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A STUDY ON POLITENESS USED IN DISAGREMEENTS BY 
INDONESIAN LEARNERS OF ENGLISH 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to classify the types of disagreement strategies used by 

Indonesian learners of English based on Graham hierarchies and to classify the 

types of politeness strategies in disagreement used by Indonesian learners of 

English based on Brown and Levinson’s theory. The researcher did this study by 

using WDCT (Written Discourse Completion Test) techniques which consists of 

three situations (unfamiliar – equal, unfamiliar – lower, and unfamiliar – higher). 

The data were obtained from 30 respondents of English learners in 

Muhammadiyah University of Surakarta.  

The findings of this research show that Indonesian learners used three strategies in 

showing disagreement and four politeness strategies in disagreement. Majority of 

Indonesian learners likes to show their disagreement by countering their argument 

and giving some evidences or opinions to support their ways. Then, some of them 

also used contradiction strategiy and responding to the tone, and refuting the topic 

strategy to express their disagreement. While, in politeness strategies, the writers 

found some of politeness strategies in each WDCT or situation. They are Negative 

Politeness: be conventionally indirect, do  not assume willingness to comply, 

question hedge (hedging), be pessimistic about ability or willingness to comply, 

give deference, apologize, and impersonalise the speaker and the hearer, positive 

politeness: notice, attend to the hearer, and be optimistic, bald on record amd off 

record strategy.  The results were  influenced by the level of social status and the 

closeness level or degree in relationship between each other. 

 

Keywords: pragmatic, disagreement, politeness strategies. 

 

Abstrak 

Tujuan dari makalah ini adalah untuk mengklasifikasitipe strategi ketidaksetujuan 

strategies yang digunakan oleh pembelajar bahasa Inggris di Indonesia 

berdasarkan teori Brown dan Levinson,dan juga untuk mengklasifikasi tipe 

kesopanan yang digunakan pada ketidaksetujuan. Peneliti melakukan penelitian 

dengan menggunakan tekhnik test tertulis berdasar situasi yang sudah ditentukan 

yang terdiri atas tiga situasi (tidak kenal – status sama, tidak kenal – status lebih 

rendah, tidak kenal – status lebih tinggi). Data diperoleh dari 30 responden 

pembelajar bahasa Inggris di Universitas Muhammdiyah Surakarta. Hasil temuan 

pada penelitian ini menunjukkan bahwa pembelajar Indonesia menggunakan tiga 

strategi ketidaksetujuan dan empat strategi kesopanan pada ketidaksetujuan. 

Mayoritas pembelajar Indonesia lebih memilih untuk menunjukkan 

ketidaksetujuan mereka dengan menyampaikan argumen mereka sendiri dan 

memberikan beberapa pendapat yang berbeda. Kemudian, beberapa dari mereka 

juga menggunakan kontradiksi dan merespon fokus kepada ide, dan menyangkal 

pendapat. Sedangkan, pada strategi kesopanan, penulis menemukan tiga sampai 
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empat strategi pada masing - masing situati. Mereka adalah negative politeness, 

positive politeness, bald on record and off record.  Hasil penelitian dipengaruhi 

oleh tingkat kedekatan dan status sosial pada sebuah hubunga. 

 

Kata kunci: pragmatik, ketidaksetujuat, strategi kesopanan. 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Human being is a social creature which means they need others in their live and 

create communication. Communication which has meaning to share is a 

purposeful activity of exchanging information and meaning across space and time 

using various technical or natural means, whichever be available or preferred. 

Communication requires a sender, a message, a medium, and a recipient. In 

communication, we do not only involve the speaker and the hearer but also people 

have to engage the context and the direction of the talk. Communication to other 

often means doing speech act. According to Austin (1962), speech act theory is a 

theory of how utterances are used to achieve intentions. Speech act has a great 

influence on the area of pragmatic studies. It influences the relationship between 

form and function of language strongly. In speech act, language is seen as a form 

of acting (Anwar, 2012: 13). For Yule (2006: 250) “Speech act is an action such 

promising performed by a speaker with an utterance, either as a direct speech act 

or an indirect speech act.” 

There are so many speech acts. One type of speech acts is disagreement. 

Disagreement is a fact of having or expressing a different opinion and failing to 

agree about something. Clayman (2002: 1385) states disagreement is an activity 

framework and an environment for language use that consists, in its most 

elementary form, of an oppositional transaction between two primary participants. 

Kakava (2002; 1537) investigates that disagreement is a dispreferred action. 

Koczogh choose her own thought about disagreement. She focuses on verbal 

disagreement as her study. According to Koczogh (2012: 01) verbal disagreement 

is a speech act expressing speaker’s opinion or belief whose propositional content 

or illocutionary force is partly or fully inconsistent with that of the previous 

speaker’s utterance. Argumentation is a social, intellectual, verbal activity serving 
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to justify or refuse an opinion, consisiting of a constellation of utterances which 

have a justifying or refuting function and being directed towards obtaining the 

agreement of a judge who is deemed to be reasonable (Eemeren and Grootendorst, 

1982: 1). Disagreement also could threat the face of the hearer. As human being, 

we have to keep good relationship to other. In the case of disagreement, politeness 

is very important to be used by the speaker in conveying disagreement. It will 

help the speaker to cool down the situation and to avoid the offended in 

communication. 

The Politeness Principle is a series of maxims, which Leech has 

proposed as a way of explaining how politeness operates in conversational 

exchanges. The fundamental theory of politeness was built by Brown and 

Levinson in 1978. The names of Brown and Levinson have become almost 

identical with the word politeness itself as it is impossible to talk about politeness 

without referring to them. Brown and Levinson illustrated the term of “politeness” 

by using the notion of “face”. Perhaps the most thorough treatment of the concept 

of politeness is that of Brown and Levinson, which was first published in 1978 

and then reissued, with a long introduction, in 1978. In their model, politeness is 

defined as redressive action taken to counter-balance the disruptive effect of face-

threatening acts (FTAs). In English, polite language may be characterized by the 

use of indirect speech, the use of respectful forms of address systems like, Sir, 

Madam, or the use of formulaic utterance like please, excuse me, sorry, thank you, 

etc (Fauziati, 2009: 193). 

There are so many researchers conduct research of disagreement such as 

Miller (2000), Kangasharju (2002), Jacobs (2002), Habib (2008), Sofwan and 

Suwignyo (2011), Behnam (2011), Izadi (2012), and Koczogh in her dissertation 

(2012). Most of those studies just focus on disagreement in global aspect. The 

position of this research is to enrich the study of disagreement especially related 

to Behnam’s study. Here, the point of this study is to investigate the politeness 

strategies in disagreement which has less attention from other researchers. 

This study will discuss its data according to the two theories: 

disagreement by Graham’s hierarchy and politeness strategies based on Brown 
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and Levinson’s theory. The discussion of the result is to classify the type of 

disagreement used by Indonesian learners and the politeness strategies used by 

them in the disagreement. The study focuses on qualitative analysis of the corpus 

and descriptive overview in presenting the data.   

 

2. METHOD 

The type of this research is qualitative research. It is a type of research which does 

not include any calculation or enumeration (Moleong, 1995: 02). It describes, 

explains, classifies, and analyzes the study discourse analysis. The descriptive 

study is used to describe the conversation of the English learners and the 

politeness strategies they used in disagreement. The data are the utterances in 

written which include disagreement made by Indonesian English learners. The 

data sources of this research are students of Magister of Language Program or 

English Department of Muhammadiyah University of Surakarta. This research 

uses descriptive method. In this research, the present analysis is based on a 

Written Discourse Completion Test (WDCT). The WDCT is the only data 

collection technique yielding large amounts of fully comparable data in an 

unlimited number of languages, allowing for making generalizations about what is 

typical and acceptable in a particular culture and comparing politeness. 

The WDCT with which the data for the present study were collected 

consists of three scenarios orsituations designed to give disagreement responses 

and elicit the politeness strategies. To ensure comparability, situations from 

everyday and academic life were choosen. The scenarios or situations were 

designed by the researcher and given to the respondents in sheets of paper. The 

three situations in WDCTs created by researcher are: siuation 1 (situation to 

someone unfamiliar with equal status or level), situation 2 (situation to someone 

unfamiliar with lower status or level), and situation 3 (situation to someone 

unfamiliar with higher status or level). The probability for the scenarios or 

situations to happen and their possible interpretations and reactions to them were 

discussed. The WDCT was formulated in Indonesian (Bahasa) and then translated 

into English, and the respondents gave the responses of each scenarios in English. 
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The data analyzed in this study consist of responses to a scenario in which the 

respondents / learners involved. The relationship between the interlocutors in the 

scenario is characterized by equal, lower, and higher social distance. The 

respondents with different social status show a weak disagreement.  

The present study examines disagreement elicited and politeness 

strategies used by Indonesian learners. The data were collected at Muhammadiyah 

University of Surakarta. The polish version was distributed at this university. 

There are 90 data of 30 respondents collected and analyzed in this study.  

 

3. FINDINGS 

The present analysis describes the types of disagreement used by the Indonesian 

learners and the politeness strategies they used in expressing diagreement. Here, 

the researchers found some types of disagrement and politeness strategies. The 

data will be discussed one by one as below. 

3.1 Types of Disagreement  

Type of disagreement in this research findings are explained in the forms of 

WDCTs (Discourse Completion Task) which are set in some scenarios as if 

the speakers were in the situations involved. Here, there are three kinds of 

situations in WDCTs: siuation 1 (situation to someone unfamiliar with equal 

status or level), situation 2 (situation to someone unfamiliar with lower status 

or level), and WDCTs 3 (situation to someone unfamiliar with higher status or 

level). The situation 1 happened between someone unfamiliar each other but 

in equal status or equal level. In this situation people lean to use counter 

argument type (40 %), responding to the tone (40 %) , and contradiction (20 

%). The data are showed by chart below: 
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       Chart 1. Types of disagreement in Situation 1 (Unfamiliar - equal) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The counter argument and responding to the tone type are more than 

contradiction type. Here, the respondents prefer to choose these two types 

rather than contradiction. It means the respondents wants to show their 

diagremeent by giving some reasons and show their interest to the topic not 

only contradict to the situation. 

In the situation 2, The situation describes the point of views of 

someone has unfamiliar corelation and lower status or level. To 

communicate with someone is lower than us we need some ways of course. 

One of them is the way to uncover their disagreement expression. In this 

situation, researcher found three types of disagreement dominating the 

respondents. They are counter argument (53,33 %), contradiction (30 %), 

and responding to the tone (16, 67%). These type could be drawn as below: 
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Chart 2. Types oof disagreement in situation 2 (unfamiliar–lower) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The situation 3 describes the communication between someone has 

unfamiliar relationshop or do not know each other and the actor has higher 

status or level than the respondent. Different with two situations before, in 

this situation the writer found four kinds of disagreement used by the 

people, namely: counter argument (53,33 %), contradiction 30 %, 

responding to the tone (13,33 %), and refuting to the central point (3,33 %).  

 

   Chart 3. Types of Disagreement in Situation 3 (unfamiliar–higher) 
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3.2 Types of Politeness Strategies  

The politeness strategies used in this research is derived from Brown and 

Levinson’s politeness strategies (1987) which consists of Bald on Record 

(BOR), Negative Politeness (NP), positive politeness (NP), and off record 

strategy (OR). In this research, the politeness strategies in disagreement are 

found WDCT’s result. The form of strategies were found in expression uttered 

by respondent in this research. There are 3 DCts which each situation is set in 

different purpose which viewed in same strategies. Since the analysis is based 

on Brown and Levinson’s theory, the findings are gotten from strategies which 

are found in it.  

There are 53,33 % of people used Negative Politeness (NP) strategy in 

showing disagreement in situation 1. There are various of negative politeness 

are found here. In this Negative Politeness, the most strategy found is 

impersonalise the speaker and the hearer which has 56,25 % data found. The 

data showed the respondent avoid using pronouns I and You. They did not 

personalise the speaker and the hearer and just talk about the discussion in the 

certain time. Then, other NP strategy also found in this situation namely: 

apologize = (37, 5 %) and do not assume willingness to comply, question, 

hedge = (6,25 %) only. The data about apologize, are like i’m sorry, sorry, i’m 

sorry Mrs, etc.  

Next finding in this WDCT is Bald on Record (BOR) strategy which 

consists of 26,67 % of the total strategies. The data showed that the 

respondents bravely express their feeling. Then, the last stategy which was 

found is Off Record (OR) which has only 20 %. 
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  Chart 4. Types of Politeness Strategies in Situation 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In situation 2, off record strategy is mostly found which has 30 %. 

Then researcher found 26,67 % data of Negative politeness which is 

devided into ( do not assume willingness to comply, question, hedge = 25 

%, be pessimistic =37,5 %, apologize = 12,5 %, and impersonalise the 

speaker and hearer = 25 %). Do not assume willingness to comply, question, 

and hedge means there is no hedge between speaker and respondents. Being 

pessimistic about ability or willingness to comply means use the 

subjunctive. The data showed that be pessimictic here used some 

subjunctive such as if you say, if we used, if we work, etc. The next is 

apologize. The data of apologize appeared in this WDCT is sorry. And the 

last is impersonalise the speaker and hearer which avoids the pronouns I and 

You and change it into possesive pronouns such us our and your.  

In this WDCT, the researcher also found bald on record (BOR) 

strategy which has 23,33% and Possitive Politeness strategy which consists 

of notice, attend to hearer and be optimistic. The data of notice talk about 

greeting such as Hey dude, hi, son, etc. Whereas be optimistic is being 

optimistic. In this strategy, the respondent has a good hope for their 

situation and be optimistic by saying some positive words. 
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   Chart 5. Types of Politeness Strategies in Situation 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next situation is WDCT 3. In WDCT 3, the respondent has to 

show their disagreement to someone older or higher level than them. Most 

of them show it be more polite. The politeness strategy found in this 

situation are Negative Politeness (NP), Off Record, and Bald on Record 

(BOR). There is no Positive Politeness in this WDCT. The Negative 

Politeness is devided into: give deference = (21,42 %) and apologize = 

(78,57 %). Give deference is kind of negative politeness that gives honor or 

respect to others. The respondents talk by saying excuse me sir. This 

utterance is one of the way to express their admirations to others before they 

talk their statement or ideas. The next strategy is apologize. The respondents 

use utterance i’m so sorry sir, i am sorry sir, etc to express their apologizing. 
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Chart 6. Types of Politeness Strategies in Situation 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. CONCLUSION   

In this paper, the researcher has discussed the type of disagreement used by 

Indonesian learners and the politeness strategies they used. After discussing 

and anaalyzing the data, the writer made some conclusions. There are 

several types of disagreement used by Indonesian learners in three situation 

(unfamiliar – equal, unfamiliar – lower, and unfamiliar – higher). The most 

frequently appeared is counter argument, then contradiction, and responding 

to the tone. Then, the writer found several kinds of politeness streategies 

used in disagreement by Indonesian learners. In situation 1 there are three 

strategies namely Negative politeness, bald on record (BOR), and off 

record. In situation 2, there are four kinds of politeness streatgies namely off 

record, Negative Politeness, Bald on record (BOR), and Positive Politeness ( 

notice, attend to hearer and be optimistic). In situation 3 there are three 

kinds of politeness strategies namely Negative politeness (give deference  

and apologize), off record, and bald on record (BOR).  

In Indonesia, relationship and level of social status influenced the 

using of politeness strategy in disagreement. So, Indonesian learners 

choosed the type of politeness strategies based on their relationship and 

social status.  
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