housing Summit is 

organised for ‘senior housing professionals’ and ‘attended by hundreds of housing 

association colleagues, stakeholders and industry experts’ who are all, therefore, 

likely to have a key interest in government’s attitudes towards social housing 

(National Housing Summit 2018) 

Qualitative analysis was carried out on the speeches in order to establish, first of all, where a 

face threatening act occurred towards the hearer and secondly, what kind of politeness 

strategies were used by the speaker in order to avoid damaging the “face” of the hearer. For 

the sake of the analysis and in order to address the aims of the study, the audience of housing 
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association professionals at the National Housing Summit will at times be viewed as 

representative of the social housing sector.  

Once politeness strategies had been identified within the speeches, another layer of analysis 

was carried out with regard to the housing policies of government at the time the speech was 

given. This contextualisation is essential to the analysis in order to gain a fuller understanding 

into government policies and how these may or may not be reflected in the language used and 

attitudes of key ministers.  

Hypothesis 

I expect that analysis will show that within earlier speeches, negative politeness strategies are 

used when addressing the NHF in relation to social housing in order to create distance and 

avoid difficult topics.  

I also hypothesise that later speeches will use more positive politeness strategies, both in 

discussing social housing and in discussing home ownership.  

Analysis 

Greg Clark begins his 2015 speech (Appendix 1) with no real greeting, but he does attempt to 

establish common ground with the audience quickly by using positive politeness strategies in 

order to retain his own positive face. The strategies used in this case all attempt to establish 

common ground between the speaker and the hearer. For example, Clark begins his speech 

with a rhetorical question “If we think about housing and ask ourselves the fundamental 

questions, what do people really want?”. He then makes a presupposition that the response of 

everyone in the room would agree with his answer “food, a home, warmth and love” (line 6). 

He also goes onto use other positive politeness strategies within the beginning of his speech 

including the use of inclusive pronouns as in “almost all of us” and recognising the wants/

needs of the audience by stating “I, just like you, am so determined to build more and better 

homes” (line 34).  

However, the priority of this study is to look at face-threatening acts towards the hearer. It is 

perhaps important here to point out that within Greg Clark’s speech, social housing is not 

directly referenced once. Furthermore, Clark seems to purposefully distance himself from 

housing associations at many times throughout the speech. For example, between lines 92 
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and 102, Clark uses various negative politeness strategies such as the avoidance of pronouns 

“I” and “you”, instead referring to the “housing association sector” and more simply the 

“sector” throughout. The use of hedges as an ‘expression of tentativeness’ (Hyland 1996:433) 

is also prevalent by using modal verbs such as “might not” and “we should look elsewhere”. 

Furthermore, the passage, on the whole, can be described as using “off-record” politeness 

strategies. In some places, the passage can be seen as insulting through statements such as 

“the housing association sector has taken us so far but might not be the right partner for the 

future” (line 87). However, Clark is careful to ensure that he cannot be held accountable for 

the insult and instead it is the view of “some” people. Between lines 103 and 115, Clark 

continues to refer to the hearer indirectly and speak off-record of “another view” despite the 

fact he is offering a more complimentary view. Therefore, this passage on the whole suggests 

that Clark is creating distance from the hearer. 

Clark does again move on to use positive politeness strategies. For example, in lines 121-123 

Clark moves back to using the more personal pronoun “you” to address the hearer when 

offering approval over their house building achievements and contribution to building shared 

ownership homes. In line 178, Clark once again attempts to establish common ground by 

stating “as most of us know”. However, it is important to recognise that positive politeness 

strategies within this speech are almost entirely used when addressing the topic of home 

ownership. This is not a surprise; Conservative housing policy in 2015, as discussed, was 

almost entirely focused on home ownership. The speech itself is largely being used to 

promote the extension of the Right to Buy to housing associations and therefore Clark uses 

positive politeness strategies to suggest that both government and the housing association 

sector should want the same deal for the Right to Buy and negative politeness strategies to 

create distance between himself and the possibility that “the sector’s heart is in developing 

properties for rent”.  

Gavin Barwell, who was perceived by the sector to be more pragmatic and understanding of 

the needs of the sector than previous housing ministers (Inside Housing 2017), gave his 2016 

speech to the National Housing Summit just months after the Brexit vote and the appointment 

of Theresa May as leader of the Conservative government. Similarly to Greg Clark in his 

2015 speech, Barwell uses positive politeness strategies such as intensifying his interest in 

the audience through phrases like “it’s a pleasure to be with you today” (line 6) and “I am 
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very conscious, from my work as a constituency MP, of the vital role housing associations 

play in meeting housing need” (lines 7-8) in order to maintain his own positive face needs.  

This speech, following on from Greg Clark’s in 2015, came almost a year after the Voluntary 

Right to Buy deal had been agreed and home ownership is openly referred to as a “dream” for 

tenants, both in line 37 and in line 53. Whilst the Right the Buy deal had to be backed by 

housing associations in order to be agreed, only 55% of associations did agree (The Guardian 

2015). Therefore, referring to home ownership as a “dream” for tenants is potentially a face-

threatening act in itself as it raises a particularly divisive topic. Positive politeness strategies 

are once again used when discussing details of the Right to Buy. In line 44, for example, 

Barwell shows that he is understanding of the audience and attending to their needs by stating 

“I know you’re waiting for the details of when and how the deal will be rolled out.”  

However, once again social housing is scarcely referenced within the speech and rather 

Barwell discusses “affordable homes”. Whilst social housing does fall under the umbrella 

term of “affordable housing”, the use of the term within Barwell’s speech can be seen to be a 

form of politeness strategy in itself. As previously mentioned, David Cameron and George 

Osbourne had clarified in 2015 that ‘affordable means not just affordable to rent, but 

affordable to buy’. Furthermore, within this speech to the NHF Barwell talks about the 

“largest affordable housing programme for 40 years”, referring to the ‘Shared Ownership and 

Affordable Homes Programme’ announced in April 2016. Therefore, the term affordable 

within this speech seems to be used at times as a form of a euphemism for home ownership. 

The pressure being put on housing associations to build homes for ownership at this time was 

likely to have made the topic offensive to some people within the audience. The concept of 

euphemism as a politeness strategy has been discussed, with Chilton (2004:40) stating that 

‘euphemising strategies’ are a known practice in political talk and Crespo-Fernández 

(2005:80) arguing that ‘the indirectness provided by euphemism, in turn, contributes to avoid 

offence and insure politeness in its double dimension’. That is, both as a positive politeness 

strategy, oriented towards the self-image of the audience (by not actively discounting the 

importance of social housing) and as a negative politeness strategy (by avoiding the direct 

topic of social housing).  
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In the one instance where Barwell refers to “social rented sectors” (line 106), he again uses 

negative politeness strategies by being pessimistic and stating the FTA, the suggestion that 

competition for tenancies will become more intense, as a general rule.  

By the end of his speech Barwell has reverted back to key positive politeness strategies. 

Where he addresses the “challenges of the job” in line 221 this could be potentially face-

threatening to the hearer. However, he goes on to seek agreement from the audience with “I 

look to you as key allies” a sentiment that he echoes across several statements in lines 222 to 

225. It may be important, though, to note that whilst there is again a direct reference to 

ownership within these statements, there is no direct reference to social housing.  

Sajid Javid’s speech in 2017 (Appendix 3) took place following the events of the Grenfell 

Tower fire. Javid, as with the previous speeches, uses positive politeness strategies to 

introduce his speech. The main difference in this speech is that Javid possibly takes it a step 

further, by not only using personal pronouns, but by addressing the Chief Executive of the 

NHF by his first name (line 5), which Morand suggests ‘insinuates familiarity’(1996:548). 

Furthermore, in order to assert common ground Javid highlights his particular interest in and 

knowledge of the location of the conference (lines 3-28) and shares personal stories from his 

background (lines 49-58).  

Javid’s is the first speech to make reference to social housing on more than one occasion and 

moreover, in doing so he uses various positive politeness strategies. For example, in line 71 

Javid aligns himself with housing associations and social landlords by stating that “there’s 

been some unfair criticism of social landlords generally”, going on to give reasons for why he 

knows that to be the case as “everyone in this room is passionate about what they do” (line 

72) and asserting the fact that both parties are on the same page by stating “I know that and 

you know that” (line 74). Furthermore, throughout the speech, Javid uses inclusive forms 

such as “we” as in line 81; “it’s clear that we need a fundamental rethink of social housing in 

this country”, line 132; “what more can we do to tackle homelessness?” and repeatedly from 

line 249 to 252; “we need to shift the whole conversation about social housing”, “we need to 

challenge outdated, unfair attitudes”, “we need to return to the time, not so very long ago, 

when social housing was valued”. The use of such forms is a common aspect of positive 

politeness strategies, with Morand arguing that the inclusive form ‘we’ ‘places speaker and 
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hearer in the same role, thereby suggesting they share similar outlooks and responsibilities 

(1996: 547). Furthermore, in Chilton’s more recent work, he states that ‘the repeated use of 

the first-person plural inclusive pronoun’ is a classic example of addressing ‘positive face – 

appealing to patriotism, to pulling together’ (2004:40).  

Whilst it is unsurprising that government would be more open to working alongside housing 

associations and social housing landlords following the Grenfell Tower fire, the context of 

housing policy during the time suggests that there are even wider issues at play. Between the 

previous speech, given by Gavin Barwell in 2016 and the speech by Sajid Javid in 2017, the 

Conservative government had u-turned on several of their key policies. For example, the 

requirement for those on higher incomes to pay market rent for their social housing property 

(Pay to Stay) was scrapped in November 2016, shortly after Barwell’s speech. Inside Housing 

reported that it had come in for ‘wide criticism, with warnings it would drive middle earners 

out of high-value areas, would be a huge administrative burden to manage and would be a 

perverse incentive against getting a better paid job’ (Inside Housing 2018). The plan to build 

200,000 starter homes as ‘affordable housing’, as outlined in the Conservative’s 2015 

election manifesto, was also scrapped in the Government’s 2017 housing White Paper 

although this was replaced with other different plans to create affordable homeownership.  

Following on from this and in the lead up to Theresa May’s NHF speech in 2018, further 

policies introduced by David Cameron were scrapped. These include the plans for social 

housing benefits to be capped at Local Housing Allowance rates, which Theresa May 

announced would be scrapped in October 2017, removal of housing benefit for under-21s 

which was scrapped in March 2018 and the phased removal of lifetime tenancies which was 

scrapped in August 2018. The removal of the policy for LHA caps was seen by campaigners 

as a victory for social housing and is arguably a key factor in suggesting that government’s 

attitudes towards social housing may have changed. Furthermore, May’s speech came just 

weeks after the release of the Social Housing Green Paper ‘A New Deal for Social Housing’ 

which Javid had described in his speech as a “wide-ranging, top-to-bottom review of the 

issues facing the sector” (line 87) and was partially in response to the issues highlighted by 

the Grenfell Tower fire.  
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Theresa May references the Green Paper (Appendix 4, line 61) and the LHA cap u-turn in her 

2017 NHF speech (lines 100-102), using positive politeness strategies to highlight the fact 

that she is attending to the needs of housing associations. This kind of strategy is used not 

only with regard to the LHA caps, but repeatedly from line 97 to line 119, e.g. “you said that 

to plan ahead and secure future investment, you needed long-term certainty on rents, we have 

given you that long-term certainty.’ May also uses other positive politeness strategies 

throughout her speech. Similarly to Javid, May uses the first-person plural inclusive pronoun 

‘we’ as in lines 34, 36 and later in her speech in line 86 where she states “it is a challenge we 

must rise to together”. Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, May uses positive 

politeness strategies in the form of ‘offers’ and ‘promises’ as she announces more funding for 

social housing from line 108; “today, I can announce that new longer-term partnerships will 

be opened up to the most ambitious housing associations through a ground-breaking £2 

billion initiative”. May’s announcement received a partial standing ovation from the audience 

with sector leader’s praising its significance (Inside Housing 2018).  

Discussion and Conclusions 

Within this study, I have adapted theories from key politeness studies in the field of 

linguistics (notably Brown & Levinson’s 1987 politeness theory) in order to analyse the 

speeches made by government ministers to housing association professionals and 

stakeholders at the National Housing Summit between 2015 and 2018. The aim of my study 

was to gain a better understanding as to whether there has been a recognised shift in the 

attitudes of government towards social housing.  

The analysis I have carried out of the speeches, alongside the key contextual evidence, 

addresses this aim. The data suggests that government attitudes towards social housing do 

seem to have shifted. I expected that following the Grenfell Tower fire, government would be 

more willing to align themselves to the values of social housing, but would still 

overwhelmingly argue for the British public having dreams and aspirations of home 

ownership. The analysis shows that within Greg Clark’s speech he was quite clearly creating 

a social distance between himself, housing associations and their commitment to providing 

homes available for rent. By contrast, when addressing the matter of home ownership, Clark 

uses far more positive politeness strategies in order to assert common ground.  Even by 
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Gavin Barwell’s 2016 speech attitudes seem to have shifted slightly, with the use of 

affordable housing as a euphemism for home ownership. Whilst many government policies at 

the time were still pushing home ownership at the expense of social housing, the choice by 

government to use the term ‘affordable’ in this speech suggests that they were at least not 

directly excluding social housing and the likely views of the audience.  

Following the Grenfell Tower fire, attitudes towards social housing and the audience at the 

NHF conference seem to be far more positive, with both Sajid Javid and Theresa May using 

many positive politeness strategies such as going out of their way to address key members of 

the audience by their first name (e.g. David Orr in Javid’s speech and David Orr and Kate 

Henderson – the incoming NHF Chief Executive - in May’s speech) and seeking to find 

common ground through the use of more personal language.  

Whilst these are some key conclusions, I think it is also important to recognise the limitations 

of the study. In studying the use of politeness theories in relation to the attitudes on show 

during political speeches I have done something which has not to my knowledge been done 

previously. Therefore, I recognise that the application of the theories may be unconventional 

and slightly simplistic. Despite this, I feel that this study highlights the possibilities for future 

research to look at the way in which politeness theory and other key linguistic strategies can 

give greater insight into the more personally held attitudes of government aside from the 

official lines they use and aside from the policies they introduce. Future work identifying the 

way different political parties use their language to convey potentially different attitudes 

would also be of interest.  

From the speeches analysed, whilst it is possible to see a shift in government’s attitudes 

towards social housing, it is not possible to assess how this fits in with government’s plans 

for home ownership. It is important to recognise that Theresa May’s speech was the first time 

a Prime Minister had spoken at the NHF summit. Furthermore, the fact that home ownership 

is mentioned just once in Theresa May’s speech and there is no reference to the ideology that 

tenants’ long term dreams are to own their own home or in fact to the Right to Buy policy 

perhaps speaks volumes in itself. However, the recent Social Housing Green Paper, which 

May refers to in line 67 of her speech, states that: 
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“Social housing provides a stable base that supports people when they need it. But 

our social housing offer must also be one that supports social mobility – not one that 

provides a barrier to aspirations. Around two thirds of social tenants would prefer to 

be home owners given a free choice. This is not surprising” (Social Housing Green 

Paper 2018:57).  

Therefore, although there has been some shift in government attitudes towards social 

housing, if they are truly intent on inspiring a renewed pride in social housing there is still a 

way to go. Comparing social housing unfavourably to home ownership in a document meant 

as a landmark opportunity for social housing and social housing tenants is not the way to do 

it.  
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