
1. INTRODUCTION

CMC  (Computer-Mediated  Communication)  has  already  been  used 

worldwide for a long time. Many studies related to CMC have been conducted in 

different aspects. One of the aspects is pragmatics. In this study, the pragmatic 

aspect discussed is specified into the uses of politeness strategies in CMC. 

Both  asynchronous  and  synchronous  online  discussion  can  provide  an 

anonymous  environment.  Anonymity in  online  discussion  is  not  an  unusual 

phenomenon. The term anonymity is used when the identifying information about 

the author is not present in the interaction. It can be in the form of pseudonym or 

full  anonymity  (Palme,  2002;  Scott,  2004).  However,  full  anonymity  is  not 

something that is easy to be realized because several identifying information, such 

as IP address can still  be detected (Palme, 2002); therefore,  pseudonym is the 

form of anonymity that is mainly used in online discussion. Anonymity can be 

used  to  protect  the  author’s  privacy,  avoid  the  readers’ bias  views  about  the 

author’s opinions, etc. 

In  an  interaction,  people  use  different  politeness  strategies.  Brown and 

Levinson (1987) pointed out that politeness strategies include bald-on record, off-

record, positive and negative politeness strategies. Several studies found out that 

all kinds of politeness strategies are present in anonymous discussions (Scollon 

and Scollon,  1995;  Nishimura and Yukiko,  2008;  Hsieh,  2009;  Pariera,  2013); 

however,  the  number  of  uses  is  different,  depending on the  level  of  intimacy 

between  the  participants,  power,  and  ranking  of  the  imposition  (Brown  and 

Levinson, 1987).
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Many studies focus on the uses of politeness strategies in non-anonymous 

discussions, however not in anonymous discussions. Very little research has been 

carried out on the uses of politeness strategies in anonymous discussion, and even 

less  in  online  anonymous  discussion  (Scollon  and  Scollon,  1995;  Yao  and 

Flanagin, 2006; Nishimura and Yukiko, 2008; Hsieh, 2009; Gil-Salom and Soler-

Monreal, 2009; Pariera, 2013; Dalton, 2013). This study wants to find out about 

the politeness strategies used in anonymous online discussion. From the findings, 

how anonymity affects the uses of politeness strategies in online discussion will 

be found.  The research question is:  What  are  the politeness  strategies  used in 

anonymous online discussion?

1.1 Politeness Strategies

Politeness  is defined as  a medium used in an interaction to indicate the 

awareness of other people (Yule, 2002). Politeness is closely related to face. Face 

is  defined  as  “the  public  self-image  that  every  member  wants  to  claim for 

himself” (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Face is a reflection of someone’s self in a 

group (Morand and Ocker, 2003). Face refers to emotional and social sense that 

needs to  be  recognized by  others (Yule,  2002).  Face  includes positive  and 

negative face. Positive face is  used when someone wants to please others, while 

negative face is used when someone wants others to respect their actions (Brown 

and Levinson, 1987). 
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Brown and Levinson (1987) proposed  a model  of politeness  strategies. 

There are four types of politeness strategies: off-record, bald-on record, positive 

and negative politeness strategies. The model is summarized as below.

Figure 1. Possible strategies for doing FTA (Face Threatening Acts) 

(taken from Brown and Levinson, 1987)

Off record strategy is used when there is an ambiguous intention that  

can  include  hint,  clue,  supposition,  metaphor, irony,  rhetorical  question, 

understatement, overstatement,  contradiction,  and tautology  (Brown  and 

Levinson, 1987).

On record strategy is used when there is an unambiguous intention in 

the expression and speech act. Bald-on record strategy is used when someone 

expresses  something directly,  clearly,  unambiguously,  and concisely.  While 

an action with redress is used when the action gives ‘face’ (can be negative or 

positive) to the addressee (Brown and Levinson, 1987). 

According to  Morand and Ocker (2003), as adapted from Brown and 

Levinson (1987), positive politeness strategies include:

1. Noticing the addressee’s interest, want, need, good, or possesion.

2. Exaggerating or using intensifying modifier (how, what, etc).
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3. Employing  phonological  slurring,  slang,  or  jargon  to  convey  in-group 

membership.

4. Using ellipsis or omission.

5. Using first name or in-group name to show familiarity.

6. Claimming common view about something.

7. Seeking agreement with others.

8. Engaging in small talk or joking.

9. Giving or asking for reasons.

10. Using inclusive form (we, us, our, let’s, etc.) to include the addressee in 

an interaction.

11. Asserting reciprocal exchange about something.

12. Giving something, such as desired gift, sympathy, or understanding.

Negative politeness strategies include:

1. Being conventionally indirect to ask the addressee’s ability or willingness  

to comply.

2. Using hedges (possibly, perharps, kind of, seems, etc.), word or phrase 

that softens the force of a speech act.

3. Using subjunctive (might,  could,  etc.) to  express  pessimism about  the 

addressee’s ability/ willingness to comply.

4. Using word or phrase that minimizes the imposition,  such as a little,  a  

few, etc.

5. Giving deference by using honorifics (Sir, Madam, etc.).
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6. Using formal  word  choice  to  indicate  seriousness  and  establish  social 

distance.

7. Apologizing by admitting the impingement and expressing reluctance.

8. Impersonalizing the speaker and addressee by avoiding the pronouns “I” 

and “you” or using passive form.

9. Using past tense to create distance in time.

10. Nominalising (changing verbs and adverbs into adjectives or nouns) to 

diminish speaker’s active participation.

11. Using group rule to state FTA.

1.2 Computer Mediated Communication

Computer-mediated communication refers to “human communication via 

computer” (Higgins, 1991). CMC can be defined as online communication using 

networked computers  for  the  purpose  of  reading,  writing,  and communicating 

(Warschauer, 2001). Simpson (2002) defined CMC as a term for computer-based 

instruction  and  human-to-human  communication  between  two  people  using 

technological tools. Miller (2012) defined CMC as written text in online area in 

which all participants exchange information. CMC includes any communications 

through computer, such as computer conferencing, electronic mail (e-mail), relay 

chat lines, etc.

There are two types of CMC that  are asynchronous and synchronous. In 

synchronous discussion, participants have to meet at one time to communicate, 

while asynchronous discussion can be done without  the participants meet  at  a 
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specific time (Miller, 2012).  Synchronous communication can be defined as  a 

real-time communication between two people, such as instant messaging or chat. 

Meanwhile,  asynchronous  communication  is  defined  as  a  delayed-time 

communication (Romiszowski and Mason, 2004).

Both asynchronous and synchronous CMC can be anonymous.  The term 

anonymity is defined as the state or condition in which the identifying information 

of the author is  absent in an interaction (Scott, 2004). Palme (2002) stated that 

anonymity  occurs when  the  real  author  of  a  message  in  any  kinds  of 

communication is not shown. Anonymity varies from full anonymity, pseudonym, 

etc.  However,  a  full  anonymity  is  almost  impossible  to  be  realized  because 

sometimes several identifying information about the author can still be detected, 

such as IP address. On the other hand, pseudonym only requires the author to 

mask their real identifying information. Therefore, it  is possible for an author to 

write a message using multiple different pseudonyms. According to Palme (2002), 

there  are  many  purposes  of  anonymity  uses  in  online  discussion,  such  as 

protecting the author’s privacy, avoiding the readers’ bias view about the author’s 

opinion, etc.

1.3 Politeness Strategies and CMC

According  to  Brown  and  Levinson  (1987),  people  will  use  diferrent 

politeness strategies to show their faces to the addressee. Ungureanu (2004) stated 

that people usually change their choices of words by using different politeness 

strategies, depending on several factors. Factors that influence the differences in 
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the uses of politeness strategies are level  of intimacy between the participants 

(social  distance),  power,  and ranking of  the imposition  (Brown and Levinson, 

1987).

Little  research  about  politeness  strategies  used  in  anonymous  online 

discussion  has  been  conducted.  Scollon  and  Scollon  (1995)  found  that  in 

communication,  both  in  anonymous  and  non-anonymous  environment,  people 

will use positive and negative politeness strategies at the same time. They do not 

use absolute positive or negative politeness strategies, but combination of them. 

Gil-Salom and Soler-Monreal (2009) also revealed that positive, negative,  and 

combination of politeness strategies  are  present in  anonymous discussion.  The 

participants  use  positive  politeness  strategies  when  they emphasize  their 

solidarities and involvements in the group. Negative politeness strategies are used 

when the participants show deference to the readers.  A study from Hsieh (2009) 

found that bald-on record, off-record, positive and negative politeness strategies 

are used in anonymous environment. Positive politeness strategies that are used in 

many statements include the use of address forms and in-group marker, avoiding 

disagreement, seeking agreement, and exaggerating. Negative politeness strategies 

that  are  mostly used include the use of hedges,  being conventionally indirect, 

impersonalizing speaker and addressee, apologizing or express reluctances, and 

using deferences. In accordance with Nishimura and Yukiko (2008), Hsieh (2009) 

claimed  that  apologizing  or  expressing  reluctances  and  using  deferences  are 

negative politeness strategies that are mainly used in anonymous environment. 

Yao  and  Flanagin  (2006)  found  that  anonymity  in  CMC  affects  the  uses  of 
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politeness  strategies.  They  found  that  participants  tend  to  show  their  group 

identities using first name or in-group name, in accordance with some previous 

studies (Reicher, Spears, and Postmes, 1995; Postmes, Spears, and Lea, 1998; Lee 

and Nass, 2002). Another study conducted by Pariera (2013) found that people 

tend  to  use  negative  politeness  strategies  in  anonymous  online  discussion. 

Moreover, Pariera found that there are only few uses of off-record and bald-on 

record  politeness  strategies  because  the  participants  try  to  show  deference  to 

others. This finding is contradictive to Dalton’s finding (2013). Dalton stated that 

anonymity encourages people to use off-record and bald-on record strategies in 

communication. 

The findings stating that off-record and bald-on record strategies are used 

intensively  in  anonymous  discussion  are  supported  by  the  theory  stating  that 

anonymity in CMC allows the participants to express their opinions more freely. 

Nissenbaum  (1999)  claimed  that  anonymity  provides  ‘protective  cloak’  for 

someone when expressing their thoughts and encourages the freedom of thought, 

expression,  and  argument.  Chang  (2003)  found  that  anonymity  in  online 

discussion can provide a non-threatening environment; therefore the participants 

may take risks without having to lose face. As a result, the participants feel more 

free  to  express  their  opinions.  According  to  Farrall  (2012),  people  can  freely 

speak and criticize about something without fear of reprisal because of anonymity 

in  the  discussion.  Stein  (2013)  stated  that  anonymity  can  protect  someone’s 

identity; therefore, it encourages people to express their opinions freely, especially 

about taboo and controversial topics. 
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2. THE STUDY

2.1 Context of the Study

This  study  was  conducted  to  find  out  the  politeness  strategies  used  in 

anonymous online discussion. The online discussion chosen was a news website 

(www.thejakartapost.com).  The  website  provides  anonymous  environment  by 

allowing the participants to comment the topics using pseudonyms. Five topics 

with  more  than  50  comments  were  chosen  randomly  from  the  website.  The 

website links chosen were (the word in parantheses is the topic of the discussion): 

 http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/03/06/corbys-parole.html 

(Corby)

 http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/03/24/aburizal-irked-clips-

teddy-cuddling-with-actresses.html (Aburizal)

 http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/04/21/parents-sue-jis-12-

million-over-sexual-assault-case.html (JIS)

 http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/04/21/transgender-islamic-

school-reopened.html (Transgender)

 http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/04/21/shark-s-fins.html (Shark)

2.2 Participants

The participants were internet users who commented on the five topics 

that  had  been  chosen  randomly  from  the  website.  The  participants  used 

pseudonyms  when  commenting  the  topics.  Possible  relationships  between  the 

participants are strangers. However, they may not be strangers, considering the 
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anonymity  provided  in  the  website.  Knowing  the  relationships  between  the 

participants  is  important  because  politeness  strategies  are  affected  by  the 

relationship between the participants, power, and ranking of imposition (Brown 

and Levinson, 1987).

2.3 Research Instrument

The  instrument  used  in  this  study is  observation.  Observation  is  used 

because it  allows people to  observe something particular  in  human interaction 

(Black, 1999). Politeness strategies used in the online discussion were observed 

through the comments posted by the participants in the website.

2.4 Data Collection

Five topics with comments more than 50 were chosen randomly from the 

website that provides anonymous environment. Comments from each topic were 

collected. Some comments that were too long were broken into several statements 

to simplify the classification of politeness strategies. 

2.5 Data Analysis

The data collected from the anonymous online discussion  were analyzed 

using  Brown and  Levinson’s  politeness strategies (1987):  bald-on record,  off-

record, positive, and negative politeness strategies.  Politeness  strategies used in 

anonymous  online  discussion  were  presented  in  a  table.  From  the  table,  the 

politeness strategies were described and analyzed.
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3. DISCUSSION

The  analysis  of  politeness  strategies  used  in  the  anonymous  online 

discussion pointed out several interesting findings. From five topics, there were 

several politeness strategies that were used in many statements. There was a great 

number of occurences for off record and bald-on record strategies. Positive and 

negative  politeness  strategies  still  appeared  in  the  discussion.  The participants 

used positive and negative politeness strategies in different frequencies. Positive 

politeness strategies that were mostly used include the use of inclusive form, first 

name or  in-group name,  and exaggerating or the use of intensifying modifier. 

Meanwhile, negative politeness strategies that were mostly used include the use of 

hedges,  subjunctive  to  express  pessimism,  being  conventionally  indirect,  and 

impersonalizing the speaker and the addressee. 

The  table  showing  the  number  of  politeness  strategies  used  in  the 

discussion is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of politeness strategies used by the participants

No
.

Politeness Strategies Number of 
Uses

1 Off-record 98
 Irony 59
 Rhetorical question 29
 Metaphor 10

2 Bald-on record 68
3 Positive politeness strategies 266

 Noticing the addressee’s interest, want, need, good, or 
possession

8

 Exaggerating or using intensifying modifier 48
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 Employing phonological slurring, slang, or jargon 18
 Using ellipsis or omission 20
 Using first name or in-group name 40
 Claimming common view about something 10
 Seeking agreement with others 20
 Engaging in small talk or joke 0
 Giving or asking for reasons 30
 Using inclusive form 52
 Asserting reciprocal exchange about something 0
 Giving something, such as desired gift, sympathy, or 
understanding

20

4 Negative politeness strategies 176
 Being conventionally indirect 29
 Using hedges 52
 Using subjunctive 39
 Using word or phrase that minimize the imposition 18
 Giving deference by using honorifics 0
 Using formal word choices 0
 Apologizing: admit the impingement and express 
reluctance

7

 Impersonalizing the speaker and addressee 27
 Using past tense to create distance in time 0
 Nominalising 4
 Using group rule to state FTA 0

3.1 Off-record strategies

The finding shows that the participants used many off-record strategies in 

the discussion. Off-record strategies include statements that are ambiguous, like 

hint,  clue,  supposition,  metaphor,  irony,  rhetorical  question,  understatement, 

overstatement, contradiction, and tautology (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Many 

off-record strategies used in the discussion were irony, rhetorical question, and 

metaphor.  Many  participants  used  these  strategies  when  replying  to  other 

participants who had different opinions with them.
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Here are some examples of the uses of off-record strategies found in the 

discussion.

(1) ‘which wife can accept a double timing husband’? Probably one that has 

unlimited credit  accounts at  the Hermes and Chanel  stores in  Singapore. 

(Aburizal)

(2) Madrashulu, do you happen to be God that you have the guts to dictate how 

to interpret the Quran? (Transgender)

(3) Surely you can see the writing on the wall? (Aburizal)

Statement  number  1  shows  the  use  of  irony.  The  participant  chaffed 

Aburizal Bakrie by saying that his wife accepted his double-timing action with 

other women because he had much money. Statement number 2 shows the use of 

rhetorical question. The participant responded to another participant’s comment 

by asking a question that did not need to be answered since Madrashulu is clearly 

not a God. The purpose of using rhetorical question in this statement is to chaff 

another participant and implicitly guide him into particular opinion. In statement 

number 3, the participant used metaphor by using the phrase ‘writing in the wall’. 

This  metaphor  is  taken  from  the  Bible  (book  of  Daniel,  Old  Testament).  It 

suggests  predetermined future,  usually a misfortune one. In this  statement,  the 

metaphor was used by the participant because he wanted to say that if Aburizal 

Bakrie became the president, Indonesia’s future would be doomed. He used the 

metaphor to implicitly tell other participants that Aburizal should not become the 

president.
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 This  finding is  contradictive  to  Pariera’s  study (2013) stating  that  the 

participants use a few off-record strategies because they tend to show deference to 

other participants. However, this result is in accordance with Dalton (2013) that 

people tend to use off-record strategies because of the anonymous environment. 

They do not need to show deference because they do not know each other. As 

some  previous  studies  have  suggested,  anonymous  environment  encourages 

people to be more free in expressing their  opinions (Nissenbaum, 1999;  Stein, 

2003;  Chang,  2003; Farrall,  2012).  Moreover,  Gil-Salom  and  Soler-Monreal 

(2009) found that by asking rhetorical questions, the participants can implicitly 

guide other participants to come into a certain conclusion or interpretation that in 

line with their opinions.

3.2 Bald-on record strategies

Another interesting finding is that bald-on record strategies were used very 

intensively in the discussion. Bald-on record strategies are used in the statements 

that are direct, clear, concise, and inambiguous (Brown and Levinson, 1987). A 

clear example of bald-on record strategy is the use of directive.  Here are some 

examples of bald-on record strategies found in the discussion.

(4) BRING CORBAY HOME NOW! (Corby)

(5) Throw this woman back in jail. (Corby)

(6) Stop blaming the parents of the victim. (JIS)

All of these examples are directives to other participants. The participants 

demanded  something  clearly  with  inambiguous  intention.  For  example  in 
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statement  4,  the  participant  wanted  Corby  to  be  released  immediately.  In 

statement 5, the participant wanted Corby to be prisoned again. In statement 6, the 

participant wanted other participants to stop blaming the parents of the JIS victim. 

The participants’ intentions are clearly shown in the statements. 

According to Gil-Salom and Soler-Monreal (2009), there are two kinds of 

directives found in the discussion which are polite and impolite directives. They 

claimed that one of the purposes of using polite directives is to make the other 

participants think or do something without losing face. On the other hand, some 

statements can be harsh and impolite because anonymous environment allows the 

participants to offend other participants, especially when replying comments. As 

Dalton (2013) had found previously, bald-on record strategies are mostly used in 

anonymous  environment  because  of  the  freedom  of  expressing  opinions 

(Nissenbaum,  1999;  Stein,  2003;  Chang,  2003; Farrall,  2012).  However,  this 

finding  is  contradictive  to  Brown and  Levinson’s  theory  (1987)  and  Pariera’s 

study (2013) that stated that bald-on record strategies are used more often with 

close friends than with strangers. 

3.3 Positive Politeness Strategies

In the discussion, many kinds of positive politeness strategies were used 

by the participants. Positive politeness is a strategy that people use because they 

want to please others (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Positive politeness strategies 

that were mostly used in the discussion were the use of inclusive form, first name 

or in-group name,  and exaggerating or the use of intensifying modifier.  Other 
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positive strategies used were noticing the addressee's interest, want, need, good, 

and  possession,  employing  phonological  slurring,  slang,  or  jargon,  the  use  of 

ellipsis  or  omission,  claimming  common  view  about  something,  seeking 

agreement, giving or asking for reason, and giving something, such as desired 

gift,  sympathy,  or  understanding.  However,  there  were  positive  politeness 

strategies that  were not  present  at  all,  that  include enganging in  small  talk or 

joking and asserting reciprocal exchange. 

Here are some statements using positive politeness strategies found in the 

discussion.

(7) Our mistake is if we loathe them for what they are. (Transgender)

(8) I am talking about our behaviour which is very easy to judge someone else, 

particularly someone we hate, but we fail to observe our own. (Aburizal)

(9) Mate, you obviously must have been really unlucky to find a kampung so 

evil. (Aburizal) 

(10) Oh dear, you do really hate Indonesia do you? (JIS)

The participants used inclusive forms significantly in the discussion.  For 

example, statements number 7 – 8 use inclusive forms. The use of ‘we’ and ‘our’ 

allows the participants to show other participants that some particular problems 

are everyone’s concern, not just one’s concern. The participants also wanted to 

make other participants realize about something. For example in statement 7, the 

participant  wanted  other  participants  to  realize  that  loathing  transgenders  was 

wrong. In statement 8, the participant wanted others to instropect themselves, not 

just judge others easily. 
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Meanwhile, statements number 9 – 10 use address forms, such as ‘mate’, 

and ‘dear’ to show membership of a particular group. Other address forms that 

appeared in the discussion were ‘my man’ and ‘guys’.

According to Gil-Salom and Soler-Monreal’s study (2009), participants use 

inclusive  and  address  forms  to  emphasize  the  solidarities  and  involvements 

between a group. Moreover, inclusive forms allow direct involvements between 

participants explicitly (Hyland, 2008).

Other statements using positive politeness strategies are presented below.

(11) What  a  set  of  sad,  shallow  individuals  you  are,  your  despicable  &  

reprehensible comments designed to provoke! (Corby)

(12) How Ironic.  Those  western  teachers  have  been sexually abusing the  JIS 

students for years and years and no one gets caught and no one dares to 

speak. (JIS)

Statements number 11 – 12 show the use of intensifying modifiers,  like 

‘what’ and ‘how. The participants used this strategy to emphasize on something. 

For example, in statement 11, the participant wanted to emphasize that another 

participant to whom he had replied, had bad characteristics because he tried to 

provoke  others  using  his  comment.  In  statement  12,  the  participant  used 

intensifying modifiers to emphasize the irony happened in JIS. Then, he explained 

the reason why he thought that it was an irony.

(13) Why should we now feel  sorry for  Schapellle? Obviously her  family are 

happy to risk her freedom for personal gain! (Corby)

17



(14) Why are they not only spending time with their child with Doctor's help?  

Why are they seeking limelight and asking to be millionaires? Money will 

not help the child. (JIS)

Statements number 13 – 14 use the strategy asking for reason. The strategy 

asking for reason appeared in many statements. The participants used this strategy 

to reply to other participants who had different opinions. For example, statement 

number  13  asked  for  reason  why  people  need  to  feel  sorry  for  Corby.  The 

participant had different opinion with other participants, so he asked for a reason. 

In statement number 14, the participant kept asking reasons for several things he 

had not understand. Besides asking for reason, he also used the questions to direct 

other participants to agree with his opinions that money would not help the JIS 

victim to recover.

Other  positive  politeness  strategies also  appeared,  however  in  a  few 

statements only. Meanwhile, the strategies engaging in small talk or joking and 

asserting  reciprocal  exchange  were  not  present  at  all  in  the  discussion.  The 

participants tended to be more direct when expressing their opinions, so they did 

not use any small  talk or joke to convey their  intentions to other participants. 

Moreover, there is almost no thing to be exchanged in online discussion, except 

particular  information.  There  is  no  need  for  reciprocal  information  exchange 

because many participants inform others without wanting other information as a 

payback. Therefore, in CMC environment, asserting reciprocal exchange is not a 

common strategy.
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3.4 Negative Politeness Strategies

Negative politeness strategies were also present in the discussion. However, 

the number of uses was not as many as positive politeness strategies. Negative 

politeness is a strategy in which people wants others to respect them (Brown and 

Levinson,  1987).  Negative  politeness  strategies  that  were  mostly  used  in  the 

discussion include the use of subjunctive to express pessimism, hedges, such as 

‘possibly’,  ‘perhaps’,  ‘kind  of’,  ‘seems’,  being  conventionally  indirect,  and 

impersonalizing  the  speaker  and  the  addressee.  Other  negative  strategies  used 

were the use of words or phrases that minimize the imposition, apologizing, and 

nominalising. Here are some statements using negative politeness strategies found 

in the discussion.

(15) And I know they shouldn't let jis walk away after all this but dont you think 

the amount is kinda ridiculous? (JIS)

(16) I  mean  it  seems like  most  of  the  people  didnt  really  care  about  the 

perpetrator and just focus about jis. (JIS)

(17) Perhaps he  was  trying  to  find  a  way to  encourage  tourists  to  come  to 

Indonesia and do a tour of the Lapindo mudslide. (Aburizal)

In  the  discussion,  the  participants  used  hedges  significantly.  Statements 

number 15 – 17 use hedges to soften the statements. In statement number 15, the 

participant tried to express his opinion that the amount of money asked was too 

much. He used the word ‘kinda’ to soften the word ‘ridiculous’. Meanwhile, in 

statement number 16, the participant used ‘seems’ to show that his comment was 

just  his  opinion  which  was  not  always  true.  In  statement  number  17,  the 
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participant used the word ‘perhaps’ to show uncertainty about his  opinion. By 

using hedges in these statements, the participants tried to show that they did not 

try to offend other participants. Instead, they just expressed their opinions.

(18) Good to hear, politics is just to harsh. I don’t enjoy commenting on them. I 

might share the same view with you on politics. (JIS)

(19) I  wished that he confessed that he was in a vacation then i  might respect 

him. (Aburizal)

Another strategy that was mostly used was using subjunctive. Statements 

number  18  –  19  use  subjunctives,  such  as  ‘might’  and  ‘could’  to  express 

pessimism. In statement 18, the participant expressed his pessimism about politics 

by using ‘might’. But, before he expressed his pessimism, he gave a reason to 

support his pessimism. In statement 19, the participant also showed his pessimism 

by using ‘might’ and ‘wish’ to tell others about his hope.

(20) Given that you refer to "Bule nations"  may we assume that you're from a 

"Chink nation"? (Shark)

(21) Johnny...  would it  be good advice to Ananda to send the first baby for a 

DNA matching? (Aburizal)

Statements  20  –  21  use  the  strategy  being  conventionally  indirect.  In 

statement number 20, the participant asked an agreement from another participant 

about assuming that he is from a ‘Chink nation’. He asked another participant’s 

willingness to comply. In statement 21, the participant also asked an agreement 

from Johnny about his opinion. By asking an agreement to other participants, the 

participant could avoid being offensive.
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(22) It's not permissive that it announces "diclaimer" to transgender and leave all 

to interpretation. (Transgender)

Statement  22  uses  passive  form  to  impersonalize  the  speaker  and  the 

addressee by avoiding the words ‘I’ and ‘you’. The participant used passive form 

to show that he tried to minimize the offense that might be happened because of 

his comment.

Other  strategies,  such as  the  use  of words  or  phrases  that  minimize  the 

imposition, apologizing, and nominalising were present in the discussion, but in a 

very few statements. The strategies giving deference by using honorifics, using 

formal word choices, using past tense to create distance in time, and using group 

rules to state FTA were not present in the discussion. The participants might not 

use honorifics to refer to other participants or use formal word choices because 

they did not feel any need to be so polite to strangers. This is again related to the 

freedom  of  expressing  something  provided  by  anonymous  environment. 

Meanwhile, the strategy using group rules to state FTA almost could not be used 

because in anonymous environment, there is almost no rule stated there.

The result  about the uses of negative politeness strategies  in anonymous 

discussion is in accordance with Hsieh’s finding (2009) that people tend to use 

hedges, be conventionally indirect, and impersonalize the speaker and addressee 

in anonymous discussion. However, this result is contradictive to Hsieh (2009), 

Nishimura  and  Yukiko’s  findings  (2008)  that  apologizing  or  expressing 

reluctances and using deferences are the most-used negative politeness strategies 

because these strategies rarely or even never appear in the discussion. Moreover, 
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Gil-Salom and  Soler-Monreal  (2009)  claimed  that  negative  politeness  used  to 

show deference to the readers.

3.5 Other Strategy

Outside  Brown  and  Levinson’s  politeness  strategies,  there  is  another 

interesting finding, that is the use of swear words. In the discussion, there were 

many uses of swear words. Swear words are defined as words that have purpose 

to harm, hurt, demean, abuse, or offend other people (Jay, 1996; Bousfield and 

Culpeper, 2008; Dynel, 2012). In the discussion, there were many swear words 

used, such as in the statements below.

(23) Shame on u ASUtralians! (Corby)

(24) Can you stop being a narrow-minded a*****e? (Transgender)

(25) I hate aus bcos of scums like u! (Corby)

(26) Australians are bitches, they re racist. (Corby)

(27) Fucking sad, a sad lawless oppressed state. (Shark)

Using swear  words  is  included in  impoliteness  strategies  (Dynel,  2012). 

According  to  some  previous  research,  people  can  be  very  impolite  in  the 

discussion because of the anonymity provided (Smith, 1999; Danet, 2001; Dynel, 

2012). As a result, anyone can use impoliteness strategies, including swear words 

without needing to worry about the potential repercussions that may appear. This 

theory is  supported by the theory claiming that  people can express something 

more freely in an anoymous environment (Nissenbaum, 1999; Stein, 2003; Chang, 

2003; Farrall, 2012; Dalton, 2013)
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3.6 Politeness Strategies in CMC

From the findings, it was observed that not all Brown and Levinson’s theory 

can be found in CMC. Moreover, some positive and negative politeness strategies 

were not present in the discussion as Brown and Levinson’s have suggested. The 

comparison between Brown and Levinson’s model of politeness strategies and 

CMC model is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. The comparison between Brown and Levinson’s model of politeness 

strategies and CMC model

Politeness Strategies Brown and Levinson’s 
Model

CMC Model

Off-record √ √
Bald on record √ √
Noticing  the  addressee’s  interest, 
want, need, good, or possesion

√ √

Exaggerating or using intensifying 
modifier

√ √

Employing  phonological  slurring, 
slang, or jargon

√ √

Using ellipsis or omission √ √
Using first name or in-group name √ √
Claimming  common  view  about 
something

√ √

Seeking agreement with others √ √
Engaging in small talk or joking √ -
Giving or asking for reasons √ √
Using inclusive form √ √
Asserting reciprocal exchange about 
something

√ -

Giving  something,  such  as  desired 
gift, sympathy, or understanding

√ √

Being conventionally indirect √ √
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Using hedges √ √
Using subjunctive √ √
Using word or phrase that minimizes 
the imposition

√ √

Giving deference √ -
Using formal word choices √ -
Apologizing √ √
Impersonalizing  the  speaker  and 
addressee

√ √

Using past tense to create distance in 
time

√ -

Nominalising √ √
Using group rule to state FTA √ -
Using swear words - √

Politeness strategies that were mostly used in anonymous discussion were 

off-record  and  bald-on  record.  As  previous  studies  have  suggested,  the 

participants used these two strategies because of the anonymous environment that 

allows them to be more expressive in giving opinions (Nissenbaum, 1999; Stein, 

2003; Chang, 2003; Farrall, 2012; Dalton, 2013). This finding is contradictive to 

Brown and Levinson’s theory (1987) and Pariera’s study (2013) that stated these 

strategies are used less often with strangers.

Positive and negative politeness strategies were present in the discussion. 

However,  the  number  of  positive  politeness  strategies  used  was  more  than 

negative  politeness  strategies.  All  positive  politeness  strategies  were  present, 

except enganging in small talk or joking and asserting reciprocal exchange. Many 

negative politeness strategies in Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies were 

not  present,  such  as  giving  deference  by using  honorifics,  using  formal  word 

choices, using past tense to create distance in time, and using group rules to state 
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FTA. Beside the politeness strategies used in the discussion,  some participants 

used impoliteness strategies, such as swear words.

4. CONCLUSION

This study wanted to find out about politeness strategies used in anonymous 

discussion. Many studies about politeness strategies in non-anonymous discussion 

have been conducted,  however there were only a  few studies about politeness 

strategies used in anonymous discussion. This study was conducted by observing 

comments in five topics in an anonymous website (www.thejakartapost.com). The 

participants were internet users who used pseudonyms in commenting the topics. 

The comments  were  classified  into  different  politeness  strategies  according to 

Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies.

The  result  of  this  study  shows  that  not  all  of  Brown  and  Levinson’s 

politeness strategies can be found in CMC, especially in anonymous environment. 

Some politeness  strategies  used in  the anonymous discussion differ  with what 

Brown and Levinson’s have suggested. The participants used off-record and bald-

on record  in  many statements.  This  finding is  contradictive  to  some previous 

studies  stating  that  off-record  and  bald-on  record  strategies  are  mostly  used 

between close friends (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Pariera, 2013). Both positive 

and negative politeness strategies were present. However, the number of positive 

politeness strategies was higher than negative politeness strategies. It  was also 

found that in anonymous environment, not all Brown and Levinson’s politeness 
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strategies  were  present.  Another  finding that  was not  classified  in  Brown and 

Levinson’s politeness strategies was impoliteness in the discussion, such as using 

swear words. There are differences between Brown and Levinson’s theory and the 

findings  because  of  the  anonymous  discussion  that  provides  a  more  freely 

environment to express something (Nissenbaum, 1999; Stein, 2003; Chang, 2003; 

Farrall, 2012; Dalton, 2013).

Nevertheless,  this  study  has  some  limitations,  for  example  the  small 

number  of  variables.  More  variables  may  provide  more  accurate  data  on 

politeness strategies in anonymous discussion. It would also be more accurate if 

the comments from a participant are analyzed once because sometimes there are 

few participants who commented so often, so the politeness strategies used are 

almost the same. For further research, it would be interesting to find out about 

politeness strategies used in other forms of anonymous discussion. In addition, it 

is  possible  to  analyze  the  impoliteness  strategies  found  in  the  anonymous 

discussion, then compare it with the politeness strategies used.
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